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            A WORD OF WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      My books are steamy.

      Shifters are a passionate lot so there may be a bit of swearing. I like to think it adds colour but if you’re not a fan of cursing, consider yourself warned.

      There is some violence but nothing too graphic. Some injuries too, but given these shifters have special healing powers, nothing permanent.

      Due to the use of British English, there may be too many u’s, double l’s and not enough z’s for my incredible US readers.

      These spellings and grammar quirks aren’t wrong, they’re just different :) Let’s focus on the spice instead!
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          KILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      There’s absolute silence as I walk into the large boardroom and take a seat. Nobody dared to sit at the head of the table, and the men and women in the room visibly relax as I choose to ignore that seat too, opting to sit at Alpha Steel’s side, close to the door, but with my back to the wall. My father’s paranoia has rubbed off on me. It seemed ridiculous when we were living a simple life in the Irish countryside. Here though, I have a feeling I really do need to keep my wits about me.

      And that’s exactly why I’d hoped I’d never have to come back here.

      I fold my hands on my lap and sit back, one leg kicked out, and wait. While the council decides how to begin, nobody wanting to ask me outright what my intentions are regarding the crown, I pick a spot of lint off my immaculate navy suit. Perfectly tailored and pressed, I know I wear it well, all part of the facade required for this hopefully very short visit.

      “It’s a pleasure to have a direct descendant of King Morgan among us again. Most of us thought the line was lost forever.”

      He hoped the line was lost forever is probably a more accurate description.

      Blake Steel introduced this man earlier, but his name escapes me now. From the look of disappointment on his face when he came in and saw me here, suited and booted, and ready for action, he’s not one bit pleased to have me back.

      I doubt anyone is. I’m not exactly pleased about it myself. But when word reached me that both Zoe and Chase had shifted, well, the time to stay hidden was over.

      “My half-sister Michelle is alive and well,” I point out, just to be contrary, enjoying the way he squirms a little under the intensity of my stare. “You knew the line wasn’t dead, you just chose not to recognise anyone you didn’t believe to be a pure-blood shifter. Or a threat.”

      Because it suited you to keep them in the dark, is the unsaid part of that sentence, but we all know it’s the truth.

      “Your sister and her children are only coming to terms with discovering our world. It would have been unfair to put such responsibility on their shoulders.”  Rhodes, Roden, whatever his name is, artfully evades admitting that they just ignored her existence because she didn’t have a wolf.

      Although, truth be told, that was a good thing. The less attention drawn to the human daughter of the king, the better.

      “How generous of you,” I comment dryly, and the tension around the table ratchets up.

      With the disappearance of the last known royal decades ago following numerous attacks, each family that makes up this elite group has gained money and influence. And they’ve grown more and more powerful as they slowly asserted themselves as the rulers of the shifter world before seizing more control from the individual packs.

      Some of them do it for genuinely altruistic reasons, to be of service to the public, and to be a voice for our people. They’ve made changes for the better to protect vulnerable wolves from tyrannical alphas.

      But there are others here who only want to be involved to protect their positions, and to make sure every decision made suits their agenda and lines their pockets. How many people in my family died doesn’t seem to be of concern to them.

      I can tell instantly what camp Roberts here falls into.

      “What are your plans while you’re here?” he asks, suggesting, or hoping, that I’m not planning to stick around.

      I do, in fact, plan to leave as soon as I can, but I have no intention of tipping my hand so early. I want to make them sweat.

      I want to make those responsible for murdering the rest of my family scared and careless.

      “Visiting my rapidly expanding family. Check out my ancestral home… And maybe find out what steps the council has taken to bring those who murdered my entire family to justice.” I steeple my fingers and make eye contact with each noble in turn, letting the strength of my wolf make my intentions clear, lest they forget who they’re dealing with. “When they weren’t too busy dividing the coffers amongst themselves and squabbling over who was in charge of what.”

      The sudden ripple of unease that has everyone squirming in their seats is making this boring meeting far more entertaining. Nobody bothers to deny that’s what happened. They sat on their hands and waited, while my father was battling to stay alive.

      “Well…” Rosco flails, unable to reassure me that every effort was made to identify those behind the massacre of the royal family, because that would be a lie. One that I’d scent in an instant.

      When I raise an eyebrow and he flushes, I almost feel bad. I don’t really blame him, personally. He wasn’t in power at the time, but it’s quite possible if either of his parents sat on the original council, he knows more than he’ll ever willingly admit.

      “That’s what I thought.” Replacing my stern expression with a friendlier one, I turn to Alpha Steel, probably the only person I really trust at this table. “I’m aware you’ve done extensive research while looking into Zoe’s wolf. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to spend some time looking over what you’ve found.”

      Until I find out who was behind the decimation of my family tree, everyone at this table is a suspect. Only when I’m confident there’s no threat to the Walkers, will I disappear again and return to my old, peaceful life, with my duty to my father fulfilled.

      “Of course. Whatever you need.” Alpha Steel looks completely relaxed despite the stifling atmosphere in the room. He might be enjoying this almost as much as I am. “And of course, you’re welcome to stay here with us as long as you want.”

      I pretend to mull this over, to let the nobles wait, but I’ve already decided this is how I’ll set the cat among the pigeons. They’re hoping I’m about to announce when I’m leaving.

      When the council looks like they’re about to combust, I rub my chin with my thumb and smile.

      “Thank you for your kind offer, but I’m more than aware that I represent somewhat of a security risk, and you have a pregnant mate to look after. I think the palace might be the best place for me to stay.”

      Stunned faces greet my proposal. All except for a woman with long, dark hair, who looks suspiciously unsurprised.

      “You can’t be serious. One wing is practically derelict,” someone to my right scoffs, and I let some of my alpha aura out, ensuring he feels just how serious I am.

      “It’s far from derelict,” I state, essentially ending the discussion before it even starts. “You’ve been funding the repair work, and there is an on-site manager in place, so I’m sure you’re aware it’s perfectly liveable.”

      It’s my home. They can’t keep me out of the palace. It was badly damaged in a fire during the last attack, but one wing remains standing, and the rest can be restored.

      Do they really think I didn’t check it out before I came here?

      “Liveable, but perhaps not defensible.” Another member of the council points out, feigning concern for my well-being.

      Shrugging, I refuse to back down. The palace is in Falls Valley, smack inside Zane Williams’s territory, the leader of the well-trained elite enforcers team. If he can’t defend me, nobody can. “I think Zane might take exception to that description.”

      “Very well.” Blake concedes. “But since you won’t be staying with a pack, I wouldn’t feel right leaving you without protection. We’ll make arrangements to have some wolves meet you there.”

      The raven-haired beauty with the sour expression hits me with a stiff smile. “I’ll send some of my best warriors to guard you during your stay.”

      Again, with the veiled references to my appearance being temporary.

      I’m about to argue, tell them I don’t need anyone’s protection, when Steel speaks up.

      “Good idea, Cressida. I’m sure all the packs can spare some warriors to assist Zane. I think a small security detail, with one or two warriors from each of our packs, sounds reasonable.”

      I’m not sure that’s what she was suggesting at all, but Blake has skilfully made it seem like it was her brainwave to have all the packs involved. She’s not going to correct him.

      Steel gets to his feet, and the rest of the committee follows suit. “But now that we know where to find Killian, how about we leave ironing out the details until tomorrow and join the celebrations.”

      Cressida demurely tilts her head in agreement, cold and emotionless, with all the warmth of a snake, and inwardly, I groan. She’s still elegant and beautiful, despite the tell-tale hints that she’s older than she first appears, but her expression is hard, and her polite smile never reaches her eyes.

      The buzz of excitement coming from the ballroom is already making me weary. Small talk and crowds are two of my least favourite things. But staying here would be worse.

      “Splendid,” I say, rising to my feet and smoothing down my tie. The sooner I get in there and show my face, the sooner I can slip away.

      As Blake hangs back to talk to the irate council members, unimpressed by my vague plans and refusal to stay where they can watch me, I extend an elbow to Zoe. She slides her hand gracefully through and looks down at the floor to hide her amusement.

      “Are you enjoying yourself?” she asks as I lead her out of the boardroom toward the steady thrum of noise, knowing full well the answer is no.

      The jumble of scents assaulting me is too much. I haven’t been around more than a few, well-known to me, shifters at any one time before. My wolf is on edge already, and being bombarded by strange scents is not helping.

      “Not one little bit.”

      It’s the truth. And while I do want to get to know my nieces and nephew, I’d much prefer that to happen away from here. But this is my duty. I promised my dad I’d come here if needed, and that time has come.

      Zoe squeezes my arm as we stand before the double doors that lead into the ballroom, and the din on the far side gets quiet, the shifters inside sensing our arrival.

      “Well, it’s about to get a whole lot worse.”
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          CHARLOTTE

        

      

    

    
      With a sharp jab to the ribs, my sister makes her displeasure at the way I’m enjoying the canapés clear. Far too elegant to shove finger food into her mouth at the rate I’m inhaling them, she sighs when I shrug at her, unrepentant.

      The food here is amazing. It’s so much better than home. Probably because my mother insists on everything being so bland and healthy, because goddess forbid, should anyone actually enjoy eating.

      “Can you stop acting like a savage for one minute?” Elodie asks, before smoothing a perfectly pleasant smile back on her face as she scans the crowd. My sister dips her head gracefully in greeting to the scores of wealthy alphas and lunas. They’re all here to get a good look at the prince, and to boast that they were important enough to be invited for his first official public engagement.

      Elodie’s fingers find my arm, and she goes completely still, staring eagerly at the ballroom entrance. “He’s here.”

      Her voice has gone all breathless and awestruck, the tone she reserves for the few people in the world she deems above us. All of these people act like they’re somehow smarter or more worthy, just because they have money.

      “He’s just a man, Elodie. Another shifter, just like you and me. He hasn’t cured cancer.”

      Even if the prince hasn’t grown up with everyone fawning over him the way they are now, I’m sure they’ll ruin him quickly enough.

      “Shh.” Elodie pinches the skin between my fingers to get me to shut up, and I hiss at her, pulling my arm back and rubbing the red mark she’s left behind.

      My little sister has spent far too much time with my mother and grandmother, absorbing their entitled view of the world. Power and privilege are the only things that interest them. Helping others and using their position for good, not so much.

      On the far side of the room, my father tips back a shot of whiskey and slips out of view. He’s a fish out of water at these kinds of events, hiding in the background rather than rubbing shoulders with whoever can be used to our benefit, like my mother wishes he would.

      My poor father. Although a powerful alpha himself, he’s always known my mother settled. And she reminds him that she was intended for the king’s firstborn son every chance she gets.

      Now that the prince has returned, I’m sure she’s making Dad’s life unbearable. Never mind that Killian wasn’t even born until she was a teenager.

      My mother walks purposefully across the room to where we’re standing, smiling and pretending she cares about the shifters who greet her, but I can see the cogs turning in her brain. She’s scheming, and I want no part in it.

      Laser focussed on the daughter she imagines taking her place and marrying into royalty, she swoops in and grabs Elodie's arm, nudging her closer to the door. With both of their backs to me, blocking my view, I’m content to melt into the background and let them do their thing. If it weren’t for my grandmother’s sharp gaze pinning me in place, I’d be joining my father in his hiding spot.

      “He’s going to live in the palace,” Mum murmurs. “Which means he’s going to stick around for a while. If he intends to disband the council, we need to act now to secure our position in the new regime.”

      Because we don’t already have enough money.

      I can see where this is going. My mother is not subtle. In fact, she’s probably been schooling poor Elodie on this plan B of hers since the news started filtering through of his return. And of course, she wants to pimp out my sister to ensure someone in our family gets to join the royal family. If it’s not Mum, Elodie is the next best option.

      Rolling my eyes, I pick up another fancy looking puff pastry, and pop it into my mouth. Yum. I snatch another off the plate, too busy trying to figure out what the sauce is to pay attention, when the grand doors to the ballroom open. I sniff the food in my hand surreptitiously. Is it saffron?

      Only when Elodie gasps, and a hushed silence falls over the room, do I lift my eyes from my tiny, tasty prize to see what all the fuss is about.

      My wolf practically swoons when she sees the tall, dark-haired man filling the doorway, with Zoe Steel on his arm.

      Judging by the contented sighs around me, so do all the other she-wolves in my vicinity.

      A swooping feeling starts low in my belly, and the hairs stand up on the back of my neck as my wolf urges me forward.

      Shaking my head, I take a step back, retreating further into the crowd, but my movement catches his attention, and he turns, eyes laser focussed on me.

      Oh no.

      My gaze locks with the man setting my blood on fire, and my world tilts on its axis.

      Mine.

      A second ago, the only thing I wanted to sink my teeth into was that delicious treat, but now, I can’t decide whether it’s him or Zoe’s arm I want to bite more.

      “Fuck,” I mutter.

      The prince’s lip twitches, and I frown. He couldn’t have heard that.

      My mother glares at me over her shoulder, and my grandmother’s steely gaze swings toward me, disapproval at my choice of language painted all over her face. She takes these social events very seriously, regularly lecturing us on manners and decorum. It’s no wonder my mother is the way she is.

      “Language, Charlotte. Can you at least pretend to be a lady, for just five minutes? No man here wants a mate with a potty mouth.” Mum’s disappointment shines through as she chastises me in whispered words, her wolf flashing in her eyes.

      I’m expected to toe the line. Behave, or else. If I ruin whatever she’s plotting, I’ll never hear the end of it. Arguing that I don’t want the kind of man she thinks is a catch won’t get me anywhere.

      The prince’s grey eyes flash to silver as he stares in our direction, and the crowd shrinks back.

      “He’s staring straight at you,” my mother whispers to Elodie.

      Struggling to swallow down my mouthful of food that now tastes like sawdust, I don’t bother to correct her.

      “He’s coming over,” she squeals and pokes my sister in the back, reminding her to correct her posture, and grins maniacally, as he gets closer.

      All her elitist dreams are coming together.

      Panic grips me. I need to get out of here. Now. It takes every ounce of willpower I have no to give in to the urge to run to him. My hands are sweaty, and my breathing laboured as I take one step back, then another.

      All the while, Killian keeps me locked in his hypnotic gaze.

      “You don’t need me here for this. I’ll find Dad and make sure he’s not laying into the whiskey too hard,” I mutter quietly, hoping there’s too many other voices in here for Killian to make out my words.

      My mother flaps a hand at me behind her back, the gesture meaning something between shut up and go away.

      Relieved to be excused, I wait until an interruption from a senior alpha briefly tears the prince’s attention away from me to make my move. It’s just a brief moment, but it’s enough, and when he looks back, I can see his confusion when I’m gone.

      He stands taller, keeping a neutral expression, as he greets the sea of nameless faces, all clamouring to speak with him, but he never stops scanning the crowd over their heads.

      With practised ease, I weave my way through the glamorous guests, doubling back on myself a few times and rubbing my palms subtly across table linen and the backs of chairs to ensure my scent lingers longer in random places.

      As I pass my father, hiding in a corner as I expected, I snatch a glass of amber liquid from his hand and down it in one. I wink at the man Dad’s speaking with, a friend of the family I’ve known since childhood, before leaning in to give my long-suffering Dad the hug he badly needs.

      “Cressida’s on a mission. I don’t know what she’s up to, but if you don’t want to get sucked into it, I’d make yourself scarce.”

      With one last glance at the prince over my father’s shoulder, I sigh.

      Killian looks stiff and unfriendly, like he’s barely tolerating being forced to interact with the likes of us.

      Stern and imperious, if you had to pick the royal from a line up, you’d guess him, straight away. He has that air about him, all power and dominance. With short dark hair, and a smattering of silver at his temples, he looks like a real man among a sea of boys.

      Of course, it would be him.

      As the sister who was deemed unsuitable for grooming for a role like princess, I have to appreciate the irony of the situation.

      Fate has a fucked-up sense of humour.

      “I’m out. If she comes looking for me, tell her I’m practising my curtsy.”

      With a smirk, my dad squeezes my shoulders and presses a kiss to my cheek. “Go. I’ll cover for you.”

      With a dull ache in my chest, I spin away from my dad and slip out the exit doors at the rear.

      My wolf is not happy, and it takes every ounce of self-control to keep moving, as I dart across the patio. Kicking off my shoes and hiking up my dress, I jump over the railing without hesitation, and land in the bushes below.

      I rub a hand over the scrapes down my arm and curse as I pluck a thorn from my foot. I’d shift, but I don’t trust my wolf not to bring me straight back. She is desperate to meet him, to see his wolf, to complete the bond.

      I can’t let that happen.

      With a final look around to make sure nobody is watching, I sprint across the grass, my long hair flowing behind me, as I run from the pompous, pretentious life I don’t want, and the handsome man that I do.
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          KILLIAN

        

      

    

    
      The second the doors open, I know what’s been driving my wolf wild.

      She’s here.

      Liquid heat burns in my veins, and it physically hurts to stay by Zoe’s side while keeping the stiff, mild-mannered smile plastered on my face. The only reason my wolf hasn’t shoved Zoe’s hand away is that we’re related by blood. Any other female would have lost her fingers.

      With more restraint than I knew I possessed I scour the room, searching for the woman who’s already turned my life upside down.

      Find her.

      A tiny movement catches my eye, and I zone in on her immediately as she steps back, shocked, one hand raised to her chest. The world melts away as our gazes lock, and I stare into her startled green eyes.

      My mate.

      As the sparks dance across the room, she slowly pulls her index finger from between her pink pillowy lips. It’s a move so sensual, I smother a groan. Her cheeks flush, ever so slightly, as she stares back, and it does something to me. Every possessive instinct in me rushes forward, and I want to take her away from the madness to somewhere it’s just us.

      Like my room.

      My attention is pulled away from my mate briefly when Zoe tugs my arm. In front of us, an elderly statesman of an alpha and his luna wait for my response to something they’ve said, and I get the impression they were hoping for more than the rude groan I’ve just let past my lips.

      They kindly ignore my odd behaviour, but it just makes me remember why I hate these kinds of events so much. I’m notoriously bad at small talk, and I have no idea what the question was.

      “Prince Killian was just saying to Blake that he really wants to learn more about the impressive packs in this region, including yours, Alpha. However, there are lots of pressing issues with the council that the prince needs to attend to, first. I’m sure you can understand that those duties will take up most of his time in the immediate future.”

      The alpha gives a polite nod to Zoe. She moves us past him quickly, before his luna gets to ask the question that’s on the tip of her tongue. Zoe is a pro at navigating these conversations, and I’m eternally grateful Blake has lent her to me for this part of the evening.

      “Thank you,” I mutter distractedly.

      My gaze darts back to my mate, only to find that the spot where she stood just seconds before is empty. Fuck. Where is she?

      My wolf surges up inside me, frantic that we’re going to lose her.

      Relax, I tell him. I can still scent her. And I can still feel the pull toward her, so she’s still here.

      She hasn’t left the building. Perhaps she’s as uncomfortable as I am with meeting face to face, in such a public setting. She’s probably leading me somewhere quieter.

      Follow her scent.

      Despite Zoe’s attempts to steer me toward the relative safety of a table filled with the Grey Ridge pack leadership and my cousins, I stubbornly refuse to be diverted. Buoyed by the thought that my mate wants me all to herself, I lengthen my stride, keen to hunt her down.

      Zoe grits her teeth and nods politely at everyone that tries to engage us in conversation as I make a beeline to my mate’s last known location.

      If she wants a chase, I’ll give her one.

      Coming to an abrupt stop where her fading scent is strongest, it’s only when I’m glancing around, trying to figure out which direction she has gone, that I realise one of the council members is right in front of me.

      With a charming smile painted on her face now instead of a sneer, Cressida bows politely.

      “Prince Killian,” she says demurely, in a complete attitude shift. “Please, let me introduce Elodie, my youngest daughter. As I’m sure you know, our families were close. I would have been intended for you, if you were born here, and maybe a decade or two earlier.”

      She laughs, passing her odd comment off as a joke, but my wolf snarls. When she touches my forearm, I fight the urge to recoil while there are eyes on us. Is she flirting with me?

      My wolf reacts violently to her touch, and I swallow hard to keep my aggression in check. I remind myself that she doesn’t know my mate is here. So as much as I find her unpleasant, she doesn’t know that we have found our fated mate.

      But she is insulting the sanctity of the mate bond after she’s been claimed by another. If she were mine, I would not be happy.

      When I say nothing, the councilwoman backtracks. “But of course, I’m happily mated now. Although through Elodie, I hope our families can remain closely connected.”

      Dear lord. Is this hideous woman trying to force her daughter on me? To her credit, even Elodie looks mortified by her mother’s lack of tact, though she hides it well.

      “Elodie is the custodian of the royal palace and has been ensuring the remaining sections didn’t fall into ruin. She’ll assist you in any way you need. I think you’ll find her a valuable asset.”

      I get it. She’s at my disposal.

      Giving Elodie a small, sympathetic smile, I can’t deny that she’s beautiful. Any other man would gladly take her up on her offer, but not me. I can’t help but wonder how complicit she is with her mother’s scheming.

      Cressida is clearly keeping her friends close, and her enemies closer.

      With my mate’s scent rapidly being drowned out in the busy room, I need to find her quickly. This conversation is taking far too long.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you, Elodie,” I say tersely, my wolf eager to continue searching. Every sense of mine is on high alert, scanning around us for our mate, but if anything, I feel her less and less. “I saw another woman here a moment ago, who looked a little like you. A relative?”

      I try to sound uninterested, like this is merely polite conversation, while I wait with bated breath for the answer. If claiming her publicly as mine would have no ramifications for either of us, I’d tell them exactly why I’m so interested in her whereabouts. But I can’t announce her as my mate, not when I have no intention of sticking around.

      “Oh, em, yes.” Elodie glances nervously toward her mother. “That’s my sister, Charlotte. I’m not sure where she’s run off to.”

      My question was unexpected, and for some reason, has caught Elodie off guard.

      “Charlotte’s a bit of a free spirit. Please forgive her manners.” Cressida’s smile is tight, not reaching her eyes, as she considers me but says nothing further about where she might have gone.

      “Ah yes, I could see a resemblance. Not to worry, I’m sure I’ll meet her again.” With a chivalrous nod to both ladies, I attempt to move on. “I appreciate your help in keeping my family home standing. Enjoy your evening.”

      Elodie beams, and her mother smiles smugly, knowing she’s positioned her daughter perfectly to get acquainted with any royalty that’s resurfaced.

      I have to admire the forethought. Ordinarily, I’d be pissed off at the blatant social climbing, but not tonight, if it means I have a greater chance of finding her sister.

      Go. My wolf demands I stop delaying. He’s growing anxious as the tenuous connection between us stretches thinner and thinner.

      “Wait. Where are you going?” Zoe hisses as I slip from her grasp to track my mate’s scent through the room. She follows me, almost at a jog to keep up with my long strides, which is impressive in her strappy high heels.

      Relentlessly following her scent, I duck and dive, following a nonsensical path through the party.

      I’m sure everyone watching is wondering about my sanity as I turn back on myself, following with gritted teeth, another red herring my mate’s laid for me.

      If I didn’t know she was doing this to avoid me, I’d be impressed. But right now, I find it annoying as hell.

      “Killian,” Zoe whisper-shouts, as I march toward a table of gentlemen in the corner, seemingly enjoying themselves far more than anyone else here.

      Sniffing the air, I zone in on one, who narrows his eyes as I approach.

      “I see you’ve met Cressida and Elodie,” he comments, his wolf shining briefly in his eyes, and his fingers tightening around the glass of whiskey in his hand. He’s the first person, apart from my family, who hasn’t been sickeningly polite.

      I like him already.

      “And I believe you have another daughter that I’ve yet to meet. Is she still here?” It’s a ridiculous question. People are still arriving, and we haven’t even eaten yet. There’s no reason for anyone to have left, but somehow, I know she has.

      “I think she may have slipped out.” His eyes slide to the open balcony doors, the corner of his mouth tipping up in an amused smile.

      I don’t even pretend not to care, knowing this man has me well sussed already.

      Stepping outside, I suck in a deep breath of fresh air and move to the railing. Leaning over, I can see where she landed, noting the broken twigs and leaves scattered on the grass.

      That probably hurt. She really wanted to get away.

      I should be offended, yet I’m intrigued.

      In the distance, I see a blur, disappearing at incredible speed into the dark forest beyond. My wolf wants to chase her, his strong predatory instincts spark  by her running.

      But I can’t. Not tonight, at least.

      Growling, I look over my shoulder at the party inside, and the duties that need to be attended to before all else. The dinner bell rings, calling everyone to their seats, and I ball my hands into fists.

      I have to go back inside. I have to let her go.

      Charlotte’s father stands in the doorway, a wry smile on his face.

      “Even if you go after her, you won’t catch her. She’s got too big a head start. Go and enjoy your meal. Your paths will cross again.”

      Nodding, I push away from the balcony and fix my messy hair.

      “And in the meantime…” He taps the side of his nose. “Your secret is safe with me.”

      Swallowing hard to bite back the question on my lips, I turn away, swiping the glass off the table as I pass.
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          CHARLOTTE

        

      

    

    
      From the window seat in my bedroom, I watch the pale morning sun paint the sky with strokes of yellow and gold. There’s not a cloud in sight. It’s going to be a beautiful day. Except, as I hear the sound of rapid approaching footsteps, I can already tell I’m going to hate every minute of it.

      Sleep eluded me last night, and I can already feel my patience fraying because of it.

      My wolf is sulking, furious we left the party without speaking to him, and she’s not going to make my life easy.

      “Where did you disappear to?” My mother demands, striding into my bedroom, chin lifted haughtily, without so much as a knock. Standing over me, her displeasure is clear, but from the gleam in her eye, I can tell chastising me isn’t the only reason she’s here so early.

      Sighing, I swing my legs down and leave some space on the plump cushions for her to sit. I doubt she really cares where I was. She definitely didn’t miss my company.

      “Small talk isn’t my forte. I thought you’d be relieved to be able to focus solely on Elodie.”

      Any other mother would correct me, and say that no, I was equally important to her, but not mine.

      She nods thoughtfully, a small smile toying with the corner of her lips. “The prince did seem quite taken with her.”

      Years of martial arts training, and the self-control it brings, are the only reason I don’t reach out and throttle her.

      Taken with her. My wolf snarls, angry at my mother and me, in equal measure. Me, for not staking my claim immediately, and my mother for daring to matchmake our mate with someone else.

      Unclenching my jaw and smoothing a suitably bland expression onto my face, I smile. “And why wouldn’t he be? She’s delightful.”

      My mother regards me with suspicion, checking my tone for sarcasm. “Indeed.”

      She sits gracefully on the pale blue cushions, where I regularly perch for hours on end, reading and watching the forest below.

      I think it’s the first time she’s ever joined me here. It’s making me nervous. I don’t want her to ruin my happy place.

      “The prince has decided to stay in the palace while he’s here. Which would suggest he’s not leaving anytime soon.” She told me that already, so I wait for the real news she came to deliver. Her red nails pick at a pull in the striped material, and she frowns. “There’s already plenty of unease within the council, especially since those Walkers turned up, and started turning into wolves. We must ensure that if the council is disbanded, our position is secure. Grandma Tammy is already asking me what we’re doing about it.”

      She speaks about the Walkers as if they’re doing something wrong rather than just becoming the shifters they were always destined to be. They’re of royal blood. As a member of the council, she should be showing them more respect.

      “Why must we secure our position?” I ask, genuinely failing to understand what she thinks is going to happen if we don’t have a seat on the council or have the ear of the prince. I hear this refrain constantly from my mother and grandmother, like they think we’ll be destitute immediately if we’re not sucking up to the right people. “Are we not secure enough already?”

      I gesture to the luxury of our home. My grandfather, George, was on the original council, something my pretentious grandmother reminds us of regularly, with great pride. We’re already wealthy. My father is still an alpha, even if my mother does treat him like he’s an imbecile most of the time.

      The pack will go to my brother, a sensible, if not slightly dull, man who will safeguard the resources carefully.

      “Because we already slipped in standing when I was denied the chance to mate a prince. I won’t let Elodie suffer the same humiliation.” Her voice takes on a shrill, high pitch near the end. Something tells me this isn’t all about Elodie. I know my grandmother never approved of my mother’s match with my father. I have a feeling it wasn’t my mother who felt humiliated but Grandma Tammy. She just told her what she should be feeling and never let her forget it.

      Apparently humiliation isn’t a problem for me though.

      I remain silent, waiting for the part of this scheme that involves me. Because she wouldn’t be here if she didn’t want something.

      Balling her slim, elegant hands into fists, my mother glares at me. She sees my lack of interest in society as stupidity, thinking that I don’t get it. I get it, alright.

      I get the false smiles and the hushed whispers, the backstabbing, and the superiority complexes. l just want nothing to do with any of it.

      My wolf had agreed with me, up to now. But one sniff of a tall, dark and handsome prince, and she’s changing her tune.

      “Elodie will be just fine. She has a line of high calibre suitors, a mile long.” Elodie is clever and beautiful with impeccable taste. The perfect alpha’s wife.

      Damn. Maybe the prince really was taken with her.

      I swallow back the bile creeping up my throat at that thought. Maybe after I fled, he decided she was the best option.

      “No! It will be the prince. And you are going to help her.”

      Oh no.

      My mother stands, peering down her nose at me. “Elodie will go to the castle to prepare for the prince’s arrival. Once he’s there, they’ll have lots of time to get to know each other, and he’ll see what a good pair they would make.”

      Closing my eyes, I force back an image of them together, side by side, looking sophisticated and happy. I feel sick. I need this conversation to be over, so I can go back to pretending that man doesn’t exist.

      “And how am I supposed to help with that? Help her practise witty banter? Let her try out her flirting techniques on me?”

      Scowling, my mother looks me up and down. I know she doesn’t like what she sees, deeming me too fit and muscular to be a proper society mate. Apparently, unless you’re skinny and miserable looking, you’re doing something wrong.

      “No. You’re going to put all of those years of training to good use. Instead of moping around here, running a track around our boring territory, you’re going to join the prince’s guard. And while you’re there, you’re going to make sure no other woman can get near him. At least, until he falls in love with Elodie.”

      Jumping to my feet, I shake my head vigorously. “No. Absolutely no way.” Scrambling for something that she’ll buy, I blurt out any reason I can think of not to go. “I’ll disgrace you. Say something I shouldn’t, something uncouth. I have no idea how to behave in front of royalty.” I rack my brain for more embarrassments I could cause, any of which my mother could consider worse than death and throw them at her. “I can’t dance. What if there’s a ball?”

      This cannot happen. I joined the elite training program precisely so that I wouldn’t have to spend my time indoors, listening to stuffy conversation, and being bored by self-important people.

      “It’s already done. Zane approved the temporary transfer, keen to support the prince in any way possible. This is what you wanted, Charlotte. A chance to get away from here, to prove yourself. You’ve trained for years to get a spot on the shifter enforcers team. I thought you’d be grateful that I pulled some strings.”

      My wolf is happy for once about being played by my mother, who’s pretending to be surprised by my reluctance to participate in her scheming. I’m furious to know she could have gotten me a spot on Zane’s team at any time but chose not to do so until it suited her.

      “You always said you hated the royals. Why are you offering to help them now?”

      My wolf urges me to stop asking questions. We will be close to our mate. That’s all she cares about. But wait till we’re forced to watch him fall for Elodie.

      Let’s see how happy about it she’ll be then.

      “Because this is business not personal.” My mother tilts her head, her cold smile eerie as she waits for me to give in.

      It’s not going to the palace that’s making me revolt. Every cell in my body is rebelling about the idea of offering up my mate to another woman. My chest is tight, and I struggle to suck in a proper breath. This can’t be happening.

      “You can’t make me go.”

      Is this the moon goddess’s way of punishing me for refusing her match, and fleeing last night? That would be just my luck.

      With a sick chuckle, my mother eases forward, her icy expression turning furious at my defiance.

      “Yes, I can.” Her dark eyes are flinty and cold, not a hint of maternal warmth in them, as she delivers the killer blow. “Because if you don’t ensure the prince falls for your sister, I’ll make sure you never get picked up for Zane’s elite protection team. Granny will disinherit you and I’ll find a nice, suitable match for you. Or, if you refuse, you can live here with me, forever.”

      Hatred burns in my veins as she threatens the one thing that keeps me sane in this godforsaken house, that’s more prison than home. Getting out of here. Zane’s elite team of warriors, used by other packs and councils to deal with shifter trouble was the only way I could do it without my mother being able to meddle. Or so I thought.

      Well, that or finding my mate.

      But being claimed by the prince would be jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire. My mother would never leave me alone, constantly trying to use my position for her own benefit. It would be torture.

      “How am I supposed to get them together? I’ll be working.” I barely recognise my own voice. I feel like I’m having an out of body experience even discussing this.

      “Elodie will take care of that. You just need to ensure nobody else gets close to him.” Smiling serenely at me, like she didn’t just threaten to ruin my life, my mother takes my hand and gives it a soft squeeze. “Think of it this way. If one of my daughters were mated to a prince, I’d be so happy, I don’t think I’d mind what the other one did with their life. They could go anywhere. Mate anyone. Work whatever job they like.”

      Freedom.

      She’s bribing me with glorious freedom. She’s spent years trying to mould me into the perfect daughter, but we’ve never seen eye to eye. Now she sees a way to get me out from under her roof and also to set both Elodie, and herself, up for life.

      All my life, I’ve wanted to join the elite enforcers team set up when the royal family was decimated. Travelling, fighting, helping people who need to be protected. Twenty-four hours ago, I would have cut my own arm off to get out from under my mother’s suffocating influence.

      Now though…? It feels inconceivable to leave while he’s still here, let alone, stand by while my sister and mother try to snare him.

      “You leave tonight. Bring everything you need, as you won’t be back anytime soon.”

      Unsure what I’m going to do when I get there, I smile, and as instructed, start packing my bags.

      It looks like I’m moving to the palace.
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      Sitting out on the balcony of my guest room, I stare at where my mystery lady escaped into the woods last night. Picking up the whiskey glass I stole from her father’s table, I bring it to my nose and sniff the faint trace of her lipstick left on the rim.

      Closing my eyes, I tip my head back and groan. Every nerve in my body lights up, just from that tiny whiff of her scent. My wolf is urging me to hunt her down. I could find her today, if I really wanted. No matter how good my little Houdini is, she can’t hide forever.

      And yet, I’m still here, in Steel Pack territory, rather than seeking her out. It’s tempting to follow her trail, even if just to get more of her scent, but a prince wandering through the forest won’t go unnoticed. And so, I just sit here and stare. Because I know what will happen if I find her.

      I can pretend to myself that I just want to have a chat, to explain to her, face to face, why this can’t happen, but that’s a lie. I crave her. She consumes my every thought already.

      Sighing, I place the glass back down on the table beside me and stare at it. It’s my only connection to her, and I can’t seem to let it out of my sight, pathetic as that is.

      These impulses are far stronger than I ever imagined. I’d like to think I have impeccable self-control but resisting my mate might be beyond even me. With so many other things I need to concentrate on right now, I can’t afford to be distracted.

      That’s why I need to find a way to forget about her, to stay away, for both our sakes. If anyone gets a whiff of her being my fated mate, she’ll be in mortal danger.

      With a rueful laugh, I stare at the patio below that she vaulted over in her elaborate bid to escape. Is it really staying away if your mate flees to avoid you, and you have no idea where she is?

      It’s hard not to be slightly offended. My wolf’s ego has definitely been bruised. He’s eager to prove to her how good a mate he could be, while the man in me knows that’s the exact opposite of what we need to do.

      With a frustrated groan, I flex my itchy fingers, trying to resist, before giving in and picking the glass back up, cradling it in both hands.

      My wolf is furious at me for even considering ignoring the bond. Yet, even as I think it, I know it’s not going to be as easy as that. If I can’t leave her damn glass alone, what hope would I have when faced with the woman, herself?

      “Fuck.” I scrub a hand over my jaw. This is the last thing I need. My plan was to ensure my family’s safety before returning to my boring, quiet, anonymous life, hidden in the middle of nowhere, where only a very small trusted few know what and who I really am.

      I can’t get stuck here. It’s not what I want. And taking a mate who’s destined to be a princess isn’t right. I can’t see any way out of this mess. Not for the time being, anyway.

      A gentle rap on the door pulls me from my spiralling thoughts. “Come in. It’s open.”

      I push to my feet as Zoe steps inside and makes her way out onto the balcony to join me. “It’s a bit early for that, don’t you think?” She tips her head toward the glass in my hands, her gaze tracking my hands as I set it down, oh so carefully, beside me.

      I don’t answer, unable to think of any sensible reason I’m hugging a stolen, empty whiskey glass at this hour of the morning. I wait while Zoe takes a seat before sitting back down, unable to drag my eyes away from the spot where my mate disappeared.

      “This must be a lot, coming home, I mean.” Zoe’s easing into a conversation she’s clearly uncomfortable having. “You seemed a bit off last night. Is everything okay?”

      What she really wants to know is whether I’ve got some dark secret that she needs to be aware of because I was acting strangely.

      I’m older than Blake Steel by a fair amount, and unmated. I can’t blame her, and possibly everyone else, for wondering how I’ve avoided moon madness at my age. Or after last night, whether I have avoided it at all.

      “I’m not going moon mad, if that’s what you’re concerned about. My father assured me it’s less of an issue for royals.” I offer her a wry smile, enjoying how she pales at my bluntness. “We’re family, Zoe. We might not know each other that well, yet, but you can speak openly with me. This is not how I was raised. The whole prince thing is odd to me, too. In fact, I’d love you to just act normal around me.”

      Zoe shifts in her seat, tucking her dark blonde hair behind her ear, as she considers my request. Appearing to take me at my word, her posture relaxes, and she tips back in the chair, kicking her feet up on the chair opposite her.

      “You were being so weird at the party.”

      Laughing, I follow suit and lean back, crossing my feet at the ankles, and stare up at the bright, blue sky.

      “I know. I thought I saw someone I knew.” Frowning, I add, “Plus, I hate those things. I’ve never liked attention. And it’s hard to relax when you know more than one person there probably wants you to disappear.”

      My father had me well-prepared on what would need to happen if any of the Walker Family displayed signs of discovering their animals, but nothing could prepare me for the reality of coming home.

      Those that sought to destroy him might be dead, but shifters live long lives and can hold a grudge for even longer.

      I can’t trust anyone.

      “If you hate it so much, why not renounce the throne, officially dismantle the monarchy, and go home?”

      It’s charming that she has no objection to me handing back the power that many other families would kill for.

      “Because it might not be the right thing to do. Protecting our family is important, but doing the right thing for the shifter community, as a whole, is what’s in our blood. It’s my duty.” I repeat the words my father drilled into me, words of public service and self-sacrifice, no matter how much one might hate doing it.

      “Very noble. But what about what you want?”

      Waving away her concern, I watch the clouds slowly drift by. “Eventually, I’ll return to my country house to live a life of peaceful solitude.”

      Zoe looks dubious.

      “Don’t you worry about me. This is only temporary.”

      Zoe’s lips thin as she presses them together, but she doesn’t argue.

      Once again, my focus is drawn to the forest where Charlotte fled last night, but this time, I give myself a shake and force myself to snap out of it. I’ll never get home if I spend all day moping around like this.

      “So, what’s the plan for today, then? Am I to be paraded around the neighbouring packs, and subjected to more lies from people who would rather stab me in the back than look at me?”

      With the sun warming my face, it’s hard to care, but I know that once I step back into the real world, my good humour and tranquillity will be ruined all over again.

      “None of that, you’ll be glad to hear.” Zoe beams, clapping her hands together, ready to get a move on. “We’re off to the palace. I’ve been told that a custodian has been keeping the place in good order, and a security team is already on its way there to conduct an assessment of what measures need to be put in place.”

      Wonderful. That means Elodie, and potentially, her mother too, will be there to destroy my peace.

      Closing my eyes, I pinch the bridge of my nose and pray for patience. I need to find a way to elegantly extricate myself from any plans Cressida might have for me without pissing off anyone who might have information I need.
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