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      This book is a little bit saucy.

      

      We have some MFM action, a little MMF, some unaliving, bl00d, and kidnapping. There are references to domestic violence (off page, with an ex).

      For some of you, this probably sounds great and won’t put you off the story.

      But if it’s not your thing, that’s okay.

      Skip this one and pick back up in The Kill, book 3 in the Steel Pack Alphas.
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          MAX

        

      

    

    
      “Stop fucking cursing!” Zoe hisses at me across the kitchen island and pointedly nods toward our house guests. Mandy sits quietly with her teenage son, Noah, and looks anywhere but at us.

      Blake’s broad back remains turned to me while he fixes his mate something to eat and continues waiting on her hand and foot. I don’t blame him. He thought he’d never find her, and when he did, they didn’t have it easy. But now that we know he never had moon madness, there is no reason for this insanity.

      Am I the only person who hasn’t lost his mind?

      “Sharon can’t be trusted. She turned Zoe into a wolf without telling either of you!”

      My alpha’s growl is low and quiet, out of respect for our newest pack members, but its force is no less powerful. I feel its weight pushing down on my shoulders. Gritting my teeth, I remain standing tall even though it’ll likely irritate Blake even more. I might only be half bear, but stubbornness is one ursine characteristic that came through loud and clear.

      Blake could force me to submit, but that means upping the ante in front of Mandy and Noah, and I know he won’t want to make them feel uncomfortable in their new home.

      “You don’t need to remind me of what my mate went through, Max. Believe me. I’ll have nightmares about it for the rest of my days.”

      Zoe reaches out a hand to touch his arm gently, reassuring him she is here and well. Still, he doesn’t turn, forcing me to keep up the argument with the back of his head. Palms up, I face Zoe, pleading with her to think rationally about this.

      “Zoe. You can’t be happy about this? She could have warned you about Tyson.”

      Zoe is like a sister to me now that she’s mated to Blake; they are my family. I can’t bear to see them inviting this trouble into their home.

      And that’s what Sharon is, trouble with a capital T.

      “Yes, but she did it so I could defend myself. Since then, she has given me more information about my family than I could have ever hoped to find on my own.”

      Groaning, I tilt my head back and stare at the ceiling.

      “But why does she have to live here?”

      I drag my two hands through my hair and give it a tug before throwing my hands in the air. Frustration rolls through me, and I feel like I’m about to explode. This doesn’t make any sense.

      “I don’t even know what to say. This is crazy!”

      Light footsteps cross the hall and I wince. Sharon’s scent reaches me as she strolls through the door, looking relaxed and at ease, as if this has been her home forever. Whatever perfume that witch wears, or spells she has been working on, makes her scent seem strange to me. The rest of the pack doesn’t seem to notice, but my nose is more sensitive. I hide my sniffing as I try to identify what’s tickling at my nose. It’s magic‌, of that much I’m certain. Today, it’s much stronger than the times I’ve met her before.

      “Something bothering you, Max?” She slides onto a stool at the island and brings those bright, violet eyes up to mine in challenge. She’s tiny but fierce, I’ll give her that. Her pale hair is pulled back in a high ponytail, and it makes her bright eye colour even more shocking.

      “You shouldn’t be here, witch, and you know it.”

      The words fly from my mouth before I can stop them, but I stand by what I said. She can’t be trusted. Nobody from the council can, if you ask me.

      “Max!” Zoe hisses, shocked at my rudeness. I used to look forward to catching up with her when she visited with the council, but now she’s living here, using spells in the house without telling us. And I don’t like it. Plus, the scent of magic will be all over the house.

      “It’s okay,” Sharon says calmly, and the even tone of her voice sends my temper through the roof. It makes her seem reasonable while I look like I’m being overly dramatic. The devious witch is doing it on purpose and it’s pissing me off.

      “It’s not okay. Not one fucking thing about this is okay.”

      Leaning my forearms on the back of a high stool, and staring at my alpha’s back, I sigh. For the first time in my life, I doubt my alpha’s judgement. He’s not even listening to me. Normally he at least takes my opinion into consideration. I eye the witch suspiciously.

      Could she be the reason? Who knows how she could be influencing him?

      Blake finally turns around, placing his palms on the white marble countertop. He’s looking at me with exasperation, like a parent trying to be patient with a naughty toddler.

      “I get it, Max. You’re not happy, but my decision is final. Sharon will stay with the pack to help us find out as much about Zoe’s grandfather as we can. She can help protect us against Tyson if he tries anything.”

      When I huff in irritation, he hits me with a glare that’s enough to make me shut my mouth.

      “I will do anything I can to keep my mate and my territory safe! If Sharon can help me in any way, she stays.” His voice gets louder and the atmosphere in the room crackles with tension.

      I could point out that if she wanted to protect us from Tyson, she could have done so by telling us he was still alive. But I’m already pushing it with my alpha as it is. He pulls Zoe into his arms and kisses the top of her head, smiling against her hair. They’re so happy together. His need to protect her is clouding his judgement. There is no way I can convince him to budge on this.

      “You are going to do nothing,” I comment, pointing a finger in his direction, and then at Zoe. She’s more likely to be the loose cannon here if the rest of her family is anything to go by. Doing what they’re asked doesn’t seem to be a strong suit for any of the Walkers.

      “What do you mean?” Blake blinks at me as if I’ve completely lost it. Sighing, I make my point even though I know he’s going to argue with me.

      “I mean… you’re newly mated, to a white wolf, who’s some long-lost ‌princess, and you’re Tyson’s primary target. There is absolutely no way either of you are going traipsing around the forest to find the man who wants you dead.”

      “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but he’s right.” Sharon doesn’t look at me. She’s focusing on Zoe, who is probably the only person who can talk Blake out of going after Tyson.

      Tyson, the half-brother who Blake seems to have forgotten about, is set on destroying him and taking everything he has, including Zoe. A slow, self-satisfied smirk pulls at one side of Blake’s mouth, spreading to the other, until he’s smiling broadly. Meanwhile, my expression morphs into a worried frown.

      Somehow, I know I’ve made a mistake, but, for the life of me, I can’t work out what.

      “Excellent point. In that case, I want you and Sharon,” Blake gestures between us, “to work out what to do about him. Together.”

      The only thing that makes his announcement slightly less awful is that Sharon looks equally horrified. She gives me a once over and shakes her head. She can’t believe she’s stuck with me, either. We might not agree on much, but in this, I share her sentiments exactly.

      This is going to be a nightmare.
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          MAX

        

      

    

    
      “She’s not that bad,” Noah whispers, sliding into the seat beside me. The library is quiet, so he keeps his voice low and his head down.

      “Yes, she is,” I grumble, giving him some serious side eye before returning to the unbearably dull tome which documents the history of wolf royalty on the East Coast.

      “Cole said she’s hot.” He pauses and looks around, double checking we’re alone. “What’s a MILF?”

      Fuck. I cast my mind back to her appearance in the kitchen this morning and the tight fit of her jeans over those dangerous curves.

      Not that I was looking.

      When she’s on council duty, she dresses dowdy and plain, sometimes wearing thick glasses and severe hairstyles to look more serious. In casual clothes, there’s no mistaking the killer body she’s been hiding.

      “Don’t listen to Cole. She’s far too old for him.”

      Cole is our top enforcer and says it like it is. I’ll have to warn him to tone it down around Noah. I don’t want him going back to Mandy and repeating whatever Cole says.

      “Mum says mid-forties isn’t old. I mean, you must be nearly forty,” Noah points out. I huff in indignation. Talk about kicking a man when he’s down. I have a few years to go yet, but when you’re a teenager, everyone seems ancient.

      “What else does your Mum say?”

      My curiosity gets the better of me. Somehow Mandy already knows more about Sharon than I do.

      “Mum says she doesn’t have any family left, apart from a sister that moved away, and that’s why she came here to help Alpha Steel. Her parents were killed years ago, so when she’s not with the council, she has nowhere to go.”

      “What? What about the witches?”

      Noah shakes his head. “They don’t approve of her family’s role on the council.”

      Stunned, I feel a twinge of sympathy for Sharon. That’s tough. Living inside a pack means even if you don’t have family close by, you always have people who care. If her coven has cut her family off, she’s all alone. For some reason, I feel uncomfortable that I didn’t know this little nugget of information.

      Mandy and Sharon have clearly spent some time bonding, and Noah’s been playing close attention.

      Oh, jeez. Does he have a crush?

      Maybe I wasn’t the only one who was admiring her curves over breakfast.

      “And that means we get stuck with her, because she’s lonely?” I’m aware I’m being a dick, but Noah gives me a pass, merely shrugging shoulders at my surly behaviour. Picking up the old and dusty, leather-covered book I’ve been reading, Noah makes a gagging face.

      That’s exactly how I feel.

      I chuckle, and he smiles broadly before looking around cautiously, checking to see if we’re in trouble for making noise.

      Mandy and Noah were living as rogues until Blake offered Mandy a job and a place in the pack. Noah is so used to staying under the radar he hasn’t adjusted to a life where he can freely be himself. Leaning back, Noah runs a hand through his messy, dark hair and scowls.

      “Why are you reading that? It looks dull, dull, dull.”

      Noah couldn’t be more of a teenager if he tried. He’s tall and awkward, dressed in ripped black jeans and a giant hoodie to hide the bulk he shouldn’t have if he were an average human boy. Everything is boring to him. Anything his poor mother asks him to do is a massive chore. He’s still a young wolf who only recently shifted for the first time. He’ll need the pack’s guidance while he learns to control himself, much like Zoe.

      Keeping his mind busy and filling his days with physical training is the best way to keep him occupied. I've been teaching him to fight, and even though he's still growing and filling out, he has a lot of potential.

      He's strong, that's for sure. I have a sinking feeling he's got alpha blood, which means Mandy's situation is potentially trickier than we first assumed. In most cases, a she-wolf in hiding, living as a single mother on the run, doesn’t have a happy tale to tell. But it's her story, and she'll tell us when she's ready.

      “It’s not dull. It’s our history,” I correct, saying the words I’m sure his mother would want me to say. “We should all know more about where we came from.”

      The words stick in my throat for two reasons.

      First, the best and safest thing for Noah might be to never know exactly where he came from. If Mandy kept him away all these years, I’m guessing it would be dangerous for them to return. Yet here I am, like a hypocrite, telling him we should know our ancestry.

      Second, because he’s right about the book, it’s so dull. I’ve read the same page twice now and I still can’t remember what it said. It’s the tenth I’ve read about our royal family’s demise, and they all tell the same story.

      Zoe’s grandfather, Simeon, was an only child. He was the only direct descendent of the royal family left alive after multiple raids and attacks took out all other branches of the family tree. After becoming king at a young age, he claimed a mate. Before they had children, there was an assassination attempt that was nearly successful. Badly injured, he was forced to go into hiding.

      His mate attempted to maintain the monarchy in the hopes that he would return to rule, but after a few years with no sightings of him, and no heir to justify her position, her grip on power faltered. The king never returned and was presumed dead. The council took charge, and for two generations, this is how it has remained.

      Until Zoe Walker, who we all thought was human, shifted into a white wolf and turned everything upside down.

      Now the council is desperate to find out everything they can about the Walkers, and uncover what happened to the king. But I know Blake. He’s making his own plans, outside the official channels, and he’s clever enough to keep his cards close to his chest.

      “Don’t pretend you know anything about history. This is probably your first time setting foot in this library.” Sharon’s sweet, melodic voice makes me tense. I exaggerate a shiver, making Noah laugh, just as she appears between rows of bookshelves.

      I regard her with suspicion as she approaches. I used to like her. Sharon was always good for a laugh when the rest of the council wasn’t around. After she messed with my luna and kept us in the dark about Tyson, my feelings have changed. I feel personally betrayed, despite not knowing her that well. We trusted her.

      As she lowers herself into the chair across from me, I scowl. I don’t want company, and even if I did, she could at least ask before joining me. She’s doing it just to get under my skin. There are countless other desks to sit with her giant pile of books. The size of the stack tells me she has no plans of leaving anytime soon.

      Sharon pushes a loose strand of almost-white hair off her face and sighs. When she fixes her bright eyes on Noah, she grants him a warm, genuine smile. For a moment, I’m puzzled and I do a double take. Looking relaxed and friendly, she appears much more youthful. Narrowing my eyes, I’m trying to figure her out when she feels my gaze and turns.

      “What?” she snaps, reverting to the prickly witch I’ve lately come to expect. Huffing, I straighten, hiding my face behind my book. “Nothing. Just trying to figure out your angle, witch.”

      Sharon frowns and picks up a book. “Does there have to be an angle? Is it so hard to believe I just want to help?”

      Her calm expression makes my blood boil. There’s always an angle, I’m sure of it. And I’m going to find out what it is.

      With a snort, I stand and tuck my book under my arm, deciding the library is too full for my liking.

      “Ah, yes, I’m sure the council is here to help our luna, who is potentially the rightful queen, with no ulterior motive. I doubt they’re concerned at all that her family could take over and pull back the power the council has come to love so much.” The sarcasm is clear in my tone.

      Noah stares between us, dumbfounded, and I feel bad for arguing in front of him for a second time today. Grabbing his shoulder and giving it a squeeze, I force a smile onto my face.

      “Don’t mind me. I just need to burn off some energy.”

      Reaching out for a fist bump, I wait while he rolls his eyes, but eventually smiles and returns the gesture.

      “Come to the gym if you want to spar.” Tapping the top of Sharon’s books, I add, “I’ll show you something useful.”
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          SHARON

        

      

    

    
      Max strides out of the library, exuding confidence and determination with each step, as he puts as much distance between us as he can. His displeasure at just being near me is palpable, and it stings. As much as I pretend it doesn’t bother me, it does.

      No matter what I say, he chooses to think the worst. Nothing will change his mind. At least, not until Tyson’s threat has been eliminated, and Zoe is left in peace. Both of those things will take time, neither is a simple task.

      It looks like I’ll be on the receiving end of his anger for a while.

      “He’s right, you know. Though don’t ever tell him I said that.” I give Noah a conspiratorial smile. “Training in the gym is much more fun. You’ll have lots of time to learn all this stuff when you start school here.”

      Noah gives me a curious look. He’s not one bit convinced by my attempt at light-heartedness, but he shrugs as though he is, and pushes to his feet.

      “I like you, for what it’s worth,” he dips his head shyly as he offers me reassurance. “Ignore him. He’ll come around.”

      Now I feel even worse. It’s even obvious to a teenager how hurt I am by Max’s blatant dislike.

      “Nobody likes the council. I’m used to it. It comes with the job unfortunately.”

      Noah hesitates before giving me a sympathetic nod, looking sad on my behalf, and following Max out the door. I blow out a sigh of relief. He’s a good kid, if unnerving observant for his age.

      During my visions, I’ve seen a glimpse of what Mandy went through. I completely understand exactly why she has kept herself and Noah hidden all these years. She has done the right thing in bringing him to a pack now that his wolf has shown itself. He's strong, and he'll need an equally strong alpha to teach him how to control himself.

      And therein lies another reason nobody trusts me, these visions. They’re fuzzy and they come unbidden, but I catch glimpses of things most people don’t want to share. When I met Mandy for the first time, I saw flashes of her past life. It didn’t show me who Noah’s father is, but I could feel the power and the fear he could instil. He’s an alpha, but not a good one. If someone finds out where she is, and they will eventually, Noah will need his training to keep them safe.

      I could feel fury, like a living, breathing thing. It’s evil and dark, and it’s as strong as ever, roaming and searching for his lost possession. He believes she’s his, and he hasn’t let her go. She might be away from him but she’s definitely not free.

      Glancing at the stack of books, I feel weary. My eyes are dry and scratchy, and my neck aches. I’ve spent night after night pouring over old stories about vampire-werewolf hybrids, how they can be tracked and vanquished. The stories told of some that were good, some that were pure evil, but there was very little practical information we can use.

      I’ve set wards and protections around the packhouse and the edges of the property to keep Tyson from coming inside. Realistically though, I have no idea what will work. At this point, I’m willing to try anything and everything in the hope something sticks.

      And I’ll keep working on it because Max is right to be angry with me. I’m annoyed with myself. All those years ago, when the Steel pack was attacked and everyone assumed Tyson died, I allowed them to keep thinking it was true. I never corrected the lie, even though I knew otherwise.

      In my mind, it was better to let them believe he was dead than to know he had been turned into the walking undead. In my naive mind, I thought I was saving them from further pain. Too young to understand the implications for the future, I never foresaw him returning and seeking revenge. When I met Zoe, I realised how naïve I had been, and how my stupidity had left them exposed.

      And now, there are more lies. With a weary sigh, I close my eyes. I’m just so tired of it all.

      “Take a break, Sharon. You look like you need it.” Zoe’s warm voice breaks my contemplation, and I blink up at her kind face in surprise. She watches me with compassion as I deflate, accepting that she's right.

      “Normally I would argue with you, but yeah, I don’t think I’m going to get anywhere with this tonight.” As soon as I say the words out loud, I know it’s true. There’s no point fighting it. I'm exhausted and my magic reserves are low. I’ve been doing nothing but reading and digging through old archives and family trees. My brain is frazzled and I need to recharge my batteries.

      “I need to visit the clinic. Normally, Blake makes me take Max, but he's made plans with Noah.” With a mischievous twinkle in her eye, “Want to be my bodyguard?”

      I can’t help but smile. Max would have an absolute fit if he knew Zoe was heading off alone with me. He seems to think I’m part of some council conspiracy to whisk her off to a prison in Siberia and throw away the key. Yet, Zoe herself is happy to leave pack territory with me, completely at my mercy. Her trust means a lot.

      “All right. Are we going now?” Standing, I stretch and push the books to one corner. They can wait until tomorrow. Some fresh air and a change of scenery might re-energise me.

      Zoe nods but gestures to her yoga pants and T-shirt. “Let me get changed and I’ll meet you outside in a few minutes?”

      She doesn’t give me a chance to argue, rushing out the door with a giddy smile on her face. Her excitement is infectious. I make my way to the front of the house after grabbing a snack from the kitchen, and for the first time in weeks, I’m grinning. Zoe appears right behind me and hops up to give Blake a quick kiss before running down the steps before he can stop her.

      The moment she slides behind the wheel of the SUV and closes the driver's door behind her, his expression darkens. Never taking his eyes off her, he addresses me seriously, his pride in Zoe unmistakable.

      “My mate is a headstrong woman, keeping her prisoner here will not work. But the reality is that while she is off this property, she is vulnerable. Her wolf is still learning, and we have no idea what Tyson has planned.” Turning to look down at me, his handsome face serious, he makes sure I feel the force of his words. “You are a witch of considerable power. I am trusting you to use that in any way necessary to protect my mate, regardless of who it is that tries to harm her. Don’t let me down.”

      He has framed it as nicely as possible, but there is no misunderstanding of the intent behind his words. They fall somewhere between a threat and an order. He is allowing his alpha aura to swirl around us, showing me he means it. From anyone else, I wouldn’t accept such disrespect, but I like Blake and understand his concern. I have no intention of letting anyone near Zoe.

      With a nod, I make a point of breaking through his display of dominance and jog down the steps, reminding him exactly who he is talking to. Most wolves would be stuck to the spot under the weight of his alpha aura but I’m not just any wolf. I choose to listen to him, but I don’t have to, which is exactly why he trusts me to take care of his mate.

      When I climb into the passenger seat and glance back at him, his charming smile is back in place as he waves at his precious luna. Zoe chuckles beside me as she blows him a kiss and pulls away.

      “That man is ridiculous. I mean, how much trouble can we get in between here and the clinic?” she teases, her affection shining through in her tone. “Or maybe the bar…”

      When my laugh is met with silence, I turn to see if she’s joking, there’s a wicked glint in her eye.

      “Just for dinner,” she clarifies, putting on the most innocent face she can muster. “And maybe one drink, or two. For you, of course. I’m driving.”

      Shaking my head, I watch Blake’s suited form in the wing mirror as he turns and disappears inside, oblivious to his mate’s plans.

      “No wonder he doesn’t let you go anywhere without a bodyguard.” With a rueful smile and a shake of my head, Zoe takes that as a yes and wriggles in excitement. “Somewhere quiet, Zoe. And only for an hour. I don’t want to be responsible for pushing Blake Steel over the edge.”

      Zoe scoffs and waves away my concerns.

      “Of course, of course. I know just the place.”
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      Hitting the hall at a sprint, and with Noah hot on my heels, I emerge in the daylight and skid to a halt beside my Alpha. I stare in disbelief as his black SUV disappears down the long, winding driveway.

      “You’re kidding me?” I spit out. “Blake, it’s bad enough she’s living here, but now she’s going off-territory, on her own, with your mate?! Your mindlink won’t even work!”

      Blake turns to face me, his expression calm, but I feel the turmoil deep within him. He’s not as relaxed about this as he looks.

      “Zoe had a life, a career and a home, before I came into the picture. I’m fortunate she has accepted as much change as she has. I won’t treat her like a prisoner, Max. She’s met Tyson and knows what’s at stake.”

      Despite his words, I know this is killing him. The more I study him, the more obvious it is. His lips are pale, and his eyes are tight. Normally, Blake can control his body language, able to project whatever image he wants, but today his posture is rigid, and his fists are clenched at his sides.

      No male likes to be parted from his mate, but a newly marked one, whose deranged-vampire-hybrid half-brother wants his luna all for himself?

      Blake should be losing his mind. Blake’s tension rolls off him in waves, and Noah twitches with discomfort. I can tell he wants nothing more than to escape, but he fights it. Tough kid.

      “But…” I go to argue, but Blake puts a hand up, stopping me before I launch into another tirade.

      “Yes, Max, the witch. Tyson knows what Sharon is. Hopefully, that’ll be enough to stop him trying anything. But at the end of the day, it’s Zoe’s choice.”

      I scoff. Hopefully. What good is hopefully if Tyson hurts her? We don’t even know for sure that Sharon is powerful enough to fend him off.

      A quiet voice behind me pipes up, “Alpha Steel makes a good point.” Noah wrings his hands together as he speaks. “I saw Sharon out in the woods, practising throwing things without touching them. She was firing branches through the air like they were darts. It was pretty cool.”

      Of course using your power to toss things is impressive. That doesn’t mean Tyson can’t get to her.

      Blake smiles, amused that the teenager has picked his side over mine. I sulk at Noah’s betrayal. I thought he’d definitely be in my corner.

      “I like to think I have lots of good points,” Blake jokes as he places a hand on Noah’s shoulder. “But thanks for your support. It’s the bear in him. He’s stubborn as hell.”

      Noah eyes me curiously, taking in my height and broad frame. He’s seen me in my wolf form and knows I’m bigger than most. Before now, he probably never realised I had another side. A bear.

      Glaring at Blake, I tap Noah on the shoulder and gesture for him to follow me.

      “Where are you going?” Blake asks, watching as the two of us stride toward the parking garage. I open the heavy metal door angrily; the jarring screech matches my foul mood perfectly. 

      “Even if you think Sharon can protect Zoe on her own, it doesn’t feel right. I can still go as backup. I’ll be subtle. They won’t even know we’re there.”

      Blake frowns at me and I stare right back, daring him to stop me. I am his beta. Part of my role is protecting the luna, and I’ll do it how I see fit. He can let Zoe put herself in danger because he wants her to be happy, but I’m not so easily swayed by those pleading eyes. There’s no mating bond wrapping me around her little finger.

      “No fighting with Sharon, Max. Zoe and I have headaches from listening to the two of you bicker. Get over whatever is bothering you.”

      Hesitating, I reluctantly nod before ducking into the garage and snatching a pair of keys off the board on the wall. Noah immediately goes to the old Range Rover and climbs in. Zoe’s beat-up truck will blend when we get to the rolling hills and fields where her veterinary practice is tucked away. Since meeting Blake, she’s only been working there a couple of days a week, most of that doing paperwork from the packhouse. The new clinic here keeps her busy the rest of the time.

      “He won’t listen if you keep fighting with him,” Noah warns as I tear down the driveway, determined to catch up with the SUV.

      “Look at you, giving me advice I didn’t ask for,” I tease and Noah blushes. “I’m just messing with you, dude. You’re right, of course. I suppose I’m just anxious. We’re all waiting for something bad to happen, but can’t do anything to prevent it.”

      Squeezing his shoulder, I try to seem more relaxed, not wanting my mood to affect him. “I worry. Zoe’s a new wolf and no match for Tyson. I’ll feel better once I know she’s all right. We’ll pop into the clinic, help with some chores that need doing, and then we’ll all get home nice and early.”

      Famous last words.

      Before I even turn into the long driveway to her clinic, I know she’s not there. I can sense it. When we pull into the small parking lot and there is no sign of Blake's SUV, it's no surprise.

      “Damn it.” 

      Not only is she not here, but when I reach out to speak to her telepathically, she’s not close enough to mind-link. Growling in frustration, I bang my head on the steering wheel and close my eyes, taking a deep, calming breath.

      “Where is she?” Noah asks, sitting forward in his seat and looking around in alarm. He swivels as if she’s going to appear out of the fields of crops around us.

      “Not where she’s fucking supposed to be,” I mutter ruefully. “What a shocker.”

      Cursing one last time, I reverse out of the car park and turn back toward the main road. I could call her, or Sharon, but I think I’d prefer to see with my own eyes what they’re up to. In my heart, I know they’re not in danger. It sounds strange, but since Zoe officially became Luna, I feel a strong connection to her. I’m convinced I’d know if she was in trouble.

      My first port of call is the diner. Partly because there's a good chance Zoe popped in to say hello to everyone here. It was her home away from home before she was adopted by our pack and stolen away. Plus, Earl makes a good pie and I’m starving.

      When we get there, however, there’s no sign of Zoe.

      Without saying a word, I climb out, and Noah follows. His mum used to work here, so even though we really should keep moving, I can appreciate he might want to say hi. Maybe Earl has seen Zoe.

      The bell over the door jingles cheerfully as we walk inside. Earl looks up from his newspaper, a smile breaking out on his lined face when he sees my companion.

      “Noah!” Wrapping him up in a tight hug, Earl beams as he sways them back and forth. Noah looks awkward, with his arms trapped by his sides, but I can sense he’s secretly thrilled in that way only a teenager can be. Stepping back, Earl holds him at arm's length.

      “Is it possible you’ve grown even taller?”

      I can see his pride in the young man and Noah grins back at him.

      “You’re just shrinking, old man,” Noah jokes, cheeks going pink at his own brave jibe. Earl’s laughter is warm and rich as he leads us toward two stools. Shoving menus at us, he fills my mug with steaming hot coffee that I never asked for and plonks a soda in front of Noah.

      “What can I do for you, gents? You stole Mandy. Why are you driving all the way here for food?” Earl raises a bushy eyebrow at us.

      “Well, we’re just…” I’m about to come up with a story when Noah blurts out the truth.

      “We lost Zoe.”

      Earl chuckles, producing a pen and notepad, ready to take our order. “She sure has a way of making you boys chase her around, doesn’t she?”

      Earl waits, tapping his pen against the paper, and the message is clear. We won’t be getting out of here without eating. Noah rattles off his order without glancing at the menu. He’s clearly used to eating at Earl’s.

      From a booth far in the corner, a rich laugh makes my ears prick up. I recognise the scent, but it takes me a second to place it. 

      “Hi, Matt,” Noah replies easily. I catch Matt's eye and hold it. His barn. That's where we met before.

      “Hey, Noah.” He tips his head in greeting and flashes us a dazzling smile as he stands, showing off his broad physique. Crossing the room, he holds out a big, rough hand and I shake it, curious what he’s about to say, because he didn’t come over here for nothing.

      “It’s Thursday. That’s ladies' night in town. I can show you exactly where she is, if you’d like?”
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      Ignoring Matt’s offer, I wait while Noah catches up with him, asking about the farm, enquiring about a feisty goat he seems to have a soft spot for.

      Telling Blake that his luna wasn’t where she said she’d be would be bad enough, but inviting her handsome ex to help track her down would be a step too far. Blake would quickly retract his statement about the pack not being a prison. Except I’d be the one locked up, not Zoe.

      “You’re welcome to join me,” Matt offers, gesturing to the booth in the corner and his hot coffee, which is rapidly going cold while he stands here and chats. About to politely decline, I pause when Noah looks up at me eagerly. He’s left everything behind to come and join our pack. I can’t blame him for wanting to spend time with the people he used to see every day.

      With a groan, I nod, trailing behind as Noah follows Matt over to the corner of the diner. I lean into Noah and speak quietly behind my hand. Matt isn't a shifter, so his hearing isn't as sharp as ours, but something tells me he's perceptive.

      “Does he come in here all the time?”

      Noah nods, copying my lowered voice and keeping his gaze straight ahead. This kid has potential.

      “Yeah. I thought he had a thing for my mom, but I think it was his only way of getting away from the farm. It must be boring out there all alone.”

      I only met Matt briefly when I dropped Blake at his farm when Zoe was there in her job as town veterinarian, but we never really spoke.

      It’s hard to picture Zoe with anyone else now, especially someone so different from Blake. Her mate is all sharp suits and crisp shirts, whereas Matt is worn jeans, plaid shirts, and cowboy hats. His rugged, laid-back good looks probably make him a more obvious match for Zoe, but the mate bond trumps all else.

      Stretching a muscular arm along the back of the bench, Matt’s eyes lock on mine again. The relaxed act is for Noah’s benefit. He’s suspicious of me and Blake, and I respect him for having the balls to invite me over to find out more.

      He wasn’t still dating Zoe when she met Blake, but I’m sure a strange man turning up in town and sweeping her off her feet caught his attention. Especially when it was immediately followed by her leaving her job and her home. 

      “So, if you’re here looking for Zoe, where’s her husband? Aren’t you his friend?” Matt takes a big bite of his burger before leaning back and wiping his mouth with a napkin. He leaves behind the tiniest bit of mayonnaise that I can’t help fixating on until he gets it on the second pass.

      I match his energy, resting against the back of the red vinyl booth as a server slides plates of food, that I don’t remember ordering, in front of us. Turns out I’m getting Noah's usual. I’d complain, but the smell is incredible, and I can't help reaching out with my fingers and snagging a piece of bacon. As it passes my lips, I groan. Delicious.

      “Yeah, we’re friends. I was supposed to help her in the clinic. She probably forgot I was coming today.”

      Matt nods and shifts his attention to Noah, ignoring my lack of table manners. I lick the maple syrup off my fingers, then sneak another piece of bacon straight from the plate. Noah frowns at me and shakes his head. 

      “And Noah, you’re living there now too? How are you and your mum getting on?”

      In fairness, I don’t blame Matt for being wary. Not only did Blake steal Zoe away, but Mandy and Noah too.

      “Great,” Noah mumbles around a mouthful of pancakes, giving Matt an emphatic thumbs up just in case he couldn’t make out what he was saying. Matt nods, looking relieved to hear everything is okay straight from the horse’s mouth.

      “Must be quite a setup you have up there that you can tempt all these people away and find them somewhere to live at a moment’s notice?”

      Matt takes a long drink of his coffee. His tone is mild and his expression serene, but the challenge is there. He’s studying us carefully, testing me.

      “It is. You should come and visit sometime. We have some animals you might be able to help us tame.”

      Noah sputters and chokes on his soda, turning to me with wild eyes. I give him a hard pat on the bat and turn back to Matt, who merely nods, still watching me closely. Noah goes back to shovelling food into his mouth, but he looks tense, and his eyes are still wide and panic-stricken. He’s worried about what will happen if Matt arrives at our door but it won’t happen.

      “I might just do that.”

      Grinning, Matt goes back to his meal, and we eat in easy silence. Something about his company is relaxing. He’s confident, and self-assured. I’d say absolutely nothing fazes this man.

      “So, where is she?” I fold my napkin and place it on my empty plate. Rubbing a hand over my stomach in appreciation, I decide I’m going to have to come here more often. While we’re fed well in the packhouse, it feels good to go somewhere new for a change. It’s heaven to be somewhere where nobody knows who you are or wants anything from you.

      “I’m heading that way anyway. You can follow me,” he insists, and once again, he goes up in my esteem. Matt wants to make sure Zoe is okay with us gate-crashing her night out. I have no doubt he’ll insist on saying hi to her when we get there so he can see her reaction.

      “Come on, Noah. Looks like you’re going to your first ladies’ night. Don’t tell your mother or she’ll fucking kill me.”
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      Zoe was right, this was a wonderful idea.

      As Zoe chats with a client of hers, I look around the rustic bar, filled with happy, laughing women. They’re out in groups, enjoying each other’s company as they catch up and have fun together. At the bar, a few brave men have arrived early but they’ll have to wait their turn. It’s friends first, flirting and dancing later.

      Lifting a fruity pink cocktail to my lips, I take a long sip and sigh contentedly. Just then, somebody standing at the edge of the table clears their throat, ruining my moment of bliss. I was feeling relaxed, but the realisation that I’ll be shooing men away from the stunningly beautiful Zoe all night has killed my buzz. 

      Zoe’s dressed casually, with minimal makeup, but something about her captivates people. I think it’s because you can tell she’s completely unaware of just how stunning she is. She certainly doesn’t play up to it. I, on the other hand, wish they could see me - for once. It would be a dream to drop the act I put on for my role. I never got to be young and just enjoy it.

      Which is why I’m surprised that when I open my eyes, there’s a tall, handsome cowboy gazing at me, not Zoe, with an amused smile on his face. Suddenly, I'm feeling a little hot and flustered. 

      “Hi there.” His deep, sexy drawl sends butterflies erupting inside me.

      I always wished I could enjoy the company of a sexy man like this without overthinking it. Long ago, I dismissed the idea of a relationship and I don’t have time to mess around. Plus, I constantly worry that everyone is working an angle with me because of my role with the council.

      “Hi.” My voice sounds girly rather than stern and serious. Barely recognising myself, I laugh a little at the idea of flirting with this attractive stranger.

      Do I even know how?

      “I’m a friend of Zoe’s, Matt.” He holds out a large, tanned hand for me to shake. As our palms connect, I feel a zing of attraction race through me and our eyes lock. His crinkle at the corners, as if he knows exactly what I’m feeling, because he felt it too. 

      “So, Matt, do you come here often?” I ask, feeling carefree and giddy. Who cares if I’m being obvious, and if the delicious pink cocktail has gone to my head? Unless I’m reading all the signals wrong, this guy is on for some light-hearted banter. I deserve to have some harmless fun.

      “Drinking on the job, Sharon?” Max’s cool voice behind me is like a bucket of ice-cold water over my head. Closing my eyes, I take a deep breath and shove down the irritation I feel bubbling to the surface. It still grates on me every time I hear him say that name. It’s all part of my act. I feel both a pang of guilt for using it and annoyance that I have no other option.

      “Max!” Zoe exclaims, breaking away from the conversation with her friend and standing to greet him. As he steps into view, I frown. He smiles warmly at Zoe, giving her a side hug and a bemused look. He merely glances at me, his expression instantly transforming into one of mild disdain. It hurts me more than I care to admit. I should be used to it by now. Max is nothing, if not consistent.

      “What’s going on, Zoe? I don’t see any pets in distress propping up the bar.”

      Annoyingly, he still looks gorgeous. The eyes of every woman in the bar track his movements. Dressed in a fitted black T-shirt and jeans, his tattooed arms on display, he looks every inch the confident bad boy. I feel like shouting at them all not to be fooled by the charming display he puts on for Zoe, that he’s really an ass; but I know that’s not true. His bad attitude is reserved solely for me.

      Zoe giggles, knowing she’s not really in trouble with her beloved beta, and beams, nodding hello at Matt over Max’s shoulder. “I'm showing her around. I’ve been cooped up in the house forever, Max. We just wanted to relax.”

      Max raises an eyebrow at her and lowers his voice. His frustration leaks into his tone and his body language as he fails miserably to hide his annoyance. “I’m glad you’re relaxed. I have been driving around trying to find you so I’m feeling decidedly unrelaxed,” he grits out and she winces. “Enough fun. Let’s go before Blake works out that we’re not at the clinic.”

      Matt’s expression changes, his posture tense, and it piques my curiosity. Ignoring Max’s attempts to convince us to go home, I turn back to face Zoe. The music is louder now, and the bar is filling up. Everyone is having a great time, except this guy. I need this. Zoe needs this. He’ll just have to wait around if he insists on playing bodyguard.

      “So, how do you guys know each other?” I ask. Matt smiles but gestures to Zoe to tell the story. He’s letting her choose how much to divulge, even though I can already guess the answer. It’s written all over Max’s unhappy face.

      “Oh, we dated, very casually, but I think he was just using me,” Zoe says off-handedly. “He didn’t want to pay me for my services.” With a saucy wink, she laughs loudly. Matt shakes his head in disbelief, the tips of his ears turning slightly pink, and Max groans.

      Noah lingers awkwardly on the outside of our group, so I pat the stool beside me, which he slides onto gratefully but continues to look away and pretend he’s not with us.

      When Max sees Noah getting comfortable, he shakes his head, keen to get out of here.

      “No, we’re not doing this. Blake will freak out. Come on.” With a cutting glare at me, he snaps, “You should know better.”

      Max’s patience is gone, and his tone turns bossy. Wrong move. Zoe’s smiling face instantly turns into one of an unimpressed luna. With one tilt of her head and a lifted eyebrow, she puts Max back in his box, her dominance smothering his defiance. He sighs, fingers scratching the back of his head before he throws them up in frustration, resigned to being stuck here for a while.

      “If we’re staying here, I’m going to need a drink.”

      He glares at me as if it’s my presence that makes the idea of hanging out so torturous, and that stings to my core. Very few people like to be around council members and I get that. He doesn’t need to keep reminding me.

      “I’ll help you,” Matt volunteers, turning back to me. “What is that? Would you like another?” he asks, pointing to my almost-empty glass like the proper gentleman he is. Max’s retreating back, as he storms off in a huff, proves he is not.

      “A French Kiss.”

      Like a teenage girl, I blush at having to say the name aloud to a handsome man.

      “You want me to give you a French Kiss?” His eyes sparkle with mischief. Holding my gaze, he waits, and I feel my answer here is pivotal. Is he asking for the green light to continue our flirtation?

      I nod shyly and he smirks, looking triumphant. Leaning in a little closer to whisper in my ear, I get a blast of his manly scent and my heartbeat quickens. He smells so good.

      “I was hoping you’d say that.”
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