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      BLAKE

      Pressing my shaking fingers to the cool glass of my office window, I stare out at the inky sky. The moon is full and bright, rising high and bathing the land below in silver shards of light. The sounds of laughter and music filter in on the breeze.

      Everyone else is celebrating.

      They're excited for the pack run, where all the wolves in my territory gather to run free through the secluded forest that is our home. It's a chance to reconnect with friends and with nature, to feel free and go wild, and enjoy what we are.

      Normally, I live for this night. No matter how busy I am, I make sure I get home to join in and bond with the wolves I don't always get to see day to day.

      But not tonight. And I haven’t really felt like myself for the last year if I'm honest. As the Alpha of this pack, that's not a good thing. And as the Alpha over all the packs in the region, it's a distinctly bad thing.

      I rub my sweaty palm across the back of my neck and try to calm my racing heart. Adrenaline courses through my veins as I struggle to catch my breath. It's been days since I've had more than a couple of hours of sleep. Insomnia forces me to walk the floorboards or return to my office at some godforsaken time of night to distract myself.

      There’s something seriously wrong with me and it's getting harder to hide it. I blink away the bright spots in front of my eyes, shaking my head to clear the sluggishness from my brain. Given it's getting progressively worse and comes back at each pack run, it's obvious what it is.

      Moon madness.

      "Is it bad?" Max asks from behind me. I didn't even sense him coming, providing yet more evidence that I’m slipping.

      I nod without turning, unable to face my beta, and see the sympathy and worry that I know are etched on his face. We're like brothers, and I've watched him become increasingly anxious as he witnesses me falling apart before his very eyes. To the outside world, they might not yet have noticed, but I can't get anything past Max. He knows my calm demeanor is all a facade at this point. There's no use in pretending. I need his help.

      "They'll know I'm sick if I run. I won't be able to control my wolf. Can you make up something, a council meeting or whatever? I'll go to the cabin for a couple of days until it passes."

      "Will it pass?" he asks, not questioning my decision to abstain from the pack run for the first time. That tells me I'm further gone than even I thought. My trusted friend isn't trying to convince me I should stay and ride it out, because he knows I'm past that point. If anyone gets a whiff of this, my position will become untenable and the questions will be endless.

      I sigh and turn slowly, flexing my hands out in front of me, concentrating on stopping the trembling, but it doesn't work. He leans casually in the doorway, head tilted to one side as he observes me. Max's eyes fix on my twitching fingers and his lips press together tightly. When he meets my gaze, I can't maintain focus, and my eyes wander around the room. I glance back at Max and it's the first time in all the years we’ve known each other that I've seen him genuinely scared. And we've been through some dangerous situations together.

      "You just have to do it," he says simply. "I know you don't want to hear it, Blake. I really am sorry. I know it's not what you want, but this has gone on for too long."

      Max watches me expectantly, tattooed arms folded over his chest, waiting for me to relent and agree. I remain silent and turn back toward the window, looking out over the dark forest that surrounds the packhouse. She's out there somewhere, waiting for me to come to her… and she's close, so close I can feel it. Taste it. I can't bring myself to give up on her when I know she's near.

      Then again, maybe that's the madness talking and my mind is playing more tricks on me.

      "Goddamn it, you stubborn bastard," he spits out, exasperated. "Blake, there'll be no coming back if you let this go on for too long. And I'll be the one who has to deal with the fallout." Max clamps his big hand on my shoulder, forcing me to turn and face him. To see his anguish. To hear the truth in his words. 

      If anyone else grabbed me that way, I'd rip his arm off. But he's right to be upset. Cruelly, it would be up to my best friend and beta to put me down before I become a real danger to my pack or the public.

      Of course, there's a simple solution for a mateless Alpha in their late thirties: Give up on my fated mate and take a chosen one instead. It's the only surefire way to save my sanity and my life. But at what cost? It would be different if I had someone I loved to choose as my mate. That's not the case. It would have to be a mating of convenience, and I'm not sure I could live with that.

      Ducking into the walk-in closet off to the side of my office, I grab an overnight bag and shove a couple of changes of clothes inside. Coming back out, I add some bottles of water from the fridge and one of the best bottles of whiskey I own from the collection on my shelf. There doesn’t seem any point in keeping these for a special occasion anymore.

      "Tell Jenna where she can reach me if she really needs to get in touch, but make it clear that I want privacy."

      Max's jaw clenches as I pass him on my way out the door. For a second, I think he's going to stop me and make me talk about it again. The words he’s biting back hang heavily in the air between us. He thinks I'm making the wrong decision. We've spoken about it before, many times, but that was when it was a hypothetical scenario and seemed way down the line. Not with the threat of moon madness breathing down my neck.

      He called me old-fashioned and a sappy romantic for wanting to wait for my mate. The names he would call me now are probably a little less complimentary.

      Max has always been open to the idea of taking a chosen mate and feels he could do so without dwelling on what might have been. I wish I could be like that, but I've seen the fated mate bond, seen the magic, the intensity, and the joy… and I want that. I long for it.

      I still have hope. It might be just a glimmer, but I won't give up. What kind of mate would I be if I did?

      I'll roll the dice one more time, one more moon, and hopefully, it's not Max who has to pay the price for my gamble.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: 2]
        

      

      ZOE

      Sliding out of the red vinyl booth with an enormous sigh, I rub a hand over my belly and groan. It's so swollen I can barely breathe. I drop the receipt back onto the table, along with a few notes from my pocket, and stretch. My aching muscles protest. They had been hoping they could finally give up for the evening and rest at last, but we still have to make it back home. 

      "Earl, what are you trying to do to me?!" I moan while flashing him a big grin as he comes out of the kitchen to stand at the counter. He rests his large hands flat on the pale grey surface as he admires his handiwork. This man loves nothing more than to fill people to bursting. I was on my way back from a call out to assist with a foaling mare when the flashing lights of Earl's diner called out to my rumbling stomach and lured me in. Dinner and two pieces of pie later, I'm thinking I would have been better off with the boring sandwich I had originally planned to inhale before falling into bed. I'm so full I can barely move.

      "Zoe, I bet you haven't eaten since breakfast," he comments, like a stern parent, drumming his fingers on the counter as he waits for an answer. He rolls his eyes when I have to pause and think about that. I can't even remember whether I ate any breakfast, but I know that I've survived on coffee and adrenaline since.

      "My cousin is a veterinarian, and he never stops to sit and eat a meal either. So, if I get the chance, you bet I'm going to take good care of you. Someone needs to." Earl continues, clearly very proud of the amount of food he's tempted me into eating. 

      I hop onto the foot rail that runs around the outside of the counter. Leaning over as far as I can, I press a kiss to his waiting cheek, where he taps his finger pointedly. Sly old dog. Earl might have been happily married for the last forty years, but I bet he was quite the charmer in his day.

      "You're a god among men, Earl," I praise as I toss some change into the tip jar and wave at Mandy, my server, before walking out into the crisp evening air.

      It's already dark outside and the town is all but deserted. As I glance back toward the white-painted diner and spot Earl bustling around inside, I realise there’s a strong chance he stayed open just for me. It's eerily quiet. He might have closed up and let Mandy go home if I hadn't waltzed in. There isn't another person to be seen. Which is probably a good thing, considering how I look. I zip up my fleece and look down at my worn boots and mud-stained jeans. 

      At least I hope it's mud. In this job, it could be anything. It's better not to think about it.

      "Milk, bread, cereal," I mutter to myself as I push into the tiny store next door to the diner, remembering the reason I was driving home this way in the first place. My fridge at home is practically empty. I need to grab some essential supplies if I want to get through to the end of the week without having to go grocery shopping. I definitely don't have time for that.

      Loading my arms with bread, milk, and a box of cereal that probably has more sugar in it than a bar of chocolate, I head to the till and pay. The gangly teenager scans my purchases and accepts my card without once looking up from the screen of his phone. It would be impressive if it wasn't so rude. 

      "Thank you!" I say brightly, wondering if my overly cheery tone will be enough to get his full attention, but no dice. He’s so engrossed in whatever he is watching that I don't think he even hears me. With my arms full, I use my hip to shove the door open and push my way out into the night.

      Balancing everything on one arm, I manage to open the car door without dropping anything, and I toss my purchases across the console. The passenger seat is already cluttered with other junk, and I watch in disgust as the milk topples off the pile and onto the floor, squishing the bread.

      Wonderful. Too tired to even care, I climb in and turn the engine on. 

      Glancing in the rearview mirror, I sigh as I pull a bit of straw out of my messy blonde bun and try to ignore the dark circles under my eyes. I look awful. 

      There's a brief flash of light that catches my eye and I turn to see where it came from. Another car is parked at the far end of the lot, tucked in under the trees and well out of the way. An amber flame glows in the darkness where a cigarette has been lit. It burns even brighter for a second as the smoker takes a deep pull. Whoever it is appears to be looking straight at me.

      Propping my groceries back right side up, I reverse my brother's big, old black Land Rover Defender out of the parking lot in a wide arc and set off for home. I’m mentally calculating how much sleep I can still get if I'm home and back in bed within half an hour. It won’t be very much.

      A loud yawn escapes me and my eyes water. I'm bone tired and even taking a shower when I get home seems like a monumental task. But I need to. I must stink. While a soak in a hot bath sounds much more appealing, I'm afraid I'd fall asleep in the tub. Living alone means nobody to rescue you from drowning.

      Shaking my head hard to ward off the drowsiness creeping in, I turn up the radio and roll down the window. My hair whips around my face in the breeze as I sing along to a pop song that I'm probably far too old to be enjoying. I sit up straighter and blink hard, concentrating on staying awake long enough to get home and crawl in the door. 

      Relief washes over me as I turn onto my long driveway. Nearly there. 

      The wide-open pastures around me dance and sway in the breeze. The odd silver light is invigorating. It feels magical, like the energy in the air after a thunderstorm. I suck in a deep breath of fresh air and just enjoy the moment. The peace is why I bought this place after all. I didn't want to be in a city clinic treating caged hamsters and rabbits all day. I wanted the great outdoors. Big skies and open spaces. That and the fact it was all that I could afford within a reasonable drive back to my parents'. 

      The Land Rover bounces and rolls over the uneven surface of the driveway I need to get fixed. Eventually. It's on the to-do list, but it's way down the order of priority. Hiring someone to help me manage the place is number one before I run myself into the ground. I only took over the practice a year ago and things are going well, but I've spread myself too thin. It's all well and good winning new business, but there just aren't enough hours in the day for me to do it all. Much as it pains me to admit it, I need help.  

      I'm contemplating where I might advertise for a part-time manager and new veterinary nurse when the glint of something behind me catches my eye in the rear-view mirror. There's a car stopping at the end of my driveway, but with its headlights turned off. If it wasn't for the full moon and the light reflecting off the chrome trim, I never would have seen it. My heart hammers in my chest as I slow down and watch it closely, praying for it to just pull off and go on its merry way. 

      I curse as it moves again, but not in the direction I want. Instead, it slowly rolls forward and turns into the driveway behind me, lights still off. Sometimes I get late-night calls, but normally they need me to go to them; if it was an emergency patient, surely I'd have a call on my phone. And they definitely wouldn't be driving in the dark with their lights turned off. 

      My older brother Chase is a military man, protective by nature. With three younger sisters constantly getting into mischief, he always worried about us. Chase drilled into us to trust our intuition when we were out and about and to always be aware of our surroundings. If something didn’t feel right, to never worry about looking foolish, just get the hell out of there as fast as we could.

      And right now my instincts are screaming at me that something is very wrong, to run. Except I can't. That car, the one that doesn't want me to know it's following close behind, is blocking my only way back to the road.

      I'm trapped.
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      BLAKE

      My wolf gradually calms down the farther I get from the packhouse. With the pack run going on without us, he should be itching to get back and run alongside his friends. I try not to dwell on what that might mean as I drive, turning the radio up and enjoying a rare moment of solitude. Being Alpha of a pack of rowdy wolves and living in the main packhouse means I am never truly alone. Since taking over as the head Alpha for the region, things have gotten significantly more hectic. With ten packs under my watch, there is always something that needs to be done.

      I love it. It's what I wanted. I worked so hard to get the position and I remember the satisfaction I felt when I found out that the council had chosen me. But there’s always a price to pay for success, and that price is privacy. Even when I'm locked in my office or my living quarters, there is always someone or something waiting for me, work to be finished. I haven't had a day off since I started. 

      The cabin is the only place I ever get to be on my own. It’s where I know there isn't anyone right outside the door about to demand my time or attention. There's nobody there that I need to impress, or who'll judge me if I let my guard down and just relax. I'd like to spend more time there, even if I'm still working on my laptop, but I won't find my mate locked away in the middle of nowhere. I sigh and rub a hand over my stubbled jaw.

      Maybe that is the true price of my success. Not having the luxury of time to travel to other packs looking for her. Look where it's gotten me, hiding from my pack in case they figure out I'm losing my mind. Lonely and unmated. If this is what success looks like, I'm not sure I want it anymore.

      My phone ringing interrupts my thoughts. I grit my teeth and force a smile onto my face before answering so my frustration doesn't come across in my voice. My patience is not what it should be, but that's not Jenna's fault.

      "Hi, Jenna," I answer, knowing exactly what she's going to say before she says it. I can picture the panic in her pale blue eyes when she realized I was gone. To say that Jenna doesn't like surprises would be an understatement.

      "Max told us you had to leave, but, Blake, I haven't had time to prepare the cabin. If you're going to stay up there for a few days, I need to get some supplies in. You should have warned me."

      She sounds out of breath, and I can hear the chatter of the rest of the pack in the background. They must be finished with the run. I can picture everyone tucking into the food Jenna arranges for when we return, before having a few beers and catching up. Their Alpha should be there with them. I swear I can feel their unease from here.

      "It's fine, Jenna. It was a last-minute thing. I'll sort it," I state, not wanting her to fuss or get drawn into the details. Jenna is sharp. We've known each other since we were pups and she knows something is off about this. She knows my schedule better than I do.

      "Don't be silly. I'll grab some stuff from here and follow you down. I can stay and help while you're working, like I normally do, and…" she presses, continuing to ramble on, making plans to join me at the cabin. Ignoring what I just said. 

      "No!" I shout, before grimacing when there is stunned silence on the other end of the line. "I'm sorry for snapping. I'm just exhausted. Please, don't worry. I'll stop and pick up some stuff. It's just going to be me, so there's no need to go to any trouble. Don’t follow me."

      "Fine," she mutters sulkily and I roll my eyes. It's clearly not one bit fine. She's angry I didn’t invite along her, but she knows better than to push me when I've made up my mind about something. I'm just about to hang up when she continues.

      "But, Blake. I saw your hands shaking earlier. I know what's going on and I'm worried. Talk to me," she pleads softly. I can hear the genuine concern in her voice. The soft click of a door closing and the gradual fading away of the background chatter tells me she's moved somewhere more private. Rather than being relieved to have someone other than Max to talk to about this, I'm annoyed at the intrusion. It's my personal business. Mine and my mate’s. An Alpha does not like to admit any weakness, and I certainly don't want the pack talking about it.

      "It's fine, Jenna. I'm going up here to work and clear my head. I'm not as old as you seem to think I am. There is still plenty of time for me to find someone who’ll put up with me."

      I try to sound light-hearted and make a joke of it, but I can tell by the long pause that follows that she's not buying it. We work closely with each other every day. Jenna knows me better than most, and how stubborn I've been about waiting to find my mate. 

      "You mean you'll consider a chosen mate?" she asks with a note of hopefulness in her voice that's impossible to miss. She doesn't want me to suffer. We've spoken many times over the years about what we'd do if we never found our mates. Jenna is younger than me though, and she's not of Alpha bloodline, so the urgency for her isn't as great. She regularly tries to set me up with females from other packs, but I always refuse.

      "Maybe. Look, I need to go, another call is coming through," I lie, guilt gnawing at me. I don't like to fib, but I need to get off this call.

      "Okay. Drive safe."

      She sounds disappointed by my abrupt end to the conversation, but I ignore it. Jenna is my friend, she works hard for the pack as the manager of the pack house, but my love life is my own. I need to have something for myself.

      When the line goes dead, I exhale loudly and thump my head back against the leather headrest. Since when did who I date, or don't date, become a topic of discussion for everyone? I need to shut it down now or the next month is going to be even more painful than the last.

      Ahead of me, a red neon sign for Earl's Diner blinks in the darkness. It has a small gas station with a convenience store tucked in beside it. It’s late and practically deserted, with just two vehicles parked in the wide lot. I need to pick up some food, anyway. It may as well be here since my wolf is twitchy and suddenly seems desperate to get some fresh air.

      As I stop and step out, the faint scent of something delightful tickles my senses. My wolf lunges forward, and it becomes clear exactly why he's so riled up. She was here, and recently. 

      My wolf howls in my head and claws at my insides, desperate to get out and track the delicious scent. I breathe deep and savour it, the most tantalising smell I have ever come across. I scan up and down the road, but can't see any taillights disappearing from view. Hopefully, someone can point me in the right direction. I stride with purpose toward the tiny store and a bell jingles as I push the door open. A scrawny kid looks up at me nervously from his phone when he sees me make a beeline straight for him.

      Every cell in my body is on fire, and adrenaline floods my veins.

      My mate. I've finally found her.
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      BLAKE

      Even though I know she's not here, I can't help scanning the aisles of the store as I enter, searching for her. My heart is pounding hard in my chest, and I can hear my blood rushing in my ears. Her scent is setting my body on fire. Every cell tingles in anticipation of meeting her, and the hair stands up on the back of my neck.

      I shake out my hands, trying to ease the tension firing through me. She's not here, I silently repeat to myself. If I don't calm down, I'll miss something that might tell me who or where she is. When I reach the counter, the kid has his wide-eyed gaze fixed firmly on me and is clinging to the counter with such a tight grip that his knuckles are white. If he has an alarm under there, he's about two seconds away from pressing it. 

      My angry alpha vibes are making him nervous, so I try to rein in my emotions as best I can. Using one hand, I smooth down the front of my shirt, drawing his attention to the expensive suit I'm wearing and the watch on my wrist. He seems to register my clothes, eyes narrowing as he looks outside and spots my luxury SUV. Realisation dawns on his face that while I might be worked up about something, I'm not here to rob him. His shoulders relax and he meets my gaze for the first time, swallowing hard.

      "Good evening," I say evenly, using my reassuring alpha voice and hoping to ease his nerves further. "I'm hoping you can help me with something." I raise an eyebrow in question, and he nods cautiously.

      "Sure, I'll try anyway. What's up?" He tries to sound unaffected by my presence, but the slight wobble in his voice gives his anxiousness away. 

      "Well, I'm late to meet a friend and her phone has gone dead. I think she might have popped in here before taking off. Did you see which direction she went? She's quite a catch. I don't want to miss my shot."

      I smile my most charming smile, trying to make him feel like we're buddies and he’d be doing me a solid. He slowly smiles back, giving me hope he might have some useful information for me, but his mouth quickly drops into a frown. I can see the disappointment in his eyes that he doesn't know.

      "Jeez, dude, I wish I could help. There was a hot chick in here, but I didn't see where she went," he apologises, reaching up to scratch at his thin, patchy beard. I grit my teeth at the disrespectful words he uses to describe my mate. The future mother of my children. I should snap his skinny neck. 

      Focus.

      "Shit," I curse, balling my fists and turning to go back outside. I jog for the door, but just as I push out into the night, he calls out behind me.

      "Hey, mister! Check the diner. Earl doesn't miss much, especially when it's this quiet."

      My gaze shoots towards the white building next door and I veer towards it, sniffing the air as I go. She was definitely here too, but even earlier. Her scent is very faint now, but I can still follow it to a booth along one wall. No other scents linger nearby. At least she was alone. 

      I can't believe she was sitting here, probably less than half an hour ago, but now she is gone. Only a hint of her scent remains, like a ghost of her presence. 

      I can't let her slip through my fingers. Bending down to pick up a receipt from the seat, I bring it to my nose. She touched this and held it in her hand. I close my eyes and breathe deeply, needing her scent to keep my head as all sorts of horrible scenarios flit through my brain. 

      What if she was just passing through on business? What if she lives on the other side of the country, and this was the last stop on her way out of town? 

      An older gentleman watches me with curiosity from behind the immaculate counter, which he has been pretending to wipe down since I walked through the door. Shoving the receipt into the inside pocket of my jacket, I walk confidently over to him and extend a hand. He looks at it for a second, then back up to my face, before reluctantly reaching over to shake it, staring me straight in the eye as he does. I don't miss the extra little squeeze he gives my fingers before he releases me. 

      "I'm looking for the woman who was in here a while ago, sitting there." I point over to the booth and the man I am assuming is Earl doesn't follow my finger. He knows exactly who I'm talking about. There aren't many fresh scents in here. Things must have been really quiet this evening. Earl stands back to his full height, and despite his age, he's tall and well-built. This man is no pushover, and he doesn't seem to like me. 

      "You the FBI?" he asks, looking up and down derisively at my dark navy suit, a hint of a smirk playing at one corner of his mouth. He's mocking me. I bristle, not used to anyone questioning me, especially in such a dismissive manner.

      "No," I admit, "but-" Earl cuts me off by raising his hand up and shaking his head as if to say don't even bother. 

      "Then tell me why I should tell a stranger, a suit like you, who's clearly not from around here, anything about one of my customers? And a woman, no less." He raises an eyebrow at me and rage courses through my veins like hot lava. 

      This is wasting precious time. She's getting further away from me every minute I stand here talking, but I respect what he's saying and what he's doing. I could be a creep. Sniffing the receipt probably didn't help.

      Taking a deep breath, I pause before I say something that I might regret. A quick glance around tells me this is a well-run place. Everything is immaculate. There are numerous framed awards and recommendations on the walls. While it's not busy tonight, it’s safe to assume it usually is, and I bet Earl is here every single night. He knows everyone and everything that goes on in this place.

      Maybe honesty is the best tactic because bullshitting him definitely won't get me anywhere. 

      "Because she's the love of my life and I'm going to marry her," I say, with a completely straight face. "If she'll have me, of course."

      He lets out a booming laugh at that and slaps a hand to his thigh as he doubles over. That wasn't what he expected. 

      "You?" He bursts out laughing once more, as though this is the funniest thing he's ever heard and looks me up and down again, stopping for a second to take in my shiny dress shoes. Assessing me, and clearly finding me lacking. Good. I'm not worthy of my mate. I already know that. He doesn't have to find it so hilarious, though. Wiping a tear from his cheek, he meets my gaze again, and I tilt my head in question.

      "Oh, Lord, you're actually serious. I guess we're really having this conversation," he says, shaking his head as he comes back to the counter. "Then tell me, Loverboy, why have I never seen her with you before?" 

      Jackpot.

      She's not some stranger drifting through town, she's a regular. Which is why he's so protective of her.

      "It's a recent development," I answer smoothly, and he raises his eyebrows, sensing no deceit in my answer.

      "Then why don't you know where to find her? I'm sure as hell not going to tell you where she lives if she hasn't herself," he scoffs, eyeing me dubiously.

      "I was supposed to meet her, but I’m late and missed my chance. If I mess this up, I'll never forgive myself," I say honestly because, technically, I was meant to meet her. It's destiny. If I mess this up, I'm doomed, because after knowing what it’s like to find my mate, to feel these urges… I know what it would be to give this up. I can't even fathom doing that now that I've had a taste. There's no going back. If I wasn't already feeling the effects of the madness, I could wait. I could come here every day until she re-appeared. But the one thing I don't have is time. I need to find her now.

      "Sorry, buddy. I feel for you, I do. She's a wonderful gal, and I'm sure she'll give you a second chance, but I just can't give out her personal information. It's not right."

      He's right, of course, but fuck!

      It's a crushing blow after being so close. So fucking close.

      My skin itches with the need to see her right now, to touch her, to hold her. I'm already trying to figure out how much time I can take off work to come down here and stake the place out when someone clears their throat from the entrance to the kitchen.

      "Blake Steel, isn't it?" a soft feminine voice asks.

      Whipping my head up, my gaze connects with the big brown eyes of a female wolf. Not one of mine. Not one of any pack. A rogue. She holds my gaze for a second and I see a glimmer of knowing sympathy in them before she turns to Earl and walks over to him, placing a hand gently on his arm.

      "It's okay. Zoe mentioned him."

      Zoe.

      "Zoe." My mate's name sounds perfect as it rolls off my tongue. “Zoe.”

      Earl glances at me as though I'm not of sound mind as I repeat her name again.

      "He doesn't seem like her type," he quips, tipping his head toward me again. The mere suggestion that she has a type, that she has any male in her life other than me, causes my heart to constrict. My chest rises and falls rapidly as my breathing quickens. The brunette gives me a warning look as she aims a disarming smile up at Earl. If I don't behave myself, I won't find out anymore tonight. I need to keep it together.

      "And how would you know? She's never brought anyone in here," she says kindly, for my benefit, and Earl huffs, still eyeing me warily.

      "I'll vouch for him, Earl. He's a good guy. I know his friends and the charity work they do. They're great people. You never know, he and Zoe could be soulmates. Take pity on the man." She laughs as she looks toward me and I blink slowly at her, a silent thank you for having my back. Earl rolls his eyes, but they crinkle with the small smile that crosses his face. He’s an old romantic at heart, I can just tell.

      "You sure about this, Mandy?" he asks her, looking at me appraisingly again. I try to make myself look as harmless as possible. 

      "Absolutely," she replies, giving him an assuring nod. Earl's shoulders drop as he relents. The soulmate's part got to him in the end.

      "Fine. You'll find her at the Shady Pines Veterinary Clinic, but you leave her alone till the morning."

      He points a finger right in my face, a stern expression fixed there. He's unaffected by my broad grin as I nod vigorously in response. I can't believe it. I'll get to see my mate tomorrow.

      "Thank you, sir." I shake both his hands in mine and mouth another thank you to my saviour standing at his side. I owe this little wolf big time.

      "If you mess with her, you'll regret it. She's an angel," Earl warns in a brusque tone. Mandy nods along beside him. She meets my gaze with a cool stare, something that's unusual for any wolf, especially a packless one, to do with an Alpha. She doesn't seem to have a submissive bone in her body. A smile plays on her lips as she turns back to Earl and chuckles.

      "Anyway, if he does anything wrong, Zoe's used to castrating dogs."
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      ZOE

      My mind races as I run through all my options. There aren't many.

      Maybe because I'm driving his Land Rover, I try to think about what my brother would do. He wouldn't just meekly wait to see what the creepy driver wants, that's for sure, but I'm no fighter. I need to get myself somewhere safe, but my nearest neighbours are too far away to run for it.

      Fuck it.

      With only a half-baked idea in the back of my head, I press my foot to the floor, grateful for the sudden acceleration driving a manual allows, and take off, bouncing over the pothole-filled laneway. I have no elaborate plan other than to get inside, lock the door, and call the police. And pray that they happen to be nearby.

      A quick glance in my mirror tells me I've caught whoever it is off guard. Any lingering hope I had that this is a customer and that they're going to think I'm nuts for driving like a crazy woman is dashed when I see them rapidly pick up speed. I've extended the distance between us. Not by much, but hopefully, it's enough. I skid to a stop next to the side door and leap out, keys and phone in hand. Without shutting the car door behind me, I race to the door and key in the code with trembling hands.

      By some miracle, I get it right, even though I'm shaking like a leaf. I wrench the door open just as the sound of screeching tyres behind me sends a chill up my spine. This is no innocent late-night call-out. Resisting the urge to look over my shoulder and see exactly where they are, I dart inside. The second I'm in, I use all of my strength to slam the door shut behind me. Wiping my clammy hands on my thighs, I edge back and press myself against the far wall, as far away as I can get.

      Think, think, think.

      We use this entrance for deliveries, so the supply room is the closest door. I rush inside, flicking on the light as I pass and scan the shelves for anything useful. Shoving a few random items in my pockets before grabbing what I really came in here for, I creep back outside. I can just about make out two deep voices on the other side of the door. My blood runs cold when I see the handle move. I choke back a cry when it rattles as someone shakes it violently before they slam their fist against the metal door in frustration. I can't believe this is happening.

      As quietly as I can, I move to my office and lock the door behind me. Tossing my keys onto the desk, I log in, my fingers racing over the keyboard as I fire up the computer. My screen fills with the feed from the CCTV cameras. My brother forced me to install a decent system when he found out there had been a robbery here a few months before I bought the place. The footage is crisp, and I always suspected that he spent way more than he let on when his buddies installed it. It's clear enough for me to make out two men circling the premises in opposite directions, hoods up, looking for an easy way in.

      They were waiting for me instead of just breaking in while I was out. They need something from me. My eyes drift to the set of keys sitting on my desk, which I am guessing are what they're after. There's no cash kept on site, as they discovered the last time. I have plenty of expensive equipment, but it's not stuff that would be easy to sell for a petty criminal.

      Drugs are the only thing that makes sense.

      That's what the previous owner thought they were looking for when he was robbed. Except they couldn't get into his strong cabinet without his keys, so they left empty-handed, but it seems they've come back.

      If they want my keys, they can have them. It'll buy me some time. Another look at the cameras shows them testing the rear door, but some loud barking from my overnight guests makes them think again and they tip their heads toward the front of the building.

      Tiptoeing out of my office to the front of the building, my heart thumping in my chest, I toss my keys into the tray on the reception desk and sprint back. I click the door shut just as a violent bang rattles the front door. I nearly jump out of my skin when the jarring sound fills the air again as I settle into my chair. Flexing my fingers and taking some deep breaths to calm my jitters, I load my rifle carefully and watch the feed.

      One man takes two steps back before aiming a well-placed kick at the door. The whole thing shakes, and I swallow hard. His friend hands him a crowbar and my stomach plummets. It won't keep them out for long.

      Lifting the phone to my ear, I call the police, whispering my address and that a break-in is in progress. The operator assures me that someone will be here as soon as they can, but that's little comfort when you live in the middle of nowhere.

      I watch with dread as the mangled front door gives way and swings wide open. As the first man strolls inside, he lifts his face to the camera, shoves back his hood, and blows me a kiss. With a wink that makes my blood run cold, he heads straight for the front desk and starts rummaging through the drawers while his friend opens and closes every cabinet, searching. They know what they're looking for.

      Standing straight with a triumphant look on his face, he grabs my keys and  dangles them from his fingers. With a shout that I hear from my office, he and his partner split up to search for the locked cabinet where the controlled substances are kept. My time is almost up.

      I squeeze my eyes shut and drag in a deep breath. There is no way the police are going to get here in time to help me. The door to my left, the second door into this room, leads to the kennels for dogs being kept here for treatment. If I leave that way, the animals will bark and they'll hear me, but maybe I could still make it around to the Land Rover in time.

      There’s a chance they won't even care that I’m running away and will just continue their search.

      A furious roar from the supply room tells me that’s not going to happen. A quick glance at my screen shows the guy who seems in charge, tip over one of the free-standing shelves in anger, raining gloves and face masks down all over the floor.

      "You fucking bitch!" he shouts, kicking something out of the way and stomping for the door. "You'll be begging to give me the code when I'm done with you. I'm going to enjoy teaching you a lesson."

      He's found the cabinet, which I replaced as soon as I arrived with a stronger one. One that needs a combination, not a key. Clearly, he's unimpressed. If I'm going to escape, it's now or never. I have no intention of letting that man teach me anything.

      With my back pressed flat to the door, I reach behind me and twist the handle, stepping back into the long corridor. I keep my eyes fixed firmly on the locked office door that is all that remains between me and the burglars. Slipping through quietly, I gently close it, wincing at the soft click it makes. I don't switch on any lights, afraid of alerting them to where I am. Not that it'll take them long to figure it out once they get into my office.

      The silence is deafening, and goosebumps dance across my skin. Why aren't the dogs barking? Something is off.

      Slowly, I turn around. It's not just the expected four sets of eyes from the dogs that greet me, but a man. A third man. No, no, no.

      How did he get in without getting caught on the cameras? Why did the animals not alert when he broke through the back door? Why are they all just lying flat in their crates?

      The man doesn't move a muscle. He doesn't say a word. He's big and broad and even in the near pitch black, I can tell he's breathing hard and staring straight at me. My body goes rigid and my mouth is dry. I'm cornered. I've nowhere left to go.

      We stare at each other for what seems like an eternity, but in reality, is only a couple of seconds. The air crackles with tension and I wait to see what he'll do, my feet rooted to the spot in terror while I suck in deep breaths. A hint of spicy aftershave hits me, alluring and masculine, and it seems at odds with the terrifying situation that I even notice it. I ignore it though, as I keep my gaze firmly on his. They seem to glow silver in the darkness and I'm transfixed. I have to fight the urge to move closer to him to get a better look.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Suddenly, a low growl breaks the spell, and he lunges toward me. I can't help the small scream that escapes me. He moves so fast it startles me and, without thinking, I fire the gun. It clatters to the floor with a loud bang as I throw it away from me, raising my hands to my face in shock that I've done it.

      Pressing a hand to his side, he bends over to look at the weapon lying on the tiles beside him. He slowly raises his gaze to mine and prowls forward into the one shard of moonlight sneaking in through a narrow window. I can see him clearly now, a white dress shirt tucked in a pair of navy suit trousers, a belt, and smart shoes. His shirt sleeves are rolled up to his elbows, revealing tanned, toned forearms.

      This is a man that takes care of himself. This is no common thief.

      Confusion is written all over his handsome face as he stalks forward silently, following me as I skirt away. He’s seemingly unfazed by what had just happened. My legs hit a cabinet stretching along one wall, and I grip the edge behind me tightly. I have nowhere left to go as he leans close, never taking his eyes off mine, and whispers.

      "You shot me?"
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      BLAKE

      Normally, I’m a man of my word. Tonight, however, I leave Earl's diner and drive straight to the vet practice that Zoe owns, fully intending to go back on the promise I just made. I won't try to see her tonight. I want our first meeting to be special, but there is absolutely no way I can drive back to the cabin without at least seeing where she lives. 

      Zoe, my mate. I love how that sounds. It's heaven to finally know her name. The woman who already owns me, heart, body, and soul.

      Grinning to myself, I whistle and drum my fingers on the steering wheel to some imaginary tune as I follow the winding road out of town. I’m perfectly content, or in all honesty, excited, about the prospect of sleeping in my car tonight, once I’m able to be close to her. Cooper, one of the Alphas under my command, once told me how he used to sleep in the woods outside his mate Hayley's house when they first met, just to keep his wolf calm. It never made sense to me before, but it does now.

      Almost a year ago, I met Cooper's mate, a human blessed with beauty, elegance, and poise, before he had officially claimed her. I'm not proud to admit that it had occurred to me to steal her out from under his nose when he was making a spectacular mess of their relationship. Not that it would have been as simple as that. They are fated mates after all, but my wolf adored her instantly. There was a connection I'd never experienced before, and it made me think that if she wasn't destined for Cooper, she would have made the perfect chosen mate for me. Not once have I thought the same about another woman, before or since. 

      However, I couldn't be happier that they worked things out. My wolf knew she wasn't ours, despite whatever was between us. I wouldn't recognise my own fated mate's scent if I took a chosen mate instead. The thought of that is unbearable. It seems like the ultimate betrayal. 

      I slow down as I reach the long driveway that runs down to her clinic. Pausing on the empty road, I sit in my idling car with the hazard lights on while I consider my options. Without knowing the layout of her property, I should stop here. If I drive down and she sees my headlights, I might frighten her. That's the last thing I want, but my wolf is eager to hear her heartbeat. To know she’s here and is okay. 

      Maybe I should walk closer just to appease him, like the stalker that I am clearly becoming.

      Parking at the side of the road, I open the door and hop out, planning to go the rest of the way on foot. Instantly, my enhanced senses pick up a loud thumping noise and I frown, trying to work out what it could be at this time of night. Suddenly, with one loud crack, it becomes clear what I'm hearing. Splintering wood. 

      When the indistinct murmur of two male voices carries to my ears on the breeze, my blood turns to ice. Someone is breaking into my mate's property. With no idea whether she is there or if she's hurt, panic grips me, along with a blinding fury that someone would dare threaten my mate. 

      I jump back into my car and force myself to drive quickly but carefully toward the clinic. Keeping my lights off, I want the element of surprise. I roll quietly to a stop and park behind the two abandoned vehicles outside. One sniff tells me that the large black SUV belongs to my mate. The smell of fear lingers inside the vehicle, despite the driver's door being left wide open. She was in a rush to get inside the building. A dark sedan has blocked her in, and the simmering rage building in my chest threatens to boil over.

      They scared her, chased her, and then made sure she couldn't escape. These pathetic excuses for men are going to regret coming here.

      They don't seem to be too concerned about being heard as they shout and crash around inside, searching for something near the front of the building. I circle around the back to get a sense of where Zoe might be. Much as I'd love to just barge in and end their miserable lives right now, it's probably not the first impression I want to make on her. She must be terrified. I'll do everything I can not to make that any worse.

      Creeping up to the back entrance, I sense the animals waiting inside. They can sense my presence and have fallen silent, as most animals do in the presence of a dominant predator. With the frustrating mixture of hundreds of stale human scents and animals of all kinds, I can't lock on to where Zoe is, but she's definitely still in the building. 

      Using my supernatural strength, I break open the door easily, the lock dangling uselessly on the inside of the door as I shove it open quietly. Blinking eyes track me in the darkness, afraid to move in case they become the focus of the anger rolling off me in waves.

      I'm halfway across the room when one door on the end wall cracks open slightly. My mate's scent drifts through, and my head swims with the desire to rush to her, pushing all rational thoughts of where I am and what's going on out of my mind for just a second. Opening it just wide enough for her to slip through, she steps inside and I see her profile briefly before she presses the door shut again, careful not to make a sound.

      Hayley? It can't be. 

      My legs go weak as devastation unlike anything else I’ve ever experienced washes over me and crushes my soul. My sick mind is playing cruel tricks on me. Did I ever scent my mate? Or was that a figment of my imagination, conjured up by a wolf who was desperate to find her? I'm not sure, but I know one thing… this woman is not mine. Despite what my wolf wants to believe.

      My body is convinced that we've finally found our mate, yet my eyes are telling me it's all a lie. It's Hayley standing in front of me. I don't know what's going on, but perhaps my wolf's connection to her has brought us here to help our friend. And she’s clearly in trouble.

      The moment she senses another presence in the near darkness, I watch the muscles in her slim shoulders tense. While waiting for her to turn and realise it's only me, I mourn the loss of something I never even had. My soul is destroyed, torn into tiny pieces. It felt so real. I could almost touch it. Taste it. I was already picturing what life would be like, living together within the pack. Building a new home. Starting a family… but it vanished in a heartbeat.

      I'm still lost in my own thoughts when I notice she is staring at me without a flicker of recognition on her beautiful face. Moving slowly into the light so she can see me better, my wolf growls a low rumble of longing, which I'm not quick enough to smother. As the sorrowful sound fills the small space around us, her eyes widen in shock. She doesn't know what that noise is. 

      As she gasps and the light touches her face, I see it. 

      Silver eyes, not gold. It’s not Hayley.

      Twins.

      Elation fills me, and without thinking, I rush toward her. I see the flash of fear in her eyes, and I regret it immediately. I regret it more when the gun she's holding goes off, and a sharp pain punches my side.

      She throws the gun to the floor in horror and steps back, hands over her mouth. I stride forward and close the distance between us. My head is all over the place. I lost her and got her back again in the space of a few seconds. My wolf is demanding to get near. Entering her personal space, I lean in to get a big lungful of her intoxicating scent. She doesn't push me away and I rejoice when I hear her breath catch as my lips brush against her silky golden hair. 

      "You shot me?" I whisper, my gaze fixed on her neck where her pulse flutters under her creamy skin. She blinks up at me, like a deer caught in headlights, and it takes every ounce of self-control I possess not to reach up and stroke her cheek to comfort her. I want to, more than anything, but I'm a stranger to her. At least, for now. Resisting the urge, I focus on getting her safe. We'll have plenty of time to get to know each other once I get her away from here and far away from these men.
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      Work (including but not limited to damages for loss of goodwill,
      work stoppage, computer failure or malfunction, or any and all
      other commercial damages or losses), even if such Contributor
      has been advised of the possibility of such damages.

   9. Accepting Warranty or Additional Liability. While redistributing
      the Work or Derivative Works thereof, You may choose to offer,
      and charge a fee for, acceptance of support, warranty, indemnity,
      or other liability obligations and/or rights consistent with this
      License. However, in accepting such obligations, You may act only
      on Your own behalf and on Your sole responsibility, not on behalf
      of any other Contributor, and only if You agree to indemnify,
      defend, and hold each Contributor harmless for any liability
      incurred by, or claims asserted against, such Contributor by reason
      of your accepting any such warranty or additional liability.

   END OF TERMS AND CONDITIONS

   APPENDIX: How to apply the Apache License to your work.

      To apply the Apache License to your work, attach the following
      boilerplate notice, with the fields enclosed by brackets "[]"
      replaced with your own identifying information. (Don't include
      the brackets!)  The text should be enclosed in the appropriate
      comment syntax for the file format. We also recommend that a
      file or class name and description of purpose be included on the
      same "printed page" as the copyright notice for easier
      identification within third-party archives.

   Copyright [yyyy] [name of copyright owner]

   Licensed under the Apache License, Version 2.0 (the "License");
   you may not use this file except in compliance with the License.
   You may obtain a copy of the License at

       http://www.apache.org/licenses/LICENSE-2.0

   Unless required by applicable law or agreed to in writing, software
   distributed under the License is distributed on an "AS IS" BASIS,
   WITHOUT WARRANTIES OR CONDITIONS OF ANY KIND, either express or implied.
   See the License for the specific language governing permissions and
   limitations under the License.
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