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            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      France, early 1600s

      

      Alrick’s heart raced as he approached the cathedral. His feet ached from the long journey, but it would soon be worth the pain. A full moon illuminated the stone architecture, the gargoyles perched atop the towers casting soft shadows in its light. A massive circular window was situated in the center of the structure, and three pointed archways held entrances to the chapel.

      As instructed, Alrick passed by the doorways and made his way down the left side of the church to a small wooden door near the back. He pulled a folded piece of parchment from his pocket and hesitated to perform the secret knock.

      Once he passed through this threshold, there would be no turning back.

      But he owed it to his country and his people. Vile creatures had been allowed to run rampant in the villages for long enough. Magic was an abomination, and it needed to be wiped from the face of the earth. The forsaken must be destroyed.

      With a deep inhale, he rapped the rhythm on the wood. The door swung open to reveal a long, dark corridor. Torchlight flickered some twenty meters ahead, and as he stepped through the entrance, the door slammed shut behind him. The hall made a sharp left turn where the torch burned, and he followed it to a set of stone steps leading down beneath the main floor.

      Excitement hummed in his veins as he descended the staircase. The Sect recruited only the most skilled warriors for its new supernatural army, and Alrick was among the first to receive an invitation. He accepted without hesitation, for how could he refuse being part of the dawn of a new age? An age without magic smearing the face of humanity.

      Marie’s words echoed in his mind as he reached the bottom of the stairs, and he paused again. “You don’t have to do this, Alrick,” she’d said. “If you love me, you can find it in yourself to love all beings, mundane and magical alike.”

      He was indeed in love with Marie, but he loved the woman, not the witch. His feelings for her had bloomed before he had learned about her magic, and he had continued to care for her in spite of her abominable powers. If there were a way to strip the magic from her soul, he would have done so. Alas, leaving her was his only option. To do otherwise would be duplicitous.

      Pushing thoughts of the witch from his mind, he continued toward a foreboding set of arched double doors. He knocked the secret rhythm on the wood once more, and the sound of a lock disengaging echoed through the corridor. A man in a deep red robe opened one of the doors and motioned for Alrick to enter.

      Five men, warriors from neighboring villages, stood in a line in front of a raised dais. Seven Sect leaders, all in red robes, save for the Supreme, who wore black, sat in ornately carved wooden chairs atop the platform. As Alrick joined the men, the Supreme rose and lifted his hands. Alrick and the others dropped to one knee, bowing their heads in reverence.

      “It is with great pride that I, the Supreme Leader of the Sect, initiate the first order of the gargoyle warriors. Your sacrifice for the greater good will forever be remembered and honored. Please rise and remove your doublets and jerkins.”

      Alrick did as requested, stripping until he stood before the Supreme in only his breeches and boots.

      “Magic is a plague on this land, and you, my brothers, will end its reign. Behold.” The Supreme descended from the dais and strode toward a great red crystal, at least two meters in diameter, sitting on a stone platform.

      “This is Thropynite, the stone that will enable a demon to fuse with your soul. Once the fusion takes place, you will be granted shapeshifting abilities and become the greatest warriors known to man. Under the cover of night, you will transform into your demon and raid the villages, killing everyone suspected of practicing magic. Witches, sorcerers, werewolves, and the like will cower at your feet, but you will show them no mercy, for…”

      “The Sect is the one true creed, the Supreme our only leader,” they all said in unison.

      “As you are aware, your sacrifice is great. When the earth has been rid of magic, you, as magical beings, will be destroyed. Is this sacrifice done willingly?”

      “Yes, Supreme.” Adrenaline coursed through Alrick’s veins. The ultimate sacrifice for the ultimate act of faith.

      “Proceed.” The Supreme nodded to a Sect member who wore thick leather gloves and a mask. The man used a chisel to break off five pieces of the red stone. With each hit of the hammer, a thunderous boom echoed in the chamber and sparks ignited, illuminating the dimly lit room as if lightning had struck.

      “Who shall be the first to accept his initiation?”

      Without hesitation, Alrick stepped forward. “I will, Supreme.”

      The Supreme inclined his chin. “Very well.”

      Two men took Alrick by the arms and escorted him to a circle carved into the stone floor. A five-pointed star occupied the diameter, and they positioned him in the center of the shape before forcing him to his knees. Alrick obeyed willingly, for he was about to become the first gargoyle warrior for the Sect, an honor he not only deserved, but one he would treasure for the rest of his existence.

      The Supreme drew his hood onto his head and read from a leather-bound book. He spoke Latin, a language the warriors did not understand, but as the atmosphere in the room thickened, the intent behind his words was clear.

      Holding a dagger horizontally in both hands, the Supreme chanted and then kissed the blade. He handed it to a Sect member, who entered the circle and pressed the tip to Alrick’s sternum. Alrick clenched his jaw as the blade pierced his skin. A burning sensation spread through his chest, and the Sect member dragged the tip downward, opening his flesh.

      Alrick held in his groan. He had sustained far worse injuries on the battlefield, yet the pain from this small incision ricocheted through his body, making him want to scream in agony. He gritted his teeth, for a true warrior never showed weakness.

      The Sect member placed the shard of Thropynite into the wound, and the pain intensified threefold. A traitorous moan escaped Alrick’s lips, and the Sect member squeezed his shoulder.

      “It will be over soon, my friend.”

      The Supreme resumed his chant, filling the room again with the energy of lightning. Blood dripped down the center of Alrick’s chest, the stone sizzling inside the lesion. A low vibration filled the air, increasing in volume until all he heard was the hum throbbing in his ears.

      Alrick’s heart raced, and as he peered at his torso, the trail of blood reversed direction, flowing upward and returning to his wound. The circle and star ignited, a wall of fire surrounding him, licking upward to the ceiling. His blood ran cold as the heat, hot as the fires of hell itself, consumed him.

      He squeezed his eyes shut, willing his body to bear the pain of being burned alive, when a guttural roar filled his ears. He opened his eyes to find a demonic spirit floating in front of him. Black smoke swirled, taking the shape of a gargoyle, its grotesque mouth, much too big for its face, curling upward into a menacing smile.

      Alrick’s body tensed in fear. He wanted to run, for even a celebrated warrior like himself was no match for a creature without a physical body. But he was frozen to the spot. The demon snarled, and Alrick swallowed the sensation of a lump of burning coal from his throat.

      The Supreme’s chanting rose above the noise, and the demon shot toward Alrick, the impact knocking him onto his back. He lay prone, unable to move as the fiend invaded his body, battling with his psyche.

      Alrick felt hands on his arms, though his vision had tunneled to mere pinpricks of light. The sensation of being dragged registered in his mind. His arm was lifted, his hand placed against a smooth stone. Another flash of agonizing pain. His chest tightened, the wound healing instantly, the shard of stone embedding in his skin.

      As the demon fused with his soul, his hatred of the forsaken grew tenfold. Burning anger seethed in his veins, and he rose, bowing his head to the one true leader. “On my life and my honor, I vow not to stop until every last trace of magic has been vanquished from this earth.”

      The Supreme bowed in return. “Take your place by my side, brother, as we initiate the others. Your faith has earned you the title of general in our army.”

      The gargoyle warriors began their crusade that very night. Alrick could never have dreamed the satisfaction he’d feel as he tore the forsaken limb from limb. The taste of their blood on his tongue. The sensation of their bones snapping beneath his fingers. The pleasure almost masked the ache in his heart for the one he’d left behind.
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      With the magic of the full moon humming in his veins, Noah L’Eveque paused on the corner of Royal and St. Philip, across the street from O’Malley’s Pub. Tilting his head toward the sky, he inhaled deeply, closing his eyes and focusing on the low vibration in his muscles, the faintest hint of the nearly imperceptible shifter magic flowing through his soul.

      Sticky summer air clung to his skin, and as a bead of sweat rolled down his forehead, he flicked it away with a finger. He could almost feel the blast of chilly air that would greet him in the doorway of O’Malley’s as he stepped inside, and the draw of his pack’s headquarters had his legs moving toward the building involuntarily.

      He stopped on the edge of the sidewalk and peered through the window at the activity inside. While the shifters of the pack followed the call of their wolves to the forest to hunt, the rest of them—Noah included—felt little more than an extra burst of energy in their magic this time of the month. A dozen people—all second-borns or non-shifting mates—gathered around the bar, talking and imbibing the free drinks offered monthly, every full moon.

      Who said shifters had all the fun?

      Normally, Noah would have been inside with them, enjoying the comradery of his fellow second-born weres. He hadn’t missed a full moon gathering in as long as he could remember, but tonight, he couldn’t bring himself to step inside.

      And it was no mystery why.

      Amber, the alpha’s sister, stood behind the bar, laughing with the others, her blue eyes sparkling with her smile. She’d swept her light golden-brown hair into a ponytail, revealing the delicate curve of her neck, and as she glanced at her watch and bit her bottom lip, an ache expanded in Noah’s chest.

      Her shift would be ending soon, and if he went in now, she’d join him at the bar, stay there with him ’til closing time, long after the others called it a night, and make him feel things he shouldn’t for a woman in the alpha line.

      His feelings had intensified so much over the past few months, he could hardly look at her without the crushing need to sweep her into his arms and make her his. But Amber deserved better. She’d made that clear. With alpha blood flowing through her veins, she should be with a shifting wolf.

      Fuck. His hands curled into fists. Noah should have been a shifting wolf, goddammit, and if fate hadn’t played games with his future, Amber would be his mate by now.

      Only first-born werewolves gained the ability to shift…around the age of thirteen…except in a case like Noah’s. His older sister was his twin, and if they’d been born closer together, they both would have become shifters. But Noah was breech, and the umbilical cord was wrapped around his neck, complicating his birth. He didn’t make his appearance into the world until half an hour later…too late for his magic to activate his wolf gene, leaving him no better than any other second-born werewolf.

      Gritting his teeth, he strode past the entrance and made a left on Bourbon Street, heading into the heart of the French Quarter. He needed to get the woman off his mind, and with his friends out hunting, the excitement of New Orleans’ most famous street was the next best distraction.

      He wiped the scowl from his face, straightening his spine as he strolled into the throng of people and pushing the what-ifs from his mind. It is what it is. Focusing on what was, rather than wallowing in what should have been, had served him well enough. Being angry at fate didn’t do anyone any good. Besides…things might be changing for him soon.

      Laughter and chatter drifted on the air, and the brassy sounds of a jazz band blasted from the open door of a club on the corner. He stopped at the to-go window and bought a beer. Chilled air seeped out from the inside, taming the Louisiana heat as the bartender filled a plastic cup with frothy goodness. Noah took a long sip, savoring the cool, bubbly liquid as it slid down his throat, and he continued on his way.

      There was no better place than Bourbon Street for people-watching. College-age partiers all the way up through the occasional couple in their seventies came here to forget their worries and indulge in a bit of sin before heading back to the monotony of real life. The energy of the city called to people, enticing them to tear down their walls and let the good times roll.

      “Laissez le bons temps rouler.” Noah chugged his beer and tossed the cup in a trash can before stepping inside a club. A cover band blasted an early 2000s pop hit from a small stage near the entrance, and three women in their forties laughed as they danced, trying to entice their husbands to join them on the floor.

      Noah made his way toward the bar, but he stopped short when a brunette backed against a wall caught his eye. She gripped her beer bottle, her nails digging into the label as her gaze darted about the room, looking at anything but the hulking man who had her cornered. She swallowed hard, and a nervous giggle bubbled from her throat. The asshole took it as an invitation, reaching toward her and running his fingers down her cheek.

      Without a second thought, Noah moved toward them. If he were a shifter, his mere presence would be enough to intimidate the man into backing off, but he wasn’t. He’d have to get creative.

      “Hey, sis, sorry I’m late.” He held out his arms in an invitation for a hug.

      The woman furrowed her brow at first, but as the asshole crossed his arms and puffed out his chest, she recognized Noah’s attempt and stepped into his embrace. “I thought you’d never get here.”

      She hugged him quickly and stayed by his side, forcing a smile. “What took you so long?”

      “Got hung up on the jobsite.” He wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “Who’s your friend?”

      The man grunted, took a swig of his beer, and, as he stomped away, Noah couldn’t help himself. He called on his magic, gathering the energy into his hand until he could feel the atoms in the atmosphere. With a flick of his fingers, he nudged the man’s foot with his power, causing it to catch on his other ankle and making him stumble.

      The man caught himself, inflating his chest and looking around as if to be sure no one was laughing at him. Noah held in a chuckle. Served the bastard right. He should’ve sent him flat on his face.

      All second-born weres possessed a psychic ability. Some were empaths, while others could talk to the dead or get glimpses of the future. Noah’s telekinesis was a power many envied, but he would give it up in a heartbeat to awaken his inner wolf. Maybe someday…

      As the man disappeared into the crowd, the woman’s breath came out in a rush. “Thank you for that.”

      Noah released her shoulder. “You looked like you needed a little help. Are you here alone?”

      “My friend is in the restroom.” She held out her hand to shake, and a flirtatious smile curved her lips. “I’m Tiffany.”

      He accepted. “Noah.” Her skin was warm, but no magical energy sparked from it. Like ninety percent of the people in New Orleans, she was pure human. Her wavy hair brushed her shoulders, and as he released her hand, she tucked one side behind her ear.

      “Jeez, Tiff. I leave for five minutes, and you’ve already picked up a guy. I hope he has a friend,” a blonde with dark brown eyes said as she approached them.

      Tiffany laughed and clinked the neck of her beer bottle against her friend’s. “This is Noah. He saved me from a drunk. Noah, this is Caitlyn.”

      “Hey.” She nodded at him and turned to Tiffany. “This place is lame. Let’s get out of here.”

      “Okay.” Tiffany tossed her bottle in the trash and tilted her head at Noah. “Do you want to come with us?”

      “Do you have a friend?” Caitlyn batted her lashes.

      “It’s just me tonight, I’m afraid.”

      Tiffany bit her bottom lip and swept her gaze down his body. This could be just the distraction he needed.

      “Hmm…” Caitlyn shrugged. “I suppose we can share. Come on.” She linked her arm through his and tugged him toward the door. Tiffany clutched his other bicep and followed.

      Noah instinctively glanced over his shoulder and found the drunk from earlier glaring at them as they made their way toward the exit. With a flick of his hand behind his back, Noah knocked the bottom of the guy’s glass, spilling his drink down the front of his shirt.

      It’s not parlor magic. His buddy James’s words echoed in his mind. It’s a unique werewolf gift.

      Not the gift Noah was meant to have…

      But he made do with the magic he was given.

      He chuckled as they exited the club and turned toward the next one, but his chest tightened, giving him pause. He had an attractive woman on each arm, and a few months ago, he would have been so down for this. Now, he couldn’t stop imagining Amber’s disappointed expression as she chewed her lip and glanced at her watch earlier this evening.

      He was supposed to be there with her. He was always there for her. What the hell was his problem now?

      He tugged his arms from the women’s grasp. “It was nice meeting you ladies, but I think I’m going to call it a night.”

      “But it’s early…” Tiffany said, disappointment evident in her eyes.

      “I have somewhere to be. Y’all stay safe tonight. Stay together.” He nodded and strode to the other side of the street before they could argue more.

      Tugging his phone from his pocket, he glanced at the time and cursed under his breath. He needed to march his sorry ass back to O’Malley’s and spend the evening with Amber like he had every full moon since gods-knew-when. He should wad up his emotions, shove them into the darkest corner of his mind, and be the best friend he was supposed to be. That was all she wanted from him.

      He, Amber, and his twin sister, Nylah, had been inseparable since they were kids. Nylah going rogue shouldn’t have changed things between Amber and him. He’d always had feelings for her, from the time he was old enough to understand what feelings were.

      They weren’t reciprocated, and he understood why. A telekinetic second-born had no place in the alpha line. Amber should mate with a dominant shifter, someone who would pass on the genes a true leader needed.

      He’d hinted at his feelings for her once, and she’d shut him down quickly. “I’m so glad we’re friends,” she’d said. “It’s nice not having to worry that you’re after me for my pack status.” That was when things had gotten awkward, and he’d needed to put an end to that. He could never be the werewolf she needed, but he could be her friend.

      “Where is she?” A woman’s frantic voice drew his attention down the street. “Goddammit, Mitch, where did she go?”

      The woman, in her fifties or sixties, with platinum hair and a thick coating of blue eyeshadow, clutched a bouncer’s shoulder outside a strip club and gave him a shake. “You’re supposed to take care of my girls.”

      Mitch shrugged off her grasp and stalked to the end of the building, peering at the closed gate blocking the alley before marching back. “A guy dropped his wallet. I stepped inside for half a minute to return it, and when I came out, she was gone.” He shook his head. “I’m sorry, Angel. She probably got a good offer from a tourist.”

      Angel shook her finger in his face. “My girls are not prostitutes. They’re dancers.”

      Shoving his hands in his pockets, Noah shuffled toward the gate and nudged it with his shoulder. It swung freely, so he slipped inside the alley, freezing as the coppery scent of fresh blood assaulted his senses. Though his night vision wasn’t nearly as sharp as a shifter’s, there was no mistaking the heap of flesh lying crumpled at the end of the passageway.

      Pulse thrumming, he moved toward it, his gaze darting about the darkened corridor, searching for the culprit. Muffled music from Bourbon Street filtered in through the gate, masking any sounds of retreat, and a trash can overflowing with three-day-old garbage made it impossible for him to catch a scent. He focused his magic into his skin, feeling the hum of the atmosphere around him. No living energy interrupted the flow. Whoever did this was long gone.

      He crept toward the body, covering his mouth as he took in the gory scene. The woman lay on her back, her right leg bent at an unnatural angle. Blood soaked her once-blue satin bra, and in her chest, a jagged, gaping hole was all that remained where her heart used to be.

      His stomach turned, and his hand trembled as he dialed the alpha’s mate and pressed the phone to his ear.

      “Detective Mason speaking.”

      He swallowed the lump from his throat. “Macey, it’s Noah. I found a body in the Quarter. It looks supernatural.” He described the scene and the events leading up to it.

      “Have you contacted Luke?”

      “I will. I don’t think her boss has even called the police yet. The killer is long gone, so I thought you should know.”

      “Who’s on patrol with you? Cade or James?”

      He hesitated to tell her the real reason he hadn’t called the alpha first. “I’m…alone.”

      She missed a beat in her response. “You’re patrolling by yourself?” The wariness in her voice was a knife to his heart. Non-shifters weren’t allowed to patrol alone. Macey was the only exception, and that was because she’d been a detective for longer than she’d known she was a second-born werewolf.

      “I was at a bar across the street, saw the commotion, and came to check it out.” The last thing he needed was to get into trouble with the alpha. His position on the hunting team was fragile as it was.

      “Okay.” Relief was evident in her voice.

      “Don’t worry. You don’t have to report me.”

      She paused, the sound of a car door slamming through the receiver filling the silence. “It’s not a law I agree with, if that makes you feel any better.”

      “Thanks. What do you want me to do?” He looked around for any signs of the culprit but found nothing. Whatever took this woman’s heart had to have massive claws or a wicked weapon.

      “Get out of the alley and call Luke. If you can’t reach him, follow the chain. I’ll take care of the humans.”

      “Hey!” Angel’s voice echoed down the alley. “What are you doing?”

      “Shit.” He flicked his wrist, swinging the gate toward her and knocking her back into the street. He cringed at the sound of flesh hitting pavement and scrambled to climb the fence.

      “Get back here, fucker!” Mitch plowed through the gate as Noah’s foot slipped.

      He fell to the ground, smacking his head on the cobblestone, and his vision swam. Mitch hauled him up, slamming him against the brick wall.

      “What did you do to her, you sick bastard?” Mitch pressed his forearm into Noah’s chest, squeezing the breath from his lungs.

      Shit. What now? He glanced around the alley, searching for something he could grab with his mind to fight back, but Angel’s agonizing wail pulled his attention to the body.

      “Bridget!” She dropped to her knees, folding forward at the waist and covering her face. “Oh my God, someone call the police.”

      Half a dozen dancers hesitated at the alley entrance before creeping forward, their faces pale, expressions distorted in shock as sirens blared in the distance.

      Noah was toast. He stopped struggling, and Mitch eased off his chest enough for him to speak. “I didn’t touch her. The alley gate was open, so I came in to look for her.”

      Mitch’s eyes narrowed into slits. “Save it for the police.”

      Another bouncer, even meatier than Mitch, if that were possible, sidestepped around the dancers and grabbed Noah’s arm. He could have fought back, but his second-born strength was no match for these beefcakes. Noah would have to use his magic to have any chance of winning, and he couldn’t do that in front of all these people.

      Instead, he let them drag him to the street and cooperated as the police put him in handcuffs. Tiffany and Caitlyn, the women he’d met at the bar, stood on the sidewalk a few feet away, but he couldn’t meet their eyes.

      He had royally fucked up. Whatever the human cops had planned for him would pale in comparison to the punishment waiting for him once he returned to the pack. This was the reason non-shifters weren’t allowed to patrol alone. They lacked the speed and strength to get out of situations like this. A shifter never would have been caught.

      As the officer guided him into the back of the squad car, he caught a glimpse of Macey’s face before she headed into the alley. The disappointment and pity in her eyes was enough to tear him in two.

      A werewolf arrested by the human police. He was a disgrace to his pack.
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      Amber Mason strolled next to her mother up St. Philip Street toward O’Malley’s Pub. The hot June sun beat down on them, heating the top of her head and making her reconsider the bar’s standard black uniform. It was too damn hot for dark colors.

      The surprise lunch visit had been pleasant, her mom filling her in on her parents’ move to Jackson, Mississippi, and how her dad was settling into his new role in the werewolf national congress. They talked about family and how Amber was handling running the bar on her own, Debbie placing just enough emphasis on the on her own part to make it clear this visit wasn’t simply social.

      But Amber wasn’t taking the bait. If her mom had something to say about her current relationship status—or lack thereof—she’d have to work it into the conversation on her own. Amber sure as hell wasn’t bringing it up.

      “How long are you in town for?” She opened the door and gestured for her mom to go inside.

      Debbie paused and looked at her, tilting her head and giving her that I can’t believe you haven’t found a man look. It was unmistakable: the way her brows drew together and lifted at the same time, the twitch as the corners of her mouth tried to pull into a frown but she forced them upward into an awkward smile.

      It was the look of pity, and though Amber favored her mom, with the same light-brown hair and blue eyes, she tried her best to avoid the facial expressions that somehow cut deeper than words.

      Her mom placed a hand on her shoulder, giving it a gentle squeeze before she stepped through the door. “Just for the afternoon. I’m heading to Lake Charles to visit Vanessa this evening and staying a few nights there.”

      Chilled air blasted Amber’s skin as she crossed the threshold, a welcome relief from the sauna of the Louisiana summer. Shaded lights hung from exposed beams in the ceiling, giving the quiet bar a dark, smoky haze. A couple sat in the corner, sharing an order of loaded fries and a pitcher of beer, and Chase stood behind the bar, chopping a lemon.

      He lifted his head and grinned as he caught sight of Debbie. “Afternoon, Mrs. Mason. Where’s the old man? You leave him behind this time?” He stood on a plastic crate and leaned over the bar, stretching out his arms in invitation.

      Debbie smiled and leaned in to hug him across the bar. “Us girls need to have a little fun without our mates every now and then. How are you and your witch?”

      Chase chuckled and rubbed a hand down his dark beard. “We’re good. Perfect, in fact.”

      “I’m so glad you found someone.” She gave Amber the side-eye and leaned against a barstool, crossing her arms over her pressed white blouse.

      Amber fought her eye roll. “I’d offer you a drink, Mom, but since you’re driving, we better not. I’ll tell Luke you said hi.”

      “Actually…”

      Oh lord. Here it comes. She’d all but dismissed the woman. Couldn’t she go on her way without bringing up the inevitable?

      “I was hoping we could talk somewhere privately about a family matter.”

      Apparently, she couldn’t. Amber rolled the stiffness from her neck. The headache this conversation would bring was already inching its way into the base of her skull.

      She gestured to the side door. “We can go in Luke’s office. There’s more room in there.” And it wasn’t in the same state of perpetual disarray as her own office. She didn’t need to give her mom anything else to chide her for.

      Debbie strode toward the door. “Is your brother here? That would be even better.”

      I wish. Luke would make the perfect buffer for this conversation. He’d been through all this with their parents already. “He’s on a jobsite.”

      “Too bad.”

      Amber followed her mom through the swinging door, down a short flight of brick steps, and into the back corridor. A storage room filled with cases of beer and restaurant supplies opened up on the right, and she reached across to the left, pulling her office door shut as she passed it.

      The alpha’s office lay just beyond the storage room, and Debbie didn’t stop to knock before she pushed the door open and disappeared inside. Amber stood in the entrance as her mom ran a hand across the back of a green chair, a sad smile playing on her lips as she stepped toward the massive oak desk and picked up a small Eiffel Tower figurine on the corner.

      “I remember when this was your father’s office.”

      “Yeah, well, it wasn’t that long ago.” She dropped into a chair and crossed her legs. “What did you want to talk about?”

      That same scrunched-brow look of pity contorted Debbie’s features. “You’re twenty-nine years old, sweetheart.”

      She folded her hands in her lap. “Last time I checked.”

      A small chuckle emanated from her mom’s throat. “You get your sarcasm from your father.”

      “And his alpha blood and all the laws that come with it. Is that what you wanted to talk about?”

      Debbie laced her fingers together and leaned against the desk. “You’re obligated to take a mate by the time you turn thirty.”

      “Which is ridiculous.”

      She held up her hands. “It’s not my place to agree or disagree with the law, but it is the law. I don’t want you to go through what your brother did if you wait until the last minute.”

      “You mean when he found his fate-bound, but the law almost forced him to mate with someone else when they ran into trouble? Don’t worry, Mom. That’ll never happen.” Amber wasn’t meant to be anyone’s fated mate. If a wolf in the pack was going to claim her, it would have happened by now. “No one wants me.”

      “That’s not true. Any man in the pack…in any pack…would be happy to take you as his mate. You have⁠—”

      “Alpha blood. I know.” And that was the perfect reason to spend the rest of her life with someone, wasn’t it? Not because he loved her, but because she could bring him into the inner circle, give him a child with alpha blood. No, thank you.

      “It’s within your brother’s authority to select someone for you.”

      Amber’s mouth dropped open. Was her mother actually suggesting she let Luke assign someone the task of mating with her?

      Debbie slid into the chair next to her and patted her knee. “He would never choose your mate, dear, but if there’s someone you had in mind, he could…” She shrugged.

      “Do you hear yourself, Mother? If I were a man, would you suggest I force a woman to become my mate? Take away her choice, her free will?” Her parents were so old school it was a wonder she and Luke turned out the way they did. This wasn’t her father’s pack anymore, and she would not succumb to these crusty old antiquated laws.

      “No, that would be different.”

      “It’s exactly the same.”

      Her mother pursed her lips and blew out an irritated breath through her nose. “Your brother nearly brought shame upon our family…in front of the congress, no less. If things hadn’t worked out for him the way they did, the congress could have brought in new leadership. Our family could have been exiled.”

      Her heart sank. Luke had to have a mate to become alpha. While Amber would never hold any position of authority, it was her obligation to ensure the bloodline continued undiluted.

      “Your father could lose his place on the congress if you… Please don’t put our family in another situation like that.”

      “I won’t. I’ve got plenty of time to find someone I can stomach spending the rest of my life with.”

      Her mom frowned. “You have six months.”

      Amber’s smile faded, and she placed her hand on Debbie’s. Where had the time gone? “I won’t let you down.”

      Her mom rested her free hand on top of hers. “You never have. If there aren’t any men in the pack who pique your interest, we could plan a soiree. Plenty of men from the neighboring packs would love to meet you.”

      “No. Absolutely not. This isn’t the 1800s.” She tugged her hand from her mother’s grasp and stood, pacing around the desk. No way in hell would she allow herself to be put on display like that. She was a grown woman, for Christ’s sake.

      Debbie nodded. “You’re right. That would make you look desperate.”

      “Which I’m not.” She’d dated a couple of pack members when she was in her early twenties. It had quickly become obvious they were more interested in her position than her personality when they preferred having dinner with her parents over spending time alone with her.

      “No, you’re not.” That damned look of pity crossed her mother’s face again before she smoothed her features and rose to her feet. “I had better hit the road. I’ve got an early dinner reservation.” She glided toward the door, pausing and turning to Amber. “I almost forgot to ask. How’s Noah? You didn’t mention him at lunch.”

      A flutter formed in her stomach, but it quickly turned sour. “I haven’t heard from him in nearly a month.”

      “That’s odd. He’s one of your best friends.”

      Was one of her best friends. When he skipped the full moon gathering last month, she’d assumed he was on patrol with Cade or James. But when he didn’t respond to her texts the next few days, she’d received the message loud and clear.

      “I think he must have met someone.” Saying it out loud, the words solidified into steel and pierced her heart. Noah was never serious about anything, especially dating. Whoever was occupying his time these days must have had her hooks in him deep.

      Her mother’s pity face twisted the blade. “I’m sure he would have told you if that were the case. Noah’s kindness and concern for others are some of his best qualities. Wonderful qualities for a potential mate.” She raised a brow.

      If she was trying to plant a seed in Amber’s mind, she was wasting her time. The idea that her feelings for Noah ran deeper than friendship had sprouted a while ago, but right before she could express her interest in him, something about their relationship had changed. He’d backed off, acting awkward around her. She didn’t dare risk ruining their friendship by trying again. He was the only single man in the pack who didn’t look at her as a breeding machine.

      Amber crossed her arms. “I’m sure he’ll make a great mate for someone someday.”

      Debbie’s lips curved into a sly smile. “I’m sure he will. Give your brother a hug for me. I’m sorry I missed him.” She blew a kiss to Amber and slipped into the hall.

      Gritting her teeth, Amber shuffled to the door, waiting until her mom exited into the bar before making her way to her own office. She dropped into a high-backed leather chair, spinning in a circle as she chewed her bottom lip. As the chair came back around to face the desk, she planted her feet on the floor and let her elbows thunk on the wooden surface.

      She inhaled a deep breath and let it out slowly, willing the tension in her shoulders to ease. That conversation could have been worse. At least this time her mother didn’t suggest she lay off the fatty bar food if she ever wanted to land a man. Still, the insinuation that Amber’s greatest contribution to the pack would be having a baby sat sour in her stomach like expired buttermilk.

      Her second-born psychic ability was occasionally useful. So what if she only had gut feelings about the future and could rarely give specifics? She’d given the pack a heads up about danger on several occasions. Who knew what would have happened if she hadn’t? And she ran this bar and maintained the offices and innerworkings of the pack headquarters. This place would fall apart without her, dammit. She didn’t have time to fuss with a man.

      Unless that man was Noah.

      Fisting her hands, she pressed her knuckles against her brow, squeezing her eyes shut and willing the thoughts away. But her will didn’t work on her feelings for her friend any more than it did on easing the tension creeping toward her temples.

      Her mother was right about one thing: Noah did have all the qualities of a good mate. He was kind, honest, funny, smart, and… Lately she’d begun to find him physically attractive as well, which was weird. Growing up, even when the other girls in school were fawning over him, she’d never thought of him in that way.

      Something had changed in the past year, though, and now she couldn’t look at the man without a smile tugging at her lips and warmth blooming in her belly. He had thick, auburn hair she wanted to run her fingers through and dark brown eyes she could imagine sparkling with mischief in the bedroom. A shiver shimmied up her spine.

      Maybe it was hormones…what shifters called their mating instinct. Amber’s wolf was dormant, but it was possible she still had the reflexes. She was getting dangerously close to thirty, and while the arbitrary deadline placed on her was fabricated by the ancient geezers in the congress, most werewolves did find their mates around this age.

      After watching her brother find so much happiness with his fate-bound, Amber decided she would never mate with a shifter unless his wolf claimed her as his own fate-bound. She couldn’t take that opportunity away from any man. It wouldn’t be fair.

      Noah’s wolf was dormant too, so it didn’t matter that he hadn’t claimed her. He wouldn’t be claiming anyone. Not as a fate-bound…but perhaps as a soulmate just the same. Even humans believed in that concept, so why not?

      Whatever it was, she couldn’t deny she had feelings for her best friend. She also couldn’t deny the jealousy burning in her chest at the thought of him spending so much time with another woman. He could’ve at least had the decency to reply to Amber’s text and let her know he’d be indisposed for the rest of his life.

      Especially after what happened with Nylah. Amber and Noah had both been crushed when his twin went rogue, abandoning them without so much as a goodbye.

      It seemed hasty departures ran in the family.

      She snatched the pile of papers strewn across her desk and shuffled them into a neat stack, tapping the edge against the wood to even them out. It was time to get her life in order. She had an obligation to the pack, and pining over a man who was obviously not interested in her would only hold her back.

      The office phone rang with an internal call, and she hit the speaker button. “Yes?”

      “Shipment just came in,” Chase said. “If you’ll man the bar, I’ll move the cases to storage.”

      “On my way.” She ended the call and rose to her feet, stretching her arms above her head before rolling her neck and straightening her spine. Her mother was gone, so she could forget all about the ordeal…until her next visit.

      She strode through the hallway into the bar, where Chase had stacked four cases of Abita onto a dolly, and the front door swung open before Luke stepped through. She took two strides toward her brother, but Noah entered the bar behind him. Her heart slammed against her chest, and she froze. He hadn’t spoken to her in nearly a month, and now he showed up at her bar? Oh, hell no.

      “You can stay here, Chase. I’ll move this to the back.” With her foot on the crossbar, she pulled the dolly toward her, angling it onto its wheels.

      “You sure?” Chase asked. “It’s heavy.”

      “I’ve got it.” She glanced at Noah, and his eyes brightened. Before she could get sucked into their depths, she trained her gaze on the floor and hurried through the door to the storage room.
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