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      True love could conquer all.

      Vanessa McCauley sighed as the council alphas trooped out of the court maze, a nod from the first confirming that the Master of the City had claimed his woman.

      She joined the rest of the court women as they drifted back inside. They moved as a pack, a mannerism indicative of their lycan nature. But as always, she was alone, the rest of the women parting around her so she was walking at the front of the group. It was the way it had always been. Her bloodline was ancient, impeccable… and they all saw her as the princess she’d never wanted to be.

      She breathed a sigh of relief as they got inside and the group dispersed. The main ballroom—the largest room at court—was decorated for the occasion with a light buffet set on tables along the inner walls. She swept the room with an appreciative glance. After running the McCauley house for many years, she knew just how much work had gone into making such a large room presentable after the ball last night and that half the people here wouldn’t give a damn. Or even notice the work.

      “So romantic,” one woman exclaimed as Vanessa passed. “As soon as she came out in that red dress, I knew. There’ll be a mating before summer, you mark my words.”

      It was romantic, like something out of a romance novel or film. The powerful alpha claiming the woman he loved despite all odds. With extra sex, of course. They were wolves after all.

      “Oh, I’m sure there will!” Another replied as her face softened with smiles. “My great-grandmother wore the red dress. Chased one month, mated the next.”

      At that point, both women became aware of Vanessa. Despite her best efforts to turn invisible, their faces shuttered and closed over. Turning away, they continued their conversation in muted tones, moving away from her as quickly as they could without making a scene.

      She sighed. According to everyone who was anyone, aka lycan high society, Vanessa had expected to be the Master’s mate eventually. It didn’t seem to matter that she’d never voiced that wish herself, or even looked at Veyr with any kind of possessiveness or even interest. It was all down to Jacob. Her brother had made no secret of the fact he’d intended her to be the Master’s pick for the Midwinter offering, and then of course, end up as the Lord’s mate.

      But she hadn’t been. Picked that was. Instead, Veyr had chosen Cyan Trevais instead. Curvy, non-shifting, the girl all the other lycan girls laughed at, Cyan Trevais.

      Vanessa sighed as she grabbed a plate. She didn’t blame him. She’d always thought that Cyan was beautiful. Small and curvy, she had a figure to die for. Curves that made men drool after her… Vanessa looked down at her sparse, lean frame. The dressmaker had done her best, but she could never hope to compete with Cyan’s curves, not in a million years, and she knew that.

      The room around her was abuzz with chatter, the sound of sympathetic whispers warning her that people were talking about her. They always did. Everything she said, every move she made, were all analyzed. Pulled apart. Discussed.

      She ignored it in favor of studying the buffet. Even there she wasn’t safe. Even what she ate was scrutinized, picked over and found wanting.

      ‘She shouldn’t eat that, she’ll put on weight, then the Master won’t want her.’

      She’d heard that refrain so many times over the years she’d long since gone by the urge to scream when she heard it. But, guess what? It hadn’t mattered how slim she was, the Master hadn’t picked her anyway.

      Her gaze roved the table. So many delicious treats. Her mouth watered and her stomach rumbled to remind her that all she’d had to eat this morning was an egg-white omelet and some salad. All in the never-ending battle to stay as slender as possible to attract a mate.

      Her fingers itched, temptation driving them to reach out and grab a slice of chocolate cake. Salad wasn’t enough. She was a wolf, not a damn rabbit. She needed real food. Steak, cake, chocolate…

      “You’d better eat up.” Her brother’s caustic tones broke through her near-erotic daydream of how the cake would taste. “It’s obvious a skinny runt like you won’t attract Veyr. He’s into fat chicks. So you need to get chubby.”

      She froze, then looked over her shoulder. Jacob was her brother, yes, but to say there was no love lost between the siblings would be an understatement. Consumed with an overreaching sense of his own importance, he saw her as a pawn to further his ambition, rather a sister he should love. If not love, then at the least protect, care for as was his remit as an alpha.

      He didn’t. Jacob cared for nothing other than his own ambition.

      He grabbed her arm, fingers bruising as he propelled her along the table, piling her plate high. “Eat. Get fat,” he demanded, his face tight and angry as he shoved cakes, pastries and all the kinds of treats she’d had to strictly ration herself on the plate willy nilly. “Then we can replace that little bitch in his bed with you.”

      Her hands shaking, she glanced down at her plate. All the treats she’d salivated over were piled in an unappetizing mess. Her stomach churned and she looked up at him. Was he blind? Anyone with eyes in their head could see that Veyr was head over heels in love. And not with her.

      “Jacob. He’s chosen, it wasn’t me. It’s over.”

      He whipped around, his eyes burning with fury, and grabbed her arm. She yelped in pain, the plate dropping from her fingers to splatter over the floor as he pushed her backward. Her shoulders and the back of her head hit a side door hard, sparks flying over her vision and then they were through it and into the quietness and solitude of a side-corridor.

      “You will do as I say,” Jacob snarled, his hand closing around her throat to pin her against the opposite wall. His face was twisted with rage, half-human and half wolf. “If you know what’s good for you.”

      Fear lanced her heart, sending ice down her limbs. Jacob’s rages were legendary in the pack, and most members avoided angering him. However, they were wolves and could get away. They had places to hide from him.

      Not her. As his sister, she had nowhere to run. She was always first in the firing line. With the ease of long practice, she let emotion leech away from her, and calmed the wolf within.

      “And you know what’s good for you, don’t you, Vanessa?”

      He let go of her throat to stroke gentle fingers across her cheek. She turned her head away, sickened by the touch and the darkness in his eyes, and closed her eyes. It was easier not to let him see her emotions in her eyes. Not to see the fear. There was something wrong with Jacob. Very wrong. He fed off fear, liked the fact that his pack were terrified of him.

      And she was one of them.

      “The ball tonight. I’ll do my best,” she said, sickened by the fact she was prepared to do anything to avoid Jacob’s anger.

      What kind of wolf was she, that she couldn’t even stand up for herself?
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        * * *

      

      Veyr was at the ball, but as soon as she saw him and Cyan dancing together, she knew she wouldn’t be able to get anywhere near him. And even if she did, he only had eyes for the small curvy woman in his arms. She’d have to be a right dick to try and get between them. Not to mention such a move would be obvious and make her look desperate. Which she was, just not in the way people would think. They would think she was a sore loser, rather than desperate to avoid her brother’s wrath.

      “Shit.”

      Vanessa kept her panic to herself and turned in a circle, her movement slow and graceful, hoping to spot Jacob and slip away before he could vent his rage on her. Although not the tallest wolf, he had an aura about him that was hard to miss. One that oozed power and reeked virility; he set the hearts of all red-blooded women aflutter.

      Apart from hers. While she admired Veyr for dragging lycan society out of the dark ages and into the modern world, and she freely admitted he was hands down the best leader their city packs had had for generations, he wasn’t the one who made her heart pound…or her pussy clench.

      Her gaze snuck sideward to a tall figure at the edge of the room and her breath caught in her throat.

      She recognized him instantly. She knew the moment he walked into a room…

      Jace Trenton. The Captain of the Guard, he’d been appointed by Veyr himself. The stories said they were both wolves from the pits, the barely-legal fight clubs in the lower city. That they’d fought together, and Jace had accompanied Veyr to court after the challenge-fight that had killed the previous Master of the City, allowing Veyr to take his place.

      He wasn’t a nobleman… but a commoner. Not that she gave a rat’s ass about that.

      She lifted her champagne glass to her lips, using the motion to conceal her interest. She didn’t usually drink, but she needed some kind of prop to keep her hands busy as she appraised Jace.

      Tall and broad-shouldered, with dark hair and eyes, he was the most handsome man she’d ever seen. What did it matter that the lack of amber ring around his eyes meant that somewhere in his family tree was a non-shifter? She didn’t care. She knew he was a powerful wolf, and an alpha, just like Veyr.

      She emptied her glass without thinking and switched it for another from the tray of a passing waiter. Using the ever-shifting crowd for cover, she watched the big captain of the guard from across the room. He leaned against a wall, the dark silk shirt he wore clinging to broad shoulders and a heavily muscled chest. Black dress pants completed the look, the fabric pulled taut across one massive thigh where he had his foot propped against the wall. Long, strong fingers wrapped around the delicate stem of his glass as he lifted it to his lips and met her eyes.

      Then he winked.

      Shit. She choked on her drink, ducking behind the portly figure of an older wolf so Jace wouldn’t see her spitting champagne all over herself, and managed to swallow.

      “That’s it gal, get it down ‘yer.” The wolf in front of her turned. Older, with graying hair and a handlebar mustache, he grinned in amusement. “You should try some brandy, puts skin on ‘yer bones that stuff does!”

      Blinking, she nodded and added a little smile she hoped indicated agreement. She hoped he didn’t actually offer her any brandy. Not a big drinker at the best of times, the champagne was already making her head feel fuzzy and her knees weak. Thankfully, a sharp, feminine voice some way off in the crowd brought his head up.

      “Another time,” he said with regret and gave a small bow. “The ball and chain calls and it’s more than my life’s worth to disobey. Your servant, milady.”

      She watched as the older wolf bustled off through the packed ballroom and raised her eyes to look at Jace again. He wasn’t there. Her breath punched out of her lungs, and she bit her lip at the sharp sense of disappointment. He must have left, he was on duty after all, and she should really look for Veyr. Or at the least look like she was looking for Veyr in case anyone ratted her out to her brother.

      “So what’s a nice girl like you doing in a place like this?”

      The deep voice just by her ear made her jump, squeak, and whirl around all at the same time. Her foot, clad in the lightest of satin slippers, lost traction on the polished dance floor and she slipped. She closed her eyes, waiting for the contact with the floor. Shit, what a fucking impression to make. Landing on her ass right in front of the sexy, handsome captain. But before she could fall, strong arms closed around her waist and she was hauled up against a hard body.

      “Oh my, you really are strong,” she managed, looking up into the darkest pair of brown eyes she’d ever seen.

      He blinked, as though her words surprised him, but that could have been the fact her hands were cupped around his upper arms and had decided to take the opportunity to test his muscles. Steely strength met her testing grip and she flushed as her higher brain functions disappeared.

      Why did tall, strong men do it for her? It wasn’t as if, as a lycan, she lacked in strength herself. Hell, she could bench press a car if she wanted. But there was something very attractive about being held close. Protected… cherished. Like she was the most delicate thing in the world.

      “Well,” he cleared his throat and set her on her feet. She managed not to pout as he let her go. “It’s part of the job description. V was very specific about that… ‘Must be strong, and able to leap small buildings in a single bound.'”

      “Do you get to wear your underwear over your pants as well?” She lifted an eyebrow, not sure how to take him. His scent, wild and feral, the mark of an alpha wolf, washed over her, undermining her attempt at polite conversation.

      His eyes widened, just a fraction, then he grinned. He was extremely handsome, she decided. Was that even fair, for one man to look so good?

      “Oh? Is that your way of telling me you’re interested in seeing my underwear, my lady?”

      She smiled, a little light-headed as the unaccustomed champagne she’d drunk all went to her head at the same time. Veyr wasn’t here, so she might as well make the most of her night without Jacob watching her like a hawk.

      “Only if I get to take them off.”
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