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        The Moonlight Inn series takes place directly after the events of the Vampire Game series. You can read Lyra’s story separately, but there are some spoilers for the first Whitby Paranormal series in this book.

      

      

      

      I felt the pulse, like a ripple through the world, when the church ruins imploded. I bolted upright in bed with a hiss of a filthy word, my heart pumping panic-fast blood through my veins. Shoving black hair out of my eyes, I stared out the lace curtain over my window at the flare of red light and swore again. I couldn’t tell where it was coming from, but I knew deep in my bones that it was bad news. Perfect.

      I grabbed the throwing knife from under my pillow.

      “What the actual hell—” My door flew open, followed by the body the cursing mouth belonged to. Tall, rangy, shaggy dark hair and luminous hazel eyes. Face to die for, all hollow angles and beauty, even if the rest of him looked like he’d never eaten a decent meal in his life. “Did you feel that?”

      “No,” I dead-panned, already heading into the hallway to converge with everyone else, grateful I slept in a ratty old band shirt and not naked. “I missed the ominous pulse of power and the devil-red light in the sky. The fuck do you think, Gray?”

      I rushed down the hall, my heart rate spiking at the sight of my alpha, pale light catching on his icy blond hair. His broad shoulders and wide chest blocked out the moonlight sifting in through the kitchen curtains, but the power of the moon still skated along my arms, raising hairs. I shuddered as it settled deep in my gut. Whenever the moonlight hit our skin, it enhanced our strength, our senses, and heightened the pack bond.

      It also had the wonderful side-effect of ramping my anxiety into frantic panic, my blood pounding unnaturally fast, my breathing shallow.

      Jack was already in the kitchen—the fourth wolf of our pack, a quiet, serious black man with close-shaved hair, worry-creased eyes, and bare arms so bulging that I didn’t know where to look—but I barged past him and breathed, “Cas, what is that?”

      “Not our business. Do not worry, Lyra,” Casimir responded, his Polish accent thick. He hooked a strong arm around my neck and drew me close, and I fought my instinctual response: to melt against him and sigh happily. But he was my alpha and things were … complicated. As in, I had no idea if he liked me. But he didn’t mind hugging me, that was for sure. Being in Cas’s arms was like being held by a polar bear, muscular but warm and soft. Normally that might have reassured me, but the moon’s power was making me jumpy and that red light was so close to our cottage. It was no more than a few minutes away, if that, and coming from the heart of Whitby. Bad, bad news.

      There were enough powerful, mythical fuckers in the centre of town to make me worried. Like it or not, we’d end up being drawn into whatever the fuck was going on out there. It had happened before, a millennium ago. Shifters and vampires had gone to war, and we—werewolves—had been hauled in too, siding with a pack of now-extinct fox shifters. No wolves had come out of that alive; all my pack’s family lines originated outside Whitby. All of ours did.

      Glancing around at my family, as much as they pissed me off, I couldn’t stand the thought of losing them. I’d lost so much already. Too much for me to handle some days. My chest squeezed so tight at the thought of losing my new family too and I glared to cover up the ache. And despite Cas’s words, I didn’t believe him. I thought that red sweep of power had already touched us, made itself our business, and it was only a matter of time before we were sucked into whatever shit had caused it.
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      By morning, the sky was back to normal, so I put the red pulse bullshit out of my head, shoving my anxieties into a mental closet as dark and scary as the wardrobe to Narnia. Well, if Narnia was full of snarling wolves, a vicious sword dripping blood, heads rolling gruesomely away from bodies, and my parents’ sightless eyes staring at me. Memories that made the Narnia witch look like Elsa from Frozen.

      I was halfway through a shower when the door to our cottage’s only bathroom squealed open, Cas barging his way into my personal space. Not that personal space stood for much around wolves. I’d heard some werewolf lore where the magic that cursed—or gifted—us with the ability to shift could also keep our clothes in stasis until we shifted back, but if that was real I’d never seen it. I’d seen plenty of other things, including but not limited to: Gray’s flat arse, the cloud-shaped birthmark on Jack’s back, right above his dimples, and Cas’s … well, everything. And there was a lot of everything to see. If there was a special brand of magic to protect our dignity, I’d yet to find it.

      Not that I was searching very hard. Weird arses aside, changing every full moon did have its perks. Mainly seeing Cas stark naked. And watching him walk back to our cottage, the view from behind particularly appealing. I savoured those walks like a wine enthusiast savours a rare vintage.

      Now, though, I just barked out a creative insult and told him to get the hell out. I was half-asleep and showering and already late. Not even Cas could perk up my mood this morning. Plus, I really didn’t need the musical accompaniment of him pissing to enrich my shower experience.

      “Out,” I snapped. “Let me shower in peace, you bastard.”

      Alpha or not, I wasn’t afraid to yell at him.

      “There is lock on door,” he reminded me. “You didn’t use.”

      I ignored the point, even if it was relevant. “The door was closed.” I rinsed soap off my chest and shoulders, wondering if he could make out my naked body through the opaque shower curtain. Not that he’d ever look. “That should tell you to stay the hell out.”

      Cas just rumbled a laugh, shutting the door behind himself.

      I held onto my attitude as I dried and dressed and shoved my black hair into a sad attempt at a ponytail, but when Gray appeared in the hall holding the world’s largest mug of coffee, I could have kissed him. Could have and did, because I was that desperate for my caffeine intake this morning.

      “Ugh,” he spat, wiping his face free of the slobber my big, loud kiss had left on his cheek. “Thanks for that, Lyra.” He shoved his long brown hair behind his ears, gleaming hazel eyes narrowed in a scowl.

      “You’re welcome,” I replied sweetly. I spotted Cas’s blonde head through the doorway into the living room and marched into the room, plopping onto a ratty grey sofa Gray’s mum had leant us. Warmth folded around me and I sighed, sinking into the cushions, the scent of old books—Jack’s mostly—lemon disinfectant, and Cas’s own scent of pine and warm fur filling my lungs. “So. What’s going on?”

      Cas made a show of putting on the TV and watching the news thoroughly, a completely innocent look on his face. “Nothing. I told you, do not worry.”

      “Cute, but I actually want answers. Tell me what you know.”

      “Nothing yet.”

      I grinned, a shark scenting blood. “Yet. Wherever you’re going, I’m coming with.”

      “No, you’re not.” He finally looked at me, if only to glare me into submission. I shrunk into the cushions but didn’t back down from his gaze. It was a fine line to walk but I never felt truly intimidated, and never controlled. He was my alpha, and while I couldn’t disobey an order, I could do a hell of a lot of questioning. It was a right I exercised frequently. “And I go nowhere. We stay away, safe.”

      “But it’s so close—”

      “Yes, this is why we need to stay.” The stubborn look in his eye told me he wouldn’t budge.

      I groaned in frustration, taking a long drink of the coffee Gray had made me before it went cold. “I don’t want to go anywhere near the fucked up red light. I just want to know it’s not going to come for us.”

      Cas’s gruffness melted then, showing the complete softie that hid beneath his alpha exterior. The rugged lines of his face softened, his mercury-silver eyes gentle, and the tense line of his shoulders relaxed. “I won’t let anything hurt us, Lyra.” He leant across the gap between his chair and my sofa, his hand outstretched. I fell over myself to get to that hand, holding onto his dry fingers tightly. Unlike last night, the contact eased my muscles, dimmed my worries, and Cas let out a barely audible sigh too. Fuck, that touch felt good, especially when his big fingers folded around mine, so fucking warm. For a long second, I felt safe.

      Like natural wolves, we lived in packs, and our bonds ran deep. Physical contact was a way of reinforcing those bonds, especially with our alpha. And the bond between Cas and me … I knew it would be more, one day. At least that’s what I told myself when I felt like utter shit with loneliness over loving him. He was my alpha, my friend, and he owned every square inch of my heart.

      I pulled my hand back, shaky, and downed the rest of the coffee. “Alright, I’m leaving. You’re coming to take over the Moonlight later, right?”

      He nodded, a strange look in his eye that I couldn’t interpret. “Be safe. And do not go near abbey or the church.”

      I paused on the threshold, my heart stumbling. The mug nearly slid from my hand; I caught it at the last second before it smashed on the floor. “The abbey? That’s where the pulse came from? Shit.”

      Cas nodded, watching me carefully now. Possibly because when I got pissed off or scared, I tended to lash out and kick nearby things such as doors, washing machines, cars. That was the wild animal in me.

      “Vampires?” I asked, though I didn’t really need the confirmation. “Why is it always fucking vampires with this town?”

      Cas laughed, a deep rumbling laugh that made me want to jump him and not in a violent way—in a I want to ride him like the Big One at Blackpool Pleasure Beach way. I had to look away to remember the magic pulse and the red light and the involvement of vampires. Being freaked out was safer than being turned on, especially around Casimir.

      “Wait.” I snapped my focus back to him. “How do you know this? I thought you weren’t getting involved.”

      “I’m not. Gray went out this morning—he told me.”

      “Gray,” I repeated slowly, squeezing the mug in my hands tighter. I swung around the door frame and yelled down the hall. “You treasonous bastard! I thought this was friend coffee, not bribe coffee!”

      “I love you,” he shouted from his room at the end of our one-storey cottage. “Don’t hurt me. There’s friend cookies and a friend bacon sandwich in foil on the table for you.”

      I harrumphed but he presented a thorough argument. I dumped the now-empty mug in the sink and bit into my sandwich. Salty, smoky deliciousness. “Forgiven,” I yelled at him.

      His laughter, and Cas’s, followed me out of the house.
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      The Moonlight Inn was a squat, dingy hole-in-the-wall between a butcher’s shop and the pawn shop full of katanas, daggers, and vintage crap where I indulged my love of throwing knives whenever possible. The pub had seen better days, its hanging sign in need of a repaint and the windows thick and warped, the lintel sagging around the door. It had a distinct air around it, as if the old building was hissing, families not welcome, this place is full of criminals and beasts.

      I fucking loved this place.

      We’d bought it two years ago when I finally got my inheritance, the others pooling their savings with mine so we could afford it. It wasn’t much to look at but it was a safe space for us and other supernaturals, and it was ours. I would say it was a shame about the flat upstairs still belonging to the previous owners—a couple who liked heavy metal and wore spiked chokers despite being in their seventies, and who came down every weekend with home-made pork pies for the locals and all our pack—but it wasn’t. At all. It was bad enough sharing a space-deficit three-bedroom cottage with three male wolves; I did not want to imagine all of us squashed into a one-bed flat.

      I let myself in around the back of the pub and hung up my jacket.

      “You’re late,” Jack said, looking disapproving and grave as ever, his black eyebrows thick over sharp brown eyes and his wide mouth pressed into a thin line. I gave him the finger but set about hooking up one of the barrels that needed changing to the beer tap. Jack was alright. My bond with him was shallow compared to Gray and Cas but I still liked him. He was serious and moody but at least he wasn’t a prick. A lot of wolves could be controlling, violent assholes.

      “Take it out of my wages,” I joked. We didn’t do wages here. We all chipped in to keep the place running so we could keep up rent on the cottage. And if we had a decent week, at the end of it we’d gorge on Chinese food and lager. “What needs doing?”

      Jack reeled off a list of tasks and I got to work. I felt at home here, in the dim room with its scarred tables, the peeling banquette seating, and the floor my shoes stuck to because the various spills over the decades had combined into one master-spill that never quite dried. At the first breath of that musty-beer smell into my lungs, I could cast off my worries, the grief I’d been dragging around.

      This was my sanctuary, where not even my own memories could touch me, and certainly no outside threat could lay a finger on me. The Moonlight had never once posed even a hint of danger to me, to any of us—at least not until the doors opened, the regulars assumed their daily positions and nursed their pints, and around noon, a stranger in a snug forest-green jumper sauntered in. He might have been handsome, with a flop of dark hair and a chiselled jaw, but something about him was … off.

      Alarm bells blared in my head and I shot a look at Jack on the other side of the pub; he’d paused with his rag halfway to wiping a table. The newcomer looked between us, clearly reading in us what we sensed from him: wolf. And the feeling I got from him … he had no allegiances, no pack.

      A lone wolf in our territory? My heart pounded hard as the stranger’s eyes locked on mine. The emotion in those eyes … covetousness. Want. I went utterly still, panic raging through me.

      I couldn’t think of a way to get this wolf out of the Moonlight without injury to me, Jack, or both of us. My stomach knotted until I felt sick.

      I didn’t know what to do.
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      Three things crossed my panic-fast mind as the lone wolf stared at me across the bar, his eyes hard and intent and his nostrils flaring.

      One, I was glad as hell I was human right now, because as a wolf I’d have been overpowered by the alpha sense coming off him. All rogues had the same sense, even if they lacked the strength of a full pack. And they were brutal. They wouldn’t stop until they got what they wanted, whether that was food, territory, or females; without the balance of a pack, something in them went wild. They’d kill and keep killing until everyone else submitted. Or there was no one left breathing.

      Two, I was both glad to be with Jack and desperate for him to leave, to get far away from this dangerous man as possible. My parents’ deaths had left me with a complex about the people I cared for getting hurt. And Jack was pack, bonded to me in the way all pack mates were bound. The way my parents’ pack had been bound to them when they were all slaughtered. I’d do just about anything to keep him unharmed, as long as that anything didn’t involve being dragged away by the lone wolf.

      Three, by the way this fucker was staring at me, nostrils flaring as he inhaled my scent, he had one thing on his mind. It was pretty rare to find a female like me in this part of the UK. In London, Birmingham, and Glasgow, there were plenty werewolves of all sexes, but in Yorkshire? A handful. In Whitby? I had the dubious honour of being the only female. And this lone wolf had fixated on me, despite Jack being as big a threat as I was. Bigger, with those muscles and his quiet intensity. Which meant the wolf had come here for a mate, following my scent specifically.

      Awesome.

      This had better not be because of the red pulse of light, but the timing of this was too much of a coincidence. Without looking away from the rogue, I took my phone out of my pocket and held down the first button, sighing in relief when Cas answered instantly. The rogue stiffened at the sight of the phone as I held it to my ear and said, “There’s a lone wolf in the Moonlight. I’m pretty sure he’s here … for me.”

      “Put the phone down,” the wolf in question commanded in a voice as rough as broken glass. I tensed, hairs rising all over my body, my heart racing. I went so still my chest barely moved with my breaths.

      “Cas,” I breathed.

      “Where’s Jack?”

      I tried to answer but I couldn’t draw enough air to speak anymore and I was going dizzy with fear. My eyes had yet to be released from the stranger’s possessive stare. I’d be shaking with pure and unfiltered terror if I was brave enough to move even one muscle.

      “Here,” Jack answered for me, slipping the phone from my clenched fingers. “What should I do, alpha?”

      I couldn’t hear Cas’s response but I jumped as Jack’s solid hand settled on my lower back, though it did make me feel a bit safer. I wasn’t alone here.

      The rogue sidled a step closer—and every patron, every regular, every customer in the place stood up as one. I almost sobbed but I couldn’t afford even that. Still my lungs demanded air and I was forced to suck in a shallow stream, even that tiny movement hammering on my instincts, telling me to freeze, stay still, play dead.

      He would hurt me, hurt Jack, like those wolves had had my parents. I would lose him, too. This wolf was a predator and I was powerless. I was prey.

      I flinched as the lone wolf moved, a sudden motion that jarred my fight or flight instinct and sent me scurrying back into Jack, slamming him against bottles of vodka and boxes of crisps. “Easy,” he said in that steady voice of his. “It’s okay, Lyra.” But I kept scrambling back even as his arms banded around me, my phone falling to the floor as he held me in place, murmuring comforting words in my ear.

      I was thrown back into my memories, to quivering in fear, every breath a wrecked gasp as three wolves of a rival pack held me down, forcing me to watch as their alpha male strode through our forest to where my parents were being made to kneel.

      “Let her go,” Mum ordered in a whip-hard voice I’d never heard her use before. “Kill us but let her run.”

      The alpha laughed, a sound I hadn’t been able to get out of my head since, and I shook, gasping desperately for breath at that word—kill. They weren’t going to… They couldn’t… No! Not my mum and dad! I fought harder against the wolves holding me but they didn’t budge and tears of frustration joined my terrified sobbing. “An eight-year-old wolf, alone in the wild?” the alpha sneered. “Fine, I’ll let her live. She’ll die within days.”

      I’d screwed my eyes shut, ducking my head, but the sounds kept coming. His gloating, their pleading and bargaining, and finally the fleshy thuds of an ancient Wolf Bone Sword carving through both their necks.

      “Lyra.” Jack jostled me, bringing me back. The rogue’s savage green eyes were still fixed on me, and while I’d zoned out, a group of our regulars—three witches and a hag—had been knocked out cold on the floor. I watched as, without breaking his fixated stare on me, the wolf took out seven shifters, a kitsune, and a faerie. He kept fighting, kept coming. Only the bar protected me and Jack, whose solid grip had turned to an attempt at comfort as his hand rubbed circles on my belly. It didn’t work. My breathing ran wild, shallow enough that dizziness swirled through my head again, tipping me back.

      “Shit,” Jack breathed. He never swore—and it was enough to kick me into action. Or as much action as I could manage. My memories got locked back in their dark Narnia, along with my fears of being taken by this rogue. I wasn’t going to lose Jack. No way in hell.

      “Fire extinguisher,” I whispered, uncurling my fingers from their locked position. Gods, that hurt. I breathed hard, pushing off the aches. Jack didn’t need telling twice; he darted into the back where we kept overflow of crisps, nuts, and pork scratchings, and returned with the fire extinguisher that hung next to the door, his features set in determination. Seeing his resolve settled me a bit more.

      Before the rogue could act, partly distracted by the hag who’d got back to her feet and sunk her rotten teeth into his arm, Jack pulled the pin and discharged the fire extinguisher, spraying the wolf with enough carbon dioxide to shock him if nothing else. I grabbed the hose from him, propping the tank against my hip and shoving Jack away. He wobbled but he was so muscular that I didn’t manage to shove him out of the way, only an inch if I was lucky. “Find my phone. Get Cas, Gray, anyone.”

      It felt a lot like catharsis to spray the lone wolf with a jet of co2 gas and watch him stagger back as it hit him in the snarling mouth. That stumble helped my now-forever-treasured patrons to get him onto the floor and hold him there. I lifted my finger off the trigger, panting hard, shivering with exertion, fear, and adrenaline. Memories hovered at the edge of my awareness, waiting to drag me into a black sea of misery and grief and hate.

      “You alright, love?” an ageing lynx shifter asked, wobbling over to me, his wrinkled hands still curled into fists.

      I gave him a pathetic attempt at a smile and rasped, “Thanks.”

      He took off his weathered farmer’s jacket and settled it around my shoulders as Jack very calmly explained everything that had happened to whoever was on the other end of the line. I wasn’t cold but maybe this was the Whitby shifter version of those tin-foil jackets paramedics put you into for shock. The canvas material smelled of salt and brine and the sharp scent of home, of Whitby’s sea. It cleared my head, calmed me until I felt my shoulders dropping from where they’d hunched under my ears.

      I hated it, how scared I’d been, and disappointment in myself burned like acid in my belly.

      “What a tosser,” the old man said in his gruff, rasping voice and I barked out a laugh, a grin stretching my face.

      “Yeah,” I agreed, looking at the twelve people pinning the lone wolf to the floor so he couldn’t get to me. “What a serious tosser.”
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      Cas arrived five minutes after that, finding me sat at a table with the farmer-sailor-lynx-whatever-he-was who’d given me his coat, nursing a half pint and shivering uncontrollably. Jack and the others had managed to truss up the lone wolf using cable ties and a length of rope the hag had presented. No one had asked about its origins or use, and I didn’t want to know, either.

      Now Jack stood glaring at the rogue, his bulging arms crossed over his chest and his jaw set. Jack did serious and pissed off better than anyone I knew, even Casimir. Cas was more an I’m furious right now and I could punch a hole in the wall but it probably won’t last type. Jack was the type to nurse a cold fury for twenty years. I knew which I found scarier.

      I expected Cas to storm up to me and demand to know what had happened but he just took firm hold of my elbow, pulled me to my feet, and wrenched me into his arms. The hug dwarfed me, and as his pine and fur scent hit my nose, I collapsed against him. I didn’t like this kind of neediness, but I didn’t care right now. I needed this, needed my alpha to hold me. And he was holding me—clinging to me, I’d be tempted to call it. His fingers were buried in my hair and his strong arms locked around me. I wasn’t sure he’d ever let me go.

      “I should have been here,” he rumbled, his voice a good few octaves deeper than normal, full of his wolf’s protective violence.

      “It’s fine.”

      His grip tightened, pressing on my ribs, flattening me against him.

      “It’s fine, Cas. Nothing happened. I’m okay.” Ish.

      He let me go a fraction but only so he could look hard at me, scan my face for signs of deception. I met his silver eyes, feeling my heart rate settle back to normal. Cas nodded and let go, and I thought that would be the end of it, that we’d move onto getting rid of the lone wolf and making sure the bastard never came back, but he skimmed my cheek with the back of his finger. His caress moved all the way to my chin and down a lock of hair that’d escaped my ponytail, and a shudder worked through me—not through my skin, my body, but through my soul.

      I hated to be so hopeful, but there was nothing platonic in that touch. I didn’t think. I didn’t know. I sighed and stepped back. I wanted to read something into his concern so badly, I could easily be making it up.

      Gray spared me of coming up with an excuse to put space between us by throwing the front door open and storming over to me, squeezing me so tight my ribs protested.

      “Gray! Ow!”

      He released me and scowled, his eyes a little frantic, his long dark hair wild like he’d been pulling at it. “I’m never leaving you here alone again.”

      “Thanks,” Jack muttered, one eye on us, the other on the rogue.

      “Yeah, don’t be a dick.” I play-punched Gray. Maybe a little too hard judging by the way he winced. “Jack was awesome.” I met Jack’s solemn brown gaze then, and before I could rethink it, I approached him and squeezed him in a hug. His arms came around me, and I was glad there was no panic or fear crippling me this time. It felt pretty nice. “Thanks. I wouldn’t have got through that without you.”

      He nodded when I stepped back, his gaze as serious as ever, but there was a smile on his dark face. “I’m just glad we’re both fine.”

      “Yeah.” I looked at the people around us, watching, concerned still. This is what happened when you were responsible for people’s alcohol intake; you became their friends. “Thanks a lot, guys. We owe you big time.”

      “It’s no bother,” said my farmer-sailor friend.

      “A round of drinks on us,” I decided, and because I needed to do something that felt like normal, I slipped back behind the bar and began racking up glasses.
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      I should not be this angry. I’d been alpha for four years and my pack had been through many rough times. I’d lost more members than I kept—to better, bigger packs, to safer cities. I should not be furious because one wolf threatened Lyra—he had not touched, had not drawn her blood. But I had enough anger to shift now on spot. Not that shifting was possible. Shifters could choose to shift, but I was bound to full moon like all werewolves.

      Instead of shifting, burning away my anger with a run on four legs, I left Gray, Jack, and Lyra together and jogged to the gym at bottom of road. As I sweated through my normal work out, pushing myself too hard, making my thoughts silent, I couldn’t lie to myself. I wasn’t angry because she was younger than me and needed my protection. Or because she was female and wolf instincts didn’t know she was fierce and deadly too. Or because she was my best friend.

      I couldn’t believe lies when my heart pounded hard behind my ribs, my pack bond with Lyra wound tight around it, a cage of copper fire. That was how she felt to me—like fires of hell, but with sparks of moonlight that were a mystery. I knew she had a temper, and pain in her past, but I didn’t know what the moonlight was. And I wanted to.

      That was problem.

      I breathed hard as I lifted more weight than normal, hoping the fury would leave my body like sweat. By the end, I was calmer, but my anger had hardened to cold determination. I gulped down a bottle of water, wondering how I could to do what I needed. The lone wolf needed dealing with. And I needed to mark our territory again. That was my job—keep them safe—and I would do anything, everything, to keep danger away from my pack. Especially Lyra. The one my wolf screamed to claim as my own, my mate.
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      Three hours after I’d calmed down and accepted I was safe again, I found Cas holding his bleeding wrist over the flat, grassy hill above Saltwick Bay, just outside Whitby and a minute away from the cottage. It was pretty damn clear he was at the end of the boundary because he was unnaturally pale—and for Cas, whose skin was usually as white as his hair, that was an achievement—his face was slicked with sweat, and his grey shirt was dripping. Oh, and he was dead on his feet, stumbling and swaying over the field.

      “Dumbass,” I muttered loud enough for him to hear and ducked under his arm, supporting him as he wobbled again. He groaned, leaning hard on me and struggling to lift his arm high enough to let the blood drip in a steady line. He never let us help, even though we’d all volunteered to help him mark the boundary dozens of times. He had to be macho and do it all himself. Typical man. “How far left?”

      “Just a few minutes,” he slurred, his eyelids dropping to half-mast.

      I turned, putting the craggy face of Saltwick Nab behind us, the low cliff jutting into the sea. We were walking into the wind, which was fucking typical, and I stumbled under the weight of my idiot alpha.

      As much as I grumbled at him the rest of the way, I was grateful for him protecting us. With his blood along the territory lines, any other wolves would think twice before crossing it. Of course, he didn’t have to bleed himself dry to mark out the boundaries—he could just piss along the line, any genetic material would do—but he had too much pride for that. And valued that weird thing called dignity. I’d have peed and kept my blood in my body, but hey.

      Cas shuddered in my arms as we got to the next dip in the cliff face and I stopped, heaving a breath. His job done, his eyes rolled into the back of his head and he passed out. All his weight hit my arms. It was a battle not to stumble and fall right through the meagre wire fence along the cliff’s edge and onto the beach below. With that fall … best case scenario would be a broken leg. Probably a broken neck. But I dug my boots into the sand-swept grass and managed to stay upright.

      “You’ve just got to be difficult, haven’t you?” I grunted, throwing an insult at his unconscious face.

      The three-minute walk to the cottage hurt me worse than a five-mile run in wolf form would have. My legs were built for running but my arms sure as shit weren’t meant for holding up two-hundred-pounds of stubborn muscle.

      “Again?” Gray sighed as I stumbled through the door, ‘accidentally’ hitting Cas’s pale head on the ageing door. If he woke up with a headache, well, it was better than finding himself passed out on the cliff. “Stubborn arse.”

      “You’re telling me,” I growled, swinging my glare at Gray when he didn’t immediately rush to help me. As soon as his wiry-strong arms were under Cas, I let go and stepped back, letting him take over carrying Cas to his room. Opposite mine. Not that I’d ever calculated the precise number of steps I’d need to reach it. Or constantly fought myself against the desire to run from my room to his at night, saucily clad in a band shirt and black lacy knickers. Nope.

      “Son of a,” Gray swore, dragging Cas to his bed and dumping him onto the duvet. I turned Cas’s face so he didn’t suffocate in his own pillow, ignoring the feel of his soft hair on my fingertips. I flexed my hand to get rid of the tingles. “How the hell does he get those muscles?” Gray asked, shaking his head and flinging shaggy brown hair into his face.

      “Effort?” I shrugged. “Where’s Jack?”

      “Hunting down our rogue’s name.”

      I drew up to my full height, suspicious. “Why?”

      “Cause if we’re right and he’s a lone, fine. If we’re not and he has a whole family about to follow him…”

      “Good point.” I shook out my arms to get some feeling back into them. “Though why the hell would another pack want to claim Whitby? It’s full of shifters and witches and vampires.”

      Gray shut Cas’s bedroom door behind him. “That could be why,” he replied, and when I frowned, added, “Bit weird, innit? That we’ve got so many different species here?”

      I shrugged. Whitby had always been like that. I got why, though—this was the home of paranormal Britain. Dracula and all that. It wasn’t a surprise we’d be drawn here. “Not really.”

      He snorted. “Have you never heard the phrase ‘open mind’?”

      I gave him a blank look. “Nope. What does that mean?”

      He shoved me in the shoulder, grinning. “Think about it. Vampires, I get. But the rest of us? Why the hell are we here?”

      “Tourist industry?” I offered, heading for our cosy, homely shit-tip of a kitchen and ransacking the fridge. I took out a lump of cheese, a tub of coleslaw, and some raw bacon, drawing on the ever-effective puppy-wolf eyes as I turned to Gray.

      He scowled, pointing at me. “Fine, but on one condition. Hear me out.”

      Hear his wild theory in exchange for getting my bacon fried perfectly, as opposed to the blackened crisp I’d produce? I was getting way more than he was in this deal but I wasn’t complaining. I motioned for him to continue as I dug into the coleslaw with a fork.

      “I just think it’s weird,” he said, tenderly laying strips of bacon in a frying pan. “Take Birmingham. That’s a wolf-only place. And Manchester.”

      “Witches,” I input.

      “Inverness.”

      “Faeries. Although I did hear that a coven of hags had eaten a few of the fae families.” He levelled me with a look. “Go on, wise conspiracist,” I said, trying not to smile and shoving more food in my mouth.

      “But here we’ve got a bit of everything. I’ve just been thinking about it a lot lately, about why we’re all drawn here. It’s probably nothing.”

      “It’s definitely nothing,” I muttered, then bit off a sizeable chunk of cheese.

      “But since that light, and the pulse, it seems like anything can be possible.”

      “And the fact the church was flattened,” I added, then realised I was adding evidence to his theory. Dammit.

      “Exactly!” He flipped bacon with enthusiasm, the smell of sizzling meat hitting my nose and making my stomach growl despite the food I’d already given it. It seemed that lately I couldn’t eat enough to satisfy my hunger. That’d better not be another knock-on from the red light. Although it was probably more to do with my period coming up … three weeks ago.

      I swear three weeks ago.

      I put down the coleslaw and cheese and went to the calendar hanging on the wall, my heart beating so hard. I wasn’t pregnant—chance would be a fine thing—but that wasn’t what I was worried about. Gods, please, no, I thought, counting from my last period. Gray watched me but said nothing as I did the calculations. Yep. Three weeks late.

      Without turning, my shoulders drooped, I said, “You didn’t tell me.”

      “Yeah.” His voice was guarded as hell. “Wondered when you’d figure it out.”

      “You didn’t tell me,” I repeated, anger finding its way through the shock. I spun so I could glare the full force of it at Gray’s guilty, red face. He busied himself putting the bacon on a plate as I growled at him. “I’m in season, and none of you bastards thought to tell me?”
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      Everything started to stack up quickly. The fact I’d been devouring food so quickly. The lone wolf stalking me and, when faced with a whole pub full of threats, refusing to be budged. Even Cas’s reaction to me being threatened. It was mating season, and whatever scent I was putting out was screaming female in heat, come and get it. I was an all you can eat freaking buffet.

      I seethed but, loathed as I was to admit it, the bacon took the edge of my anger. It wasn’t my pack’s fault I was breeding, but they could have given me a little warning. “How long?”

      “Since Wednesday.” Gray’s chair scraped as he took a hesitant seat across from me at the kitchen table. Silence, except for the tacky melting clock replica ticking on the wall. Gray’s nervousness and dread were palpable.

      “Two days,” I exhaled. Not that bad, as far as lengths of deception went. “Alright, I guess I forgive you.”

      Gray slumped over the table, the strands of his brown hair fanning around him. “Thank god.”

      “So that’s why the rogue came for me,” I said, finishing the last of my food. “He didn’t find me because of the red light.”

      “Not necessarily.” I jumped as the voice seemed to come from nowhere but as I vaulted out of my seat, more than a little on edge, Jack gave me a reassuring smile, shutting the front door behind himself. Jack. Smiling. Reassuringly. Did this bitch in heat stuff mean everyone had to be nice to me?

      Jackpot.

      I matched his smile, feeling a lot softer toward him after this afternoon … until his words hit and my stomach curdled.

      “Not necessarily?” I repeated, scowling. “So the rogue did come for me because of the light flare?”

      “Maybe.” Jack stripped off his coat and took a seat, running a hand over his face. Stress showed in the creases on his forehead, the tightness of his shoulders. “The lone’s name is Max Jackson.”

      “Poor guy,” Gray muttered.

      I snickered. I was glad my name didn’t rhyme, though I suppose Max Jackson was better than some of the names I’d seen. There was a Russian kid in my class in year ten called Semen. Not pronounced the same but still. Semen.

      We both earned reprimanding stares from Jack. “He’s from Nottingham. I managed to track him down, spoke to his old alpha, and he only left last night.”

      “Huh?” I sat forward. “That makes no sense. A wolf walks away from their pack and comes straight for me?”

      Jack nodded. “What I was thinking at that point was he’d come in this direction and happened across your scent.” He took a tight breath like he was bracing himself and levelled a serious stare on me. “You’re in season, Lyra. That’s the reason he came after you.”

      Holy shit, someone who told me the truth. I gave Gray a look to say, look, this is how it’s done, buddy. To Jack I said, “I know. I figured it out.” I guess he’d only heard the very end of our conversation when he came through the door, if he didn’t realise I knew.

      Jack looked relieved that I hadn’t gone off on him to say the least. My temper was legendary in this house. “I thought it was a coincidence, but his alpha said Max was acting strange. Turned his nose up like he’d caught a scent, and then started packing his bags.”

      “That’s…” I scowled. “Not being funny, but my scent can’t get all the way to Nottingham.” Wolf senses were good but not that good.

      Jack scratched a hand over his brown head. “It was around the same time we felt the pulse, in the middle of the night.”

      “Um,” Gray said, summing up my thoughts exactly. “No. That’s not a thing. No chance.”

      I was giving Jack a look that questioned his logic too. “You’re saying that red pulse threw my scent all the way to some random wolf in Nottingham? Why?”

      Jack shrugged. His hands flexed on the table, halfway towards becoming fists. “I’m just stating the facts. Max Jackson caught your scent in Nottingham at the exact same time we felt an unknown power from Whitby. And the same time something happened that was bad enough to demolish the church and take out a corner of the abbey.”

      I frowned at the battered surface of the table. All our names were carved there, along with the other wolves who’d been part of Cas’s pack before us—there were four but I’d only got to know one, an insufferable bastard who I’d accidentally fallen into bed with last year. “I can’t see where there’d be a link.” I sighed. “But I can’t see why a random wolf I’d never met would ditch his pack to claim me, either.”

      “Why would it pick him?” Gray asked sourly. “Of all the wolves between here and Nottingham, why pick that one guy? Why not all the others in his pack?”

      Jack’s mouth twisted. His frustration was obvious—his eyes a tinge darker than usual. “I don’t know.”

      I sat back in my chair, puffing myself up to make myself feel bigger, less scared. A trick I’d learned from my wolf. “So, what now? Is it just this one guy, or can I expect every eligible bachelor in the north of England to turn up foaming at the mouth?”

      Jack’s mouth flattened into a straight line. Even Gray tensed. Guess I knew the answer to my question.
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      I would never say it out loud, but I knew the lone wolf tied up in the Moonlight’s beer cellar wasn’t the only male wolf we’d see this week. Or this month. Female mating cycles were as varied as female wolves themselves. The shortest recorded was a few hours, the average a month, the longest a year.

      God, don’t let it be a year.

      I hated what it did to me, what it made me into: a horny male, desperate for a touch, a look, a taste of her scent. It pissed me off that my instincts were riding me hard, that whenever I looked at Lyra now I didn’t see the tough as hell, dangerous, intelligent woman I was proud to call my friend and fellow pack member, but someone to mate with.

      It pissed me off a fucking lot. But I wasn’t about to let that show, and I wasn’t about to let my salivating wolf change the way I treated Lyra. She deserved better than that. She deserved better than me. If it were an option, I’d go live somewhere else so she didn’t have to deal with me while she was in season, but I had nowhere else to go. No one else, except these three wolves. My pack. My family.

      I hadn’t been able to talk about my biological family, so no one knew how alone I was. And lonely, the ache beating at my chest like a tide surging. It shouldn’t have been possible to feel so lonely even when I sat at a table with three other wolves, or when I was chilling out in front of the TV with them, or even in a pub full of other people. That yawning hole of loneliness and longing ate at me no matter how surrounded by people I was. But it eased, for a few seconds, whenever Gray clapped my shoulder, or Cas slung his arm around my shoulders, or Lyra punched me playfully on the arm.

      And this afternoon … she’d hugged me. I hadn’t wanted to let go. The wolf in me had surged to the surface, wanting to brush her cheek with his jaw, wanting to lick, to nuzzle, to lay beside her, tails overlapping, and never move. It was a constant struggle, that need.

      I needed more, contact and touch and comfort, needed it all the time, needed it constantly. It was a base need for the presence of another wolf, that physical reassurance of being part of a pack, but I could never find the courage to ask for it. And everyone else had so much to deal with, even without this new trouble, that I didn’t want to ask too much of them. Or become a burden again. The sound of my sister’s raised voice crashed through my mind like a bolt of thunder, telling me to get out, go, as she lifted her fist as a threat. I shied away from the memory.

      Focus on the immediate problem, I told myself. An unexplained pulse of power had swept through Whitby and its surrounding areas, all the way to Sandsend in a precise arc. A lone wolf had attempted to claim Lyra. And not just that—he’d packed up and left his pack at almost the precise second that red light swept through the town.

      If the pulse had stopped at Sandsend, how the hell had a wolf in Nottingham scented Lyra? I was missing something, and it was only adding to my frustration.

      Tomorrow, as soon as the sun rose, I’d return to the beer cellar and the lone wolf. I needed answers—it was the only way to keep Lyra and the rest of my family safe.
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      After a pointless two hours trying to sleep, I climbed out my window and trudged through the soggy grass to the bench in our back garden. Not that we really had a back garden—we had a cottage in the middle of a sea-swept field, right beside the cliffs to Saltwick Bay—but the wrought-iron bench sat against the back wall of the cottage, along with a few plants in solid terracotta pots. The height of our garden design abilities.

      It was fucking freezing since I was still in my pyjamas—a deep-cut distressed vest and black shorts—but I stretched my legs out in front of me, my bare feet in the grass, and soaked in the moon. Power tingled down my arms, along my spine. It would be even more powerful if I was in wolf form, under the full moon, but that was still a few days off. And thank fuck. After the lone wolf, the revelation of him being linked to that pulse of power—however the hell that worked—and the tiny fact that I was right in the middle of mating season, the last thing I needed was to be put through agony.

      Shifting was never easy, but it did have its benefits. The moon’s cold power filled my veins. Even now, my senses heightened, my ears able to pick up a lazy car on the road a few minutes away, and I could pull out the individual scent strands in the air around me. The salty brine of the sand, the coolness of the sea, the dense musk of the rainforest where we changed. But that strand was faint, muffled by the portal that contained it. From inside the house I could smell Jack’s aftershave, the soap Gray used, and the cheap air freshener someone had sprayed in the front room earlier. Through my bonds to each of them, with the strength of the moon heightening everything, I could sense the relaxed sleep of two of my pack and the agitated worry of my alpha.

      I heaved a sigh and stood. As much as I wanted to stay outside and bathe in the moon’s power, I was shivering, and Cas was anxious. It wasn’t a difficult choice to trudge back inside and rap my knuckles on his bedroom door.

      Cas pulled it open, his icy blonde hair messy—not from sleep, I could tell, but from running his hands through it. He needed a haircut. The shaved sides were nowhere near as clean as they should be. I lingered on this to distract myself from the fact that he was half naked, his wide chest bared and catching the moonlight, black swirls and dips of tattoos stark against ivory skin. My mouth watered. “Lyra?”

      I dragged my gaze up to his face with effort. Bad Lyra. “I could feel you worrying. Figured I’d come keep you company.” I didn’t need to, but I added, “I can’t sleep.”

      He swung the door wider and invited me into his room. Cas’s room was a lot like him—tidy, organised, everything in its place. His collection of books—battered and worn mysteries—were all lined up on a shelf next to DVDs and about a million X-Box games, and all the surfaces were dusted and clean, which was more than I could say for my own room.

      I plopped down on his bed—a single, even though as our alpha he was well within his rights to claim the largest room—and stretched out my goose-bump-covered legs in front of me. I thought for a second I saw Cas’s eyes trace them, from my calves to my thighs, but when I blinked, he was looking through the crack in the curtains and I was sure I’d imagined it. Maybe it was a mirage; I was so starved for intimacy and sex I was hallucinating it.

      “So what are you worrying about?” I asked, fighting a shudder as my frozen body adjusted to the warm bedroom.

      Cas sighed, his mouth thinning the way it did when he was irritated. “Did you go outside? Like that?”

      I shrugged. “Felt like a walk.”

      “Lyra.” He said it the same way he’d say for fuck’s sake.

      He sank onto the bed beside me, the whole thing dipping under the immense weight of his giant frame. I was about to say something snarky until I saw his face—his silver eyes shadowed and deep worry written on his face. I rolled onto my side and caught his hand, squeezing it tight. “You are supposed to stay safe,” he said through gritted teeth. He sounded so … raw. I’d heard him like this only once before—earlier today, at the Moonlight when he’d held me close. My heart squeezed so tight it hurt.

      “Let me guess. By staying safe, you mean I’m not allowed to leave the house.”

      He raised an eyebrow, looking more like himself—stern and amused and full of love. “Would it work?”

      I snorted. “Not a chance.”

      He rubbed his thumb across my knuckles, sending my heart skittering into overdrive. “That’s what I thought.”

      “And plan B is to have one of you guys with me at all times?”

      His mouth flattened again. He didn’t answer.

      “Yup, that’s what I thought.” I thought my eye roll might get some reaction, even if only a lecture about how unsafe it was for me right now, but he didn’t even draw on the Alpha Glare to put me in my place—something he was very skilled at.

      Great, now I was worried about him. “Fine,” I allowed.

      Cas blinked, lifting his head to look at me. “Fine? Just like that?”

      I shrugged a shoulder, trying to be casual. Trying not to look below his chin at the broad expanse of pale skin. Fighting the urge to touch.

      Cas squeezed my hand, a smile flickering at the corner of his mouth. “You never agree easy.” The smile died. “You must be scared.”

      I rolled my eyes again, this time earning a narrowing of his eyes. Good. This I knew how to deal with. I settled lower into the pillow on his bed, letting my back sink into the plush duvet and crossing my ankles in front of me. “Maybe I just didn’t feel like arguing, tonight.”

      “Who are you? Where is Lyra?”

      I snorted. He had a point.

      The mood changed before I could even attempt to grasp back the joking lightness. “I only think of two ways to protect you,” he said. The rawness was back, his voice eroded down to a harsh rasp, his accent both soft and jagged. “I can only think of two ways,” he corrected, frustration and anger flashing in his eyes at his mistake.

      I looked up at him. I was almost horizontal now, with him sat on the edge of the bed above me, his hand in mine. I should really let go. Soon. When he stopped sounding so un-Cas-like. “And?”

      “I hunt every wolf in this country and kill all unmated males.”

      “Sounds totally possible,” I said, sarcastic. “Or?”

      His face tightened. Oh, I was not going to like option two. “If you had a mate, the lone wolves would still come, to challenge your mate and kill him, to claim you.”

      I knew that. “Fun,” I said in a flat voice. This was exactly what I didn’t want to talk about.

      “Every time you come in season, lone wolves near us will hunt you, the way they do other females.”

      “It’s so great being a woman,” I groused. “So what’s the big plan?”

      Cas looked away, his shoulders hunching as he pulled his hand from mine. Goddamn, that hurt more than I thought it would. “Divide and rule.”

      “Beg pardon?” I pushed myself until I was sitting and frowned at the side of his face. “Explain.”

      “It was done before, and worked.”

      “You realise I have no bloody clue what you’re on about.”

      He nodded once, tense. “If you take a mate, you’ll be safe for how long your mate can protect you.”

      “And after that,” I seethed, “when the army of lone wolves you think is hunting me has killed him? I’m forced to submit to a man who just murdered my mate? I’m fucking sick of this.”

      I used the force of my anger to propel myself off the bed and paced the carpet in front of his window. The moon wasn’t helping—its power still coursed through my veins, inflaming my fury. “It’s two-thousand-and-fucking-eighteen. Feminism isn’t a bad word anymore, women have votes, rape is a crime people get sent down for—and I’m having to put up with antiquated bullshit like this just because I’m a wolf.”

      “Lyra,” Cas tried.

      “No. I won’t just roll over and accept this because I’m a wolf and it’s expected of me.”

      “I think of four female alphas without even trying—”

      “It’s bad enough that I’m in season and none of you fuckers bothered to tell me.” Cas flinched. I didn’t slow down. “And that a rogue came out of nowhere to try and claim me, but now you’re telling me I have to take a mate who’s probably going to be killed by the army of horny males—”

      Cas slid off the bed and grabbed my shoulders in one smooth movement, halting my pacing. “That is not what I say. If you took a mate, that would happen. If you took a mate.”

      I blinked. “Okay, now I’m lost.” And confusion was eating at my anger. If that’s what he’d intended, it was damn effective. And the feeling of his hands on my shoulders … holy burning hell. It felt so good. I sagged, scowling.

      Slowly, choosing his words carefully, he said, “Like I say—said—it was done before, and no lone wolf, even a desperate one, would dare claim a woman with three mates.”

      “Uh.”

      Three mates. Okay, what the hell?

      “Um?” I blinked at him, wondering if he’d lost his mind when I ‘accidentally’ hit his head carrying him inside earlier. “What?”

      “I told you.” He locked eyes with me, snaring me with those pale silver irises until my heart thudded against my ribcage with longing, not anger. “Divide and rule.”

      “I’m still confused, Cas.”

      His face softened, his thumbs sweeping over my shoulders. Despite myself, the last of my anger dissipated. It took some of my fear with it too. “Max Jackson left his pack and came to you after only hours. One mate won’t be enough to keep them away. Not when they are … I don’t know a word to fit. Fixed, called, caught…”

      “And you…” This was a hell of a lot to ask my head to wrap around. “You want me to take three?” Okay. Okay, ignoring every single goddamn reason why I shied away from that… “Where the hell do you expect me to find three mates, Casimir? Werewolf Tinder?”

      He valiantly ignored all the acid in my words, still massaging the stress from my shoulders. “Look around, Lyra. I would protect you. I would do anything to keep you safe.”

      A lump shot into my throat. I blinked fast. How long had I wanted him to say he wanted me as his mate? But like this…

      “You’ve already given me enough,” I snapped. “You don’t have to do this. We’ll find another way to keep the rogues away, maybe get another spell off Rita.”

      The witch who’d helped us set up a safe space to shift. Since Whitby didn’t have any large wooded areas, we’d paid her to create a pocket world just for us. The portal was right off the cliffs—we had to do a running jump and fall through it. Gray’s idea. But if the witch could do that, she might be able to get these lones off our back. My back.

      As if I needed to feel even worse, I realised that I’d put my whole pack in danger. My stomach squirmed, the urge to bolt and never come back hooking into me. I couldn’t lose anyone else—I couldn’t handle it, not after my parents’ murder and what those wolves did to my birth pack after our alpha was dead.

      My sanity would snap for real this time.

      “Whatever you think right now, Lyra, you are wrong.” One of Cas’s hands left my shoulder to skim along my jaw. I hated the way I leaned into the touch right then. My heart was so tight I didn’t think it would ever go back to normal. “I don’t say this because you’re pack, or my responsibility.”

      That was one of his favourite words—responsibility. “That’s exactly why you’re saying this,” I mumbled against his chest.

      “And the others? Do they do it for same reason?”

      Oh good, the others. By which he meant Jack. And Gray.

      I groaned, my only answer. I didn’t know what to think, let alone say. All I knew was it fucking hurt, to have everything I’d wanted thrown at me in this way—not because he wanted it, but to
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