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        When a pulse of magic swept through Whitby, Lyra, ordinary werewolf and barmaid of the Moonlight Inn, found herself the most desirable wolf in the country. With rogue wolves coming miles to claim her as their mate, Lyra was left with one option - claim her own mates: Cas, the burly, protective Polish alpha; Jack, the muscular, attentive intellectual, Gray, the wild wolf and Lyra’s best friend, and later Nico, the cursed borzoi hound shifter.

      

      

      

      
        
        When it was revealed that Lyra wasn’t a werewolf but in fact a shifter—and a royal shifter at that—Lyra’s problems only grew. Shifters should have only one magic, and with three powers, Lyra possessed the Goddess’s Touch, an ancient magic.

      

      

      

      
        
        An old member of the pack returned—handsome asshole Royal—and a newcomer joined them—Luc, flustered merman and brother of Lyra’s best friend Hazel—bringing news that Lyra’s bestie was in trouble.

      

      

      

      
        
        The pack raced to rescue Hazel from her psychopath mother—a mer queen—in an underwater kingdom, and along the way Lyra’s power grew until it was vast enough to reduce the castle’s tower to ash. Lyra managed to free Hazel, and save Luc from his mother’s manipulation, but not before the mer queen fought back, with knowledge instead of weapons: it was Lyra’s fault her parents fled years ago.

      

      

      

      
        
        And even now an unknown Queen wanted her dead.
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      Our cottage on the cliffs of Whitby was so damn crowded but I couldn’t complain. It had been a close call, getting out of the River Esk safely after I took on a mer queen—and won.

      The spell that allowed us to breathe in the underwater kingdom had worn off the second we left the throne room, the gills shrinking until we were drowning deep underwater. We’d only just made it, frantically scrambling up to the nearest river bank instead of swimming back out to Whitby. We’d had to walk for an hour, drenched and shivering, completely miserable, before Gray found us with the car.

      We’d been home a day now, a mere sixteen hours, but every single one of them felt like a damn blessing. I wasn’t taking any of my circle for granted ever again. I was so lucky to have them with me.

      Luc was recovering from the confrontation with his mother, quiet and subdued most of the time. The only thing that brought a smile out of him was Nico curling up beside him on the sofa in his hound form. I had a feeling they were going to be close friends.

      Royal was being surprisingly okay for once, but his experience in the castle had shaken him. So had my reaction. None of us mentioned what I’d called him and that was fine by me.

      Hazel was staying with us temporarily, and her larger than life, annoyingly upbeat girlfriend, Emily—who was constantly dancing and singing Little Mix songs at top volume—had come with her. To everyone’s dismay, she looked set to stay as long as Haze did.

      And this morning Harry had decided to visit.

      I could tell by the stunned look on the lynx shifter’s weatherworn face that he hadn’t quite expected the chaos. He reached up to scratch the back of his neck, muddy brown hair ruffling with the movement as he stared at the chaos of our kitchen.

      “Yeah,” I said moodily. “I know. You’d better sit down before someone nicks your seat.” I motioned to the wooden chair opposite me at the kitchen table, between Gray—stuffing his mouth full of cooked ham—and Jack—with books spread out before him and a crease between his eyes. His glasses were crooked, about to slip off his nose; I reached across and pushed them back up without much thinking.

      “So,” I said, facing Harry. “You ever heard of the One Queen?”

      His eyes creased as he contemplated the question. “What species? There was a vampire a hundred years ago who called herself that. Lucy something.”

      I shook my head. “No. Something else, a shifter or … actually I have no idea.” I took a deep breath and launched into the story of our underwater escapade, lingering over the mer queen, what she’d said about my parents—that they’d fled because everyone thought I should be murdered, even though I’d only been a baby—and finally her batshit spiel about her One Queen.

      The reverent way Luc’s mother spoke of her Queen reminded me of how Frigg talked about the shifter Lords, and it made me wonder if the One Queen wasn’t some master Lord. Or Lady, I guess. “Should I be worried? Because the mer said her Queen wants me dead, and she made her sound all-fucking-powerful. I’ve got enough shit going on with the shifter Lords and the wolves right now—I don’t need anything else.”

      “I’ve never heard of her,” Harry replied with a shrug, hands cupped around a steaming cup of tea Cas had just placed in front of him. “And I would have. So would you—if anything was going on, gossip would pass through Moonlight Inn.”

      I made a sound, conceding the point. “We did know about the shit with the vampires and the church when it was happening, I guess. But what if this is…” I struggled for the word.

      “Bigger,” Jack supplied without looking up, neatly turning the page in his book. “Clandestine.”

      I nodded. “I’m trying not to think about underground societies, but I read a Dan Brown book once and it’s fucking me up.”

      “I don’t think this is the Freemasons,” Jack remarked, a smile curling his dark-skinned face.

      “Then what is it?” Uneasy, I folded my arms across the chest of my black shirt—today it read PISS ME OFF, SEE WHAT HAPPENS. “Maybe it really is just a queen with a plot to murder me and I’m blowing it all out of proportion.” I said it hopefully, but not like I believed it.

      “Trouble and Ripplingers are faithful bedfellows,” Harry said grumpily. “That’s been a saying in our family for eons. I knew…” He sighed, scrubbing a hand through his lank hair. “I knew Matilda and James ran, and I figured it was to keep you safe—I wasn’t stupid, they upped and left two months after you were born. But I thought they were getting you out of the family. I thought they didn’t want you growing up around a bunch of toxic wankers.”

      I blinked. I’d been there, in that court of shifter royalty, for two months. I’d been thinking my mum and dad ran while she was pregnant and I was born among the pack but … for two whole months as a baby I lived in that castle-city with my family of royals. Royal assholes, judging by how Harry spoke about them, but still. Two months.

      “Why would she need to run from them?” I asked. I’d formed my own ideas about this over the past month—I was an illegitimate child, their relationship was forbidden, my grandmother was a controlling bitch straight out of a dark fairy tale—but I wanted to hear some fragment of the truth, however small. If he confirmed what the mer queen had said, that everyone wanted me dead for whatever reason…

      Harry sighed, his eyes dropping to the table. “The people in that castle … it’s a ruthless place, the shifter world, and to survive people become ruthless themselves. Oxford was one of the tamer cities, but any time you put a group of people together you’re going to get backstabbing. In the castle-city, that was literal.”

      “So they ran to keep me from getting stabbed?” I narrowed my eyes. “What are you hiding?”

      “When you kill a shifter, you absorb what power they possessed,” he said flatly, something in his eyes shuttering. “My mother—your grandmother—tried to kill me two hundred and eleven times before I finally ran.”

      I just stared at him, the words bouncing around my head without finding meaning. Until they clicked and my mouth went dry. “Your mum tried to kill you?”

      And he’d counted, every single one.

      “That’s fucked up,” Gray said softly. “I’m sorry, man.”

      Harry’s expression did not change. He sat stock still, wrinkled hands fisted around the mug of tea. “That was normal for a powerful family. You know some things about our power, Lyra—how do you think those people got so much power?”

      “I thought…” I swallowed hard. “I thought they were just born with more of it. Like I was.”

      Out of nowhere, a furious growl sounded behind me and I was lifted from my chair and pulled hard against a wide chest.

      “Cas…?”

      “They want that.” His voice was like rocks colliding. “The rogues who hunt you. They want power.”

      “Shit,” I exhaled, my head falling back against his chest. I hadn’t put that together, but it made sense. That was why they wanted me so badly—they were trying to absorb my power. “Wait. Why didn’t the rogues try to kill me, then? Mostly, those assholes have been trying to hurt me, or abduct me, but not kill me.”

      “Because they were being controlled,” Nico said in a dead voice. “They had to have been. My Lord, the other Lords … that’s what they want. Your power. It makes sense now. I assume your attackers had strict orders to bring you to them.”

      I shuddered. “Lamb to the slaughter. Awesome.”

      Cas growled again, so loud and fearsome that I went limp, the wolf in me hearing the protectiveness in that sound. “No one hurts Lyra.”

      “Agreed,” Royal said, startling me. Why the hell did he want me alive—he couldn’t stand me.

      “The cottage is shielded,” Jack said calmly. “And we don’t go anywhere alone anymore. Does this change anything? The only difference is now we know what they want. They’re not going to stop coming, and neither are they going to increase their attacks just because we know their goal.”

      “That’s true,” Nico agreed. “They don’t know we know what they want. Well—why they want Lyra, I suppose, as they’ve made no secret of wanting to take her.”

      “So,” I said, extricating myself from Cas’s strong arms but taking firm hold of his hand before he could start to panic. I could sense through the bond the raging need to keep me safe, keep me close. “How do we stop them? Because I don’t know about the rest of you, but I don’t feel like spending the rest of my life waiting to be murdered and sucked dry of my magic. I want these assholes to leave me the hell alone—so how do I make that happen?”

      “Kill them?” Royal pointed out the obvious. “But for that, you’d have to find them first.”

      “Yeah,” I said slowly, “not sure that’d be a problem. I travelled to the homestead when I wanted answers. Pretty sure if I wanted to find the shifter Lords, I could. Or at least one at a time.”

      “No,” Nico said, shooting to his feet, his black eyes frantic in his pale face. “I cannot stand by and allow you to risk yourself in this way. You don’t know the Lords. I know what they’re capable of, I—”

      “Come here,” I murmured. Whatever indignation I might have felt at him telling me what I could and couldn’t do softened in the face of his fear.

      His shoulders sunk and his chest hitched. “What?”

      “Come here.” I held out my hand.

      Hesitantly, he came around the table and took my hand. I squeezed his long, elegant fingers and then Cas’s strong hand. I’d noticed that my fear tended to fade into the background whenever I was faced with my mates’ panic. And Nico wasn’t technically my mate yet, but he’d already nestled himself deep in my heart. As soon as the full moon rose … he was mine.

      “I’m sick of having this threat hanging over our heads, and I want it gone. We’ll be careful, and I’ll let Cas and Jack come up with whatever plan we make. And Nico, you can tell us everything you know about the homestead and the Lords so we’ll be armed with information. We’ll do this safely and carefully—but I want this threat gone. I want to go back to being safe.”

      To being me. I didn’t say that part, since it was redundant. I’d changed—I didn’t know when it had happened, but I had. I didn’t think I could go back to the person I was before the red pulse and the shifter attacks.

      “Hazel?” I asked, looking over to the doorway where she hovered with her girlfriend. “Is this a bad idea?”

      I waited for her to shoot me down with a roll of her eyes or to smile sunnily and proclaim it awesome. But instead she gave me a serious look and said, “If you don’t go after these people yourself, they’ll find you anyway.”

      That just made me more uneasy. She sounded like a stranger, but I guess that’s what happened when your mum locked you in a tower so you could marry a man she chose. There were still moments of her bright personality but in between … darkness. Trauma. And I didn’t know how to help her; I’d tried talking to her about what happened but she wouldn’t. Or couldn’t yet.

      Nico nodded beside me, agreeing that we had to hunt the Lords, but his eyes were still full of panic.

      I glanced at all of them. “As far as I can tell, our options are sit and wait for these assholes to come for us, or go to them.”

      “I vote the second option,” Gray said with a sharp-edged grin that didn’t reach his eyes.

      “I don’t think we have another choice,” Jack sighed. “I’ll feel better when we know for a fact we’re safe.”

      “So that’s it, then?” I asked, looking at my mates, my pack, my best friend, her brother, her girlfriend, and Harry, my estranged uncle. None of them disagreed this time; instead a weary, resigned air hung over all of them. I didn’t know why finding out about the One Queen and what the mer bitch had said about my parents was forcing this decision, but … there were threats we knew about and others that I sensed hiding in the shadows, unknowable. And right now we needed something we could take control of.

      “Right.” I nodded, drawing a tight breath. “Let’s plan this thing.”

      Jack looked up at me, brown eyes tight. “Are we planning murder?”

      I didn’t know. I just wanted to be safe again. But I forced a grin, shrugged a shoulder. “What’s a little bloodshed between friends?”
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      The moon hung low over our rainforest pocket world, the sticky heat pressing over my face like a muzzle until I adjusted to the sensation of inhaling as much liquid as air. I fucking hated humidity.

      “Right,” I said, facing my pack. “As soon as you’ve finished shifting, you guys need to—”

      “Run far,” Cas finished, amusement in the slight curl of his mouth. “We know, Lyra. You said.”

      “I know,” I sighed, my eyes settling on Nico, his pale hair pulled into a ponytail and his green T-shirt and dark jeans looking out of place on him. He should have been in leather armour, wielding a bow in a vast, dark forest. He also should have looked a little happier at the prospect of us mating. “I just want this to go smoothly.” I looked at my future mate again. “Nico, are you sure? There’s still time to change your mind.”

      Even if a hot poker lanced into my belly at the idea of him rejecting me.

      Nico looked surprised by my question. “I’m sure.”

      I exhaled relief at that, nodding and scanning the rainforest one more time. Everything was fine. I don’t know why I thought it wouldn’t be.

      A shiver worked through my muscles and I let my shoulders sag. The shift was close. I was about to walk away and find privacy to transform when a shape hurtled through the portal and landed in a crouch on the mossy ground.

      I groaned, watching Royal straighten and shake his shaggy golden-brown hair from his eyes. “What?” he barked, his lip curling back. “Where the fuck did you think I was gonna shift? The middle of Whitby?”

      His sneering tone tempted me to lash out, but I didn’t have time for this—the shift was seconds away and my focus had to be Nico. Already, Cas, Jack, and Gray were walking away, finding their own places to shift. I put my back to Royal, neatly dismissing him, and told myself the arrow of hurt I felt didn’t exist. There wasn’t a bond between us. He wasn’t my mate.

      Even if I’d accidentally let slip that he was when my best friend’s mum—master manipulator, dangerous bitch queen of a mermaid—stole him and locked him in a tower. Instinct had driven me mad. Had forced me to admit what my wolf had been telling me for some time.

      The mating ritual is just a ritual. Most mates need it to snap the bond into place but there have always been some bonds that form without it, without the wolf.

      Jack’s words from the mer castle rippled through my mind but I straightened my shoulders and did my best to block them out. Nico was what mattered—my chosen mate. He wasn’t a complete asshole to me, he didn’t snarl and insult at every opportunity, and he didn’t walk out on his pack for no goddamn reason, without a single explanation.

      Even if Royal had cryptically said he wanted to protect me, and even if he’d given me a faerie talisman to keep me safe. My eyes dropped to my chest where it usually hung, vivid green malachite and rose gold wire. I’d left it on the kitchen table so I didn’t lose it when I shifted.

      Nico, I insisted, slumping even further under the force of the moon, my bones aching.

      My wolf corrected, Nico and Royal.

      “You know what to do?” I rasped to Nico, pain building fast now. I watched him hesitate on a step, not sure if he was okay to comfort me.

      “I know what to do, Lyra,” he said softly. “Don’t worry, this will work.”

      I nodded and gritted my teeth as the shift began. Impact shot up my thighs as I dropped to my knees and pain blurred the world around me. To my left, beneath the portal, a pained, male groan had my wolf howling inside me, but then agony ripped the world away and everything went black.
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      I came around seconds later, curled up on my belly in wolf form, the scents of the rainforest painfully sharp around me and moonlight tingling through my blood, enhancing my senses and my pack bonds. Heightening my emotions too, and right now need punched into me like a kick to the stomach at the scent of one particular wolf. But I curled my claws into the mud. Nico, I insisted. My shifter, my hound, my knight.

      I lifted my nose, inhaling damp air and wolf smells. My heart lurched as I pinpointed Cas, Jack, and Gray, and with my wolf and I merged into one instinctual being, it was hard to fight back the desire to be with them, to run with them. But then Nico shifted into hound form between one blink and the next, and the moist rainforest air caught and projected his scent. My mouth filled with saliva and a rumble of promise built in my chest, shaking my ribcage.

      I pushed to my feet and locked eyes with Nico. The need to claim him made my muscles tremble with restraint, and the thrill of the hunt had me vibrating with excitement as he launched into a run. Heart hammering, I bounded after him. The trees and ferns blurred past as I sprinted, my lungs expanding to fill with air and my muscles singing as I pushed them to their full speed. It had been so long since I’d really, properly ran.

      I pushed off all my fears, all the nightmares of the past month, all my worries that the bond wouldn’t snap into place because Nico was a shifter and not a werewolf. I wasn’t either; this would work.

      My paws covered the mossy trail at an inhuman speed and though Nico was fast, he wasn’t wolf fast. He tired and giddiness swirled in my belly. My wolf was now a hundred percent focussed on the hunt. My ears pricked at the sound of a disturbance in the atmosphere but it was a mile back and it wasn’t an immediate problem so I ignored it, swerving around a huge knot of tree roots. Nico’s paws caught on the snarl of roots and he skidded. In a second, I was on him, my belly wriggling with thrill.

      Got you, I wanted to say, but I couldn’t speak normally and Nico wouldn’t understand any of our wolf noises. Instead I just met his black eyes as he sprawled on the lush grass, not attempting to fight me.

      He smelled different to my wolf—like aged paper and leather and something I didn’t have a name for, something almost like armour. I’d never picked up on these scents while in human form, and I took full advantage of my keen nose, dipping forward to inhale a long breath before nudging his white-furred shoulder with my nose.

      One last question: are you sure?

      He tipped his head back, baring his throat for me to claim him. My stomach dove, part nerves and part happiness, as I carefully opened my jaws and closed them around Nico’s pulse point: the ultimate act of submission and dominance. Nico trusted me with his life, his everything, and I took full, serious responsibility for everything he gave. He was mine to cherish, to take care of, to protect.

      I released his jaw, pleased to see I hadn’t nicked him with my sharp teeth, that his white throat was unmarred. A rush of warmth and relief hit me, so sharp it set my heart stinging, and the mating bond spread between us like a gleaming chain. It surprised me in its strength, the emotions much clearer and sharper than any of my other bonds. I felt every nuance of feeling, every bit of awe and relief, disbelief and adoration, passing through his body. I didn’t feel worthy of them.

      Nico huffed a breath through his nose and butted my jaw with his mouth, and I realised he could feel everything I was feeling too. Right now, with the bond new and heightened, these emotions would pass unfiltered between us. Later, when it settled, it would be background noise I could tune into at will, the way I did with Cas, Jack, and Gray. But right now … wry amusement was echoing across that gleaming chain linking us, and though I couldn’t interpret it, I still issued a playful growl and nudged him back.

      His next breath sounded like a laugh.

      I pushed away, rising to my full height, brimming with happiness. Nico was my mate—mine. I shifted from paw to paw as Nico rose, never taking his dark eyes from me, and as our gazes locked and held, as his thrill and determination slid down our bond, I dug my nails into the ground and pushed off.

      I flew through the air, racing across the path, Nico hot on my heels. It had felt so good to run, but to run with my mate … my heart felt so full it’d burst. The vivid greens of the rainforest, the heavy heat, the damp air, the crisp sound of Nico’s footfalls behind me, all of it made me feel properly awake for the first time in weeks.

      I let out a howl, slowing to let the noise fill the world around me before I raced off again, weaving in between huge tree trunks, low-slung ferns, and other plant-life. It wasn’t long before three howls echoed back to me, and then other paws were scraping leaves and dirt and Cas was beside me, bumping me with his shoulder, and Jack and Grey appeared on the other side of Nico.

      As one, we ran and howled and jostled and touched, and I’d never been happier.
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      I should have known it wouldn’t last. It was a subtle shift of the rainforest, in the atmosphere around us. Whatever it was made my hackles rise and our run come to an abrupt halt. Jack turned his nose to the wind, as did I, while Cas stalked through the clearing we’d stopped in, his chest rumbling with a growl and fierce protectiveness flashing through the bond between us.

      I caught two scents nearby, close to the clearing beneath the portal: Royal and a new, unfamiliar wolf. They were closing in from different directions, but the other wolf was nearing at an intense speed.

      What do we do? I asked Gray, panicking. There’d never been anyone here but us, no one but pack, but it wasn’t warded the same way the cottage was. We’d wrongfully assumed no one else would be mad enough to jump off a cliff and find it.

      Better question, Gray snarled back, is how the hell did he get in here?

      He?

      Gray jerked his head in a nod as we all gathered close in a protective circle. No, they were gathering around me, closing me off to keep me safe. I rumbled a warning, a complaint, but they kept butting closer.

      A blur of speed and shadow raced from the trees before Jack and Nico could close the circle, and unerringly, the unfamiliar dark wolf came for me. As if he had my scent and was tracking me like a
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distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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