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      No one comes between a wolf and their fated mate.

      Werewolf Laina Flynn has been dodging pressure to mate for years. The successful veterinarian may be Fireborn pack royalty, but she’s happy to leave raising pups to her alpha brother Silas. So when a human triggers her mating instinct, no one is more surprised than her.

      As the face of Hunt Club, Kyle Kingsley is no stranger to doing things out of obligation and responsibility. The public demands that he uphold the lifestyle the club has come to embody, even if his playboy persona is all a lie. No surprise then that Kyle volunteers to care for his recently deceased father's dog, even if the mutt is roughly the size of a barn. But when he lands in the clinic of Dr. Laina Flynn, her presence draws out something wild and untamed within him that has nothing to do with his new pet.

      An act of violence on Fireborn shifting grounds drives Laina into hiding... and into Kyle’s arms. Instant attraction develops into something more when fated bonds challenge everything.
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      Dr. Laina Flynn navigated to the examination room on autopilot, her stomach rumbling. Who had time to stop for lunch when you were running Carlton City’s busiest and most trusted veterinary clinic? Four Paws Animal Hospital was the type of state-of-the-art facility you’d expect to find associated with a university veterinary program, not a rural town in New Hampshire. But Laina had the resources and know-how to bring the best in veterinary medicine to the area, and she had the passion to ensure her patients’ unsurpassed care.

      “What’s going on with Milo?” she asked, shouldering open the door with her eyes fixed on the chart of the one-year-old English Mastiff her assistant, Becca, had wedged into the schedule at the last minute. Milo was not a regular patient, but it was obvious the dog needed her help. He barely raised his head to greet her as she approached the examination table where Becca easily held the 160-pound canine in place. The mastiff was clinically lethargic.

      “He’s been sick since Tuesday afternoon,” a deep male voice said.

      “Tuesday? This has been going on for three days?” Laina positioned her stethoscope to listen to the dog’s heart and lungs. Typical. Too many owners let their animals suffer in hopes of avoiding veterinary bills. For Milo’s sake, she prayed to the goddess it was nothing serious. She palpated his abdomen. The organs were normal, but the skin of his belly was covered in an itchy-looking rash. When she moved the assessment to Milo’s head, she found dry eyes and nose, and the capillary refill rate in his gums was much too slow. “He’s dehydrated. Has he been vomiting?”

      “Once or twice.”

      “Is he eating and drinking?”

      “I think so.”

      “What are you feeding him?”

      “ButcherBits.”

      “Ah. Has he been scratching a lot?”

      “Constantly. How did you know?”

      “I think Milo has a corn allergy. Switch to something grain free. No peas or lentils, though. Avoid anything generic. Will that be a problem? I might have some samples to get you started.” She scribbled some notes to herself on Milo’s chart. When the man didn’t say anything, Laina raised her head and looked directly at Milo’s owner for the very first time.

      For a second, her mind blanked, her synapses shouting in unison, all power to the visual cortex! The eye candy standing in her examination room was best described as sin covered in chocolate sauce, poured into a pair of blue jeans and a trendy dress shirt. Polished, she thought. More polished than the usual pet owner who graced her halls. Groomed dark brown hair, physique developed enough to pass as a professional athlete, and eyes the golden color of ripe wheat—hazel, she supposed, with uneven chocolate-and-evergreen pigment dispersion that made her wonder if he suffered from a mild case of sectoral heterochromia. She caught herself leaning across Milo for a closer observation.

      Rarely, if ever, did looks alone stir something inside Laina. As a werewolf, she was no stranger to attractive men. Her kind enjoyed genetically fast metabolisms and above-average muscle mass. Even an out-of-shape werewolf carried the appearance of a fit human. Besides, Laina was the type of woman to be attracted to brains over brawn. She’d once enjoyed a passionate affair with a height-challenged professor of archaeology during her university days. Still, one look at Milo’s owner and the wolf inside her got to her paws and panted like she was in heat.

      Curious, Laina took a deep breath through her nose, theorizing that perhaps he was a shifter, wolf or otherwise. Could the stirring in her lower abdomen simply be her inner animal sensing a playmate? But after sorting through the odors of dog and disinfectant, all her hypersensitive nose detected was the scent of human with a hint of cedar and pine needles. Had he been on a long walk through the deep forest recently?

      “Are you okay?” Becca whispered, nudging her arm.

      “Hmm?” Laina blinked rapidly, breaking the spell. “Oh, oh yes, of course.” She cleared her throat, but her gaze snapped back to Milo’s owner as if he carried a Laina-charged magnet in his chest.

      He reached for her face with one knuckle in an oddly intimate way, and her breath caught. “I think you have something in your hair.”

      “Excuse me?” Her lashes fluttered again.

      Becca ripped a paper towel from the roll they always kept on the desk and handed it to her. “Looks like you might have a leftover from your surgery this morning, Doctor,” she murmured.

      Laina took the paper towel and turned toward the small mirror above the hand-washing station. There, in her untamed mahogany waves, was a blob of congealed blood. How it got there, she wasn’t sure. She’d worn a cap during the surgery itself. Maybe when she was cleaning up her operating room? Frantically, she wiped it out as best she could, then turned back to the owner, face blazing. Her ears had to be the color of ripe tomatoes by now.

      “Had to operate on an intestinal blockage in a Rottweiler this morning.” She tittered nervously. “I carry a little bit of each of my patients with me always.” She laughed harder, mortified when her inhale morphed into a snort. Crap. This is a veterinary hospital not a sports bar. Pull yourself together! With another rapid blink, she tucked her hair behind her ear and refocused on Milo. “So…corn-free food. Will that be a problem?”

      “Cost is no object,” he said in a gruff voice. Oh good lord, he was sexy. Don’t look, Flynn. He’ll burn your retinas like the sun.

      She exchanged glances with Becca, whose expression promised she’d position Laina on the table next to Milo if she didn’t snap out of it. Why wasn’t her assistant swooning at the knees over this guy?

      Clearing her throat, Laina said in her most professional tone, “I want to run some blood tests to rule out other, more serious conditions. Is Milo up-to-date on his immunizations?”

      “I’m not sure,” the man murmured. “His last owner…had an emergency, and I agreed to take him in.”

      “Wait, this isn’t your dog?”

      “He is now. I adopted him…Tuesday. We’re on our way home. I was just worried about him and didn’t think this could wait.”

      “Smart. It can’t. How far is home?”

      “A day’s drive.”

      She rubbed the mastiff’s ears and looked long and hard into the dog’s big brown eyes. As a werewolf, Laina could communicate dog-to-dog through smell, sound, and body position, but those things weren’t as specific as human words. For example, by the vacant emptiness behind Milo’s pupils, she could tell that he’d been through a distressing experience recently. But she couldn’t read his mind and had no idea what that experience was. Whatever his last owner’s emergency, it had left its mark on Milo in more ways than simply adjusting to a new owner.

      “Can you give him twenty-four hours here? I’ll administer some IV fluids and run a few blood tests. If all goes well, he should be good to go tomorrow.”

      The man retrieved his phone from his back pocket and stared at his calendar app for the better part of a minute. Even from across the examination table, Laina could see he was booked solid. Would he clear that mess of a schedule for a dog he’d owned a couple days?

      “If you think that’s what he needs, I’ll plan to spend the night in Carlton City.”

      “I do,” she said softly, her heart warming. Attractive and an animal lover.

      He stroked a hand over Milo’s side. “Okay. Do what you need to do.”

      “Perfect. We’ll get started.” She helped Becca get Milo off the table and through the door to the procedure room. “If you’d like to wait out front, Becca will check you out and take your number so we can contact you when he’s ready.”

      “Actually…” The man scratched the back of his head, the deep forest scent filling her nostrils once again.

      That was definitely pine and cedar. An outdoorsy type, just like her. Well, not just like her. He didn’t sprout a nose and tail during the full moon. Had he been hiking? Fishing?

      “I was hoping I could take you to dinner,” he blurted, shifting from foot to foot. “I don’t know anyone in Carlton City, and since I’ll be here tonight waiting on Milo, I thought… It would be nice to have some company if you’re interested.” The man tucked a hand into a back pocket in a way that was both casual and endearing. Was it possible to be jealous of someone else’s hand?

      It took her a second to process what he was asking. “Sorry, what?”

      “Dinner. Would you like to eat with me?” He cocked an unbelievably sexy eyebrow.

      “Are you asking me out?” The question erupted from her mouth with an unpleasant aftertaste. She’d blurted out the words as though his invitation had annoyed her. She wasn’t annoyed; she was flabbergasted.

      “I’d love to hear what you know about raising a mastiff.” He gave a breathy laugh, rubbing his slightly stubbled chin.

      Ah, that was it. He needed advice on the new dog. Made sense and explained his interest in her. “Sure. Why not?”

      “Around seven?”

      “Seven it is!” She bobbed her head awkwardly.

      “I saw a place called Valentine’s driving into town. Is it good?”

      “The best. I’ll meet you there. We can stop back here to check on Milo afterward.”

      “It’s a date,” he said, opening the door that led to the waiting room.

      Her heart jumped slightly at the word date, and she quickly reminded herself he was just passing through town. This wasn’t a real date. “I didn’t even catch your first name,” she said before he could leave. “It’s not on the chart.”

      “Kyle.” His hazel eyes crinkled slightly at the corners when he smiled. “Nice to meet you, Dr. Flynn.”

      “Laina.” She scratched the side of her cheek, catching a glimpse of fingernails badly in need of a manicure. She stuffed her hand into her pocket.

      He nodded. “See you at seven, Laina.”
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        Three days earlier...

      

      

      Kyle Kingsley stared at his brother Nate across their father’s failing body and tried to deal with all the awkward and uncomfortable going on inside his chest. Holed up in a cabin in the middle of nowhere, Kyle had more questions than answers about the man who’d brought him into this world but had spent so little effort seeing him through it. Only, the time for questions was long gone.

      “The lawyers are meeting on the Tanaka deal tomorrow. They’ll want to revise the paperwork. Dad’s name will be replaced by mine unless you have a problem with that.” Nate’s dress shirt and tie clashed with the general rustic appeal of the cabin but perfectly matched the brash ambition in his eyes.

      “You mean, will I contest your claim to the throne?” Kyle shifted forward in his chair, his eyes falling on the dog who’d stayed curled by his father’s side for two days now. Fuck, the thing was gigantic. What the hell were they going to do with the dog?

      “Play to your strengths, Kyle. You’re the face of Hunt Club. Do you think for a second that if I had the clock-stopper you wear every day, I’d want to do what I do? Hell no. You’ve always been the beauty. I’ve always been the brains. Do you think the public wants to see this ugly mug when they think of an adult lifestyle brand?” He pointed to his own face. “We need your billion-dollar abs. Leave the desk-jockeying to me and enjoy the good life as nature intended.”

      “The good life? Hmm. Funny, it didn’t seem so great when that redhead—what’s her name?”

      “Kate? From the New York agency.”

      “She tried to set me on fire.”

      Nate followed up his breathy snort with a shrug. “Redheads.” He ran a finger inside the neck of his tie, loosening it a few inches. “Kyle…the deal.”

      “The position is yours.”

      Nate smiled in that lippy, gaping way he did that always reminded Kyle of a filter-feeding whale shark, only instead of krill, his gaping maw collected entrepreneurial opportunities. He had to hand it to his brother—what Nate lacked in attractiveness, he made up for in cunning. Could premature hair loss be triggered by a hot-running brain?

      “I’ll call the transition team and have them prepare the necessary documents for overnight delivery.”

      “Two things. One, Dad’s still alive. Two, we are in the middle of nowhere. Unless you plan to go medieval and have the lawyer send the papers by carrier pigeon, it’s going to have to wait. Relax. There’s no hurry.” Hell, the tiny town of Red Grove had one grocery store, and it doubled as a bait and tackle shop.

      “It won’t be long, though. The doctor said any minute now.” Nate’s brown eyes shifted, fixing on their father’s lumbering chest. “We should get the paperwork started.”

      Although the lip-smacking and carcass-circling didn’t exactly surprise Kyle, his patience with his brother waned. Unrestrained ambition made for hasty decisions in the heat of the moment. Kyle preferred a more deliberate approach. Estranged or not, the man between them shared their DNA—one of the few things Kyle had in common with his brother. He deserved respect.

      “I’d like to experience these last moments with our father minus the paperwork. It. Can. Wait.” After everything, he couldn’t exactly muster true grief for the loss of this man, but he did feel…something, if only regret that they’d never been a real family. He would have liked that. He wanted that.

      Nate shifted in his chair. “Why do you think he chose to come out here to die anyway? I didn’t even know this town was on the map. What’s it called again?”

      “Red Grove. I didn’t know it existed either, but I think that was the point. He didn’t want the public to see him like this.”

      “His will says no funeral. Nothing public. Does Red Grove even have a crematorium? What do we do with the body?”

      Kyle nudged back his chair, the legs protesting with a rumbling screech against the wood floor. The dog lifted its massive head, brown eyes tracking Kyle as he circled to Nate’s side of the bed. Despite his brother’s considerable size, Kyle fisted Nate’s collar and lifted him from his seat.

      “I’m not going to say this again,” he said in a low voice laced with menace. “Dad is still alive. As far as we know, he can still hear us. We’ll handle the arrangements when the time comes. Until then, unless you want to talk about what few personal memories we have of him, shut the fuck up.” He released his brother, who dropped into his chair as if his knees had gone out. Kyle returned to his own chair, his eyes shifting back to his father.

      Nate spread his hands and shrugged. “Sorry.” He did not sound sorry. Annoyed, but not sorry. Still, he hushed. The cabin grew quiet, aside from the deep, wet rattle of their father’s breathing and the occasional whine of the four-legged beast lying at his side.

      “Am I allowed to ask what we should do about the dog?” Nate tugged at his pant leg, clearly perturbed by Kyle’s restrictions on the conversation.

      Kyle reached out and stroked the dog’s head. “His name is Milo.”

      “I can’t have a dog. I’m allergic,” Nate said. “We’ll have to take him to the humane society.”

      “He’s a 160-pound mastiff. No one is going to adopt this dog. Three-quarters of the population doesn’t have a house big enough for this dog. Frankly, one fart and he could knock down the walls of this cabin.”

      Nate snorted. “You can’t keep him. You’re barely home. And I don’t need to tell you the staff is not going to want to deal with a dog like this.”

      “Dad loved Milo.”

      “More than he loved either of us.” Nate’s nostrils flared. “Just another way for the old man to deliver one last jab to the balls.”

      “I’m keeping him,” Kyle said definitively. The decision came as a surprise even to him, but it seemed right somehow.

      “Don’t be ridiculous. They’ll never let you on the plane with that thing.”

      “I’ll drive him back in my rental.”

      Nate scowled. “This is a bad idea, Kyle. You don’t adopt a dog to fill the absentee-father-shaped hole in your heart.”

      Kyle let his eyes drift over his brother’s stocky frame. “Better than filling it with peanut butter.”

      Nate flipped him the middle finger.

      Silence settled between them again, interrupted only by their father’s labored breaths. For once, even Nate had nothing to say. He crossed his arms and stared blankly at their father.

      An unsettling scrape came from the direction of the front door, causing Milo to raise his head again. The canine gave one low woof but didn’t find the noise concerning enough to leave the bed to investigate it. Kyle rubbed the tightening skin at the back of his neck. “What was that? Sounded like claws.”

      “Who knows? We’re in the middle of the woods. Probably raccoons.” Nate stood and stretched. “I’m going to grab a cup of coffee.” He waddled toward the kitchen.

      With a whimper, Milo laid his head back on the bed, staring at the old man with the single-minded intensity only man’s best friend was capable of. Kyle scratched the dog behind the ears. “It’ll be okay, Milo. I’ll take care of you.”

      The quiet morphed into something even quieter, a silence that only came at the end of things when man and beast became equals and the last stroke on the portrait of a life was cast upon the canvas. No rattling breath filled the space between them. Kyle waited. His father’s chest did not rise. It did not fall.

      Kyle stood and, with two fingers, searched for a pulse.

      And then he said good-bye.
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      “Becca, can you turn up the music?” Laina spread the incision she’d made in the belly of the spaniel on her operating table and skimmed the spay hook along the inside of the pup’s abdominal wall. On her first two attempts, she’d caught the intestine instead of the uterus. She swore this dog was hiding its reproductive organs on purpose. Thankfully, as her assistant upped the volume on the Doja Cat tune blaring into the operating room, she found her surgical mojo. “Ah, there she is.” She clamped the ovarian vessel and proceeded with the spay.

      If she didn’t hurry, she’d be late for her date with the mysterious Kyle. She’d never experienced anything like the moment she’d laid eyes on Kyle Kingsley. Her wolf had pressed against the inside of her skin the way it did when the full moon was about to rise, fur rubbing her inner flesh, bones stretching in his direction.

      A werewolf’s inner wolf was a second soul, a personality separate and distinct from her human mind, one that usually got its way only three days per month. It was common for wolves to have relationships with other wolves during the full moon, when their human counterparts were asleep. Those relationships didn’t remain when the wolves were in human form. Likewise, human relationships rarely translated to wolf world. As far as Laina was aware, it was unheard of for an inner wolf to wake up and show attraction to a human. Laina had no idea what it meant, but she was bound and determined to find out.

      “You seem distracted, Laina. Are you still thinking about Mr. Sexy Dog Owner?” Becca teased over the speaker. Laina caught her assistant’s eye through the observation window and watched her curly brown hair bounce with her off-speaker giggles.

      “Aren’t you?” Laina asked incredulously, keeping her hands steady as she tied off the blood vessels to the ovaries and uterus before removing the lot. It was careful, delicate work. She prided herself on her execution of the procedure, one she’d perfected for ease of recovery.

      “He was sexy if you like that chiseled, underwear-model, superhero look, but I got a whiff of stiff and pretentious. Did you see his watch? That thing cost more than my entire net worth. I bet he’s warped. Rich guys are always warped.”

      “Maybe.”

      “Anyway, too clean-cut for my tastes. A man without a tattoo is like a hot dog without mustard.”

      “I don’t want to hear about the way you like your wieners, Becca.” Laina grinned. Becca’s laughing face broke eye contact to answer the phone on the desk behind her. After a few heated words, she pressed the hold button before returning to the loudspeaker.

      “Your older brother is on the phone. He says it’s an emergency.”

      “Tell Silas I have a patient open on the table. I’ll call him back in forty-five minutes.”

      “That’s what I told him. He said it was a family emergency and if I didn’t ask for your immediate attention, he’d see that I was fired.”

      Laina rolled her eyes as she continued the procedure. “You’re not going to be fired. Tell my brother, if it’s such an emergency, he can come to the clinic and talk to me in person. By the time he gets here, I’ll be done.”

      “You got it.” Becca turned back to the phone.

      Laina continued her work. “You know,” she whispered to the anesthetized spaniel, “you don’t realize how lucky you are that puppies aren’t in your future. Being part of a pack isn’t all it’s cracked up to be.” She checked for bleeding, then began the arduous process of stitching the incision.

      “Why the hell didn’t you answer my call?” Silas said from the door to her surgical suite. Fuck, he must have been in the neighborhood.

      “So help me God, Silas, if my patient gets an infection because you dragged your flea-ridden ass into my OR, you’ll be next on my table. I’ll have you neutered before you can say sepsis.”

      “I’m the alpha, sister. When I call, you answer.” It was true that her older brother was alpha of Fireborn pack, and as such, she was obligated to obey his direct command. To be honest, it was why she regularly refused to answer the phone, instead leaving that task to Becca, whose humanity made her blissfully immune to pack hierarchy.

      Until recently, despite his machismo, Silas had housed a soft heart for her and her younger brother, Jason. But Alex Ravien Bloodright changed all that. Three years ago, the rogue pack member had murdered their parents in cold blood, forcing Silas to become alpha of Fireborn pack before his time. As head of the largest pack in North America, the Fireborn alpha automatically became first alpha, the leader of the Lycanthropic Society, the council that led all werewolf packs. Grieving and orphaned, Silas was thrown into both roles overnight. He wasn’t ready for either.

      Alex was cruel and exceptionally deadly. Thanks to a dragon-scale amulet he’d stolen from a family of Siberian dragon fae, he’d wielded elemental magic similar to a warlock. He used it to slaughter pack leaders and force their packs to follow him. If Silas hadn’t used his position as a detective to hunt Alex down and stop him last summer, all the members of the Lycanthropic Society would likely be dead, and every werewolf in North America would be forced to bow to a madman.

      Technically, the threat wasn’t even over. It had been more than two months since Silas had recovered Alex’s body, and they still hadn’t confirmed it was him and not Jonah, his Zafka—a doppelgänger used as a security detail for werewolf royalty.

      Werewolves, as shifters, could change small things about their appearance at will, but with the help of the type of dark magic Alex had access to when he possessed the amulet, complete transformation was not only possible but could be permanent. After taking down Alex, Silas had wanted a DNA test to prove the body they thought was Alex’s was actually his, which meant he’d needed a family member’s cooperation. Alex’s sister, a society member herself, was more than happy to oblige, but supernatural DNA testing took time.

      Even Laina had to admit that was a good enough reason for her brother to adopt a more totalitarian leadership style. To keep the pack safe, Silas had to lead with an iron fist. It was understandable. She simply wanted no part of it. She envied the freedom of the human woman sitting at the front desk, blissfully unattached and unencumbered. Laina wanted a life free of both pack politics and Silas’s overreaching protection.

      She wanted to be her own alpha.

      Laina lifted her gaze to meet her brother’s. “Seriously, Silas, I know you wouldn’t risk the life of this sweet pup on my table unnecessarily. What is so important that it can’t wait?”

      “We confirmed the body we recovered from Silver Sparrow Mountain was Alex’s.”

      Laina paused midstitch and released a relieved breath. “Alex is dead, then, without a doubt?”

      A smile spread across Silas’s scruffy face. “Sister was a match. It’s him. He’s dead.”

      She finished her last stitch, shaking her head. “You did it, Silas. If Mom and Dad were alive, they’d be so proud of you.” She gave him a genuine smile.

      “The society seems happy about it.” He pushed his hands into the pockets of his blazer. “They’re throwing a party in our honor tonight at Rivergate Manor, formal attire.”

      She groaned. “I can’t go. I have a date.”

      “A date? With whom?”

      “A guy.”

      “What guy? All the society members are going to be at the ball.”

      “Not a wolf.”

      “A human?” he scoffed. “Come on, Laina. Be serious. You can reschedule your playdate. This is part of your royal duty.”

      “You know how I feel about these things.”

      “Yes, I do. You hate being a princess. You think that because I’m the alpha, your involvement in the society isn’t necessary. And you would prefer to simply live your life in the human world, only joining us for an obligatory run on Rivergate Manor’s protected property three days a month.”

      “Exactly.” She cleaned Ginger’s stitches and applied a sterile dressing. “You’re the heir. And frankly, even if something happened to you, Jason would get the crown—not me. I’m completely dispensable, and that’s okay. I prefer it that way. I didn’t spend eight years in school to leave veterinary medicine behind and raise a litter of werewolf pups.”

      Silas frowned. He opened his mouth as if to say something and closed it again. She backed off the anesthesia and removed the intubation. Ginger whined softly. Laina whispered, “You’re going to be fine, sweet girl.”

      “It’s not all about you, you know,” Silas said.

      She straightened, gritting her teeth. “If my life isn’t about me, who is it about?”

      “The pack. Whether you like it or not, you are Fireborn royalty, which means the largest pack in North America looks to you for leadership. They also look to you to provide the future of the pack.”

      “You mean children.”

      “Royal children. You are a descendant of a primary family, a pureblood. The society is going to expect you to choose a suitor from within its ranks.”

      A drop of werewolf blood was enough to technically make someone a werewolf, but such a person might never shift. The greater the concentration of primary werewolf blood, the greater the chance of displaying werewolf qualities: strength, speed, ease of shifting, enhanced senses. Pureblood babies kept the pack strong and preserved the werewolf way of life. It was why mating with humans was discouraged.

      “They expect the same of you, Silas, but I don’t see you picking out your wedding tux. Hell, the last woman you dated wasn’t even a werewolf.” Her brother had dated a celestial fae for ages. Although the relationship was casual, he’d enjoyed her company regularly enough.

      Silas scowled at being called out. “I can father children into my senior years. Your biological clock is ticking.”

      She scooped Ginger into her arms and carried her through the doors to the kennels they used for recovery. Silas followed, parking himself against the wall while she made the spaniel comfortable.

      “I’m not marrying someone simply to appease society elders,” she said. “I will marry who I please, and I will marry for love or not at all.”

      Silas drew a hand through his wild brown hair, his bushy eyebrows giving him an unquestionably wolfish appearance. “Listen, Laina, you know how this works. You can have something on the side. Marriage among werewolf royalty has often been more contractual in nature than anything else.”

      “No,” she said.

      “I could make you.”

      “You could, but you won’t.”

      “I will if I have to.”

      “You won’t because you know I’ll hate you for the rest of my life. Don’t risk losing one of the few people who loved you before you were alpha.”

      He stared at her, unblinking. “You don’t realize how important you are to the pack. An alliance by marriage with another primary pack member would strengthen our numbers and our position in the society.”

      “Oh, I understand that.”

      “If you did, you’d never be this difficult.”

      She shrugged. “I understand. I just don’t care. It has nothing to do with me. You don’t need me. You are all the leader Fireborn will ever need. Alex’s dead body proves that. You can marry to unite the packs. You can sire pups to fill our ranks. You don’t need me.”

      He placed his hands on his hips, looking defeated. “You will attend the ball tonight. Seven o’clock. Formal dress. That is a direct order from your alpha.”

      She raised two fingers to her forehead and saluted him, ending the motion by flipping him her middle finger.

      “And you will act like the princess you are.” He gave her a smug grin before turning on his heel and leaving the room.

      “Ooh! You asshole!” She stomped her foot. With a glance at her watch, she headed for the sink to wash up. She’d have to ask Becca to call Kyle and cancel their date. If she was going to make it to Rivergate Manor tonight, properly attired, she’d have to leave now to prepare. She couldn’t be late, and she couldn’t say no. Silas’s direct alpha command meant she had no choice. If she tried to disobey, life would get extremely uncomfortable.
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      The dress Laina wore to the ball was a style she’d never have chosen for herself. Stephanie, her Zafka, had picked it out for her. One of the benefits of having an employee who resembled you well enough to be your twin was that they could shop for your clothes. Laina was thankful Stephanie had made the time to obtain the dress on short notice, even if the midnight-blue strapless gown was more revealing than she preferred. Still, she understood the cut of the dress served a greater purpose than flattering her figure; it revealed the phoenix tattoo on her upper-right shoulder, the sacred emblem of Fireborn pack. Tonight, everyone at this party would proudly display their pack ties.

      “Princess Laina? Is that you?” Evelyn, the matriarch of Crescent Star pack, adjusted her bifocals and reached out to grip Laina’s right hand. “I expected to see a ring on this finger by now, dear. After the horrors of the last year, nothing would cheer this old soul like a royal wedding.” Crescent Star had lost seven males to Alex before Silas had taken him down. Laina’s heart ached for Evelyn’s loss.

      “I guess I just haven’t met the right male,” she said softly.

      “Since when did that ever stop anyone?” Evelyn whispered. “Look around. Anyone in a tie would jump at the chance to have a beauty like you on his arm.” She winked before crossing the veranda to enter the ballroom, passing Silas as he walked out to meet Laina.

      “What did Evelyn want?” he asked.

      “Nothing more than to dig for gossip.”

      “As if she doesn’t have enough tales of her own to tell.”

      “What she wants is to have happy stories to talk about—something other than the tragedies that have been all too common among her pack. I can empathize, but she’d have better luck reading a romance novel than looking to my life for inspiration.” Laina sighed.

      “You look beautiful, by the way.” Silas leaned against the open archway of Rivergate Manor’s ballroom. “I love the hair.”

      “Stephanie did it.” Laina shrugged. Her mahogany hair had been smoothed into a glamorous pomp with a high ponytail. Along with the mani-pedi and salt scrub she’d endured at Spa Stephanie, the hairstyle was enough to make her appear a proper princess.

      “It suits you.”

      “Don’t bother buttering me up. You’re on my shit list, brother. How dare you alpha me here.”

      “Would you have come otherwise?”

      “Of course not.”

      Silas stared into his glass, swirling his vodka and tonic. “Then, I did the right thing. It would look ungrateful if you didn’t show. Like it or not, you’re a princess. You have a duty to your race.”

      She groaned. “Silas…”

      The tension between them was broken when Cameron James, her childhood friend turned alpha of Rivergate pack, tapped the side of his glass with a spoon. “If I could have your attention, please,” he called from inside. “If everyone would join us in the ballroom, we’d like to toast our guests of honor.”

      “Where’s Jason?” Laina asked.

      “Already inside sniffing butts,” Silas whispered.

      “Crude.”

      “That’s Jason.” Their little brother was obsessed with the female of the species. Not one female. All females. The man bedded any woman, wolf or human, who would have him. The copulation was quick, and the relationships rarely lasted longer than the act itself. Still, she had to hand it to him; her little brother was always brutally up-front about his intentions, and thanks to a pretty face and his career as a highly successful venture capitalist, there was rarely a shortage of females interested in what he had to offer.

      The ballroom of Rivergate Manor had been decked out in pale flowers and bright twinkle lights that perfectly complemented the stucco and ivory marble of the Italian palazzo-style mansion. Against this monochromatic backdrop, the colorful attire of the guests became like works of art: ruby, emerald, and sapphire swirling against heavenly white. Laina accepted a glass of champagne from a passing server and took her place beside Jason, slightly behind and to the left of Cameron. Silas stepped to Cameron’s right side, in the true place of honor.

      “Should we kneel before our brother-savior?” she groused to Jason.

      “Hmm?” Her brother wasn’t listening. He was staring across the ballroom at a blonde in a tight green dress.

      “Stop staring,” Laina said.

      “Why? She’s been catching my eye all evening.”

      “She’s only seventeen,” she singsonged in a whisper. “That’s Cameron’s little sister, Allie.”

      “How seventeen? Seventeen-almost-eighteen or…”

      “Sixteen, just turned seventeen. Allie has only shifted once before. Just got her Rivergate tattoo. The last thing she needs is the complication of your stow-and-go dick. Plus, it’s against the law.”

      “The human law.”

      “Your brother and alpha is a cop. Don’t make me ask him to order you to leave her alone.”

      He drained his glass, the smell of bourbon filling her nostrils when he spoke again. “Relax, big sister. I’ll leave her be. Plenty of other bitches in the doghouse.”

      “Gross.”

      “It’s my responsibility as a royal male to sow my noble DNA. There isn’t a woman in this place who’d turn me down.”

      “And that doesn’t bother you?” She raised an eyebrow. “Spare me the DNA business. You’d have several litters of pups by now if you weren’t being careful.”

      He straightened his bow tie. “Just keeping my equipment in good working order for when it is needed.”

      She rolled her eyes. Cameron raised his glass again, and the room went silent.

      “We’ve come here tonight to honor Silas Flynn and the royal family of Fireborn pack. Just weeks ago, our common enemy threatened every wolf in this ballroom. Because of Silas, Alex Ravien Bloodright is dead and the amulet he used to gain power has been returned to the Siberian fae, restoring amicable relations between our communities. Please raise your glasses, and help me toast leader, alpha, and all-around hero, Silas Flynn.”

      Applause broke out in the expansive room, and Laina caught Jason wrinkling his nose as if he’d stepped in dog shit. All-around hero? He mouthed to her, left eyebrow raised. She stifled a giggle.

      It wasn’t easy living in Silas’s shadow. No wonder her little brother was such a manwhore and she was a workaholic with no discernable personal life. At times like this, it was impossible not to feel like a pawn in a game she couldn’t win.

      “How long do you think we have to stay?” she whispered to Jason.

      He chuckled. “Just long enough for Silas to have his ego properly stroked. And for me to find a woman who will properly stroke me.”

      She snorted despite herself.

      “And now,” Cameron continued, “Silas has given me the honor of kicking off the evening by joining his stunning sister, Laina, in a traditional folk dance.”

      Laina almost fell out of her shoes. In fact, she wobbled so violently that Jason had to steady her. Her glass tipped, spilling champagne.

      Cameron approached and took what was left of the drink from her hand, passing it to one of the servants for safekeeping. “Are you okay?” he whispered. “You look like you might be ill.”

      “I’m fine. Silas neglected to tell me we were opening the show. You caught me off guard.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re nervous. We’ve been doing this dance since we were children.”

      “I remember.”

      “Please, Laina. You’re the only partner I’m comfortable with.” He lowered his lips to the back of her hand. They were warm and soft, too soft. Cameron was attractive. He had the long, lean physique that was typical of a werewolf and a face that belonged in a Hollywood blockbuster. But he was also gay. Blazingly gay with shooting rainbow stars that followed him everywhere. Gay enough that even his wolf had gay tendencies. He’d come out to her when they were both seventeen, trusting that their tight friendship could endure the shared secret. Of course, she’d accepted him fully and supported him throughout their young adulthood. Still, now that he was one of the society’s most eligible bachelors, the steward of Rivergate Manor, and alpha of Rivergate pack, it was harder than ever for him to avoid suspicion. She was the only partner he could dance with because she was safe, a genuine and true pillar of support.

      “I’d never turn down a dance with you. Lead the way.” She collected herself, raising her chin and straightening her back. She hated Silas for forcing this on her, but she wouldn’t take it out on her friend.

      Cameron grasped her hand and led her to the center of the dance floor, where he pulled her against his body, free hand landing in the groove
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