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  Two heirs. 

Two rival packs. 

One forbidden bond.

When Reid Morrison crashes Jasper Compton’s welcome-home masquerade as the elusive Knave of Hearts he had no idea that the moment their eyes met, nothing would ever be the same—for either of them. Hidden identities, stolen glances, and a dangerous game of seduction ignite a passion neither can resist, forging a love as intoxicating as it is forbidden. 
But their growing bond is more than scandalous—it’s perilous. A rogue third pack rises in the shadows, threatening to destroy everything the Morrsions and Comptons have built. As danger closes in, Reid and Jasper must decide: will their star-crossed love heal generations of rivalry… or lead both packs to ruin?
In this dark, steamy, paranormal romance where fate, desire and loyalty collide, will love be strong enough to save them all?








  
  




      [image: ]Violent delights bring violent ends.








  
   Trigger Warnings


Violence, gore, blood, sexual content, explicit male/male sexual activity, emotional trauma, and family/pack conflict. 








  
  For Peter

Sometimes life unexpectedly gives you wonderful gifts. Peter is one of those gifts for me.
Peter is one of the most amazing people I have ever met—a talented photographer, a drag artist, and so much more—but above all, he is one of those rare, warm-hearted souls who loves with every inch of his being. He draws people to him like a fire on a cold night, offering warmth, light, and unapologetic joy.
Peter has been one of my greatest supporters and inspirations, and it was through his encouragement that I first began writing mm romance. When I was crafting the characters for The Alpha and the Envious Moon, Peter’s alter-ego, Marcella, became the inspiration for the character of the same name. 
Thank you for always being there, Peter.
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  Chapter 1
The Snub

Reid


Expensive perfume, antiseptic, and leather were a heady mixture of scents that went with the low, wild, and wickedly sensual throb of the music from the live band playing in the club beneath the apartment. 
Reid leaned his head against the headrest of the couch and arched his back, lifting his arse cheeks from the stick of the leather seat, his hand gripping Marcella's wig, feeling it slip and pull against the grip of the glue that held it in place. “Oh… There… Mm-hmm, like that.” He directed her mouth on his cock through his hold on her hair. 
The forbidden held a special edge of appeal, he admitted to himself. Would he have found a blowjob by Marcella as exciting if he hadn't known that every senior wolf in the pack would consider the act taboo? He didn't know. But the taboo definitely added to the experience for him as, he suspected, it did for Marcella. Even now, the thought of being caught sent a tight ripple down his spine—not fear, exactly, but the instinctive bracing a wolf did when the pack’s gaze turned sharp. A memory flashed: his father’s voice, cool and clipped, explaining the “dignity” expected of an alpha’s heir. Reid had nodded then, pretending he agreed. Pretending it didn’t feel like a collar tightening around his throat. 
Well, he was no one's dog.
He kept his eyes closed, surrendering to the sensations: the warm, wet suck, the thrust into the hollow of her mouth that ended in a rub against the soft palate before Marcella swallowed him back with a press of warm, slippery tongue against the underside of his cock. “Fuck!” He thrusted into the tight, hot hold of her throat, withdrawing enough to allow her a breath before thrusting again. “I’m close.”
He planted the heel of his free hand against the leather of the couch, feeling the cushioning beneath the smooth stretch of hide compress, and pulled Marcella’s head closer, instinctively seeking depth. Marcella’s long, tapered nails bit through the fabric of his trousers, cautioning him not to use her so roughly, but he was too close to heed her, ignoring the scrape of her teeth against his skin as she fought to keep her mouth open and taut around his cock despite the deprivation of the ability to breathe. 
The burn sparked out from his perineum, pulling Reid’s balls up tight, the frisson running up the shaft, swelling against Marcella’s tongue, and Reid’s skin broke out in sweat, his wolf rising, his skin itching with the urge to shift in the moment before he cried out, the pleasure and relief spectacular as he came. 
Marcella swallowed down every drop of cum before releasing him from her mouth, using her pinky finger to tidy the edges of her still-perfect lipstick as she rose gracefully from her knees and tottered on too-high heels over to the sideboard. She was a lean, long-legged figure in a clingy silver mini dress that shined with sequins, hugging her flat chest and arse, picking out the points of her hip bones, and bulged over the swell of cock. 
She poured a generous measure of whiskey into a glass and washed down Reid's cum with the amber liquid before refilling it and a neighboring glass and bringing both back to the couch as Reid recovered enough to button his shirt and tuck it and his cock back away into his trousers. 
“If you’ve ruined my wig, you’re paying for its replacement,” Marcella told him, sitting on the coffee table that she’d pushed back in order to kneel and suck Reid’s cock. “And next time you use it to hold me still so I can’t breathe,” she placed a foot between Reid’s still parted thighs, the pointed toe against his balls, “I will bite you.”
“Understood.” Reid accepted the whiskey glass and took a sip. “Sorry. You were less fussy as a man.”  He hadn’t meant it as a jab, but the words hung there anyway. Marcella was different now—sharper at the edges, glittering in ways Reid could never quite predict. He liked that about her, though he’d never say it out loud. Maybe she was right; maybe he relied too much on who she used to be 
“Hmm,” Marcella removed her foot from his groin and crossed one long, beautiful leg over the other. “I had lower standards, perhaps. But you’re forgiven. Where are we going tonight?” She rose to her feet and stepped around his legs, crossing to a mirror, and inspecting her makeup, adjusting the spaghetti straps that displayed strong shoulders, and slender but muscular arms, before smoothing her hands down the sequins of her dress. “I’m good to go if you are.”
“You’re always good to go.” He finished the whiskey and set the glass down on the table, deliberately ignoring the coaster because he knew it would irritate her. 
“No, I am not always ready to go.” She sneered over her shoulder at him. “It takes hours to look this good and you go fucking with my wig before we even leave the house.” Her voice dropped in range in her displeasure, before she swallowed back her ire. “If you tell me we’re going downstairs I’ll —” She broke off, seeing his reflection in the mirror. “You fucker,” she snapped. “If I’d known you weren’t taking me anywhere, I…”
“You’d what?” Reid rose to his feet and reached for his jacket. “You’d still have greeted me at the door in that dress and offered to suck my cock.” 
“You didn’t have to accept.” She was sulky. 
“Yeah.” Reid shrugged on his jacket. “But you give great head.”
“I do.” That mollified her a little. “You’re paying.” She picked up a clutch purse.
“Don’t I always?”
Reid paused by the mirror in the hallway, smoothing back the blonde shag of his hair into the band that held it, watching in the reflection as Marcella adjusted her lipstick. By the time Reid began to descend the stairs, Marcella was at his side, her hand in the crook of his elbow. He took the stairs down at a slow pace allowing for her heels. 
Marcella’s apartment opened onto the street just down from the entrance to the club, and their breaths puffed in the cold night air as Reid closed the door behind them. They strolled around the waiting queue of scantily-clad nightclub goers shuffling their feet and talking on their mobile phones, and approached the red carpet, the bouncer unclipping the rope to admit them immediately. 
"Mr. Morrison, Ms. Damiano,” the bouncer greeted them politely.
“Craig,” Marcella purred as she sashayed past into the throbbing dark within. Reid blinked to adjust his sight to the shadows, the flare of colored lights flashing through the press of bodies, the grind and sweat of dancers pressing him and Marcella together as they worked their way to the VIP section. 
Marcella signaled the bar, pointing to herself and then to Reid, ordering their usual, before sliding over the red leather of the crescent-shaped booth seat. Reid’s phone buzzed in his pocket as the champagne in the ice bucket arrived. Marcella popped the cork with a wicked laugh, the sound seeming to summon the familiar faces of friends and pack members, bringing them crowding up around the table. They leaned across in clouds of perfume, glossy hair, and expensive designer wear to air kiss Reid’s cheeks. 
Reid held a glass of champagne in one hand and unlocked his phone screen with the other. A voice message from his mother. He signaled Marcella that he was going outside to listen and, champagne in hand, wove his way back towards the door. He stood in the halfway-land between the cold of the night and the pheromone and alcohol-laden interior of the club in order to press the phone to his cheek and hear his mother’s cultured tone purr into the speaker.
“Your father asked about you at dinner tonight, Reid.” That was the entire content of the message, but it was enough. He’d been summoned. 
“Fuck.” He threw back his champagne and texted back: “On my way” before placing the empty glass in the base of a potted plant for an annoyed cleaner to find later. Then, he texted Marcella: “Have to go see my father. Put the night on my tab.”
As he stepped out onto the red carpet, he almost collided with Gregory Renmark and his date as they entered the club. “Greg,” Reid said warmly in greeting, the alcohol mellow in his mouth, taking the edge off the fact he was being called home unexpectedly. Gregory’s lip curled and he lifted his chin haughtily before guiding his date past Reid into the nightclub.
Reid’s heart raced in his chest, and he controlled the shock at the snub, adjusting his jacket before stepping onto the sidewalk to signal for a taxi, avoiding the eyes of the doormen and the ever-watching queue.  
Gregory Renmark, one of his father's betas, had just snubbed the only son of the pack’s lead alpha in public. The humans might have been oblivious to the exchange, but every werewolf present had seen and noted it. A beta should never look at him like that—cold, dismissive, assessing his worth and finding it lacking. It was the kind of disrespect that got wolves disciplined, or worse. And if Gregory felt bold enough to do it publicly… It meant something was going down. Reid’s stomach dropped. 
Only once he was in the taxi did Reid let his composure slip. “Fuck!”






  
  Chapter 2
The Untouchable

Reid


Reid had taken no more than five steps across the glossy marble foyer, his reflection flickering back at him in warm amber from the bronzed mirrors—some real, others disguising the security team’s monitoring rooms—when his father’s personal assistant, Vincent, appeared in front of him. 
“Master Reid.” Vincent fell into step with Reid as they crossed the foyer and pressed the button for the Morrisons' private elevator. “Your father asked for you.”
Reid glanced at the other man in the mirrored wall.
Vincent’s hair had been retreating for twenty years, and every attempt to bring it back had failed miserably.  He suspected that bothered him more than he let on—because in his other form, Vincent was an impressively thick-coated wolf. The irony being, of course, that the man was still plenty furry from the neck down.  Vincent took himself so seriously that the idea of him being insecure about something as human as hair loss was deliciously petty. 
Marcella, after a few too many champagnes, had confirmed what Reid had long suspected—that Vincent was a wolf in more than one way, with an aggressive approach and a liking for young lovers. She had said that it wasn't an encounter that she'd regretted, and that the older werewolf had some moves in the sack—and now Reid had a hard time not speculating about the body beneath the tidy suit that Vincent wore like armor. 
He immediately regretted even thinking about it as he smothered a grin. The last thing he needed was not to be able to keep a straight face as he headed into his father's office for what would be, no doubt, a lecture about responsible behavior as heir. 
“So my mother said in her message. I was at the Damiano’s club and headed straight here.” Reid smoothed his hair as the doors opened and they stepped inside. 
"How is Mr. Damiano?" Vincent asked as the lift began to rise, the apparently polite inquiry not hiding the disapproval shared by many older werewolves of Marcella's transition. In their minds it was bad enough being gay—something to keep hidden beneath a stiff upper lip and buttoned up suit, like Vincent did—but to also transition to a woman?  
A spark of protectiveness flared in Reid's chest. Marcella could fight her own battles, sure—but that didn’t mean Reid liked it when they sneered at her. "Ms. Damiano is excellent," Reid replied, and couldn't help but add, mischievously, knowing that the other man would know precisely what he meant by it. "A true artiste, wouldn’t you say?”
Sure enough, in the mirror, Vincent’s eyes flicked his way and then back to the doors, his expression stoic. “I did not know that Marcel painted.”
“I’d call it more… sculpting,” Reid taunted. He waited until the elevator pinged. “With her tongue.”
The doors opened and Reid strode out, the other werewolf close on his heels. 
The entrance to their apartment exuded quiet elegance, scented with an expensive arrangement of lilies standing proudly on the marble table. Jewel-toned velvet chairs clustered casually around a low table, artfully disguising that this was, in truth, a waiting room for those seeking audience with their lead alpha.  Spaces like these were built to put people in their place. Reid hated that—although he pretended otherwise—even he wasn’t immune to the effect.
It was also, by necessity, heavily guarded—by the receptionist who had already gone home, leaving her walnut desk glossily immaculate and her chair neatly pressed in, and by the ever-present security team, who opened the door for Reid and Vincent as they stepped from the elevator. 
On the other side of the door was a carefully curated space designed to impress upon those who entered that the lead alpha was not someone to mess with. The reclaimed antique parquetry floor and wood-panelled walls holding an array of glass-topped cases displaying weaponry collected throughout the very long history of Morrison werewolves. 
Most of it was fake, Reid knew—the blades blunted, and the models of the guns were incapable of firing a shot—as it would not do to accidentally arm someone on their way to an audience with the alpha. Still, the effect was impressive, communicating both the longevity of their people and their violent natures.
Normally Reid would take the door to the left which led to the private apartment of his family. However as he had been summoned, that meant taking the door to the right instead, to the offices of his father. 
Even at the late hour, the office staff—unlike the receptionist—had not gone home. As he passed down the hallway, he saw the reason for the late working night: the pack’s accountant and financial planners were both busily tapping away at their laptops in one of the offices, sitting across from each other, with the office staff hovering in attendance. 
“Late night in the office,” Reid commented lightly to Vincent, hoping to shake free a hint of what was going on.  A knot of unease formed in his gut. Late-night accountants meant trouble—financial, political, or both. 
“Mm-hmm,” Vincent agreed unhelpfully before knocking on the double doors at the end of the hallway.
“Enter.”
Vincent opened only one side of the door, and Reid slipped inside. His father's office, like everything on this side of the private rooms, was intended to intimidate: the wood dark, the shelves heavy with leather-bound books and priceless trinkets, the curtains thick and obscuring the city view, and the rugs made of expensive, hand-woven silk. 
Claud looked up from his laptop and rose to his feet. The elder Morrison was a tall, lean man, like Reid, his blonde hair leaning more to silver with age, and his beard neatly maintained. Even at this hour, in his own home, Claud wore a pristine three-piece suit that was so crisp and fresh it might have been freshly donned. His hair was still smoothly tamed back from his sharp-boned face and his eyes were just as keen despite the whiskey glass that he held in one hand as they had been in the morning when coffee had been the beverage of choice. 
Claud rounded the table and inhaled near Reid. “You’ve been whoring.”
“Expensive whore,” Reid replied. “That’s Indian agarwood, Turkish rose, and sandalwood that you’re smelling. The price tag of that particular scent is enough to make a man weep.” He should know, he’d bought it for Marcella’s birthday.
“Hm. Where have you been tonight?” Claud leaned his hips against his desk. He did not offer Reid a whiskey. 
“The Wicked Moon nightclub,” Reid said without hesitation.
“Hmm. And how is Marcel?”
“Marcella,” Reid corrected. “Is doing well.”
Claud made a sound of disgust in the back of his throat. “In my day, boys were boys and girls were girls, and there were two genders. Am I wrong, Vincent?”
“Not wrong,” Vincent agreed from where he waited by the door.
“And now werewolf alphas are wearing dresses.” Claud sneered. “And high heels and…” He gestured to Reid.
Marcella’s face flickered through his mind, bright and defiant. If Claud ever turned that disdain on her directly… Reid wasn’t sure he’d be able to keep his composure. "Indian agarwood perfume?" Reid suggested mildly, well used to the lecture. 
“Ridiculous. How Brando and Maria Damiano can hold their heads up in public, I don’t know.” Claud snorted. “Whilst Marcel continues with this ridiculous farce and dress-up."
“Dad.” Reid decided it was time to change the subject. “You wanted to see me?”
“Hm.” Claud finished his whiskey and rounded his desk, resuming his seat. “I did,” he confirmed as he poured another two fingers into his glass and scrutinized the color of the liquid through the cut crystal. “Two things, Reid. The first is that there is a very important business deal underway—and the Comptons are trying viciously to undercut us." His lip curled. 
The Comptons were the other pack that shared the city. It was unheard of for two packs to share territory so closely and was typically a recipe for disaster. Historically, however, they had been distant neighbors, and had—at that time—been congenial. With the growth of the human population, however, two cities had merged into one, bringing the Comptons, of the West side, against the Morrisons on the East, and neither pack liked the arrangement.  
Territory, business, and property were hotly contested, with the arguments occasionally bursting out into violence between pack members. The feud felt endless, exhausting. Sometimes Reid wondered whether either pack remembered how to live without a war to justify their pride. 
"I see," he said automatically. “What’s new?”
“What’s new is that Jasper Compton has just graduated from college and is on his way home,” Claud replied irritably. “Combined with tension over this business deal, it’s important that we remember that business is business, but family is untouchable.”
“Sure, Dad,” Reid frowned. Business was business, in the pack as much as in the human world, but the rule that werewolves did not attack the other pack leader’s family and heirs was one that both packs had agreed to and upheld. “What are you worried about?”
Claud drew in a breath and released it slowly. “I am merely making sure to remind our alphas that no matter how heated things get, Jasper Compton is untouchable.”






  
  Chapter 3
Jasper Compton

Reid


Before he returned to his evening, Reid crossed to the family side of the apartment. The moment that he opened the door, the sound of Bizet’s Carmen had him raising his eyebrows and sliding a look to Vincent, who still accompanied him.  His wolf prickled uneasily—Carmen was his mother’s battle music. That never meant anything good. 
Vincent shrugged slightly. “What preoccupies the king, preoccupies the queen,” he murmured. 
Reid stifled a sigh. Everything in this fucking house was political—music choices included. He grumbled his response as he crossed the generously sized lounge room with its elegant kitchen, to the glass conservatory that rattled with the sound of the opera. As he entered, he ordered the stereo to silence, and, in the stillness that fell, he could hear the trickle of water from the automated watering system as well as the snip of shears. 
He followed that last sound around to where his mother was deadheading the roses.  Seeing her like this always twisted something in his chest; the calmer she looked, the more trouble she was usually hiding. 
She looked up as he approached. “You got my message.”
“I did.” He stooped and picked up a bloom that she'd deadheaded early—the bud was perfection. He breathed in the scent, before tucking its stem into his lapel.  The bloom was beautiful and going to waste—sort of like his mother—and maybe that’s why he kept it. "What's the problem? Dad simply wanted to remind me not to accidentally kill the Compton puppy. Not a problem, I'm sure. Not sure why that required pulling me home in the middle of a night out."
“Alpha bluster,” she reproved, the snick of her shears loud as she lopped the head off another rose that didn’t need to die. “You know. You just want me to do the work for you.”
Reid drew in a breath and released it slowly. “I bumped into Gregory Renmark at The Wicked Moon,” he volunteered.  He kept his tone casual, even though the encounter had been gnawing at him from the moment it happened.  He watched her closely; she always reacted first with her eyes. 
Snip went the shears. “And?”
Reid knew that he was onto something. He edged around the potting tables until he could lean casually against one and watch her face. “He was rude.”  Rudeness was never just rudeness among wolves. 
Snip.
“What the fuck is going on?” Reid asked her.
“The city has always rested fifty-fifty between the Comptons and the Morrisons. We have always respected the border,” she said. Snip, snip, snip, went the shears. “But in recent weeks there have been… intrusions. The Comptons are pushing beyond their borders. And there are some that have always worn Morrison colors and run with our pack who now, apparently, answer to Compton. Lines are blurring, Reid, and it is becoming difficult to distinguish friend from enemy.”
His wolf rose beneath his skin, reacting to the implied danger to the pack. “Fuck.” Reid read into her words. That was how packs fell—weakened from the inside. “Alright. Understood.”
“Your father doesn’t want war.” She flicked her eyes to him, quietly cautioning him not to start one.
“Understood,” he added grimly, and pushed off the table to lean over and press a kiss to her cheek. “Don’t stay up too late… and don’t kill all the roses.”
In the elevator down to the foyer, Reid's eyes met Vincent's in the amber-toned mirrors. "I want to know everything there is to know about Jasper Compton.”  This wasn’t personal. It was necessary. Gathering intel was the first step to reestablishing control. Jasper was an unknown—and the unknown could be dangerous. 
“Mr. Reid,” Vincent said warily. “That could lead to pack war.”
"Not if it's done right," Reid replied. "Trust me, Vincent. Not everything needs to end in violence. Jasper Compton is untouchable. That just means that we can’t kill him. There’s a lot that we can do without ending his life, isn’t there?”
Vincent reached out to hold the elevator doors opened as they pinged. "Mr. Reid."
“Get me what I need to take care of this problem for my father, and my pack," Reid told him, before striding across the glossy foyer and back into the breath-stealing cold of the night.
He hailed a cab and slid into the back seat, watching his breath steam the window as the taxi took him back to The Wicked Moon. “Stay here,” he told the driver as he got out. “I won’t be long.”  Every second wasted here scraped at him; he needed motion, an outlet. He needed blood.
He dove into the sweating, sexy darkness of the nightclub, wading through dancers, to where the lights reflected off the sequins of Marcella's dress, catching her eyes, and gestured out of the club. The pack members knew the meaning behind that signal, and all rose, taking the champagne bottles with them as they joined him on the dancefloor. 
They spilled out into the night, and Reid led the way to his taxi as other yellow cars pulled up into the ranks, summoned by the instinct that all cab drivers shared, or some silent cab driver signal. 
"What's up?" Marcella had a pretty, long-haired, blonde human hanging on—the twink looked barely old enough to be drinking—his eyes wide and smile delighted to be included in the happenings of the clique of the city. His clothing was painfully cheap, but well-chosen to accentuate his charms, and he smiled flirtatiously at Reid around Marcella as the taxi pulled away from the curb.
“The usual. The three Ps," Reid replied evasively. There was no way to have that conversation with both the human taxi driver and the pretty young man in the back seat paying attention to every word that left their lips. "Problems, politics, and penises."
Marcella threw her head back with laughter. “Well, darling, we have the last under control.” She gripped Reid’s thigh, her nails pinching into skin and muscle. “And we let the other things take care of themselves. Only old men care about that shit.”
“Mm-hmm." Reid disagreed, but didn't want to get into it. 
“Where are we going?” The young human wondered. 
“A place where men beat their chests in displays of prowess, and the alcohol will bend your mind,” Marcella told him, releasing Reid’s thigh in order to hook the young man’s chin on the edge of the index fingernail as she leaned in. “We’ll show you things that you will never forget, pretty one,” she purred, her lips against his. “Just trust us to take care of you.”
“Marcella,” Reid said in disapproval.  Marcella collected pretty humans like jewelry; Reid always felt vaguely responsible for the aftermath.  “I’m not taking responsibility for him.”
“He’s mine,” she replied. “Leave it be, Reid.”
“Fuck,” Reid sighed the word. “Don’t do anything stupid.” He leaned forward, speaking through the plexiglass divider to the driver. "Left ahead onto the freeway, heading out of town."
“That will be extra,” the driver said bravely, his eyes going to the rearview. "If I take you out of the city, I need to cover my return to the city."
Reid laughed. “You’re not going home,” he told the driver. “You’re running a tab until I get you to drive me home. Do you understand? Book your night out. Tonight, you’re my personal chauffeur.”
“I have to, ah,” the driver cleared his throat. “Know that you’re good for it, if you understand?”
“Don’t you know who he is?” Marcella laughed. “This is Reid Morrison that you’ve got in your car, my friend. The Reid Morrison. Heir to the Morrison fortune. Believe me, he’s good for it.”
Reid slid his credit card through the slot as well as his ID and at the next streetlight, the driver reached back to the tray and his eyes flicked to the rear-view again, verifying the photo on the card. At the third streetlight, the driver swiped the card, before returning both card and ID through the slot. 
“Okay?” Reid asked him.
The driver swallowed thickly and nodded. “Okay.”
Marcella raised her eyebrows at the young human man whilst lifting her skirt to reveal her underwear, taking a swig from the champagne bottle that she had brought out with her. As the young man slid down onto his knees in the cramped space of the rear seat, Marcella leaned back against Reid and passed him the champagne bottle. 
“To being young and sexy as fuck,” she grinned, her free hand stroking through the young man’s hair as he freed her cock from her underwear and took her into his mouth. "Oh," she sighed, her false eyelashes fluttering as she rested her head against Reid's shoulder. "Mmm. He has a mouth on him, this young one.”
Reid's mind moved ahead to their destination.  His blood hummed, restless, itching for impact—bone against bone, something to bleed the tension out. He was in the mood to shed blood and to bleed, and he ignored the young human sucking Marcella to orgasm, as well as Marcella's attempts to engage him in the exchange, his jaw set as he chewed on the conversations he'd had with both of his parents. 
As they arrived at their destination, a dive bar with a barn to the rear in which the hand-to-hand fights took place between werewolves, he looked at Marcella as she tucked her cock away and pouted into the rear-view mirror to check her makeup. 
“Jasper Compton is coming home.”
“And?” She asked and then her expression intensified, and she searched his face with her eyes. “Reid…”
“Don’t worry about it, Marcella. But use your contacts to find out everything you can. I need an in.”  The decision settled through him like iron. Whatever it took, he’d get close to Jasper Compton. 






  
  Chapter 4
The Masquerade Ball

Jasper


“This is… Ah.” Jasper pulled a face, gesturing out with his hands, causing the tailor to pause in his adjustments of the fit of the jacket. "I mean," he continued apologetically to the man. "It's very nice, I'm sure, but…" He would’ve given anything for his paint-stained jeans and the quiet of the folly. 
“You are the King of Diamonds.” Charlotte laughed at him, flicking the lace fan that she held, the hearts unfolding into a chain of blood-like red against the froth of white. “You have to sparkle, Jasper.”
He forced a laugh, wishing he didn’t feel like a chandelier someone had mistakenly put legs on.  "Yeah," he drew the word out. "I think I outsparkle the sun in this costume, however." The suit was black, thankfully, but it was embroidered with gold thread and sequins and crystals competed to outshine each other, stiffening the fabric. The trousers were so form-fitting that they left nothing to the imagination, and the waistcoat was cut to emphasize that, as well. 
The stiff fabric of the jacket, when buttoned, offered some relief, covering what seemed to be the blatant presentation of his groin. The tailor, however, was folding back the hem with the obvious intention to pin it to show the red and gold lining. 
Heat climbed up Jasper’s neck. The suit already felt indecent; did they really have to frame him like a gift box? “Umm…” Jasper tried again. “I like the jacket better the way it was.”
“The King of Diamonds doesn’t want to show off the family jewels.” Charlotte snickered. 
“No, he doesn’t,” Jasper agreed emphatically. “Really,” he added to the tailor who shrugged slightly and released the fabric that he’d been folding back. “Thank you.”
“You’re no fun, Jasper.” Charlotte tsked. 
“I’m not an idiot,” he told her. “I know that you left this fitting until literally the last second on purpose so I couldn’t argue the costume.”
“You knew that it was a masquerade ball,” she reminded him, twisting in front of the mirror in order to admire herself. Her costume styled her as the Queen of Hearts in figure-hugging red satin with an overskirt layered with black lace and shimmering with black gemstones. Her hair had been styled and dressed to hang in ringlets over her shoulder, and her lips were painted in a tightly pursed heart. A black beauty spot in the shape of a heart rode her cheekbone just below the gold of her mask.
“I did.” He stepped down as the tailor released him. “But I expected a tux and mask not… this.” His expression soured as he reviewed himself in the mirror.  He felt ridiculous, like a boy playing dress-up, not a leader anyone should take seriously. 
"This is more fun." She grinned delightedly, turning and smoothing her hands down the lapels of the jacket. “And you look so handsome, Jasper.”
“Tell me that we’re not the only people who are going to be dressed like this,” he asked her urgently. “Because if that’s the case, Charlotte, I’m changing right now.”
"It's a costume-themed masquerade ball, with every guest assigned a court depending on whose invite list they came from." She rolled her eyes as if he were being foolish. "Mother is the Queen of Spades and father is the King of Clubs. I am the Queen of Hearts; and you—the owner of the family jewels—” She crinkled her nose with her grin. “Are the King of Diamonds.”
Jasper heaved a sigh. “If dad’s not wearing something stupid like this—forgive me.” He nodded to the tailor who was still packing up his kit. “It’s an amazing suit for someone else. My sister’s taste and mine don’t always align, and I made the mistake,” he said through his teeth, turning his eyes back to Charlotte, “of assuming when Charlotte told me that my suit was ordered, my taste had been taken into account.”
“It’s black, isn’t it?” She replied. “Now put on your mask and stop pouting. Our guests are arriving.”
“I’m not pouting,” Jasper replied as he tied on the mask, the diamond design making clear what house of cards he belonged to. “I am regretting tucking left. You don’t own a cock; you have no idea how awkward trousers this tight are.”  At least no one could accuse him of lacking balls—they were practically outlined. 
“Aww, Jaspie’s worried he’ll—”
“Say it and I’ll step on your hem on the way down the stairs,” he told her as he opened the bedroom door for her. They stepped out into the hallway, the noise of the arriving guests rising to greet them, the voices a cacophony that all but drowned out the string quartet that was playing during the arrivals. 
“You would not dare.” 
A popular band had been setting up in the ballroom when Jasper had returned to the house from the folly where he’d spent much of the last week. At least the music for the main part of the party promised to be decent, he told himself as he paused, one hand on the balustrade, looking down into the foyer that seethed with people and waiters carrying trays of champagne flutes and canapes. 
His breath hitched. So many eyes. Even masked, he felt exposed.  He wished he were back in the maze, surrounded by quiet leaves instead of scrutinizing strangers. 
Charlotte rapped her fan against his chest. “You’re just sulky because I dragged you out of your folly in order to make you dance the night away.”
“I was in the middle of something,” he agreed, wondering when she'd added mind-reading to her long list of talents. “I’ve only been home a week, Lottie. You didn’t give me time to settle back in.”
“This is your welcome home party, Jaspie,” she told him through her smile as they began to descend the stairs. “You can’t spend all your time in the folly. You have to help dad out with the pack and the business. This is your reintroduction to the pack as the heir-apparent, and to the young pack members, amongst whom you’ll, hopefully, find your mate."
He prayed Charlotte didn’t notice the way he flinched; mates weren’t supposed to be men. “Hm.” Becoming heir-apparent felt like slipping into a role that might swallow him whole. 
But she was right. He had been negligent in his duties to his family and pack, spending his time in the folly with his paints, but after five intense years studying, he’d been enjoying the freedom of spending his time as he chose, staying up as long as he liked, waking when suited him, and the folly had been the perfect place for him to do so, in the privacy of the maze, away from the house and its never-ending demands.
“Alright,” he said with a sigh. “I’ll do better.”
“Thank you Jaspie,” she said as they entered the ballroom. 
They weren't the most elaborately dressed among the guests, he saw with relief. Some had taken it further, really leaning into the theme. The good thing about a masquerade ball was that they weren’t expected to host, he thought as they seemingly passed unnoticed and unremarked amongst the guests. In order to maintain the game of being masked, they could just drift amongst everyone else, and everyone pretended not to know who they were. 
Expectations pressed in from every direction, heavy as the crystals on his jacket. 
Jasper straightened his shoulders. He knew he was being evaluated, judged by those surreptitious gazes, and as the next lead alpha of the pack he had to present himself as everything a pack looked for in an alpha—even if it was all a lie. 
And it was all a lie; that was one reason for his hiding in the folly. He had been avoiding what he knew was a very necessary conversation with his family. 
“Oh my god,” Charlotte murmured. 
“What?” He looked up, following her gaze, and felt as if someone had struck him in the gut. 
A young man had entered the ballroom, the crowd naturally seeming to part around him. He wore red with black heart details, broad shoulders filling his suit jacket perfectly, the cut following the lean lines of his torso to where it buttoned at his narrow waist. 
Jasper wet his lips, catching the bottom one between his teeth.  Heat shot through him so abruptly he almost took a step back. Fuck, he blew out a slow breath, seeking control of his racing heart. There was something to how the other man moved—a combination of predatory confidence and grace—that declared him to be an alpha in every way.
“King of Hearts?” Jasper wondered, breathlessly. 
“A Knave, more likely,” Charlotte corrected, her fan working hard, lifting Jasper’s hair. 
As if sensing their eyes on him, the Knave looked their way and smiled. 






  
  Chapter 5
The Knave of Hearts

Jasper


“He’s coming this way,” Charlotte whispered, digging her elbow into Jasper’s side. “Close your mouth.” 
God, he probably looked like a fish dragged out of water. A very overdressed, sparkle-encrusted fish.  He hadn’t expected one look from a stranger to unravel him so completely; it was terrifying how easy it was. Jasper forced his lips into a stiff smile as the Knave held out his hand and he accepted it. “Hello.”
“Ah, my King. Greetings.” The Knave of Hearts' grin was charmingly wicked and his hand in Jasper’s lingered beyond what constituted a polite handshake. “I promise I won’t steal your diamonds.” His grey-blue eyes held Jasper’s just as firmly as his hand did. Locking eyes in such a way with the masked stranger was intense and intimate, and Jasper found himself flushed and flustered, the throb of his cock echoing the race of his heart.  “Just your heart.”
Jasper wasn't sure he'd heard the words or simply wished that they had been spoken, yet they hung in the air between them, sending a shiver of desire across his skin. It felt like the words hooked into him, tugging something loose he didn’t realize he’d been holding shut. The rest of the party, the press of bodies around them and the cacophony of voices fighting to be heard over the music, faded away. They were alone in the ballroom with the silver moonlight lighting them from above. 
In a movie, the Knave of Hearts would step into Jasper and they would dance, circling the patterns gilded into the floor. Was this it, then? Jasper wondered. Was this what it felt like when you met your special person, your fated mate? He hadn’t even seen the man’s face, hidden as it was behind the mask, leaving only the strong line of cleanshaven jaw, the soft pout of his full lips, and those eyes—like a stormy sky—visible.  
“Knave.” Charlotte broke the moment, reaching her hand to the young man. “I believe you belong to my court.”
The Knave of Hearts released Jasper in order to lift her hand to his lips as he bowed over it. “My Queen, it is my pleasure.”
“You truly are a naughty knave, with your eyes on my brother’s jewels,” she scolded him flirtatiously. “And so you owe me a dance—during which you will tell me all about your nefarious plans, and what you will do with the spoils.”
“Of course; I could never refuse my queen.” The Knave dutifully filled out the dance card dangling from Charlotte’s wrist, though when his eyes met Jasper’s again, the temptation of those full lips curled into a smile before he stepped away into the crowd. 
“Focus.” Charlotte nudged him. “Or you’ll give him away.”
“Hm?” Jasper glanced down at her. 
“He’s here on a fake invite.” She flicked open her lace fan and fluttered it under her nose, hiding that she spoke. “I know everyone under thirty on the guest list, and I do not know him.”
“You don’t?” Jasper’s eyes tracked the Knave through the crowd, rubbing his fingers against his thumb in the memory of the other man’s hand in his. The Knave claimed a glass of champagne and sampled an hors d’oeuvres, standing angled as if he were part of a conversation, but not included. Their eyes met across the room and the other man smiled. 
“Perhaps he is the plus one of someone?” Jasper’s cheeks heated and he was grateful for the mask.
“You can’t be that foolish, Jasper.” She snapped her fan shut and rapped him on the shoulder sharply with it. “He is one of us, but not one of us, which only really leaves one answer as to who he is. The question, then is has he come as some stupid dare amongst his peers—in which case he's harmless, and we can let him be—or is he here to cause mischief and disrupt the party? It's your job, therefore, to determine which one.”
Jasper’s stomach dropped. A Morrison wolf. Shit.  Why did the one man who’d ever made his knees weak have to arrive wrapped in mystery and trouble? If this was his mate… then things were going to be very complicated. Fated mates weren’t supposed to come with complications—or masks. And certainly not from rival packs.
He needed to think like an heir, not a hormone-addled idiot. “And how do I do that?” Jasper wondered. 
Charlotte rolled her eyes heavenward. “Try talking to him?" She flicked her fan around and jabbed him in the hip with it, nudging him forwards. “Off you run now—and remind him that he owes me a dance.”
“Talk to him,” Jasper said to himself, under his breath. "Hey, I think we might be fated mates because I've been hard from the moment I laid eyes on you, and my sister thinks you're from the Morrison pack" didn't seem like a good conversation starter. What precisely would he say? He could barely get his brain to count to two in front of the man.
The Knave had moved to the back wall near one of the doorways out onto the balcony, the filmy curtains billowing a little in the breeze. His eyes were on Jasper, and his smile smoldered. 
“Fuck,” Jasper whispered, feeling his body heat and his cock strain against his trousers, and he was suddenly even more grateful for the ridiculously stiff coat. As he drew nearer, the Knave took a champagne bottle out of an ice bucket and then—without breaking eye contact with Jasper—stepped backward through the curtains.  
Jasper glanced around him.  Anyone could notice him slipping away. Anyone could guess why. Every sensible instinct said to stay put. Every other part of him screamed to follow. Something in him snapped—the part that cared about consequences drowned under want. The first dance was just starting so all eyes were on the center of the room where the dancers were gathering. He saw Charlotte step out with the King of Spades, and approval rippled through the audience. He slipped under the edge of the curtains and out into the cooler night. There was no one on the balcony, the sandstone still holding puddles from the recent rain that was no doubt responsible for the absence. 
He watched as the Knave took the stairs down to the garden and crossed the grass to the maze, pausing to raise the champagne bottle. “Thirsty, oh King of Shiny Things?” He teased. “I hear there’s a folly in the center of this maze. I bet you know the way. I promise to share the champagne with you if you show me.”
Jasper looked up at where the roof of the folly was visible amongst the winding green and then at the Knave. “It will be a thirsty walk,” he replied. 
“Will it be?” The Knave’s teeth flashed in a grin before he stepped into the entrance of the maze. 
Jasper glanced over his shoulder at the house, its windows lit in a brilliant display of excess, the music carrying across the garden to where he stood. His parents would be angry at his absence, he knew. But… He looked into the maze. The Knave had reached the first intersection and was about to turn right. “Left,” he said and trotted to catch up. “Take the first left.”
“Left,” the Knave repeated with a smile. “But it’s a dead end down there.”
“It looks like a dead end,” Jasper agreed, stepping past him and heading down the maze. “But like any good labyrinth…” He waited until the Knave joined him, the final steps into the dead end revealing a parting in the hedge. “Not everything is as it seems.”
The Knave chuckled and slid through the narrow opening. 
“Turn right at the pawn,” Jasper told him as he followed. “I am Jasper, by the way. What is your name?”
“Isn’t that the point of a masked ball?” The Knave replied, pausing by the stone statue of the chess piece, and stroking his hand over the rounded top suggestively, whilst smiling and holding Jasper’s eyes. “That names and faces don’t matter.”
“You know my name,” Jasper pointed out, trying not to get flustered by the sensual promise behind the other man’s flirtations. “It’s only fair that I know yours.”
“I did not ask for your name; you gave it to me,” the Knave replied lightly, pausing at the next intersection and standing precisely in the center of the path so that when Jasper slid past, their bodies brushed against each other. Jasper breathed in the skin-warmed scent of bergamot and spice.
He felt the Knave’s free hand rest briefly on his hip before the completion of his step took him away from that subtle touch. It had been enough though—combined with the Knave’s subtle aftershave—to spike fire through Jasper and he decided to stop playing around.
"This way," he said, and led the way through the next three turns. “There isn’t actually a way to the folly from the maze, the ring is unbroken all the way around,” he told the Knave as they reached the inner hedge. “But—” He stepped through where the hedge was layered, set slightly in front of each other, creating the illusion of an unbroken circle, but the weave of the branches was thin enough to pass through. "If you know the secrets of the maze, you know how to get through."
“Not great on the clothes, though,” the Knave commented as he followed Jasper through, the branches scraping and trying to cling. 
“No.” Jasper looked up at the folly. “But I don’t normally come here in evening wear.”
The Knave laughed—wild and wicked. A siren’s call. Jasper knew enough about the world to know that he was being reckless. He didn’t know the Knave’s name, nor had he even looked upon his face. Not to mention Jasper wasn’t out to his family or his pack, and, if Charlotte was right, the Knave was from the Morrison pack, their enemy…
If this man was his fated mate, Fate had a terrible sense of humor. 
It might not matter, he told himself. It might improve the relationship between the packs, even, for the future Compton pack leader to take a Morrison pack member as his mate. And if it didn’t, then the Knave could change packs and come live with Jasper. Jasper’s parents would be crushed to learn of Jasper’s sexuality, but Charlotte would have children, and Jasper could name one of them his heir… It could work, he told himself. It could. 
The thought of telling his parents hollowed him out. He could already picture the disappointment in his father’s eyes.  Nothing about this would be simple. But maybe this was the beginning of something better—for him, for the packs, for everyone. 
“Come.” He held out his hand in invitation. “Come inside.”
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