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      Unbelievable Faith

      Fate can be cruel.

      Luna DeLuca has lost everything except for her faith in herself. Kidnapped, tortured and threatened by a male that’s already killed half her family, she knows the only way to save the other half is by offering herself up to him. To save her sisters, she’s willing to do anything, even accept a claim from a male that isn’t her mate, a mark on her soul that will ruin her forever. But if that is what her family needs, what her pack needs, she’ll do it to save them all.

      Fate can be twisted.

      Michael Hudson thought his mission to save the neighboring Crescent pack was about helping out a friend. He thought it was about avenging an attack on his own. But the second he sets his eyes on the beautiful girl locked away in a dank basement he knows she’s why he was put on the face of this planet. She’s the reason he’s here. She’s everything. She’s his. His mate. His fate. His future. Only, she bears the scent of another and is nothing like what he imagined his fated mate to be.

      But fate can also be kind.

      As brave as she is, Luna’s wolf is submissive and submissive wolves aren’t meant to lead packs. They aren’t meant to be Queens. She knows that. So does Michael. But when he refuses to give up on her, refuses to walk away or back down, she begins to see why fate put them together. She softens him and he strengthens her and maybe, just maybe, if they believe enough in each other they can find their way to forever.
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        For anyone that believes they were meant for something more… keep the faith.
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      Every single person in the room was staring at her. Hell, how could they not? She knew she must be a sight. The princess of the Crescent pack brought to her knees. Brought lower even, because she’d been imprisoned, tortured and now, humiliated. She could feel the eyes of the others taking in every detail from her tangled, unwashed hair to the bruises that stained her wrists where the shackles she’d worn for what felt like eternity had cut into her. She felt dirty and unclean but she refused to bow her chin or lower her gaze.

      Luna DeLuca still had her pride.

      He’d tried to take that from her too. He’d tried to take it first with his cruel words and then with his threats and abuse. He’d taken everything else. Her family and friends, her home, her pack, he’d taken all of it away from her. He’d stripped her of her hope of rescue and even her will to live. He’d erased every chance for a happy future from her mind. But she refused to let him take her pride.

      She would not bow. She would not cower. No matter what Maddox Clary did to her, she would not give him the satisfaction of breaking her.

      He thought he had. She was giving him what he wanted after all. Her. She’d agreed to mate with him, to perform the ceremony and tie herself to the crazed, sociopath that had murdered her father, run off her brother and kidnapped her sisters. This ceremony had been what he wanted from her all along, to join with her royal blood and rule the pack. He needed her to soothe the fractures he’d caused when he overthrew her family for leadership and he was getting what he wanted. He thought he’d won.

      She had held out as long as she could and she hadn’t given in easily. She’d accepted her imprisonment and put away any thoughts she may have had about escape. Binding herself to the man that had torn her family apart would ruin her, but it would keep her sisters alive and that was all that mattered. And no matter what it did to her, personally, to accept Maddox’s claim, she would deal with it with her chin high and her spine straight.

      She wasn’t broken. She wasn’t destroyed. She was simply biding her time.

      She would find a way out of this. Somehow, someway, she would find a way to avenge her parents. She would figure out how to free herself and her sisters from this awful, pitiful existence as prisoners and give them a better life, the life they deserved. Because she didn’t believe, she couldn’t believe, that this was all fate had in store for her.

      She had faith that she was meant for more.

      All her life, there were two things that kept her going, her family and her faith in the greater plan. In fate.

      Maybe some people thought that was silly. Believing in something she couldn’t see. Believing that there was a higher power guiding her and a reason for everything that happened. Maybe for some people it was easier to think they were in control of their own life, their own choices, but as a born shifter, a werewolf, Luna had always known that she wasn’t.

      Fate had a plan for her, a path she was destined to walk, and she believed.

      Fate would provide her with a way to save her family. She was sure of it. Sometimes it just gave you the long road, or the hard road, to get there, and she knew all about that.

      Luna had been born of one of the most powerful Alpha lines in shifter history. Her family had ruled the Crescent pack for generations. It had been passed down through her family without a single challenge to their leadership because they were strong, fierce but fair. Her siblings had all inherited the Alpha power that came with being DeLuca wolves.

      But she hadn’t.

      Luna had been born a Beta. A follower instead of a leader. And worse, her wolf wasn’t just weaker than her siblings, a worker instead of a fighter, her wolf was also submissive.

      She was an anomaly. A wolf with royal blood but no Alpha power to reign. She was a princess in name only, a DeLuca that would never rule and never lead.

      She’d come to terms with that. She’d learned to deal with the hand that fate had dealt her. So she wasn’t the strongest wolf in the pack? She compensated for it in every other way.

      She’d trained beside her twin brother, Leo, since they were kids. She worked out with the Pack Enforcers to stay strong, flexible and alert. She’d enrolled in continuing education courses after high school, taking business classes on leadership so she could advise her father and brother when the time came. She’d learned to work with what fate had given her and she’d been content, happy even, with the life she had made for herself.

      Only, a few months ago, everything she thought she knew about her future had changed.

      Her youngest sister, Nova, had announced that Luna would be a leader. Not in the Crescent pack but in another. Nova was a Seer, gifted with visions of the future, and she’d predicted that Luna would cross paths with her mate soon. Not a Crescent male but an Alpha nonetheless. She’d said Luna would help him lead his own pack and that they would be happy because it was a good match fate had given them. Nova had been sure that Luna would get her happily ever after with her very own prince charming, so much so that she’d told anyone who would listen about her prediction.

      Luna had laughed it off. It was an absurd daydream of a little girl that wanted the best for her big sister. That was all. Luna couldn’t be the fated mate of an Alpha. She was submissive and a Pack Alpha needed a strong female at his side to help lead. Luna hadn’t taken the vision seriously for so much as a minute before dismissing it completely.

      But Maddox had.

      The handsome, charming wolf that had set his sights on her and spent ages trying to woo her to his side, had lost his damn mind when he heard she was fated to another. It hadn’t mattered that they both knew she wasn’t fated to him all along. They were both of age and the bond had never flickered between them, not once. It was why she’d turned down his advances again and again. His persistence had at first been flattering, then annoying and finally, as his mask of kindness and charm had fallen away, terrifying.

      Maddox wanted her and he’d made it clear he would do whatever he had to in order to keep her, willingly or not.

      It hadn’t occurred to her, at least not at first, that he was plotting more than just their mating. It should have. She wasn’t exactly a catch, royal DeLuca blood or no, being a submissive wolf. But that had never seemed to bother Maddox and it had taken her far too long to realize why.

      He hadn’t wanted her despite her submissive wolf… he’d wanted her because of it.

      He’d thought she would be an easy target. A submissive wolf he could easily sway with his Alpha power. She was supposed to have been his way in with the DeLuca family. God only knew what he’d had planned for her and her family if she’d agreed to mate with him then but she’d spent a lot of time thinking about how sneaky and stealthily he could’ve wormed his way in and hurt her father and brother after he threw her in a basement, handcuffed her to a wall with silver and set about destroying everyone and everything she loved.

      Nova’s vision had changed everything. Maddox had known she wouldn’t agree to mate him. And he’d given up any and all plans to go about his coup under the radar.

      Instead, he’d murdered her father in cold blood. Sure, he’d made it appear legal because of the challenge he’d issued to the reigning Pack Alpha but everyone knew her father had been ill. No self-respecting wolf challenged a Pack Alpha when he was weak but Maddox had and he’d won. He’d broken her father’s neck. He’d killed him while she screamed and cried and clawed to get free.

      When the pack gathered around the fire to watch the challenge had begun to rumble about the way Maddox had seized power, he hadn’t hesitated. He’d ordered his allies to detain every one of her siblings and imprison anyone that spoke out against him. He’d initiated martial law with himself as judge, jury and executioner. She didn’t know how many of her loyal friends had been killed that night, or in the days and weeks since. All she knew for certain was that Maddox had her sisters, Maya and Nova, and she could only hope, pray, and believe that Leo had been strong enough, fast enough, to get off Crescent land before they trapped and killed him too.

      She’d clung to that belief for months as Maddox held her captive. Clung to hope that Leo would come back for them even as she prayed he wouldn’t risk his own life for hers. Leo was the natural heir as the eldest male and born Alpha. Maddox would kill him on sight and she didn’t want that. She’d rather Leo run and find a new pack for himself, forget all about them, than die trying to save them. She’d thought that given enough time she could figure a way out of that basement and a way to save her sisters, but just last night Maddox had come downstairs and told her that her time was up.

      Either Luna agreed to mate with him and help rebuild the Crescent pack he’d shattered with his cruel upheaval, or he would kill Maya and wait for Nova to come of age to claim her instead.

      Just thinking about his kind of evil near her little sister, made Luna nauseous. Sweet, sheltered, hopeful Nova wouldn’t stand a chance against a monster like Maddox. The only reason he hadn’t hurt her already was because of her gift. A Seer was a powerful being in a pack and hurting Nova would destroy what little credibility he had. And Maya, her sister who was too strong, too proud and too stubborn to ever give in to him, would be the one killed just to prove a point. As fiery as her temper could be, Luna worried every waking moment that Maya was digging herself further into whatever hole he’d tossed her in. She wondered how many chances Maddox would give her before he snapped and hurt her or if he already had.

      Which meant Luna had to protect them since they couldn’t protect themselves. She was the big sister. She was the one he wanted. She was the one that could save them and there was only one way to do that.

      Give in. Give him what he wanted. Agree to mate him. To go against every belief she’d ever held and every bit of self-preservation she had left. It was the only way out of that basement. The only way to earn her freedom and that of her sisters. And she told herself that once she had that, once he was convinced she was broken and docile, she would have her chance to rip his heart out the same way he’d ripped out hers.

      She was going to marry Maddox Clary, tonight, in the traditional ceremony. She was going to mate with him. She was going to keep her chin held high and her back straight and her eyes on the prize. She was going to smile and play along like she was the good, little, submissive wolf that he wanted her to be. And then, when he least expected it… she was going to kill him.
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      “Hello, love.”

      Luna fought to hide her disgust when Maddox called her that. She wasn’t sure why he did it. He didn’t love her. She didn’t think he knew how to love anyone, or anything, except maybe himself. But he called her by the endearment all the time and it always, always sent a shudder of revulsion through her.

      He was coming closer to her now and her wolf shrank inside of her. Clawed deeper, wanting to get as far away from this man she saw as a threat as possible. Luna didn’t budge though. She didn’t blink or recoil. She kept her eyes on his and her face blank of the hatred she felt for him.

      It wouldn’t do to let him see it now. He’d use it against her. He’d hurt her for daring to defy him in front of his lackeys. Worse, he might hurt Maya or Nova and she was only doing this to keep them safe. So she didn’t react, not even when he reached forward and tugged at a loose strand of hair that had fallen in her face.

      “Are you ready for the ceremony?” His voice was smooth, rich and arrogant with the knowledge that he was getting what he wanted.

      She gave a small dip of her chin, as close to a nod as she could manage.

      Maddox only snorted and gave her hair another tug before releasing her and flicking his fingers as if wiping away something distasteful, “No. You’re not. But you will be. We’ll get you all cleaned up first. We can’t have the pack seeing you like this. I need you clean, bright and shiny like the princess you are if they’re going to believe you’re doing this for the right reasons.”

      Luna grit her teeth but said nothing. The right reasons? Saving her sisters was the only reason. He was certifiably insane if he thought anyone in the pack would believe she was doing this out of some misplaced sense of love or devotion. Her nails dug into her palms where she clenched her fists so that she didn’t lash out as he confirmed everything she should have seen from the beginning.

      He wanted her last name. He wanted her standing in the pack. He had absolutely no use for her outside of that.

      He’d kept her chained in the basement. Barely fed. Unable to turn because of the silver cuffs that burned her skin. She was weak and dirty, her clothes ripped from her attempts to break free. He’d had her brought upstairs let his lackeys see her at her worst, probably to show off his power. But he wouldn’t want the rest of the pack to see how badly he’d treated her.

      “Cleaned up?” Her throat was tight and raw, hoarse from disuse, but she couldn't seem to stop herself from yearning for what he was offering.

      A shower, clean clothes, a toothbrush and mouthwash. They’d become the things she fantasized about late at night all alone in the basement. She couldn’t remember the last time she was allowed to shower and the promise of hot water seemed far too good to be true.

      One side of his mouth tipped upwards knowingly but he glanced over her shoulder, “Terrance, go get Sasha.” His gaze flicked back to her, “She’ll stay with you while you shower and dress for the ceremony.”

      “But…” She’d been hoping he would leave her alone, not wanting the other men to see her. She should have known Sasha Devlin would be on his side. That female was an evil bitch that had hated her for years. Why the hell didn’t he just mate Sasha and leave Luna the hell alone?

      “Sorry, love, but I don’t trust you not to do something stupid if I leave you to your own devices.” He smirked and tugged her hair again, a gesture she now realized was meant to be playful, affectionate even, “Sasha will help you with anything you need and she’ll relay it to me if you try anything. Don’t try anything, Luna. I don’t want to have to hurt you or your sisters on our wedding night.”

      Her stomach roiled at the words. Wedding. Night. She’d agreed to do the mating ceremony and he wanted it done as soon as possible despite the tradition of waiting until a new moon. He wanted to seal his claim on her. In a matter of hours, when the moon was as high as it could get in the sky, she’d have to stand beneath it and abandon everything she’d ever believed in, lie about her intention to honor and respect her new mate, even as she bound herself to him and made him family.

      Family.

      A thought hit her and she clung to it desperately. Her sisters, it had been so long since she saw her sisters. Maybe, just maybe, she could convince him to let her see them now. So she could check on them, talk to them, maybe even find a way to get them out of here…

      Luna swallowed despite her dry throat, “Maddox, may I… may I ask to have my sisters with me? They’re the only family I have left and, as you said, it’s my wedding night. They should be here with me to help pin my hair and put on my dress.” She saw his eyes narrow suspiciously so she rushed on, “It’s tradition for the younger females to help the bride prepare for her wedding night. Consider it a show of good faith?  Our family, welcoming you into it tonight.”

      The lies made her tongue feel heavy but she didn’t dare blink. He was staring at her and she could practically see his mind working behind his intensely dark eyes. Pros and cons, whether she would try to escape, how it would look to the pack if he refused her this tradition. Finally, his lips thinned into a frown and he sighed heavily.

      “Anything for you love.” He motioned over her shoulder again, “Andre, retrieve Nova. Bryan, Russell, Lamar, you three go and get Maya. If she gives you any trouble, tell her that her sister has requested her presence at our wedding.”

      Luna winced. Three Enforcers to get Maya? Oh, her sister must have been hell on wheels to warrant that kind of muscle. Her heart ached at the thought of anyone hurting her headstrong teenage sister and she quickly turned to face the men that had been charged with bringing her here.

      “Tell her I said to use honey, not vinegar.”

      One of the men snuffled, “Cooking recipes?”

      She rolled her eyes at the idiot, “Just do it. She knows what it means and she’ll come, willingly, without putting up a fight.”

      “Well, that would be fuckin’ nice.” One of the other men that she recognized as Russell muttered under his breath.

      “Go on then.” Maddox dismissed his men with a wave, “Bring the girls here and do it quick.” As the men filed out of the room, Maddox twisted a hand in the back of her hair and pulled her ear close to his mouth, “If this is some sort of scheme to get your sisters away from me, I’ll make you pay for it, Luna. You’re mine. This pack is mine. And after tonight, your family legacy will be all mine too.”

      She winced at the pain that shot through her skull, “It’s not a scheme. I just… just want to see my sisters.”

      “Sasha is still staying with you so don’t bother trying to escape.” His fist tightened and she could hear the smile in his voice when he continued, “She hates you. Did you know that? Can’t stand that the whole pack adores you just for being born a DeLuca, not when you’re a lowly submissive Beta. She’d kill you and take your spot in a heartbeat if she thought I’d let her get away with it.”

      “Sounds like you two murderous psychos would make a great pair. You should mate her instead.” Luna hissed, trying to get out of his grip.

      Instead of getting angry, he only chuckled, “Trust me, if she was the one with Alpha blood like yours running through her veins, it would’ve saved me a shitload of trouble.” He released her so quickly she stumbled before catching herself, “Now, stop trying to rile me into making a mistake and take off those dirty clothes.”

      Bile filled her throat and she shook her head, “No.”

      His dark eyes narrowed, “No? You still think you get to tell me no?”

      Luna took a step back from him even though she knew there was no escaping. She thought she’d prepared herself for this, for him, but the idea of him seeing her naked hadn’t even entered her thoughts. She wasn’t sure why. Maybe her subconscious mind had been trying to protect her. She’d been so focused on the end game, on getting through the ceremony and to the part where she’d be able to take her revenge that she hadn’t thought about what it would mean to actually mate the man.

      Maddox seeing her naked was just the tip of the iceberg. He’d want to touch her with his hands, the same hands he’d used to kill her father. He’d want to bite her, mark her, and claim her body. And the very thought of him sinking inside of her, his teeth, his cock, it made her physically ill.

      “You think you have some kind of power here?” He stepped towards her, backing her into a corner, “You don’t. I’m Pack Alpha. I’m your Alpha. If I order you to take your clothes off, you’ll take them off, Luna. If I say jump, you don’t ask how high, you just get maximum altitude.”

      “No.”

      “Yes, ” He sneered at her, “and if you need a show of power to prove it, I’ll gladly give it to you.”

      She cringed, “No. Please… don’t.”

      “Luna,” He reached out to touch her cheek and she flinched even though there was nowhere to go and his rough fingers stroked over her skin, “take your clothes off.”

      She felt it instantly. The power in his voice. The Alpha tone that vibrated through her and sank down beneath her skin made her wolf whine. Her wolf scratched and clawed, not wanting to give in but feeling the pressure from a stronger Alpha wolf.

      She bit her lip and tried to hold onto her skin, onto her willpower, onto her independence. Her body shuddered and shook as she tried to resist but she knew it was useless. She wasn’t strong enough. She was a Beta. He was an Alpha. Tears welled in her eyes as he stripped her of her free will and her shaking hands went to the hem of her shirt of his accord.

      “That’s it, Luna. You’re mine and…”

      A howl went up somewhere outside the house, loud and pained. It was a sharp, keening cry that startled them both. Maddox jerked his head to the door and Luna curled in on herself. Her hands dropped, the power of his order fading with the shift of his attention. A second howl followed, closer, and then another and another, until it became clear that something was wrong.

      Maddox stepped in front of her when the door flew open and smashed into the wall. She didn’t give the protective gesture even a thought. She didn’t have time because Terrance and Sasha came barreling through it and the man had a gash over his chest that was gushing blood.

      “We’re under attack!” Sasha shouted as she slammed the door shut behind her and helped a limping Terrance to the couch, “They’re here!”

      “Who’s here?” Maddox cursed under his breath, “What the fuck is going on?”

      “They’re here.” Sasha whirled on them, her eyes flashing gold with her wolf and her fangs elongating, “For her!”

      Luna tried to get out of the way but Sasha was fast. She grabbed Luna by the arm, her nails sinking into flesh and ripping it open. Luna screamed until she was whipped against the wall and all the air exploded from her lungs. Sasha pinned her there with an arm to her throat, nearly cutting her air supply off but no matter how much Luna struggled she couldn’t get free.

      “You should’ve just let me kill her, Mad.” She hissed, her breath hot in Luna’s face.

      “Get your fucking hands off her.” Maddox growled as he ripped Sasha off of her and all but flung her across the room. “You don’t touch her. Ever!”

      Sasha found her footing and snarled at him, “Get your head out of your ass, Mad! You attacked the Moirae pack for her and now they’re here. They’re here for her!”

      Luna slid to the floor as air rushed back into her lungs. She put her hand to her bicep and winced when it came away bloody. Oh God, so much blood. Her head spun and she felt nauseous. Blood was running down her arm in rivers, pooling around her where she sat in a heap on the floor.

      “What’re we going to do?” Sasha hissed.

      “Shut up!” Maddox screamed, “Just, shut up and let me think!”

      “Maddox…”

      “I said, shut up!” He kicked a chair and it splintered into pieces, “It’s the Moirae? You’re sure?” Luna didn’t hear Sasha reply but she assumed the other woman must’ve given him a fucking duh look because he growled, “That lying little bitch. The Seer lied to me. She said they weren’t coming for three days!”

      Luna blinked and looked up when he stomped back towards her. The look on his face was murderous. His eyes were gold with his wolf. His teeth and claws were elongated as well. He looked on the verge of shifting and ripping her apart.

      She crawled, trying to get away from him but he yanked her up by her hair so hard she screamed again. He wrestled her up to her feet and shoved, pushing her back towards the door to the basement. She fought, her feet dancing across the floor, trying to find purchase, but she was too weak and he manhandled her easily.

      “No. No! No, no no!”

      “Sorry love. Wedding postponed.” He hissed as he shoved her through the dark doorway, “I’ve gotta go kill your mate and then that lying little bitch sister of yours. Be back soon.”

      Luna shrieked and tried to bolt for the door but he slammed it in her face. She threw herself against it again and again in a desperate bid to break through it as his words settled deep inside her and fractured her heart.

      Nova had lied to him. She’d told him that the pack wouldn’t retaliate for three days. He’d thought he had more time. Her sister, the Seer, had lied for her, for Luna, and now Maddox would likely kill her for it.

      Hot tears streamed down her cheeks and blood gushed from her arm. She was too weak too heal. She felt powerless. She was powerless. She was useless.

      She couldn’t escape. Couldn’t save her family. She couldn’t even save herself.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 3

          

        

      

    

    
      “Let me out! Let me out! Let! Me! Out!” Luna banged on the door until her fists bled but nobody acknowledged her.

      On the other side, she could hear Maddox cursing and spouting orders. She thought Terrance spoke but it was too low for her to make out what he said.  Sasha was still hissing about killing her and her entire family and Luna vowed that if she escaped this room, if she escaped this situation, that she would kill that bitch right along with Maddox.  Pretty soon though, the sound of wolves howling, crying and fighting drowned out the voices until she couldn’t hear anything but the fighting that was going on.

      It sounded bloody. Painful. Dangerous. Deadly. And she had no idea who was winning.

      She didn’t even know who was fighting or why. All she knew was that whoever was out there, they were her only hope. They’d stalled the mating ceremony and if they could beat Maddox, she just might get out of this basement with some shred of herself still intact. She might be able to save her sisters.

      Nova, her heart ached and her stomach roiled. Had Nova really known the Moirae would be coming to retaliate so quickly and lied? Or had the future changed after she saw them coming in three days? Did it matter? Maddox believed Nova had known and lied to him and he would make her pay for it if he made it out of this fight alive.

      Luna forced her weak and bleeding body down the stairs when she realized there was no clawing her way through the door.  For once, Maddox hadn’t chained her with silver. She could move around the basement and look for ways out. The longer she was unchained, the stronger she would get too. She would start to heal, eventually. If she gave herself time to rest, time to recover, she would start to feel better, but she didn’t have time. She forced herself on, her feet dragging and her head spinning from the blood loss and lack of nutrition.

      She was injured. She was weak. But she wasn’t a quitter.

      She stumbled on the bottom step, fell to her knees and cried out as she collapsed to the hard, concrete floor. Her forehead banged into the floor so hard she saw stars and when she raised her hand she winced at the gash she found there.

      Tears welled in her eyes again but she wiped them away along with the blood. She couldn’t mope and cry and feel sorry for herself. Her sisters were counting on her. This was the first time she’d been free in this basement since Maddox tossed her down here. It was her first opportunity to look around and try to find a way out and she wouldn’t waste it. She couldn’t.

      It took every ounce of her strength to pull herself up and get moving. She stumbled and knocked over a shelf of junk but managed to steady herself before she fell again. She leaned against the wall, inching herself towards the one window in the entire room. It was high up and would be hard to reach but it was her only hope of escape.

      The stool that Maddox sometimes used as a chair when he came to taunt and threaten her was in her path and she collapsed against it, using it to hold herself up. Deep breath and then another and she forced herself on, pushing it beneath the ray of light from the small window. She wasn’t sure she could get through the thing it was so small and she had no idea what she would do if she did. She wasn’t strong enough to run but maybe she could get far enough away someone would find her, someone that wasn’t allied with Maddox. Maybe for the first time in what felt like forever, she would get lucky.

      Luna swayed on her feet, worried more and more that she wasn’t healing as she forced herself on. She’d known she was weak from the silver. Maddox had kept her from shifting on the full moon last night. Her wolf should have been pushing forward now, making her stronger, wanting out, but there was nothing there. No sign of her at all. Luna couldn’t let what that might mean detour her though so she pushed on.

      She climbed unsteadily onto the stool and used the window ledge to hold herself up. Closer to the window she could hear the wolves fighting again. They were louder here, as if they were on this side of the house. She questioned the wisdom of trying to escape when more of Maddox’s friends could be outside but she knew she had to try.

      She used her hands, gripping in the dark, trying to find the lip with the lock. It wasn’t barred in silver but of course it wasn’t. Maddox had never intended for her to be free to move around down here. After some fumbling her shaking hands found the seam and her bottom lip trembled.

      The window was painted shut.

      Luna let out a pitiful moan and scraped at the hardened edges. She needed her claws but her wolf didn’t rise to give her any assistance. Her human hands were battered and bruised from her fall and blood still trickled down her arm and soaked her fingers making them wet and slick. She used her nails, trying to pry the lock up and when her fingernails broke she screamed and jerked back out of instinct.

      She lost her balance and the stool tilted precariously. Luna scrambled to right herself but it was useless. She was going down and she knew it. Her body twisted, trying to find a way out of the sudden drop but the floor came up too fast and she slammed into the concrete on her side.

      Her head cracked against the floor again and she moaned as she closed her eyes. It was no use. Tears streamed down her cheeks again. She shivered and shook as her stomach wrenched. The pain was so intense she thought she might vomit. Her shoulder radiated pain throughout her body from the fall. Her bicep was still bleeding from the slash. Her head was spinning and she couldn’t find the strength to pull herself up again.

      She wanted to. She knew she needed to get up. But she just… couldn’t.

      It was over, she realized as she curled in on herself. She had to stop. She couldn’t fight anymore. She didn’t have any fight left in her. Her body was malnourished. There was something wrong with her wolf. She needed to rest and give herself a chance to heal or else she risked never healing.

      Luna closed her eyes and focused on her breathing. She couldn’t die here. Not on the concrete floor of this awful basement. There were people out there looking for her. She had to believe that. She just had to keep herself alive long enough for them to find her.

      They were coming. Sasha had said so. They were…

      Luna’s world went dark. Soundless. Dim at the edges. She was losing consciousness and she didn’t bother fighting it. Her eyes rolled back and she let the world slip away from her. Only, an instant before she was engulfed in the nothingness a sharp growl cut into the silence, startling her into opening her eyes again.

      The door at the top of the stairs jerked open so hard it smashed into the wall with a splintering sound and Luna’s heart all but stopped. He was back. It had gone quiet because he won. She shrank backwards into the shadows, shrinking as small as she could, knowing there was no way she could fight him right now.

      She listened as heavy boots came down the stairs. The cadence of the steps was familiar. It was so familiar. And yet, somewhere in the back of her frightened and woozy mind, she recognized that something was different.

      The steps were… slower. Was he hurt? She could only hope. But she didn’t smell his blood. Then again, she couldn’t smell much of anything aside from her own blood right now. She’d lost so much of it, further proof of her weakness. She felt covered in it and her brain sloshed as she tried to keep her head up, keep her eyes on the spot where he would have to step out of the shadows.

      Maybe her blood was like a mask and she could hide underneath it.

      She almost giggled, almost, but she wasn’t sure she knew how anymore. What she did know was that the loss of blood was affecting her in horrible ways. Her limbs were going numb and her brain was clearly slowing down if she thought anything in her world warranted laughter these days. Had she hit her head when she fell? She couldn’t remember.

      Footsteps approached. Oh God… Luna bit her tongue to keep back a scream. Reality came rushing back in just that fast.

      Maddox was coming. He’d won the battle and he was coming to claim her like a prize. Or maybe he’d be merciful and simply kill her now that his plans had gone to hell. But no, she shook that thought aside, she wasn’t ready to die. There was more for her out there in the world than this, more than a dusty basement and a life of pain and despair. She was meant for something more, someone more than…

      Him.

      The big figure on the stairs finally stepped into the light and Luna hissed as the entire basement went electric all around her. No. Not the basement. Not around her. It took her a moment in her weakened state to put it together but when she did, she had to muffle another cry.

      This time, it was one of relief.

      It wasn’t Maddox. It wasn’t a threat. It was an angel.

      The bolt of lightning was inside of her and it sparked the instant their eyes met. Recognition and heat, a flare of a bond. No, it was not just  a flare. An entire wildfire ricocheted through her and settled deep inside her chest. It burned through her, eviscerating her despair and loneliness and replacing it with a hope that she knew couldn’t be her own.

      It overpowered everything else, even her need to breathe. It felt like her heart stopped. Her vision dimmed and the world spun madly around her and she thought maybe it had. She thought she might be dying and the angel on the stairs was here to take her away from this world.

      He was a beautiful last sight.

      Big, tall, dark and handsome didn’t begin to describe the man that was in no way a normal man. He was a shifter, an Alpha. Power radiated off of him like a beacon lighting up his beautiful features.

      He had short, dark hair spiked haphazardly and matching dark eyebrows over the most intense set of glittering gold eyes she’d ever seen. He had a firm, strong jawline trimmed in stubble around a full mouth. There were small creases at the sides, as if he was quick to smile, but there was no amusement on his face now. He looked at her as if he was as surprised to see her as she was him.

      And then, she watched as his head tilted slightly and that smile she’d known was underneath broke free. Luminous. Perfect. Angelic. She tried to smile back at him. At her beautiful, incredible mate.

      It was him. The man she’d been promised all her life. The other half of her wolf’s soul, it was him and he’d come to save her, but he’d been too late.

      That smile was the last thing she saw before the world went dark.
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      Michael Hudson was rarely shocked. He was a planner, a thinker. He didn’t jump into situations where he hadn’t calculated the odds and known all the potential outcomes.

      He didn’t like surprises. He’d had plenty of those in his life. He didn’t need any more. Surprises were never a good thing in his world. The few times he hadn’t been able to plan, to foresee the outcome, he’d been blind-sided.

      The first time he’d been surprised, he lost his entire family.

      He’d been a teenage boy then. A whiny, teenage boy that hadn’t wanted to go on a stupid camping trip with him parents. He’d wanted to stay home, spend the weekend with his best friend, and yeah maybe he’d been hoping that with some time alone he and Zoey would become more than friends.

      It had been against the rules. They weren’t mates. He was a born Alpha from the Hudson bloodline that ruled over the Moirae pack and she’d been human. He should have known better than to fall in love with her but he had, long before they’d known she wasn’t meant to be his. He’d just turned eighteen and he’d been so sure that when Zoey followed him into adulthood in just a few months time that she would be his forever. So he’d whined about being left alone since he was technically an adult and eventually, after his older brother Gabe had spoken on his behalf, his parents had relented.

      It was a decision that had saved his life, but also changed it forever.

      His parents had been killed on that camping trip. Rogue hunters had tracked them in their wolf form and slaughtered them. Gabe too. And Rafe, his other brother, Gabe’s twin, was the only one that had survived.

      Though, that’s all he’d done. Survived. Remained breathing.

      Rafe had been scarred that day, him and his wolf, both mentally and physically. So instead of staying and taking over the Moirae pack, which was his birthright as the eldest Hudson, Rafe had left. He’d left everything behind. Noir. The pack. Michael. He’d run away and responsibility that never should have been left to the youngest member of the family had fallen on Michael’s shoulders.

      He’d become a true adult that day. The day his world fell apart. He’d become a Pack Alpha at eighteen years old and he’d spent the past four years putting the pack ahead of himself and what he wanted in every way.

      The last time he’d been surprised, he’d lost Zoey forever.

      He should have let her go before. He should have let her go as soon as she came of age and he realized they weren’t fated. He knew that. He’d always known that. But something inside of him had clung to her. She’d been his anchor for so long. He hadn’t known how to let her go. And then she’d turned eighteen too and his wolf had gotten involved. His wolf had twisted up everything that he felt for her because he’d had a bond with her, even if it wasn’t the bond. His wolf had refused to let her go. He’d wanted to protect her, keep her safe, keep her close. Even if they’d both known it was ultimately a crutch that would cripple them.

      It had. It had swiped his legs right out from under him just last week. Because he hadn’t seen it coming.

      Rafe had come home. After four years away, his brother had come back to Noir. It had happened fast. A phone call, a message that they needed to talk, and then Rafe had been there, in Michael’s house, and their happy reunion had imploded within minutes because Rafe had scented his mate and Michael had known there was only one female in the pack that it could be.

      Zoey. His Zoey. Only, she’d never really been his. As much as he’d wanted her to be, she wasn’t meant to be his mate. She was meant to be his sister. Rafe’s mate. The bond between them had always felt familial and with Rafe coming home, claiming Zoey, marking her and turning her, it had all finally started to make sense.

      Michael knew he hadn’t really lost Zoey. She was still his best friend. She was family now. No longer just part of the pack in name only, she bore a Moirae wolf thanks to his brother’s bite. But he didn’t accept change easily and he and Rafe were still trying to find their footing as two born Alpha’s on the same pack land.

      And now there was this.

      He’d thought his urge to attack the Crescent pack had been understandable. They’d attacked his pack first. They’d attacked him just last night and left many of his own injured. Leo DeLuca had come to him, as an old friend, and asked for the help of the Moirae pack in taking back what was rightfully his from a crazed wolf that had murdered his parents and kidnapped his sisters. It was a noble cause, one that Michael had been unable to deny. But now he knew exactly why his wolf his insisted he go now, tonight. No waiting. No plotting. No planning. His wolf had felt called here, he’d thought to help, but now he saw the truth. He’d been called here by a force bigger than himself.

      Fate. Fate had wanted him here tonight. And she was the reason why.

      Surprise of surprises, he’d found his true mate.

      It had hit him like a punch in the chest as soon as he stepped into the room. He’d scented her before he’d even seen her. Had felt the heat unfurl in his veins. The first flash of the bond when he’d seen her had nearly taken him to his knees but something had told him it wasn’t as strong as it should be. Something was wrong. Something was wrong with her.

      His mate was hurt.

      A growl worked its way into his chest as he looked around. His mate had been locked in a dark, cold basement. His mate was lying on the grimy, dust-covered floor. His mate was dirty and bruised, weak and injured. Bleeding! And his wolf saw red when he scented it, wanted to find the person responsible and rip them to shreds.

      Michael had to force himself to take a deep breath and push his wolf back down beneath his skin where he belonged. This wasn’t the place for more violence. Not when she was already hurting. She needed him and from the looks of it, he’d found her just in time. He made sure his claws were sheathed and his fangs were put away before he moved towards her cautiously and felt more heat fill his veins, felt the pull intensify as he gave in to it and moved to her side.

      She was unconscious and his guts twisted as he brushed her dark hair back from her blood-streaked face. The spark of electricity that flowed between them filled his lungs with even more anger when she didn’t respond at all. She didn’t wake, didn’t curve towards him or reach for him like she should have. If he couldn’t hear her heart beating in her chest, he would have thought she was dead and the thought alone sent bile rising in his throat.

      Jesus, what had they done to her?

      Her hair was matted with dirt and blood. There was so much blood. It was everywhere. He scowled as he searched her for the sources and found too many. A slice on her forehead, multiple cuts on her hands, a deep, sharp slice across her arm and more small cuts on her knees were just the start of it. They were all open wounds. Unhealed. Which meant she was too weak to heal herself, which meant that slow, erratic heartbeat he could hear was nearing the point of no return.

      “Baby?” He murmured softly, stroking his hands over her, hoping to transfer whatever power he could to her through the bond that was only just beginning to form, “Baby, I need you to wake up. I’m here but I need you to wake up.”

      Her lashes fluttered sending relief pouring into him, but she didn’t open her eyes. Michael grimaced as he stroked her cheek. It was bruised . Swollen. Had someone hit her? Hit his mate? He couldn’t contain his growl this time and it seethed out of him. His wolf was snapping at the end of the leash Michael had put him on, wanting out, wanting to wreak havoc on everyone in this Godforsaken pack that had let this happen to her.

      Dark lashes fluttered again when his growl tore through the small space and this time, her lids parted, revealing deep, chocolate brown eyes that made something painful squeeze like a trap around his heart. Her lips moved but no words came out. Nothing but a squeak. She seemed to realize that she couldn’t speak then and he felt her begin to panic before she even began to squirm.

      “Easy. Easy.” He hushed her with soft tones, “It’s okay. You’re not in any danger anymore. I’m not going to let anyone hurt you. I promise.” He brushed her hair back again and met her eyes, “Nobody is going to hurt you ever again.”

      Her lashes fluttered slightly, her eyes rolling back, but she fought. He saw it. Felt it. His mate was stronger than he’d first realized because she fought back from unconsciousness and licked her lips. She shook her head.

      “M-my… sisters.” Her voice was less than a croak, barely a whisper, and his heart broke as she swallowed hard and tried again, “No-Nova? Maya? Safe?”

      Recognition sank in at her words and he realized he wasn’t just holding a Crescent female in his arms. His mate wasn’t just a mistreated wolf. She was a DeLuca. She was Leo’s sister. His oldest sister, his twin sister and littermate, and Michael knew her name.

      Luna. His mate was named Luna. Luna DeLuca was a princess in the Crescent pack, but in the Moirae pack, she would be his Queen.

      “You’re safe, baby.” His own voice felt hoarse with emotions he hadn’t expected from the bond, “You’re safe and they’re safe and I’m going to get you all out of here.”

      “They’re… all… I have left.” She struggled to say and he shook his head instantly, holding her tighter despite the voice in the back of his head that said to watch her wounds.

      “No. They’re not. Not anymore. You have me now.”

      “Is this…” Her eyes flickered over his face, glassy and unfocused, “A dream?”

      Michael swallowed hard, “No, honey. It’s not a dream. I’m here. I’ve got you.”

      Luna made a small sound. A hum of recognition perhaps? And she softened in his arms, relaxing into his touch, letting him hold her. Michael gripped her tighter as her lashes fluttered down again.

      “No. No. Luna, baby, stay with me. I’m here but you’ve gotta stay with me.” He shook her slightly, “You have to heal okay? Jesus, Luna? Why aren’t you healing?”

      His throat felt tight with worry when she didn’t respond and he resisted the urge to shake her again. Resisted the urge to growl. He just barely resisted the urge to use his Alpha voice to get the responses he wanted out of her, to force her to wake up and talk to him, because he couldn’t be sure that wouldn’t do more damage than leaving her this way for now.

      The bond was there, weak as it might be. She would heal even if he had to force every ounce of his own power through that tiny string of a connection. But he couldn’t do it here. He had to get her out of here. Get her somewhere safe. Moirae land. Pack land. He needed to get her home.

      “Just hold on, Luna. Hold on for me. We’re going home.”
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      Michael’s wolf was pissed. He was snarling and snapping. He wanted to be let free. He wanted to wreak havoc and destroy the people that had dared to harm his mate. His. She was his and he hadn’t been there to protect her. He was pissed at himself.

      All this time. All these years and she’d been right here, practically under his nose. Not just a member of the neighboring pack but a DeLuca. Yet in all the years he’d been Pack Alpha, been allied with the Crescents, had meetings with her father, Joe DeLuca, and he’d never, not once, met Luna.

      If he had, he would have known. He would have gotten her out of here before any of this happened. Her parents might never have been killed and she definitely wouldn’t have ended up covered in blood on the floor of a dirty basement.

      God, he could barely breathe thinking of what else might have been done to her.

      His hands tightened on her instinctively and Michael pushed his wolf back down. He had her. She was safe now. He wasn’t going to let anyone hurt her because he was never going to let her out of his sight now that he’d found her.

      He knew that was the bond taking over but he didn’t fight it. He’d heard about the mating bond his entire life. He’d heard the stories of instant attraction, instant possessiveness, but he’d somehow convinced himself that it wouldn’t be that way for him. Not him,

      He was a born Alpha, Pack Alpha and nothing came before the pack. He didn’t get to have things that were his and his alone. Every move he’d made for the past four years had been about the greater good, protecting the pack, making sure the pack was taken care of and thriving. The pack was his life.

      But here and now, holding Luna’s unconscious body in his arms, he knew that he’d been wrong. He wasn’t in control anymore. He wasn’t the calm, rational man that he’d always been. He was a wolf with an injured mate and he would give anything to see her whole and happy.

      He’d give up his pack if that was the deal that needed to be made to save her life.

      He could feel it rooting and growing inside of him. The bond was there and it would only get stronger. And he knew, in that moment, just how stupid he had been to think he could break the bond between Zoey and Rafe.

      There was no fighting this. It was fate. Magic. Two souls merging as one. Once the spark was lit, there was no putting out the fire.

      He owed his brother another apology but that would have to wait. Right now, his entire world was transitioning. Everything was realigning inside of him so that Luna would be the center of his universe.

      For most wolves, when they found their mate, the heat pressured a quick mating, but despite the fire in his blood and the pull in his gut, Michael only felt the need to protect her. Maybe it was because she was injured. Maybe it was because she was unconscious. He didn’t know and he didn’t care. He was just thankful that his mind was clear enough to know that wasn’t what Luna needed right now. She needed his strength and he could give her that. Once she was healed and stronger, then… only then he would seal the bond and guarantee that he never lost her again.

      Michael pushed to his feet and started for the stairs. He needed to get them out of here. Needed to get her home.

      He took the steps with her in his arms easily. She didn’t weigh a thing and he thought that even if she had, it wouldn’t have mattered. This was where she was supposed to be, meant to be. With him, in his embrace, skin to skin and heartbeats syncing.

      The realization that their hearts were finding the same rhythm nearly made him stumble and he gripped her tighter. He’d heard the bond did that but he’d always thought it was more about emotions than an actual physical response. But he could feel it inside him. Even unconscious, Luna’s heart had fallen into step with his own. It was faster than it had been when he found her and he took that as a good sign.

      The bond was working. It would help her heal. She could use his strength, as much as she needed. It was hers. He was hers.

      Michael pushed back into the small living area upstairs and the bubble he’d let cocoon him and Luna popped. A rush of anger had him gritting his teeth as he took in the mess he’d managed to put out of his mind for just a few minutes. Where the basement had been dark and quiet, the house itself was brightly lit and showcased the damage he and his men had wrought making their way inside.

      The front door was leveled. Several windows were broken. Furniture was overturned. There was blood splatter across the floor and a pool of it on the couch that looked gruesome.

      Similarly, where the basement had been empty save for Luna, this room was bustling with people and activity.

      When he and the Moirae Enforcers had come into town, they’d done it stealthily. Leo had known that the crazed Alpha named Maddox was likely holed up in his own house and not the pack lodge so they’d headed here, trying to stay under the radar for as long as possible. They’d only been a couple blocks away when someone spotted them and the howl had gone out alerting the Crescent pack to their invasion.

      They’d split up at that point, each small group heading for their target. Rafe had taken two Enforcers and gone for the DeLuca house. Leo had taken another set of Enforcers as backup and headed for the pack lodge. They’d each hoped to find the kidnapped DeLuca sisters, who Leo believed would be spread out across the compound rather than grouped together.

      Michael had been on a mission to find the rogue Alpha and take him down before he hurt anyone else. He hadn’t been looking for Luna at all but he’d found her. He’d found his mate beaten and broken in the basement of that asshole’s house and he wished with every fiber of his being that he hadn’t let Darius kill that bastard because he would have done it himself, only much, much more slowly.

      Maddox Clary was dead. Darius had ripped his throat out. He lay in a heap on the floor, eyes open and lifeless, blood draining from the gaping wound that used to be his neck.

      The bastard had gone down fighting, Michael would give him that. He could have run. The others had. An injured male had gone for the back door but Michael caught him before he got away. The female that had left nothing but tracks behind her was a different story. But Maddox hadn’t run.

      He’d fought and he’d fought hard. He’d been crazed with bloodlust and it had taken all three of them to absorb his brutal attacks. Andy had gashes across his middle that would take time to heal but he’d gotten them by leaping in front of his Alpha so he wouldn’t complain.

      Maddox had held his own against three fully matured Alpha males and he’d only made one mistake. He’d gone after Michael so completely that he’d lost focus on the others. He’d let Darius get behind him and it was the only chance the big Enforcer had needed.

      Half-changed and roaring with the need to protect his Alpha, Darius had nearly decapitated the guy.

      Michael had been grateful in the moment. Proud of his friend and his best Enforcer for doing what had to be done. Now, he was still grateful but he was also a little annoyed he hadn’t gotten the chance to avenge his mate himself.

      He wanted to find a way to resurrect that bastard just so he could kill him himself.

      “There you are I was…” Darius must have felt his presence before he turned around because as soon as he did his mouth fell open, “Fucking hell! You found one of them?”

      “It’s Luna.”

      “Jesus, is she alive?” Darius started towards him, his long strides eating up the space between them and he reached out, “Give her to me and I’ll…”

      The snarl that ripped out of Michael’s chest stopped his best friend in his tracks. Darius flinched, his wolf no doubt wanting to backpedal from the growl of his Alpha, but he held himself firm. His eyes went big and confusion flickered in his gaze as he glanced from Michael to the girl in his arms and back again, before his jaw fell open again.

      “Are you fuckin’ serious?”

      “Deadly” Michael held Luna tighter even though he knew Darius wouldn’t dare try to take her from him again. “She’s mine.”

      Not after a growl like the one he’d released. It was a warning and even if he hadn’t intended to snap, his wolf wouldn’t back down. Nobody else was going to touch Luna. Nobody. It didn’t matter if it was a friend or a foe, she was Michael’s mate and he hadn’t marked her yet. No other male was getting anywhere near her. Not over his head body.

      Darius scrubbed a hand over his face, “Leo is going to flip shit over this. You know that right?”

      Leo. Right. Michael had forgotten all about his friend. Luna’s twin brother. The one that had brought the problem with the Crescent pack to his attention and had asked for his help in getting his sisters back. Leo, who wasn’t getting Luna back because she was Michael’s now.

      “Leo doesn’t get a say.” He growled.

      “Okay. Yeah, that’s true, but…” Darius was looking from him to the door now, “You’re going to have to break it to him a little easier than that, Michael.”

      “I don’t…”

      “That’s his sister. His twin sister. He’s been going out of his mind for weeks worrying about her and trying to get her back. He’s not going to let you just run off with her.”

      “He doesn’t get a say.”

      “Michael…” Darius scowled, scrubbing a hand over his face again. “Why don’t you let me…”

      “They’re here.” Andy spoke up from his spot by the window, cutting off an argument that Michael didn’t even understand.

      Was Darius actually arguing with him? It was such a foreign concept, he wasn’t even sure. Everything about this night was a mess. His best man, his best Enforcer, his best friend since he was eighteen years old had never questioned him openly like this. Not once, in private, they talked and Darius advised and he helped Michael make decisions for the pack but in public, he didn’t question. He backed every move that Michael made and if he disagreed with it he waited until they were alone to call him on it. But Darius was arguing with him about his right to claim Luna, his mate.

      It didn’t make a bit of sense.

      Darius was the one that had privately scolded Michael for trying to interfere in Rafe and Zoey’s mate bond. He’d ripped Michael up one side and down the other. He’d reminded him that he had no right to try and keep them apart yet here he was, doing the same thing.

      Michael glared at his friend, taking a careful step back away from him. Did Darius think he had some sort of claim on Luna? The same claim that bastard Maddox had thought he had? Just because Darius had been the one to kill Maddox didn’t mean he had some sort of right to her. Michael was her true mate and he’d fight anyone he had to in order to keep her now that he’d found her.

      Darius narrowed his eyes in return and then shook his head, “Jesus, Michael, think. I’m not trying to take her from you. I’m just…”

      “Oh my God.”  Another male voice cut Darius off this time and they both turned as Leo came through the door, a small girl on his hip that he instantly put down as he started towards them, “You found her. You found Luna.”

      Michael growled when Leo reached for Luna. He couldn’t help it. He couldn’t stop it. His wolf didn’t care that Leo was her brother. All he saw was another wolf, another Alpha, trying to take his mate from him. He bared his teeth but before he could lash out, Darius stepped between them, stopping Leo before he could touch her.

      “No. Stop. Stop.” Darius surprised him by turning his back to Michael and facing Leo, corralling him against his chest when he tried to push past him, “He’s not thinking straight right now and I don’t want him to hurt you. Stop.”

      “But…” Leo tried again but Darius wrapped him up and pushed him backwards.

      “She’s his mate, Leo. She’s his mate. You can’t take her from him. Not now and not like this. She’s his mate.”

      “No.” Leo made a face at Darius, disbelieving, “No she’s not.”

      “Yes.” Everyone in the room turned to the small girl standing in the doorway, watching the scene. She was smiling as she looked at Michael and Luna and he didn’t understand why. She looked to her brother and her smile softened as she nodded, “Yes, Leo. Yes. Luna is his mate and she belongs with him now.”
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      Nova. Somewhere deep inside of her, Luna heard the voice of her youngest sister. Her wolf perked her ears at the sound and poked out of her hiding place. Nova. It was Nova and she was here. She was talking. Luna could hear her. She’d said her name and everything inside of Luna yearned for the surface, to get back to her sister. She had to keep Nova safe.

      Her lashes fluttered but it felt like they were weighted down. Her lips wouldn’t move and she moaned, trying to force her body to do what she needed it to do. She felt like she was floating but when she tried to move a pair of tight, strong arms held her like a vise.

      “Easy, baby. Easy. I’ve got you.”

      That voice. Luna would have gasped if she could open her mouth. It was him. It was really him. The man that she saw in the basement. The gorgeous, kind man that had promised to take care of her. It was really him and she wasn’t dreaming. He was here.

      Michael Hudson, her mate, was here.

      “Damn it Michael. You have to let him see that she’s okay.” A harsh voice cut through her fog and Luna winced.

      She didn’t know that voice. It sounded mean. Angry. Exasperated. She nuzzled deeper into Michael’s chest, or at least she tried to. She told her body to stay as close to him as she could get. He’d promised to protect her. But she wasn’t sure she moved even an inch.

      “It’s okay.” Michael’s voice remained soft and comforting, “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

      The thing was, she believed him. Instantly, it didn’t matter who that harsh voice belonged to. She trusted Michael to take care of her. He already had. She was coherent and she had a feeling that with as bad a shape as she’d been in that wouldn’t be the case if he wasn’t feeding her his power.

      His touch, his presence, through the bond that was forming, she could feel him. She knew he was worried about her. She knew he was trying to protect her. She felt his annoyance that he couldn’t do more for her even. And she felt how strong he was.

      A Pack Alpha as her mate. Nova had been right. Her sweet little sister had seen him, had known he was coming for her, and believed in her vision even when Luna hadn’t.

      She wanted to smile. She wanted to hug her sister. She wanted to apologize for ever doubting her. But she could barely even hold onto the thread of conversation happening around her.

      “She’s fine. She’s healing. She’s going to be fine.” Michael said and since his tone was sharper than it had been when he spoke to her she knew he must be speaking to whoever else was there with them in the room.

      “He’s right.” Nova’s voice came again, closer this time, and Luna tried to reach for it. “She’s going to be fine. His power will help her heal. Touching her will make it happen faster.”

      “But…”

      “She’s fine, brother. I promise. She’s going to be just fine.”

      Brother. Nova had said brother. Luna’s wolf prowled further out from her safe cocoon. Was Leo here? Their brother? If Leo and Nova were here it meant that they were safe, they were all safe. She fought again for the surface and this time her lashes fluttered open.

      Michael. She looked up into the handsomest face she’d ever set eyes on and wondered again if this was all some fantasy she’d cooked up in her lonely mind. He was too good looking for words and when those intense hazel eyes of his dropped and he realized she was looking at him, the smile that stole over that handsome face nearly took her breath away.

      “There you go.” His grip on her tightened, “There you are.”

      “M-Michael?” Her voice was hoarse, barely a whisper, but she managed to speak.

      “I’ve got you, baby. You’re safe.”

      She wet her lips with her tongue but it didn’t help much, “L-Leo?”

      “I’m here!” A shout went up from nearby and she flinched on instinct even as familiarity sank in, “I’m here, Luna.” She heard a growl and then Leo’s voice was lower, threatening, “Let me have her!”

      “Do you want him to rip your head off?” The harsh male voice she didn’t know snapped as her lids fell down again, closing her off against the anger she felt swelling in the room, “Dammit! Don’t be an idiot and get yourself hurt when you know she’s safe with him!”

      “I just want to see my sister.”

      “You can see her from here. It’s safer from here. Just… trust me.” The harsh voice softened, “Please.”

      The please wasn’t a question. She could hear it in the rough tone. But there was something pleading about it and she struggled to figure out what was happening.

      Who was here? Why couldn’t Leo get close to her? Michael wasn’t dangerous. He was keeping her safe. He was her mate. He would never hurt her.

      Luna’s head ached and she felt the darkness start to seep back in.

      “Leo, stop. Just listen to him. You know he’s right.” Nova was trying to get their brother to calm down but then the next thing Luna heard confused her even more, “You’re not supposed to be here yet. I should’ve known you wouldn’t let him come alone though. Fate is always changing but it looks like we’re all right where we were meant to be.”

      Who was Nova talking to? Leo? Michael? The other man with the harsh voice that she didn’t know? Who wasn’t supposed to be here? Luna would have preferred none of them were. She’d have preferred fate hadn’t dealt her this hand and that Michael never had to come and rescue her. She’d have preferred if her parents were still alive and that she’d never heard the name…

      Panic swelled in her chest and she fought, trying to break free, “Maddox.”

      “No. No.” Michael’s voice was right there and his grip was strong, “He’s gone. He’s gone. He can’t hurt you anymore.”

      She jerked and thrashed. She needed to get away. She needed to run. The panic filled her veins but she wasn’t strong enough to do anything about it. She whimpered and her wolf slunk back down into the darkness.

      “You’re safe. You’re safe.” Michael kept saying the words over and over and when she finally stopped fighting he gripped her tight and sighed, “What’s the status on the other girl? We’re still missing one and we need to get the hell out of here before the ones that fled regroup and come back with reinforcements.”

      Fled. Reinforcements. Still missing one.

      “We’re still waiting on word from the other team.” A voice she hadn’t heard before said then and she wondered how many people she didn’t know were seeing her in this awful, beaten, bloody state.

      In her bruised and exhausted brain it took Luna too long to realize what Michael was saying. Leo was here. Luna was here. Nova was here. But they couldn’t leave yet because they were still missing one. Maya.

      Oh God, she remembered all of the threats Maddox had made. It was always Maya he threatened. Her teenage sister who had never known when to back down, even from a fight she couldn’t win. She was headstrong and stubborn and fierce as hell. She’d gotten every ounce of the DeLuca Alpha blood and she’d been a fighter since she was old enough to walk. Maddox had said that he would hurt her. He’d said that he would kill her. Oh God, he couldn’t have actually gone through with it, could he?

      She tried to think. She tried to remember what had happened. It was all such a blurry mess. She was so weak. She pushed harder at her memories, begging her wolf to help her, to give her some strength to remember, to heal, to get through this.

      She’d agreed to mate Maddox to save her sisters. He’d dragged her upstairs to get ready for the ceremony and… Yes. She remembered asking to see her sisters. He’d sent his friends to retrieve them. Only before they showed back up, there had been an attack and he’d thrown her back into the basement.

      The attack must have been Michael and his pack. But where was Maya? Someone had gotten Nova away from her guards. Leo was here, from wherever he had been. But Maya was still missing.

      Had her guards killed her when they heard the attack? Had she tried to escape? Had she gotten away? She hadn’t been dead before the attack. She knew Maya had been alive then. She knew because she remembered Maddox sending three guards to retrieve her teenage sister and she’d been worried, so damn worried, that Maya had been putting up a fight.

      Her breath caught in her chest but before she could panic again she felt Michael nuzzle her hair, “Shhh, it’s okay.”

      It wasn’t okay though. Maya wasn’t here. Maya was missing. Maya was…

      “We got her.” The same voice finally spoke again. “Rafe has her and they’re heading back to the Moirae lodge with her. She’s going to need to see the healer.”

      Relief and then concern swelled inside of her and Luna fought with all her strength to get her eyes open again. She needed to wake the hell up already. She was stronger than this. Leo and Nova were here but Maya was hurt. Her family needed her.

      She squinted at the bright lights when she forced her eyes fully open this time, “M-Michael…”

      “Hey baby.” He gifted her with a soft smile. “You’re coming around. That’s good. That’s real good.”

      “Put. Me….” She had to clear her throat to finish, “Down.”

      The soft smile disappeared in an instant and his brows furrowed, “Not a chance.”

      “I need…”

      “To rest. You need to rest and relax and heal. Stop fighting it. Just let go and let me take care of you.”

      “But…”

      “No buts. You’re mine. You’re safe. Stop worrying.”

      She frowned at him even as she felt her eyes droop shut again. He was right of course. She was safe. She knew it. Just like she knew that she should let the darkness take her under instead of battling against it. She needed to heal and the best way to do that was to sleep. But he was also wrong because she couldn’t stop worrying, ever, not about her family.

      He was her mate. He should know that. He should feel it.

      Before she could argue with him, Michael was talking to the others again, “If Rafe’s team isn’t bringing the girl back here. We should get going. I need to get Luna home.”

      Home. She might have smiled if only she could have found the strength. She knew he wasn’t talking about her home. He was talking about his.

      “What about the ones that ran? Do you want us to go after them?”

      “No.” Michael answered firmly, “They aren’t my priority right now. She is.” He started giving orders, “Andy, take the others from Leo’s team and sweep the forest ahead of us. I want a straight path to Moirae land with no threats. We move once you give the all clear.”

      “On it.” The unfamiliar voice said.

      “Darius, go with him and…”

      “No.” The harsh voice cut Michael off and through the bond she could feel the surprise that swept through her mate.

      “What?”

      “I said no .” The man he’d called Darius spoke again, his tone just as firm and harsh as before. “I’m not going with the scout team. I’m staying here with you and with them.”

      “Leo will stay and help me get the females to safety.” Michael’s voice wasn’t as firm this time, as if he knew his man wasn’t going to accept that even as he said it.

      “No.” The answer came again, “Leo needs to get back to safe land too. He’s not your backup. I am. I’m staying, Michael.”

      “I don’t need protection.” It was Leo that snorted. She’d have known the sound anywhere. He was offended that this man, whoever he was, thought he couldn’t handle himself. “I’m an Alpha and I can hold my own thank you very much.”

      “You’re not getting rid of me that easily, pretty boy.” The harsh voice was back and sounded more deadly than ever.

      Pretty boy? Oh God, Leo was going to take his head off. Luna didn’t know whether she should tell the other man to look out for the swing Leo was no doubt leveling at his head or laugh. Leo was pretty. She and her sisters loved to tease him about how all the girls swooned for his good looks. But she couldn’t remember anyone else ever daring to taunt him like that.

      Whoever this man was, he had a big set of balls on him that was for sure.

      “Enough.” Michael barked, “Darius is right. Not that you can’t protect yourself but that we can use all the protection we can get. If we come across a threat I won’t be able to fight carrying Luna. I’ll need both of you.”

      “But…” Leo started again only to get cut off.

      “I’m not risking the safety of my mate because you two are having some sort of pissing contest.” Michael growled. “Leo, take the lead when Andy gives the all clear. Nova, stay behind him. Darius, you protect my back.”

      “Always.” The other man didn’t seem quite so upset now that he’d gotten his way.

      “Good. Now. Let’s go home.”

      Luna rested her head against Michael’s chest when she felt him start moving. He cradled her to him gently despite his tight hold. He carried her as if she didn’t weigh a thing and she felt like she was floating again. It was the floating that got her, that swept her up and had her drifting away into the darkness that wanted to come.

      She could only hope that when she woke again that all of this hadn’t been some sort of dream. That she was really safe and that Michael had really come for her.
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      Someone held the door open for Michael as he carried Luna into the pack lodge on Moirae land. He didn’t bother to look and see who it was. He didn’t bother to even say thank you. He was already focused on the older woman heading towards him, her hands out as if she intended to take Luna from him and he growled, stopping her in her tracks.

      Damn it, why did everyone keep trying to take her away from him? She was his. His. And she was hurt. He wanted to fix her. He needed to make her better. And he wasn’t about to relinquish her to someone else’s care.

      Not right now. Not when he’d just found her. Not when he’d come so close to losing her before he even knew she was his.

      “Michael…” Rafe stepped up out of nowhere to put a hand on his shoulder, stopping him, and he barely resisted the urge to bite it off when his brother stepped in front of him and lowered his voice, “The healer. You need to let Andrea take a look at her and while she’s doing that we can talk about what happened at the…”

      “No.” He grit his teeth, “I’m not leaving Luna.”

      “Michael.”

      “No.” He all but roared and every wolf in the vicinity cringed except for his brother, who stood his ground, “She’s mine and she’s hurt, Rafe. She needs me, my strength, my bond. The bond can heal her. I know it can and until it does nobody else is coming near her.”

      “The pack…”

      “Can wait.” Michael glared at his brother who he was shocked to see flicker a smile before nodding.

      “Of course. I’ll handle any business that comes up tonight. Take Luna to your room and help her heal. I’ll keep them at bay for as long as I can, brother.”

      Michael’s throat felt tight and he nodded as Rafe stepped out of his way. He would owe Rafe another apology and more gratitude than he could put into words for this. Rafe understood his need to keep Luna to himself, probably better than anyone. His brother had just gone through a mating of his own and like the asshole he was, Michael had tried to keep Zoey from him. Still, instead of trying to make Michael see reason and let someone else care for Luna, Rafe had his back and didn’t stand in his way.

      In fact, if he wasn’t so focused on his feelings for Luna right now, he might have thought what he felt coming off of his brother was pride. Rafe was proud of him. Proud of him for finding and protecting his mate. Proud of him for putting her first. Just… a proud big brother.

      For the first time, in a long time, Michael felt like they were truly brothers in that moment. The two of them against the world. The way it should have always been after their parents were taken from them. After Gabe was lost. Only now, it wasn’t just the two of them anymore. Now it was four of them.

      Rafe had Zoey and Michael had Luna. They were family. His family. And family came before everything, even the pack.

      The others that littered the large, open living area of the lodge stared at him but lowered their gazes as he marched through them. He didn’t breathe again until he was alone in the back hallway and he didn’t loosen his hold on Luna until he had her safely placed on top of his bed.

      Letting her go wasn’t easy but he did it and stepped back. His heart thumped in his chest and he felt the bond swell again. His wolf all but purred. He liked seeing their mate in their bed. So did Michael. But he’d like it a lot better if she was awake.

      He stared at her for a long time, wondering why she hadn’t woken yet. He knew she was hurt. He could feel it as the bond grew between them. She was cut and bleeding and bruised and she wasn’t healing nearly as quickly as she should have been.

      What had that bastard done to her? Michael grit his teeth and clenched his fists. He had to fight his wolf’s growl of anger.

      There were marks around her wrists. Burns. He could guess what those had come from. She’d been chained up with silver no doubt. More than likely she hadn’t been allowed to turn the previous night on the full moon. Either of those things would make a wolf weak but combined, they were a serious problem. Add in her limp, thin body and he figured he could add malnourishment to that list as well.

      It was a wonder she was still alive, still breathing, but it worried him that he couldn’t sense her wolf at all. She hadn’t tried to rise. Not once. Not when she’d first seen him or when he’d first touched her or when the bond had begun to form. She should have been there with them just as his wolf was, but he couldn’t feel her and he worried that she was hiding too deeply, even from her mate, instead of helping Luna to heal.

      Michael rubbed a hand through his hair and scowled. He needed to do something. He needed to feel like he was helping her in some way. So instead of standing there like a useless idiot he retreated to the bathroom. He rinsed himself off the best he could in the sink, soaping his hands and then running water over his hair and face. He changed out of his stained and sweaty clothes and then he ran a hand towel under the faucet and hurriedly returned to his bedroom.

      Luna was still there. Thank God. But she was also still unconscious.

      He sat beside her on the bed and brushed her matted hair from her cheek. She was going to be so damn pretty when she was back to full strength. He could barely stand not touching her even now. When those full lips blossomed pink and her dark eyes were bright, he knew he wouldn’t stand a chance. He’d give her the world if she asked him for it. Hell, he’d try to give it to her even if she didn’t. Because that was what she deserved.

      His woman. His mate. His other half. She was his queen and starting right now, he was going to treat her as such.

      Carefully, Michael picked up the rag and began to clean her up. He started with her hands. The scrapes there were healing at least which was a good sign. He swiped away the blood, little by little, trying not to aggravate the injuries. Her nails were also broken which confused him even further.

      Had she tried to claw her way out of the basement? Why hadn’t she shifted? She was a born DeLuca wolf. With her blood, and at her age, she could have controlled a half shift easily and used her claws.

      He added that to the list of questions he had for her when she woke up and then moved on to her other hand.

      As he worked to take care of her, he hummed a song he remembered from his childhood. He didn’t know the words. His mother had sung it to him when he was little but the memory had faded over time. Now all he had left was the tune itself, one he’d caught himself humming time and again over the years when he was feeling stressed or worried. It was soothing and he hoped that Luna would feel the same way.

      The memory of his mother still stung as it always did. He’d lost her too early. He’d lost them all too early. His father and mother and Gabe to those hunters. Rafe to his loneliness. He’d lost his entire family and then, tonight, attacking the Crescents and being pulled into that house, into that basement, he knew it was because he’d come so close to losing him mate too.

      Michael dropped the rag to his side and took deep, calming breaths. It was okay. She was okay. She was going to wake up and she was going to be fine.

      A soft knock sounded at the door and Michael hesitated only a second before moving towards it. He already knew who was going to be on the other side.  If he’d been listening he would have heard the soft footfalls but the knock was just as telling. Besides, after the way he’d snapped in the main room none of his men would dare interrupt him now. But she wasn’t one of his men.

      He opened the door and managed what felt like his first smile all night, “Zoey.”

      His best friend in the world grinned at him and he chuckled. She looked like a little kid on Christmas morning. Her pale cheeks were flushed pink and her green eyes practically glowed. She bounced on the balls of her feet, trying to peer past him, but he was too big for her to see around and she dropped back to her heels with a sigh.

      “Rafe said you… that she…” Zoey’s eyes got even bigger and he couldn’t help but smile back at her in return.

      “Yeah, she’s mine.”

      “Oh my God, Michael.” Zoey squealed, “I want to hug you but I won’t. I don’t think you should smell like me when she wakes up. She’s not awake yet is she? Rafe told me she was unconscious. Is she hurt badly? Is she…”

      “Zoey.” Michael shook his head as she rambled on, “Zo. Take a breath.”

      She squished her nose up adorably, “Sorry.”

      Michael felt a familiar warmth in his veins. God he loved this girl. He always had.

      He’d wanted to protect her and keep her close and he’d mistaken the feeling for a different kind of love than it was. He’d thought he was in love with her but now, now he could see how ludicrous that had been. He didn’t love her the way a wolf loved a mate. He loved her the way a brother loved a sister and that’s what she was.

      His sister. Rafe’s mate. And she would be Luna’s sister too.

      “I’m sorry. I just wanted to check on you and make sure you were okay.”

      “I’m more than okay.”

      Zoey’s head tilted and her smile eased, “No. You’re not. Not yet. But you will be when she heals and wakes up.”

      “You know me well.”

      “I do. So tell me what I can do for you. What do you need?”

      He sighed and said the first thing that came to mind, “Time.”

      “Time?”

      “I need more time with her. Alone. Can you keep the others away?”

      Zoey frowned, “Michael, you have to know her family is already pushing to see her. Nova went to check on Maya but Leo is throwing a fit about seeing his twin and I’m not sure even Darius can hold him back for too much longer.”

      “I know. I know.” He ran a hand through his hair, “But I can’t let them see her yet. Not like this. Nobody else needs to see her like this.”

      “Michael…” Zoey started but he shook her off.

      “She’s my mate, Zo. She’s going to be my queen. She’s going to help me lead the Moirae pack and I’m not letting any of them see her until she’s awake and coherent. She needs to get back on her feet and then, once she’s feeling better I’ll present her to the pack. Not until.”

      Zoey gave him a soft smile, “You’re a good Alpha, Michael. You’re going to be a good mate too.”

      “God I hope you’re right.” He snorted.

      “Oh come on, have you ever not been good at anything?” Zoey smirked.

      “Fly-fishing?” He joked and she rolled her eyes just like he knew she would. “Thank you for coming to check on us. I appreciate it.”

      “But I’ll get lost now so you can go back to bonding.”

      “Thanks.” He started to shut the door and then paused, “Oh and Zo…”

      “Yeah, yeah.” She waved over her shoulder without turning around, “I’ll keep everyone away for as long as I can.”

      Michael smiled and shut the door. Yeah, he loved that girl. He turned back to face the woman on his bed and his heart squeezed in his chest. But he didn’t feel a single spark like he did when he looked at Luna.

      She was his mate. The other half of his soul. And with her here, in his room, in his space, he finally felt whole.
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      Luna felt it before she even opened her eyes. She felt him. Not just his presence beside her, the heat from his body or the delicious scent of musk and power that radiated off of him. She felt him. She felt the bond. The link between them was there, having formed whether she was conscious or not. Her body had undergone a huge strain, shifting to accommodate this man, this wolf, in her heart, and she couldn’t help but wonder how long she’d been out.

      How much time had she lost? How many hours or days or weeks this time? All she remembered was the darkness, the way it had swallowed up the light that seemed to glow from her mate when he’d walked down those stairs and found her. He’d saved her. He’d saved them all. Her whole family, even…

      “Leo.” She jerked awake at the memory of hearing her brother’s voice, of finding out he was alive and free.

      “Easy, baby. Easy.” A big hand caught her by the shoulder, keeping her in place, keeping her from leaping up and running to find her twin, to be sure that what she’d heard hadn’t been a dream. “Your brother is safe. Your sisters are safe. You’re safe. Nobody’s ever going to hurt you again, Luna.”

      She became instantly aware of the man when he touched her. Aware of him in every sense of the word. Her heart thumped too hard in her chest. Her body warmed and her breasts swelled and with one sweet, knowing, dimpled smile, that place between her legs ached in a way it never had before. Ached for him. Only him. Her mate.

      “Michael.” His name came out as barely a whisper, the reverence and longing in her own voice surprising even her.

      Intense, hazel eyes studied her face for a moment and then he smiled again as he moved his hand from her shoulder to her cheek, softly holding her in place as wonder filled his own voice, “You remembered.”

      “How could I forget? You’re…”

      “Yours.” He confirmed with a nod, “I’m yours.”

      Oh God, her heart thumped again and the pulse vibrated between her legs. Attraction and magic and safety. He was everything she’d ever needed all rolled into one gorgeous, sweet, protective Alpha. And he was hers.

      She squeezed her eyes shut tight because looking at him made her desire turn painfully sharp. He was beautiful. Short, spiky dark hair and those intense hazel eyes that she’d have sworn were brown in the basement but now looked green and flecked with gold. He had a chiseled appearance to him, as if he’d been carved from stone, granite, but then he touched her with the softest caress and smiled and everything about him lit up like the sun.

      A tear squeezed between her lids and slid down her cheek but he caught it quickly and swiped it away.

      “Luna? Baby, what’s wrong?”

      She forced her eyes open and tried not to melt when she saw the concern in his gaze. He was worried, about her. He was looking at her like she was something beautiful and fragile that he was scared would shatter and she couldn’t remember anyone looking at her that way and not seeing it tinged in pity. But there was no pity in Michael’s gorgeous eyes, only worry and bond or no bond, she felt her heart slip a little out of her reach when she realized her mate was a good, kind man on top of everything else.

      How? How was it possible he was actually hers? He was perfect and she was…

      Luna cringed away from him when she remembered how nasty she was. Dirty and unshowered for God only knew how long. She was caked in her own blood. She could smell herself and every bit of heat that had begun to sizzle inside of her turned to embarrassment and she was certain she was blushing right through her dark skin.

      “Luna.” Michael refused to be deterred when she turned her head and he captured her chin between strong fingers and turned her back towards him, “Tell me what’s wrong. I can’t fix it if you don’t tell me.”

      “It’s nothing.”

      “No. Don’t do that.” He pinched her chin to get her to look him in the eye, “Don’t lie to me. We’re mates and I can feel your discomfort. You’re mine and I want to take care of you. Talk to me.” His lips pursed and he sighed, “Please?”

      Her heart squeezed in her chest at the request. He could have ordered. He could have made her answer him by using his Alpha voice. But he didn’t. He asked. Nicely. He all but begged her with his eyes, which only confirmed what she was already thinking.

      He was too good for her.

      He was gorgeous and sexy. Kind and gentle. Sweet and patient. He was the kind of man that she’d always dreamed of having as a mate. But on top of all that he was also an Alpha, a Pack Alpha, and she wasn’t.

      She wasn’t good enough for him. Even before Maddox had tainted her with his nastiness. She wasn’t the kind of mate a wolf like Michael Hudson needed.

      “Luna?” He prodded again and she gave him the only answer she could right now.

      “I need a shower.”

      “Oh…” The furrow between Michael’s brows instantly eased, “Well that’s an easy fix. There’s a bathroom right through that door. I’ll…”

      Luna hissed when she tried to turn towards the edge of the bed to get up. Michael instantly caught her as she crumpled forward. Oh God it hurt. She tried to suck in a steadying breath but that only made her ribs hurt worse.

      “Easy, now.” Michael soothed gently, “You’re healing but it’s slow going.”

      “But I need to shower.” She tried to keep the whine out of her voice but didn’t think she’d managed it when Michael’s lips twitched.

      “I’ll carry you and hold you up in the shower.” He met her eyes, “If you don’t mind, that is.”

      Michael. In the shower. With her. Luna swallowed hard as heat flared back into her bloodstream just that fast and easily. Nakedness was something shifters learned to ignore early in life. Having a man see her naked wasn’t a big deal. Only this wasn’t just some man. This was her man. Her mate. Michael.

      She nodded slowly and knew it was the right answer when Michael’s eyes glittered.

      “Okay then, let me help you.”

      Michael stood from the bed and then gently leaned over her. Without so much as a wince, he lifted her into his arms and started for the door on the other side of the bedroom. A bedroom, she realized belatedly, that must be his.

      She smiled a little. He’d saved her. He’d gotten her out of that basement and away from Maddox and his goons. He’d brought her here, to his home and he’d put her on his bed while he waited for her to heal enough to wake up.

      She liked that. She liked that a lot. Whether it was the possessiveness of a newly formed bond making him keep an eye on her and keep her close or not, she didn’t care. She just knew that she wouldn’t have wanted to wake up anywhere else, with anyone but him.

      Luna snuggled closer to him despite her worries about how filthy she was. It felt good there, nestled against his chest. Michael brushed his lips across the top of her head and she felt his answering smile in the touch.

      God, had anything in her life ever felt so right? So easy and natural? It was like she was exactly where she was meant to be. Right where she belonged.

      Michael nuzzled her hair again and she knew that he felt it too when he sighed, “I don’t want to put you down but I need to start the shower.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” She reassured when he sat her on top of the bathroom counter and began to untangle himself from her.

      It was only a few steps over to the shower but Michael make quick work of them, his long strides eating up the distance. When he bent to turn the knobs she bit her lip and watched him. His muscles flexed with the movement and she could see the ripple beneath his tight t-shirt. The jeans he was wearing camouflaged his ass but she assumed it was as fit and hard as the rest of him.

      She forced her eyes away from him when that heat began to ache inside of her again. He was going to help her shower. She needed to get cleaned up. Assess the damage and the scars that she would always bear from this ordeal. She shouldn’t be thinking of jumping Michael when he was only trying to take care of her so she pushed that thought down to the back of her mind and took in the large master bathroom that surrounded her.

      It was nice. More than nice really. With its stone floor and huge glass encased shower, it was modern and masculine but the earth tones kept it warm and comfortable. There was a claw foot tub on the other side of the room and she imagined slipping into a bath there, relaxing until the bubbles faded and the water chilled. But that would have to wait for another time because right now, she knew what Michael must have known too. If she sank into that tub, she wouldn’t be strong enough to pull herself back out.

      Luna dropped her eyes to her hands in her lap. The cuts she’d sustained while trying to break free were thin red lines now. She was healing but Michael was right. She was weak. She hated it. Hated that he was seeing her like this. She’d never liked anyone seeing her as weak or fragile because she hadn’t been a born Alpha but this was Michael.

      Her mate. The Moirae Pack Alpha. She needed to heal. She needed to be strong. If not for herself, then for him.

      She cleared her throat as steam began to rise from the shower and Michael turned back to face her, “Thank you.”

      His head tilted curiously, “For what?”

      “Rescuing me. Getting my family to safety. Bringing me here to your home and taking care of me. Name it.”  She shrugged with a lightness she wasn’t feeling, ignoring the way her midsection burned, “I owe you everything.”

      Michael’s lips thinned again and that line formed between his brows as he moved back towards her, “You owe me nothing, Luna. You’re mine. Mine to protect and keep safe and cherish. That means your family is my family now too. I only wish I could have been there earlier to stop any of this from happening to you.”

      “You came just in time.”

      He stepped between her legs and cupped her cheek again, that furrow deepening, “I should’ve known sooner. If I’d only met you sooner…”

      “Don’t do that.” She reached up and cupped her hand over his, “Fate sent you to me when I needed you most. That’s all that matters. I’m here now. I’m with you and I’m home.”

      Michael made a small sound in his throat that she thought might be a hum of pleasure. He dropped his forehead to hers. They were so close. As close as they’d been since all of this started. Their eyelashes almost brushing. Their mouths sharing the same breath. And the heat between them sparked again, flaring hot, begging for more.

      “God, you have no idea what it does to me to hear you say that.” His voice was low, deep and throaty.

      “Say what?”

      “That being with me is home.” Michael nuzzled their noses together in a sweet gesture and then pulled back slowly, “But we’re not home. Not yet.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “We’re at the pack lodge. I thought with your brother and sisters in tow that you’d want to stay close to them. My home, our home, is a few blocks away. I’ll take you there soon, once we have a chance to figure everything out and settle in a little. For now, you’re right though, this will be home because its our territory and you’re going to be Moirae now.”

      The pack lodge, Luna nodded as it sank in. That explained the noises she’d been hearing. Footsteps and voices. They weren’t at home alone yet. She appreciated that he’d kept her here more than she could put into words. Because he was right. She wanted to be close to her family.

      “My sisters…”

      “Maya wasn’t in the best shape but the healer is caring for her and she should make a full recovery. Nova is sharing a room with her on the next floor and before you ask, Leo is here as well. They’re all safe, Luna. I promise. Nothing is going to touch any of you here. Not if I can help it.”

      Tears welled in her eyes and she nodded quickly, trying to brush them away, “Thank you.”

      “No. No more of that.” Michael brushed a stray tear from her cheek, “Everything I do from now on, I do for you. To protect you and keep you safe and to make you happy. You’re mine, Luna. We can put off the claiming, the mark, however much time you need to put yourself back together and be ready for me, I’ll wait. But I won’t ever let you go, okay?”

      Luna struggled with the knot in her throat and finally simply nodded.

      She couldn’t find the words. He was… perfect. Everything she could have ever wanted or needed in a mate was wrapped up in this one beautiful man that fate had given to her. Even when Nova had told her about the vision, even when Maddox had given her his name, she’d never imagined it would be like this between them.

      Perfect.

      “You ready for that shower now?” Michael smiled softly, clearly understanding that she needed a change of subject and getting them back on track.

      She nodded again.

      “I’m going to help you take your clothes off then.”

      Her heart melted and she nodded, raising her arms to help him.

      She pushed away the bad memories. The ones where Maddox had tried to force her to undress for him. Where he’d intended to force her to do a lot more than that. This was nothing like that because Michael was nothing like that.

      He didn’t demand. He asked. He offered. And his touch was light, gentle and reassuring. So much so that she forgot all about how awful she must look and let him undress her with his thick, sure fingers. Listened to him murmur about how beautiful she was as her clothes fell away. She forgot that she didn’t really believe him because she was a mess. She simply, let go and had faith that Michael would be there to catch her.
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      Jesus, Michael tried to steady his breathing but it was useless. His heart was racing and his hands shook. He was like a teenager with his first girl, losing his mind the more of her beautiful dark skin he uncovered.

      His wolf was clawing at his insides again. Now that Luna was awake and they knew she was going to be okay, his wolf wanted his mate. He wanted what he already considered his.

      Michael closed his eyes and forced his wolf to back down. She wasn’t ready and he wasn’t an animal. He had no idea just what Maddox Clary had done to her and he wasn’t about to force the issue of the mating when she was still recovering from that nightmare.

      It was easier to keep his urges at bay when he focused on the damage that bastard had inflicted on her.

      She was bruised. She was cut. She was sliced open. And for what? He had no idea. That bastard’s sick amusement? He’d wanted to claim her as his own but he hadn’t treated her like a mate. He’d treated her like a prisoner. He’d hurt her when any true Alpha would have cherished her.

      “You’re beautiful.” He whispered as she raised her arms to help him remove her shirt.

      She ducked her chin a bit, “You don’t have to say that. I’m a mess.”

      Michael frowned and tipped her chin back up with a finger, making her meet his eyes when he said it again, “You’re beautiful, Luna.”

      She licked her lips, “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me. It’s the truth. You’re so damn beautiful and you’re mine, all mine.” Michael tried to keep the growl out of his voice as he unsnapped her bra and dropped it to the floor with the shirt he intended to incinerate. “My mate.”

      Her breasts were fucking perfect but he didn’t tell her that. Not yet. He wasn’t sure she was ready to hear how much he wanted to lick and suck on those pretty pink nipples.

      They beaded under his gaze and his cock hardened painfully.

      Maybe he didn’t have to tell her how much he wanted that. Maybe she already knew. Her breasts bounced a little as she sucked in an unsteady breath and he forced his eyes back to her face to find her biting her lip. Maybe she wanted it too.

      “Luna?” His voice was rougher than he intended and her lashes fluttered.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re perfect.”

      Her eyes closed, as if she was soaking in the words and he took that as the only answer he needed. She hadn’t asked him to stop. She wasn’t shrinking away from him. He was going to touch her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to keep himself from it. But first, he was going to get her into the shower and wash away as much of the evidence of what’d she’d gone through as he could.

      He unbuttoned and unzipped her pants and Luna swayed. She caught herself on the counter. Her throat bobbed as she swallowed hard but still, she let him undress her.

      He took that as a good sign.

      Michael pushed her pants down along with her panties. He’d taken her shoes off while he was cleaning her up on the bed. She stepped out of the clothing one leg at a time, using the countertop behind her to hold herself up and only once she was standing before him, completely naked, did he allow himself to really look at her again.

      His breath caught. She really was perfect. Gorgeous dark skin that he just knew, instinctively, was going to glow a deep caramel brown by the time they finished in the shower. She was tall, only a handful of inches shorter than his own six feet, but where he was broad she was lithe.

      There was only a slight curve from her breasts to her hips and he had a feeling even if she was fully healthy she would never be called curvaceous so much as toned and athletic. Delicate bones poked from her shoulders and her wrists and he made a mental note to get them some food after the shower. She was healing but food and rest would help. But first, the shower.

      “Ok, come on, I’ll help you in.” Michael started to step back, to give her room to get past him and into the shower but she caught him by the wrist.

      He barely contained another groan. The heat was getting stronger. The electricity when they touched was threatening to burn him alive. His wolf all but growled at him to finish it already, to mate her and claim her as theirs. But he pushed down the urge and steadied himself with all of the control he’d worked his whole life to master.

      “What’s wrong?” He turned back to her.

      Luna licked her lips again and then her dark, chocolate brown eyes, fell down his body in a way that felt like a caress unto itself, “Your turn.”

      Michael swallowed hard, “To… undress?”

      She nodded.

      He closed his eyes and sucked in air through his nose before opening them again and telling her the God’s honest truth, “I’m not sure that’s a good idea, babe. I want you more with every breath I take and I swore I wouldn’t pressure you but the heat… I think it would be best if I remain dressed.”

      Luna glanced away and then back at him from under her dark lashes, “I…”

      “What is it?” He asked when she trailed off.

      “I’d feel more comfortable if I wasn’t the only one naked.” She shrugged one delicate shoulder.

      He instantly softened. He understood that. She was the one at his mercy if she was the only one naked. It would feel like he was in control and right now, she needed to feel like she was in control of something in her own life. If he was naked too then they were equal and since she was exactly that, his equal and his mate in every way, he didn’t hesitate for a second.

      Michael reached behind him and pulled his t-shirt over his head. He dropped it to the floor along with her clothes and then moved his hands to the button of his pants. He didn’t dare look up at her until he’d pushed down his jeans and boxers. He was afraid of what he’d find in her stare.

      Fear? Worry? Dread? But when he gathered his courage and pulled up to his full height, when he saw the look in her eyes, he couldn’t contain his groan this time.

      Heat and fire. Passion and desire. It was all right there in her eyes as she took him in.

      She wanted him just as badly as he wanted her. He knew it. He could feel it through the bond that was still being forged. The need was his but the longing was hers. She wanted to reach out and touch him but she held herself back and he didn’t know whether to be grateful that she could show restraint when it was so difficult for him to do the same or annoyed that she was holding back from him at all.

      He knew he couldn’t blame her. She’d just gotten out of hell. She wasn’t ready for everything that came with being his mate. She needed time to heal and not just physically. But damn it, she was his and he wanted every piece of her. He wanted to be the one to help put her back together, to see the woman she became once all of this was behind them. He just, wanted her.

      “Luna.” He flexed his jaw and when she met his eyes again he shook his head, “Gotta stop looking at me like that. Or I’m going to take it as an invitation to touch you.”

      Luna licked at her lips again and her eyes drifted down his chest as a flicker of a smile tipped up one corner of her mouth, “Maybe I want you to touch me.”

      “Luna. Baby. Don’t tease me right now. I’m too close to the edge.”

      “I’m not teasing, Michael. I…” She met his eyes again, “I feel it too. The heat. The pull. I feel it too.”

      He groaned and swiped a hand across his face. She was going to be the death of him. She wasn’t ready. He could feel it, sense it through the bond. She was still wary and he didn’t want her wary when he took her for the first time. He wanted her as crazy for him as he was for her. So he shook off the urge to take her at her word.

      “Shower first. How about that?” He tried for a smile he wasn’t feeling, “You said you wanted to shower.”

      “Okay.” She nodded after a long moment, “As long as you’re coming in with me.”

      “I’m not letting you out of my sight, Luna. I swear. Not ever.”

      She surprised him again when she reached for his hand. He let her take it and then he helped her as she stepped into the shower. The room had begun to steam while they undressed and he hadn’t even noticed until he stepped inside. He quickly turned the heat down a notch, shielding her from the scorching water with his big body. He pulled the door shut behind them with his free hand and then turned back to her.

      “You okay?”

      She nodded and then inched forward, closer to him and into the spray of the water. She moaned softly as the hot water hit her skin and his cock twitched wildly. She tilted her head back, letting the water cascade down her slim body, her eyes closed and her mouth slightly open, and he automatically reached for her, his hands going to her hips.

      Luna didn’t flinch away from him the way he’d feared she would. Instead, her lips lifted just at the corners again but it stayed that way this time. She made a small noise, a humming sound that sounded so much like contentment that he wanted to hug her and hold her close but he didn’t dare move his hands for fear of spooking her.

      He kept his hands in place as she rinsed beneath the hot spray. She took her time. She let the water run all over her body, stroked her hands over her skin, cleaning away all the awful, red marks. Only once the water ran clear did she turn in his grasp, reaching for the body wash on the ledge.

      They were both silent as she soaped her hands and began to run them over her body again but he could feel the tension building between them. The shower stall was burning up, or he was, inside his own skin. And when she moved her hands down to her hips, where he had very consciously kept his own, and covered his palms with her own, moving them over her skin, he nearly lost it.

      “Luna.” Her name came out as barely more than a groan and he dropped his forehead to her shoulder, “Baby, you’re driving me crazy.”

      “I know.” She relaxed back against him, her slick body sliding against his in the most delicious tease, “I can feel it, feel you, and I can’t deny us this. I need your touch as badly as you need to touch me.”

      He nuzzled against her neck, swiping her long, dark, heavy hair aside, kissing her there gently, in a string of kisses, up to her ear, “I ache for you.”

      Luna hummed again and rocked her body against his. He couldn’t help himself. He took the leeway she’d given him and traced his hands over her body. Her slim hips and her taunt stomach. Up, up, he cupped her breasts and they both hissed a breath as he palmed her and then teased her hard nipples with gentle squeezes.

      “You’re so perfect.” He nipped her earlobe gently, wanting to bite her and mark her, to claim her, but only giving himself this small bite that didn’t break the skin, “Do you feel that? Feel how well you fit me? Because you were made for me, baby.”

      She was. She was his perfect match in every way. Her breasts filled his palms to perfection. Her ass fit against his rock hard erection. He could bend her over right here. He could push her against the wall and be inside her in two seconds flat. She was matched to him that well and he knew she was wet for him. He could scent her arousal. Something dark and magnetic that was pulling him closer and closer to the edge of insanity.

      He knew she felt it too. Her movements against him were growing wilder. She moaned and pressed her ass back, grinding against his erection. He was going to come if she kept that up and he could feel that she was just as close as he was. So close, and he hadn’t even touched her. Not yet. Not really. He hadn’t even kissed her.

      Michael spun her around so quickly that she gasped but he didn’t give her time to take another breath. He took her lips with his and groaned as soon as her taste hit him. Like red wine, it burst over his senses, drowning him, making him drunk, making him want more. Luna whimpered slightly but didn’t pull back. She kissed him in return, twining her arms around his neck and pulling him against her. Skin to skin from shoulder to knee, they kissed as the hot water rained down on them. Softly, sweetly, learning the ins and outs of each others mouths as they tasted and explored. Tongues twining and twisting, darting and retreating. And Michael couldn’t imagine his life ever getting any better that it was at this, exact, moment.

      “Mine.” He broke the kiss, lapping at her bottom lip with his tongue, “Say you’re mine.”

      “You know I am.” She whispered back, “Kiss me, mate. Just kiss me again.”

      Mine. Mate. Michael took her lips again and held her close .

      She was his. Just his. Finally, he’d found her. Finally he could be whole. He finally had something, someone, that was his and just his. And nothing was going to take her from him now. Nothing and nobody.
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      Luna had never felt anything like it. The heat and fire coursing through her veins felt like a kick-start to her entire system. She’d only thought that she felt the pull before he kissed her. She’d only been syphoning a tiny speck of his power. Now, now she could feel it all around her, inside of her, filling her up and making her whole in a way that she hadn’t known that she wasn’t.

      She could feel her body responding to him. She wanted him. Of course she wanted him. Her body was ready for him. She was wet and aching to be filled. Her nipples were so hard they hurt. Her breasts had swelled with anticipation and she couldn’t stop from rubbing herself against him like an animal in heat, which, she supposed, she kind of was.

      But it went deeper than that.

      She could also feel her body healing. She could feel her skin stitching itself back together. All of the aches and pains that had haunted her for so long faded away. She was certain that if she took the time to stop kissing him and look that she’d be able to see the bruises and burns fading from her wrists.

      Not kissing him wasn’t an option though. Not while the warm water sluiced down their bodies. Not as his strong arms went around her, holding her just tight enough to make her feel safe and adored. Not when she could feel his erection pressing against her belly, throbbing with a need that made her body answer in response.

      He didn’t push her though. He kept her right where she was when she tried to roll her hips against the hard length. He held her firmly and kissed the living hell out of her, kissed her until she was certain she’d forget how to breathe, forget how to exist if his lips weren’t there to steady her.

      His lips were soft, so soft and so at odds with the hardness of the rest of him. He was all thick, strong muscles. Warm, firm skin stretched over granite. His hands were huge, easily encasing her waist and in the back of her mind she couldn’t help but think of the havoc they would wreak if they were balled into fists. Not towards her. She knew better. He was her mate. He would never hurt her. Never harm her. But he was big enough, powerful enough, that she thought after the ordeal with Maddox she should have at least a shred of fear.

      She didn’t. His power and strength only served to remind her that nobody would ever be able to hurt her ever again. It only made her want him more. Want his strength and security wrapped around her the same way his arms were.

      Michael licked at her bottom lip and she hummed with pleasure. He traced her mouth as if he was learning every inch of it. She tipped her head back further, giving him absolute access, absolute control, and he was the one that all but growled. He plunged his tongue inside when she opened for him and her knees went weak at the feeling of rightness that swamped her.

      Never had she felt like she was where she was supposed to be more than she did right then and there. Her entire life had been leading to this moment, to this man. Nova had predicted that she would end up here and Luna hadn’t believed her, hadn’t thought it was possible. Now that she had it, had him, she never intended to let him go.

      It didn’t matter if she wasn’t good enough for him. It didn’t matter what scars she would carry. It didn’t matter how they’d come together. All that mattered was that fate had decided they were meant for each other, two halves of a whole, and now that they were together the only thing she wanted, the only thing she needed, was to complete the circle, seal the bond and claim him as her mate forever.

      Michael groaned as he dragged her bottom lip between his teeth, “Luna, we have to stop.”

      She made a small, whimpering noise that would have embarrassed her with anyone else but not with Michael. He was her mate. He wanted her and she wanted him. He’d said he would give her what she needed and what she needed was more of him, all of him. She tiptoed up and took his mouth with her own, brushing her breasts against his chest and garnering another of those deep, sexy growls.

      Only he still broke the kiss, “Baby, wait…”

      “Why?”

      “We don’t have to rush.” Michael cupped her cheeks between his large palms and met her gaze, “We have plenty of time. The next full moon is weeks away. I won’t rush you into something you’re not ready for.”

      Luna tilted her head and stared up at him for a long moment. So handsome and strong. Kind and sweet. He was only trying to protect her. She knew that and it made her heart ache with wonder that he was hers. It also made her want to sink her teeth into him and beg him to sink his into her.

      Along with another part of him.

      This feeling of longing and desire was so powerful it nearly wiped away all common sense. Nearly. Not completely. She was still logical and reasonable enough to know that he was right.  No matter how desperate the heat felt, they had weeks before it truly raged out of control. They had time to get to know each other. They could wait until she was fully healed and not coming off months of torture and despair. But if that ordeal had taught her anything it was that the world could change at any moment. Tomorrow wasn’t promised. And she didn’t want to wait to make this man hers.

      The rightness that she felt when he touched her, when he kissed her, was what Maddox had tried to take from her. He’d tried to keep this from her. Keep her true mate from her. He’d tried to deny her the joy and happiness of knowing and falling in love with her other half as they built a life together. And she wasn’t going to risk losing it now, not now, not ever again.

      She needed Michael to make her his now. Tonight. Before the rest of the world caught up to them and somebody or something else tried to come between them.

      “I don’t want to stop.” She brushed her body against his again and when he hissed a breath through his teeth she nuzzled his chest, “I don’t want to wait. I want you. You said you’re mine. Make me yours.”

      Michael groaned against the top of her head, “I don’t want to push.”

      “You’re not.”

      “You’ve been through so much…”

      “And I don’t want to think about that anymore.” She nipped at his pec lightly and then kissed the spot, “I want to wash it all away, Michael. I want to let it go and just be me again. I want to be yours. I want to embrace what fate gave me. You and this life that we can have together, starting right now.”

      She could feel his hesitation through the bond. He wanted her. Oh, she could feel how much he wanted her. She could sense his wolf all but brushing against his skin, trying to get to her. But Michael had locked him down, locked down his urge to take her and claim her, because he was a good man, a great wolf and an amazing Alpha.

      “Michael, please…”

      She’d barely uttered the plea when he flipped them. He backed her out of the spray until she collided with the cool tile. He was on her then. His mouth collided with hers and this time he didn’t hold back. She felt him break, all but heard him shatter, and he groaned as he stroked his tongue deep into her mouth, his muscles straining as she wrapped her arms around him and held him close.

      He kissed her like a man possessed. Like he wanted to fuse them together as one. And since that was exactly what she wanted too she kissed him back and held tight to him.

      When he broke the kiss it was with a growl, his lips skating across her jaw, “You taste like sin and salvation. I’m never gonna get enough of you. Never.”

      Luna moaned when he nipped at the hammering pulse in her neck. She tilted her head, giving him full access and he groaned. They were both born shifters. He recognized the move for what it was. Acceptance. Permission. Submission. She bared her neck to him and only him as her man, as her mate, as her Alpha.

      “Not yet.” Michael murmured as his lips continued their dance over her skin, down her neck and across her collarbone, “When I bite you, it’ll all be over. I won’t be able to hold back and I’m not ready to come yet. Want to taste all of you first.”

      She opened her mouth to say… something… but his lips closed around one tightly puckered nipple and suckled and she lost all coherent thought. Her head crashed back into the tiles and a moan that must have been her own rang in the enclosed space. Her eyes closed and her hands came up of their own accord, clawing in his hair for a grip as he licked and lapped at her breast, causing her insides to somersault with pinwheels of need.

      “Michael. Please.” She gasped a heaving breath when he finally pulled off but he didn’t hesitate, simply moving to her other breast to deliver the same delicious torment.

      Her fingers tightened in his hair. Her body arched to give him more of her, all of her. And for the first time in far too long, she felt her wolf stir inside of her. Her wolf had finally taken notice of what was happening, had finally eased past her fear enough to trust this man with them, and now that he was delivering untold pleasure she wanted to be closer to her mate.

      A growl tore through the shower and Michael pulled back with a gasp. His hazel eyes were glassy and wide as they searched her face. He felt it too. She knew he did. She smiled, softening her fingers in his hair, stroking him reassuringly, trying to tell him without words that everything he was doing was healing her from the inside out.

      He leaned closer and hummed before kissing her again. His wolf was there too. She could feel him again, wanting to break free and get to her, to mark her and claim her. He wanted is mate as much as Luna wanted hers.

      And when Michael broke the kiss and smiled at her again she knew that she should tell him the truth. She should tell him that she wasn’t what he thought she was. She wasn’t good enough for him. She would cause him nothing but trouble.

      She already had. He’d gone to war with the Crescents, with Maddox, and who knew what would happen to them all next because of that. Because of her. She was the reason for all of this and even if he hadn’t known it at the time, she was the one that had brought trouble to his door.

      Mating her. Biting her. Claiming her. It would only make things harder for him. She wasn’t an Alpha. She wasn’t a leader. She was never meant to be Queen of a pack. There would be dissent in his pack because of her. Someone might even challenge her. She was a good fighter but going up against an Alpha wasn’t easy. She could be killed as quickly as her own father had been in a challenge and then what? Where would Michael be then? Alone, again, only suffering and weak because of the broken mate bond. No, she should tell him before this went any further. She had to.

      “Don’t know what I did to deserve you. I’d almost lost faith. Thought fate had decided I should be alone forever.” He rubbed his thumb across her full bottom lip, “But then, there you were.”

      Her heart thumped too hard in her chest, “Michael…”

      “I’m already addicted to the taste of you. Can’t imagine how much better it could get. But I intend to find out.”

      Before she could object, or protest or pause, the Moirae Pack Alpha dropped to his knees in front of her and bowed his head in reverence. She gasped. All words failed her. He was on his knees, for her. A man that took a knee for no one. He bowed to her and only her.

      Michael glanced up, meeting her gaze, golden and serious, “I’ll be worthy of you, Luna. You come first. Before the pack, before my family, before myself, you come first. Now and forever.”

      Her bottom lip quivered but she knew he was waiting for a response. She was supposed to give him an answer. He hadn’t asked a question but in this position, in their culture, he had in not so many words. She managed a slight tilt of her chin and her acceptance forced another growl from him that she could feel as his mouth hovered over her mound.

      Michael kissed her there, softly at first, and then, with a groan he delved deeper. His big hands went to her hips, holding her steady for him as he opened her with his tongue. If she’d thought he tortured her breasts, that was nothing compared to what he did now.

      He used his tongue to lure her throbbing clit into his mouth and then he sucked until she was crying out and rocking her hips against his face. Michael only groaned and took her deeper. He slid one hand beneath her thigh and lifted. He slid her leg over his shoulder, opening her up for him further and then he moved that hand to her opening and teased her.

      Lips and tongue and fingers, he pushed her closer to the brink. He drove her out of her mind. She felt like she was coming apart at the seams. Like she might explode and simply disintegrate into dust, wash away down the drain and become part of the earth again. Her hips rocked shamelessly. She made noises that didn’t even sound human. She pulled on his hair so hard she was certain she must be hurting him but he only continued his assault until she fell apart.

      “Michael!” His name came out a hoarse groan as she splintered apart.

      Her world shifted off its axis. Realigned. When she found the strength to open her eyes again, Michael was there, the new center of her world. Like a bright and shining sun, he looked golden and gorgeous.

      He licked his lips lewdly, “So perfect. You taste like mine. Because you are, Luna. All mine.”

      She moaned softly as he rose back to his full height and pulled her against him. He dropped his forehead to hers. Their eyes met and they shared breath, both panting as they recovered from the force of what had just happened between them.

      “Say it.” Michael swiped his tongue over her bottom lip and she moaned when she tasted herself there. “Say you’re mine, Luna. My woman. My mate. My queen.”

      She didn’t hesitate. She couldn’t. Whatever doubts her brain may have, her heart didn’t share them.

      “Yours. All yours.”
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      Michael forced himself to go slowly and be patient even as his wolf growled at him to simply shove Luna against the nearest hard surface and get inside her. He refused to act like an animal. Not with her. Never with her. She deserved his best and he was going to see to it that this first time, their first time, was something beautiful that would help rid her of any bad memories.

      After making her come in the shower, he’d made quick work of washing them and then helped her out. He toweled her off with teasing caresses and squeezes. She wiggled against him and shook out her hair when he tried to dry it as well. And then she was there, pressing kisses to his chest, lapping at the water droplets and then his nipples, driving him out of his mind as he rushed through drying himself.

      “Enough.” He growled, throwing the towel aside and scooping her into his arms.

      Luna giggled when he tossed her over his shoulder and the sound was absolute perfection to his ears. Sweet and slightly husky, happy and full of joy, it was everything he wanted for her, everything he wanted to give her.

      He dropped her to his bed with one simple move and then stared at her for a long moment. He couldn’t get over how good she looked there. Her dark skin against his pale sheets was sexy as hell. Her hair beginning to curl into a wild mess that he couldn’t wait to tangle his fingers in. Her eyes were bright and her full lips were smiling. Naked and unabashed, she stretched out and then crooked a finger at him enticingly.

      “Come here, mate.”

      He groaned, his mind battling with his body’s desire, “Be sure, Luna. Be completely sure you’re ready for me.”

      Her smile softened and her body arched. He watched, fascinated, as she slid a hand down her slim body, over the flat plane of her belly and between her legs. His knees turned to jelly when she widened her thighs so he could see.

      “I’m ready.” Her voice hitched and his wolf growled as he launched himself onto the bed.

      That wasn’t what he’d meant. She knew it. But she didn’t want to have a serious talk right now. She wanted him. She’d made that clear. And since he wanted her more than he wanted his next breath, he gave up fighting his instincts and simply let himself feel the bond that surged between them.

      “Mine.” He snarled, pulling her hand away and bringing it to his lips. He sucked her fingers, licking each one and tasting her special brand of sweetness. His wolf all but howled and the man growled possessively. “This is mine.”

      Luna leaned up and licked at his tongue as he traced one of her digits. He released her hand and took her mouth. He devoured her, inhaled her, kissed her until there was no more air left in his lungs or even in the room. Still, when he broke the kiss, she whined and twined her arms around him, trying to pull him back for more.

      “Michael.”

      “Slow.” He groaned, kissing and sucking his way to her ear, “I want to make it good for you. The first time…” He paused, realizing what he’d said and felt Luna tense beneath him.

      She nudged his head back up until they were eye to eye and shook her head seriously, “He didn’t touch me like that. He… He wanted… He wanted us mated but he wasn’t my mate. You’re my mate and you’ll be my first, my last and my only, Michael.”

      His heart all but shattered in his chest and he drew in a deep lungful of her scent. The bond surged again as that truth was laid bare between them. Only him, her mate. She would be his in every way. Just as he would be hers.

      “I waited for you too, baby.”

      Her answering smile was sweet as honey, “There’s been no one else?”

      “Never.” He dropped his forehead to hers, “I’ve waited for you forever, Luna.”

      She tilted her chin up and pressed their lips together. She let him kiss her softly this time. Sweetness and purity in the touch that filled him with a hope like he had never known. This was what he’d been waiting for all his life. She was who he’d been made for and now she was here, naked and in his bed, ready for him to take her and claim her, to mark her and mate her.

      They kissed for a long time. Hands slowly stroking over each other as their tongues learned every inch of one another. Her skin was hot to the touch, electric, as the bond poured between them, the heat ratcheting up with each moment they put off the claiming. But he didn’t rush and she didn’t try to force him, not even when his wolf brushed against his skin, wanting to rub himself against her and he felt her wolf answer in response.

      Relief flooded him as he felt her make her presence known. He’d worried. God how he’d worried when she didn’t respond to him immediately. But she was here, with them, now and that was all that mattered. He could feel her there, just beneath the surface, but he couldn’t quite see her. She was playing hide and seek and his wolf bounded inside of him, wanting to catch her and claim her the same way his human half was readying to claim Luna.

      “Michael, ” She arched beneath him as he closed his teeth around her earlobe, biting but still not breaking the skin, “Please.”

      “Please what?” He kissed her teasingly.

      “Make me yours. Please. I feel like… I feel like…”

      “Like what?” He looped an arm around her thigh, lifting and widening her so he could notch himself against the warm, wet heat between them. “You feel like what?”

      “Like I’ll just spin off the planet if you don’t anchor me here to you. Please.” Luna’s nails scored his back as she clutched at him and he groaned, knowing her wolf was as close to the surface as his own. “Please.”

      “You’re mine, Luna.” He growled against her neck as he moved, aligning his hips and giving a small thrust that didn’t quite penetrate, “Say it. Say you’re mine and I swear on my life that I’ll honor and protect you, cherish and love you every moment until I leave this earth.”

      It was a lot to ask. He knew that. Reciting vows from a ceremony they hadn’t even discussed. A ceremony that, if he hadn’t found her when he did she might have been forced into by another male. But it was the idea of that, of her not being his, that made the words fall from his lips now so easily.

      He needed to hear her say it. He needed more than just her body. He needed her promise that she was his and that they would figure all of this out after the heat waned. He needed to know that this mating was real and true and pure.

      Luna whimpered softly and nodded when he met her gaze, “I’m yours, Michael. From now until I leave this earth. I promise. I promise. I…”

      He drove inside of her, stealing her breath and cutting off the rest of her sentence. It was enough. This was more than enough. He groaned as her tight, wet heat surrounded him and gripped him tight. His head dropped forward and he had to close his eyes and count slowly backwards to keep from spilling his seed inside of her right then and there.

      Heaven. God, this was heaven. She was his heaven.

      Made for him didn’t begin to describe it. She fit him in every way. Her body welcomed him as if he belonged there. Holding him deep inside of her, joining them as closely as two people could be.

      He wasn’t sure how long they stayed like that. Joined but unmoving. Simply holding onto one another. Feeling one another and basking in the surge of the bond cementing itself between them. This one act began the process of stitching their souls back together and he wasn’t sure either of them were even breathing until the heat became too much and his hips shifted of their own accord.

      “Oh, God…” Luna moaned and arched beneath him, “Yes. More. Yes.”

      Michael held himself up on his forearms and watched her as he pulled his hips back and plunged deep again and again and again.  Her chin tilted up and the muscles in her neck strained as she cried out. Her lips were swollen from his kisses and from where she bit at them. He wanted to bite those lips himself but he didn’t dare, not right now, not when he could feel his teeth elongating, sharpening, shifting with the knowledge that soon he would pierce her flesh and mark her as his.

      “Michael.” Luna wrapped her legs around his waist and rocked against him, “Oh God, I’m close, Michael.”

      “Yeah? You gonna come for me, baby?” He slowed his pace and ground his pelvic bone against her, rubbing her clit and making her whimper. Oh, he was going to enjoy this. Teasing her. Playing with his little mate. Seeing what sounds he could pull from her and what she would do next. He would never, ever, get tired of the way she looked beneath him when she came apart. “I felt you come on my tongue already. Come on my cock, Luna. It’s yours. I’m yours. Get off on me.”

      She whimpered again and her hips began to buck wildly. Michael groaned and held her beneath him. He could feel it coming through the bond. Felt her body tensing before her pussy gripped him tight. Felt her breath catch a moment before a scream jolted out of her. She shivered and shook beneath him and it was all he could do to keep driving inside of her, pushing her through it, instead of simply falling into a trance watching her.

      She was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. Luna, his mate, in the throes of passion. Her body wrapped lovingly around his as she found release. Everything else was swept away in the tide of her orgasm except for the joy and the rightness that he felt when it finally began to ebb.

      Her eyelids fluttered open, her dark gaze glassy and love drunk, “Oh, Michael… that was…”

      “Not done yet, baby.” He smirked and leaned down, tasting her lips slowly until she began to rock against him again, finding a new rhythm and moaning into his mouth. He pulled back with a grunt, “My turn.”

      Luna whined when he pulled out and then shrieked as he flipped her over.  A growl tore out of his throat when she recovered in the new position and arched her back. She pushed her ass at him and glanced over her shoulder, biting into that sexy bottom lip again. He was a total goner for this woman. He gripped her hips and slammed back into her.

      Hard. Too hard. The human side of his brain warned him to slow down and take it easy on her but he was too far gone.

      She was his. His woman. His mate. His. He felt the singular urge to bury himself inside her as deep as he could get and spill his seed. He wanted to breed her, right here and right now. Wanted her carrying their pups. Wanted her bound to him in as many ways as he could tie her to him so that he would never have to go a day without her again.

      “Oh, God, Michael.” Luna moaned his name, one hand going to the headboard to keep herself steady as he pounded against her.

      “So perfect.” He groaned as he levered himself up and covered her hand with one of his own, wrapped the other around her to hold her for his assault, “Fuck, Luna, never letting you go.”

      “Never.” She tilted her head, her hair sliding to one side of her neck, baring her soft flesh for him and his rhythm stuttered.

      She wanted it so bad. Needed it just as badly as he did. She wasn’t fighting him. She wasn’t fighting the bond or the heat. She submitted to his dominance in every way and it made his wolf want to howl with pleasure. She was perfect for them, exactly what they’d never known they needed.

      “Luna…” He groaned, “Come for me again, baby. Come for me so you don’t feel a second of pain when I bite you.”

      Her fingers laced with his, “Do it. Please, Michael. Please, just do it.”

      It might have been the begging. Maybe it was the way he could feel her need through the bond, feel her wolf all but purring with desire. Or maybe it was just that this woman had been made for him and with one simple act he would bind her to him in a way that meant she could never leave him.

      Michael slammed inside of her, as deep as he could get, and then he bared his teeth and sank them into the soft flesh of her neck. Luna screamed. Power exploded throughout the room. Michael came with a grunt of pure, unadulterated satisfaction. His cock and his teeth inside of his mate, leaving his mark, making her his, and God it was absolutely perfect.

      She was so sweet. So damn sweet. So sweet and… submissive.

      His brain clicked back on as the orgasm ebbed and took the heat with it. A chill sank beneath his skin as what he’d been missing clicked into place. He’d been so worried her wolf was hiding out of fear. He’d just been happy to sense her. He’d been so focused on Luna and pleasing her, on mating her and marking her, that he hadn’t been listening to his own wolf and what he sensed. If he’d been paying attention, if he hadn’t been so distracted by the heat and the need to mate, he would have put it together sooner.

      Luna’s wolf wasn’t an Alpha. She wasn’t even dominant. She was submissive.

      He felt her tense below him and knew she must feel his confusion and worry through the bond. She started to pull away from him but he wrapped his arms around her and squeezed. He rolled them to the side so his weight wouldn’t land on her but he didn’t loosen his grip, not a bit and after a few more moments of squirming Luna must have realized he wasn’t letting her get away.

      “Don’t.” He nuzzled her neck, licking at the bite mark that was already beginning to heal and turn silvery with the mating scar, “Don’t you run from me, Luna. You’re mine. Nothing is going to change that, do you hear me? Nothing.”

      She didn’t instantly relax but he didn’t release his hold either.

      It wouldn’t be easy. He knew that and she must have known it too. Submissive wolves weren’t born to lead packs. As his queen, she’d stand at his side but lacking the Alpha gene meant anyone in the pack could challenge her. It was dangerous for her, for him, for the life he’d been imagining since the moment he saw her.

      It wouldn’t be easy but when had his life ever been easy?

      He’d devoted his life to this pack, to his pack. He’d given them his blood, sweat and tears. He hadn’t been born to be the Pack Alpha either but he’d made it work when it was thrust upon him and he would make this work too.

      He’d already lost too many people in his life. He wasn’t losing Luna too. Not now and not ever. She was his mate and he’d claimed her. There was no going back. Only forward, together.
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      Luna lay in Michael’s arms, waiting for the moment he came to his senses and pushed her away. She should have told him. She should have warned him. It had been cowardly not to admit the truth before he’d done something irrevocable like mark her. But that’s what she was, a coward, a weak wolf that was in no way the right mate for this incredible man.

      She’d known he would figure it out. He was smart. He must have had questions about why her wolf hadn’t shown herself even after her human side opened up to him. He must have known that if she felt safe enough to shower with him, to touch him and let him touch her, to let him take her to bed, that her wolf should have trusted him enough to show herself too. But he hadn’t pressed her on the issue or asked about it and she was a coward for not admitting it before it was too late for them.

      Now he was stuck with her. Stuck with a mate that wasn’t an Alpha. Her wolf wasn’t even dominant and it would be an issue for him, for both of them and for the pack.

      They wouldn’t take her seriously. They’d pick and prod at her each time he turned his back. They’d look for any weaknesses and when they found one, they’d exploit it. She would be challenged because in a pack one thing was valued above all else, strength, and despite being fated to a Pack Alpha, she didn’t have it.

      He would hate her for this. Maybe not immediately. Maybe not right now. Still in the throes of heat and bonding, he probably meant it when he said that she was his and nothing would come between them. But eventually it would get old. He would get tired of having to protect her and stand up for her and he would wish that fate had given him a better mate, someone better suited for him than her.

      It would be easier on her heart if he let her go now. She didn’t want to have to watch the passion fade from him as he realized how inferior she was. She didn’t think she would survive losing him, not after everything else she’d lost. He’d saved her but eventually he would tire of her needing a hero and she would be cast aside.

      Heartbroken. Alone. Packless.

      “Stop it.” His gruff voice near her ear sent a chill down her spine and she felt her wolf shiver at the power she heard there. “Don’t pull away from me, Luna. Don’t think for a second that I’m going to let you go. I can feel your fear through the bond, your worry and your doubts but baby, you don’t have to worry anymore. I’m here and I’ve got you and together we can beat anything.”

      “But…”

      Michael rolled them when she tried to argue and she ended up on her back with him looming above her, his eyes serious as they traced her face softly, “Fate put us together for a reason, Luna. You have to believe that. I do. Have faith in fate and if you can’t, have faith in me. We’re mates. Have faith in us.”

      Luna stared up into those intense hazel eyes and fought the urge to cry. How was it possible that he was this good? This kind and sweet? Gentle and giving? Accepting? All her life she’d been around Alphas but she’d never met one like Michael. Was it just because they were mates? Was he only this soft with her? And if he was, how had she gotten so lucky as to have him find her and save her just in the nick of time?

      Fate.

      She reached up and brushed her fingers through his hair, reveling in the feel of the silky strands. He nuzzled into her touch, his eyes closing as he gave a hum of contentment. Her heart walloped in her chest as she took him in, took in what it was she had the power to do to him.

      Maybe she wasn’t powerless, at least not when it came to her mate.

      He’d asked her to have faith in Fate. He wanted her to have faith in them. They were mates, true mates and they were bonded. It was the greatest magic in the world, this ability to recognize your soulmate and truly share your life because you could feel what the other felt, sense what the other needed and be the other half that made a whole being.

      If there was one thing in the world that Luna had never doubted, it was fate. It had brought her this far. It had given Nova that vision. It had sent Michael to that house. It had gotten her out of that basement and into this bed with this gorgeous, sexy, amazing man.

      She bit her lip and nodded, “Okay.”

      Michael’s eyes slid open again, “Okay?”

      “I’ll have faith in you.” She managed a small smile, “In us.”

      He lowered his forehead to hers so that they were eye to eye, breathing the same air, “You don’t know how much that means to me, Luna. I’ve waited for you all my life. You’re mine and if the fates saw fit to make us mates, they must know something we don't. Right? They wouldn’t have put us together if they didn’t think it would work.”

      “I know.”

      “Then trust me. Love me. Be mine and I swear that we will make it work. Even if I have to step down from Pack Alpha, we can…”

      “No.” She gasped at his words and shook her head, “No! You can’t! I won’t let you do that for me. I don’t want you to.”

      “Luna.” He frowned, “If it comes down to you or the pack, I’m going to choose you.”

      “But…”

      “Rafe is back now. He’s… healing. He’s mated and he’s getting steadier every day. If I stepped down he could take over. He’s the elder and he was supposed to be the leader anyway. It would be okay.”

      “No.”

      “Luna,”

      “No.” She bristled when he said her name in that calming tone, “You are not stepping down as Pack Alpha because of me. Promise me, Michael. Right here and right now, you swear to me that you won’t do anything that crazy. I’ll keep the faith but you have to as well. I can’t believe I was sent to you just so that you could lose something else. Your pack is our pack now. We’ll find another way to make this work if we have to but you’re not stepping down.”

      Michael’s jaw clenched and unclenched, “They’ll challenge you and…”

      “And I’ll fight whoever I have to.” She cut him off with a tip of her chin, “I’m stronger than I look. I’ve spent my entire life training with Leo and the Crescent Enforcers. I may not have a dominant wolf but I’m not a doormat and I know how to defend myself. If they want to challenge me thinking it’ll be an easy win, that’s their mistake.”

      “I won’t risk you getting hurt again.”

      “You don’t get to decide what I’m willing to risk to be with you, Michael. You’re my mate and my Alpha but I still have a mind of my own and I won’t let you treat me like a pup just because you’re scared I might get hurt. I have to stand up for myself or they’ll never take me seriously.”

      He groaned and rolled off of her. She frowned and propped herself up on one arm, watching him. He rubbed his eyes with one hand and let out a long sigh. She could feel the tension bleeding off of him and she hated that they were arguing about this but knew they had to get it settled. She’d put off telling him the truth until he figured it out himself. She wouldn’t sit silently by and let him think he could get away with treating her like a porcelain doll when she was anything but.

      She was his mate. She was strong. Even if she wasn’t an Alpha, even if her wolf wasn’t dominant, she could take care of herself and he would have to let her.

      “Michael?”

      He made a harrumphing noise and she smiled since he couldn’t see her face. He had thrown his arm over his eyes and seemed to be pouting. It was actually kind of cute. Too cute even because she felt the heat in her veins stir again as she looked at him.

      He was still naked. All of his smooth, tan skin on display and those rippling muscles bulging. His cock was visible just beneath the sheet he’d pulled up over his lower body. Thick and long, she knew it hit her just right now, stretched her until she fit over him like a glove, like she’d been made for him, and her body ached with a renewed need that she couldn’t ignore.

      “Michael.” She eased closer to him and the softness in her voice must have alerted him to her change in mood because he shifted from beneath his arm and blinked at her. She smiled, “Michael, you know I’m right. You know I have to show strength for them to respect me. It’s why you’re not fighting with me.”

      “I know I just…” He groaned when she slid a leg over his waist, his hands came down to her hips, holding her just inches above him. He swiped his tongue over his lips and blinked, clearly trying to remember his train of thought, “I just hate the idea of you being hurt. The way I found you, in that basement, Luna I thought you were dead and I can’t… I can’t go through that again.”

      “You won’t have to.” She leaned down and brushed her lips over his softly, “I promise.”

      He released one of her hips to tangle his fingers in her hair, “You can’t promise that. You don’t know what could happen. A challenge is dangerous and…”

      “I’m dangerous.” She cut him off with a nip of her teeth against his jaw, “I’m an Alpha’s mate. I’m your mate and I’m not going to let anyone take you from me either.”

      Michael groaned as she dropped her hips and rubbed herself against his thick length. He was hard again already. She moaned at the feel of him. Close, so close, but not where she needed him most. She rolled her hips and earned a string of curses from his lips a second before he flipped them.

      He pinned her to the bed and she moaned at the exquisite feel of all that hard, male strength holding her down. She’d known he wouldn’t let her stay on top for long. He was an Alpha male and he needed to dominate. Luckily, she was just submissive enough not to fight him for the top spot, at least not right now. Not when they were still bonding and her wolf hadn’t found the strength to force her way forward to claim him in return. She couldn’t give him that, not on command, not until her wolf was ready. But she could give him this, give them more of this amazing pleasure and connectedness.

      “Oh God, Michael…” She groaned as he trailed his lips to her nipple and sucked hard, “I want… I need…”

      “I know baby. I know.” He slid his hand between her legs and began to stroke her in a fast, hard rhythm that matched the tugs of his mouth on her breasts.

      A keening cry left her as the first shiver wrecked through her, “Michael! Oh God… Is this the heat? I can’t, I can’t get enough of you. More. Please, mate. Give me more.”

      He growled at her pleas and adjusted quickly. Moving between her legs he spread her wide open and then drove himself deep. They both cried out. Her body arched and he found her hands, pulling her arms up and stretching her across the bed, holding her down with his weight as his hips began to pump.

      “Fuck. Fuck.” He groaned against her neck, his tongue swiping at the mark he’d put there already, “I don’t know, baby. I don’t know if it’s the heat, or the bond or if just the idea of losing you is making me crazy but I don’t think we’re sleeping tonight. I can’t stop. Don’t want to. Want to take you so many times you feel lost without me inside you..”

      “Michael.” She groaned as a flash fire in her veins made sweat break out across her body.

      “Never going to get tired of you yelling my name like that.” His teeth scratched her neck and she whimpered. “Say it again. Call me yours and I’ll let you come.”

      “Mine.” Luna’s voice broke as he slammed into her, jolting the air out of her lungs as their bodies collided, “You’re mine, mate. All mine.”

      “Fuck yeah I am.”

      He took her mouth in a deep, searing kiss and she broke apart beneath him. He caught her cries and swallowed them as his tongue plundered her mouth and his hips stuttered. She felt him swell inside of her, felt the heat of his climax as he spilled inside of her and her entire body tightened, wanting to hold him there, keep him there, where he belonged.

      Michael softened the kiss as his thrusts slowed and their climaxes began to ebb. They were both panting. Covered in sweat. They’d need another shower. But when he brushed her wild curls back from her face and smiled at her with that bright, sparkling, dimple accented smile, she knew they weren’t leaving the bed anytime soon and she didn’t mind staying dirty a while longer.

      Not even a little bit.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 13

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael lay on his side, watching the way the light played off of Luna’s luminous skin in the morning light. He didn’t know how long he’d been awake. A while, if he was guessing, but he hadn’t forced himself to get up the way he normally would have.

      He hadn’t gone to work out. He hadn’t gone to check in with his Enforcers and see what business needed to be handled today. He hadn’t even checked his phone for messages.

      He’d simply stayed beside his beautiful mate, watching her sleep, and silently thanking the fates for giving her to him.

      He felt… happy. Happier than he could ever remember being. It was a strange feeling for him because he’d always thought that he was happy.

      He had a good life. He was a good leader. He’d made the best of a bad situation when he stepped into the role of Alpha and most of the time he enjoyed his position within the pack. He enjoyed his life. He had friends. He had money in the bank and a roof over his head. He had the respect of his people. He’d even gotten his brother back just last week. He’d thought he was happy, until he woke up beside Luna this morning and realized he’d had no idea what happiness truly was.

      This. This feeling in his chest of warmth and hope. This was true happiness.

      He wanted to reach out and touch her to make sure she was real. She was really here. She was with him. And God, she was so beautiful it made his heart ache.

      She’d finished healing overnight. Her cracked lips were full and lush now, rosy and just begging for his kiss. The cut on her forehead was gone, healed completely with no sign it had ever been there. He’d checked and the same was true of the cuts on her hands and her nails. The only visible reminder she would carry on her body of what that bastard had done to her was the gash on her bicep.

      It had healed but it had left a scar and he hated that for her. He didn’t want her to carry anything into her future with him from that dark time in her recent past. He thought that maybe, if she wanted him too, he’d mark her over it. He liked the idea of marking her in a place that would be so visible and he loved the idea of covering up that bad memory with a better one.

      He reached out and traced it before he could stop himself and when Luna grumbled and twitched in her sleep he winced. Her dark lashes fluttered and he knew he should feel bad about waking her. But then those dark eyes of hers opened and focused on him, a smile tipped up that full, lush, rosy mouth, and his heart tripped over itself.

      “Morning, beautiful.”

      “Mmmm….” Luna stretched and rubbed her face against the pillow, “Morning, mate.”

      Michael chuckled, “I really, really like that endearment.”

      “Do you? I didn’t notice at all last night.” She smirked and the glint in her eye made him grin right back at her.

      “God, I love that mouth of yours.” He rolled towards her, pinning her to the bed and kissing her softly, “So sassy, I swear I can taste it.”

      Luna moaned and kissed him back. She wrapped her arms around his neck and his cock hardened just that fast and easily. He wanted her again. He thought he might always want her this way. Wondered if she would be opposed to simply spending the next few years naked in their bed so he could have her anytime he wanted. She licked at his lips and he opened for her, was just moving the sheets out of the way so he could really feel her, when a knock came at the door.

      She collapsed back to the bed with a pout, “Noooo.”

      Michael chuckled and kissed the end of her cute little nose, “Duty calls.”

      “You’re really going to answer it?”

      He wanted to give her the answer she wanted. He wanted to ignore it and spend the entire day in bed with her, making love to her, feasting on her. But when the knock came again, harder this time, he knew that he couldn’t ignore it.

      He was Pack Alpha. It was his job to take care of things. He’d never gotten a single day all to himself, not since he took over, but they’d given him last night. They’d given him an entire night alone with Luna, to bond and mate, and he couldn’t ignore that gift by ignoring them now.

      Whoever was on the other side of the door, they must have a good reason for it.

      “I have to. It could be important. “ He began to untangle himself from the sheets and called out louder, for the intruder to hear, “Out in two.”

      Luna sat up on her elbows and watched him as he dragged on his clothes. He could feel her gaze eating him up and he grinned as her. She bit her lip and smirked right back, slowly lowering the sheet to below her breasts.

      “My mate the tease.” Michael groaned, “I have to go. I’m sorry. Maddox is dead but there are still people out there that might want to hurt you. I can’t rest while that’s the case and you don’t want me to. You want me to make sure our family is safe, right?”

      “Yes.” Luna pouted as she pulled the sheet back up over her breasts, “You’re right.”

      “I know. You’ll learn. I’m always right.”

      She rolled her eyes and he chuckled. He pulled a t-shirt over his head to go with his jeans and then stuffed his feet into his boots. He moved back to the bed as soon as he was done and kissed her softly, lingering over the taste of her lips, wanting to imprint it onto his own so that he would taste her no matter how long business took him away from her today.

      He pulled back after a long moment, “Stay here and rest today, okay?”

      “I’d like to see my sisters.”

      “Of course. I’m sure they’re giving my guys hell wanting to see you too. I’ll let them know you’re up for visitors.”

      “Thank you.”

      He shook his head, “I told you. No need to thank me. I’ll give you anything you want. Always.”

      “Mmmm…. Anything?”

      Michael barely escaped her arms as she tried to pull him back into the bed and he laughed as he stumbled towards the door, “Later, baby.”

      “Later, mate.” She blew him a kiss.

      He was still grinning like a lunatic when he opened the door just wide enough to step out into the hallway. He knew he was, because his brother looked him up and down and then cracked up laughing. Michael shoved him playfully and shut the door behind himself.

      Rafe snickered, “Sorry to interrupt.”

      “No you’re not.” He grinned back at him.

      “Nah, I’m not. You interrupted with me and Zoey so…” Rafe shrugged and Michael laughed again.

      “Just returning the favor huh?”

      “Something like that.” Rafe nodded and then grew serious, “I didn’t get a chance to say it yesterday but I’m really happy for you, little brother.”

      “Thank you. That means a lot to me.”

      Rafe swiped a hand through his hair and looked sheepish, “You uh… you should know that I’ve met her before, a while back actually.”

      Michael’s smile instantly fell and he stepped away from his brother. No, the little voice in the back of his head screamed. No. No. No. It wasn’t possible. Rafe and Luna knew each other? His brother and his mate? He felt his stomach turn as he thought about his own relationship with Zoey. His brother’s mate now. He shook his head.

      “No.” He growled, “Rafe, I swear to God if you…”

      To his utter shock and amazement, his brother cracked up laughing. It was weird. It sounded a lot like his own laugh, only rusty because Rafe wasn’t one to laugh very often. In fact, he couldn’t remember the last time he’d heard his older brother laugh. Rafe was laughing and it was his expense.

      “You’re an asshole.” Michael shoved his brother but Rafe was still laughing when he slammed his shoulder into the wall.

      “You should’ve seen your face.” Rafe steadied himself and grinned, flashing dimples, “I can’t wait to tell Zoey how freaked out you were.”

      “Fuck. Off.” He tried to contain his own grin and failed miserably.

      “Oh, come on, Mike. It’s funny and you know it. You freaked for a second there.”

      “Did not.”

      “Did too.” His older brother massaged his shoulder, still grinning.

      Mike. He also couldn’t remember the last time his brother had called him that. Nobody else had ever shortened his name out of respect for his position and standing in the pack. Only his brothers. Only ever Rafe… and Gabe, and Rafe hadn’t called him that since Gabe died.

      He smiled back at his brother now, “Did you need something or did you just come to taunt me and tease me about finding my mate?”

      “Oh, no. I came for a reason.” Rafe’s smile fell a little, “The guys are getting a little antsy what with that little one running around the place.”

      “Little one?” Michael tilted his head but followed when his brother started down the hallway, “You mean, Nova?”

      “Yeah, the youngest one. Turns out, Leo’s been keeping a secret about her all this time. I didn’t know. I don’t think anybody outside the Crescent pack knew, at least until yesterday.”

      “Knew what?”

      “She’s a Seer.”

      Michael stopped walking as the shock of the words hit him, “She’s a what?”

      “Yeah. You heard me.”

      “Jesus,” He swiped a hand through his hair.

      No wonder Maddox had wanted to control that pack and get in with the DeLuca family. Seer’s were extremely rare but a precious gift in a pack. Nova was so young, of course he couldn’t have gone after her directly. It wouldn’t have made sense for him to play the long game like that. So he’d gone after Luna instead and hoped to gain control of her sisters through her submissiveness.

      “Yeah, ” Rafe said again, “Turns out, she had a vision that started all this shit with Maddox.”

      “What kind of vision?”

      “The kind where you show up like a white knight and save Luna and then claim her as your mate and make her your queen.”

      “Holy shit.”

      Nova had known. He recalled the way she’d backed him up when Leo had denied his bond with Luna. Nova was the one that had said it was true. She was the one that had convinced Leo to calm down and let Michael take care of her. She’d known.

      “She saw you taking Luna away and Leo thinks that’s what set Maddox off. He knew he was out of time to get her to accept his claim reasonably. He knew he was losing her to you and soon and he snapped I guess.” Rafe shrugged, “I don’t know how it all works but, seems like this was all set in motion long before we knew about it.”

      Michael scrubbed his hand over his face again, “That’s crazy.”

      “Yep, but that’s not all, she’s been talking about her newest vision and it’s freaking everybody out, yours truly included.”

      Michael started walking again, “What’s she saying?”

      “Well, for starters… she said Luna isn’t safe yet.”

      “Like hell she’s not.” He growled, “She’s here, on Moirae land, in the pack lodge, in my room. She’s the mate of the Pack Alpha. Of course she’s safe. She’s mine.”

      Rafe shook his head, “That’s what I said but…”

      “Okay. Yeah, you were right to come get me. Let’s go talk to her.”
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      Luna stared at herself in the mirror over the dresser. It had been a long time since she saw herself. She’d been thankful for that when she had been locked away in the basement. She hadn’t wanted to see how far she’d fallen. Even last night, when Michael had carried her into the bathroom and they’d showered together, she hadn’t looked in the mirror. She’d been afraid of what she would find. But today, looking at herself she wasn’t sure it would have mattered.

      She hardly recognized herself even now.

      Her hair was wild. A mass of black curls that framed her face and trailed over her shoulders. She hadn’t worn her hair natural in years. She’d always carefully taken the time to have it processed and straightened. She hadn’t let it go free in a very long time but now she couldn’t help but wonder why that was.

      It was beautiful. Michael had told her he thought so too and she beamed at the memory of him playing with the corkscrew curls. He’d said he was obsessed and she’d laughed because he’d said that about just about every inch of her. But just the thought made warmth flood her veins and she knew, without a doubt, that she wouldn’t be sending anyone out to retrieve her supplies to straighten it anytime soon.

      She was free . Free of that basement. Free of Maddox. She was mated to the Moirae Pack Alpha now. She was starting a new life and a new hairstyle seemed fitting somehow.

      Her hair was curly. Her face was free of makeup. She was wearing clothes she’d had to remove the tags from, clothes delivered by a big man that said he was there on the Alpha’s behalf. She looked like a whole new person and with the silver circle scar gracing the spot where her neck and shoulder met, she felt like a new person too.

      Like finally, she was the woman that she was always supposed to have been.

      A knock came on the door and her grin nearly split her face in half. The Enforcer that had delivered her clothes had also told her that her sisters would be down shortly to visit her. He’d reminded her that the Alpha wished for her to stay put for the time being so they would be brought to her room.

      Hers. Luna felt downright giddy. This room was hers. Hers and Michael’s . It even smelled like them. Sex and mating, Michael’s masculine musk and his marking scent. It wasn’t just on her skin. It was everywhere and though she knew her sisters would undoubtedly tease her about it she wasn’t embarrassed to let them into the room. She was proud. She’d gotten it right. She’d found her mate, a blessing for any wolf, but he wasn’t just any wolf. He was kind and sweet, generous and loving, strong and powerful. He could protect her, protect them, and she knew without a doubt that he would.

      Our family, that was what he’d called her sisters this morning. It had warmed her heart then just as the memory did now. He’d claimed her, accepted her, and with it he’d taken her whole family as his own as well.

      “Coming.” She called as she rushed to the door when the knocking came again. “Coming.”

      Luna threw the door open and her smile instantly fell at what she saw. Her sisters were both there. The Enforcer stood behind them but she didn’t spare him another glance. She ran her eyes over Nova quickly to ensure she was unmarked and then her gaze shot back to her teenage sister.

      “Oh God, Maya.” Her hand quickly went to her mouth, “I’m so sorry.”

      “Don’t you dare.” Dark eyes so similar to her own it was like looking at her reflection narrowed dangerously, “You didn’t do this. It wasn’t your fault and I will not let you spend even one-second thinking that it was. Do you hear me?”

      Luna sucked in a quick gulp of air and nodded, knowing her sister would hate her pity and blinking back tears. It was still Maya. The heat and demand in her voice confirmed that much. They’d tried to break her, undoubtedly they had. The short, buzzed hair where they’d cut off her lovely long locks must be just the tip of the iceberg. There was a crisscross pattern of scars up both her arms where she must have been cut with silver time and time again. God only knew what they’d done that had healed never to be seen but also never to be forgotten. But Maya didn’t want her pity or her sympathy so she swallowed the questions she wanted to ask and simply opened her arms.

      The relief that flashed across Maya’s pretty face was all the reassurance Luna needed that she’d done the right thing. She would get her answers later. When Maya was ready to talk about it, she would. And if she was never ready, maybe Nova would know not just what had happened but how best to help their middle sister.

      Maya threw herself into Luna’s arms and she wrapped her up as tightly as she could with one arm. The other she extended to Nova who gave a small smile before stepped into the melee. The three of them stood there for a long time together, wrapped in one another’s embrace, just soaking in the realization that they were here, together, and that they were safe.

      Finally, someone cleared their throat and Luna began to untangle herself from her sisters. She glanced up, expecting to find the Enforcer that Michael had told her would be stationed outside their room all day, but she was taken aback when she noticed the other two men now flanking him. All three of them were large, clearly Alpha males, and instinctively she attempted to shuffle her younger sisters behind her.

      Nova snorted, “Don’t worry about them. The one on the left is my babysitter.”

      “And the one on the right is mine.” Maya gave a finger curl wave. “We’re not allowed to be out of their sight for longer than it takes to pee thanks to your overprotective Alpha mate.”

      Luna bit her lip to hide a smile. Babysitters. Michael had put Enforcers on each of her sisters to keep them safe. Her heart fluttered at the proof of the words he’d spoken. Our family, not just hers to protect anymore.

      “And Leo?” She glanced between her sisters, “Where’s Leo?”

      “Oh…” Maya shot Nova a look, “Uh….”

      “He’s a little tied up at the moment.” Nova shrugged easily, “He has his own babysitter to deal with and I’m pretty sure he intended to talk to your mate about that so, ya know, if you hear an explosion, it’s just our brother’s ego being popped when his Enforcer takes him down to size.”

      Luna couldn’t hide her smile this time, “They gave Leo a guard?”

      “Mhmm.” Maya smirked.

      “Oh lord, maybe I should…” Luna glanced at the three Enforcers standing in the doorway, barring her from leaving the room, but Nova caught her by the hand before she could figure out a way to get past them.

      “Invite us in so we can tell you all about it? Yes, you should.” Nova gave her a pointed look and when she acquiesced her little sister waved at the guards, “Nobody’s going to attack us here. Trust me. I’d tell you if I’d seen anything.”

      The three men exchanged looks but before they could offer a rebuttal or attempt to follow the girls inside, Nova swiped the tray of food one of them was holding and Maya slammed the door in their faces.

      “They’re going to hate us if we don’t stop giving them the slip.” Nova smirked at her sister.

      “With you running around telling everyone their future, I think it’s safe to say they already hate us.” Maya shrugged indifferently and stalked into the room, throwing herself down in one of the chairs at a small table overlooking the patio, “Besides, they can post up out there with Luna’s guard. If we’re not perfectly safe in the Pack Alpha’s bedroom with his new mate, we’re not safe anywhere.”

      “We’re safe here.” Nova followed her sister to the table and deposited the tray of food down, “I told you, I’d see it if there was a threat.”

      Luna watched her sisters settle in at the table, discussing safety and threats as if it were common breakfast conversation and had to shake her head in disbelief. This was her life now and she was still catching up. Maya and Nova had clearly had more time to come to terms with everything than she had. Then again, she’d been a little busy bonding and mating last night.

      “What?” Maya paused with a grape halfway to her mouth when she caught Luna staring at them.

      “I just… I didn’t know if I would ever see you again and then, here we all are. I need a second to just… bask.”

      “I would’ve thought you spent all night long basking but hey, you do you sis.” Maya winked playfully, causing Nova to giggle and Luna to shake her head again.

      “It’s nice to see you retained your sense of humor.” Luna moved towards her sisters and plopped down in one of the empty chairs. “I guess some things never change.”

      “Speaking of change though,” Nova reached out and fingered one of her curls, “Your hair.”

      “I know.” Luna felt her cheeks heat and hoped it didn’t bleed through her dark skin, “I had to wash it last night after… everything… and I didn’t have anything to fix it with so it’s au natural. What do you think?”

      “I love it.” Nova nodded instantly, her own curls bobbing.

      “Me too,” Maya ran a hand over the short strands on top of her head, “change is good sometimes.”

      “May…” Luna started, her gut clenching because hair should have seemed like such an easy, safe, even silly topic, but it wasn’t. Not anymore. Not for her sister.

      “Don’t.” Maya shot her a warning look instantly, “It’s not so bad. It’ll grow back and in the meantime, it kinda makes me look like a badass right?”

      “Total badass.” Nova chimed in with a nod.

      “Language.” Luna admonished her youngest sister.

      Maya laughed, “Yeah, some things will never change. You babying us is one of them.”

      “I’m the big sister. It’s my job to take care of you and…

      “And we love you for it.” Nova squeezed her shoulder lightly, cutting off any apology she had been trying to make.

      Luna felt tears well in her eyes as she sat at the table with her sisters. The innate understanding between all of them was so familiar. So many things went unsaid between them but it didn’t matter how different they were. They were sisters and they loved each other, protected each other and nothing would ever come between them.

      “No crying allowed.” Nova admonished, “You don’t want red-rimmed eyes when you meet her for the first time.”

      “Meet who?” Luna frowned just as a knock came at the door. Her eyes widened as she looked at her little sister. “Nova? Who is that?”

      “You’ll see.” She grinned.

      Luna couldn’t help a little laugh. Nova had been doing that all her life. Predicting when the phone would ring or someone would come for an unexpected visit. Only with Nova, nothing was ever truly unexpected unless it happened with a split-second decision or to someone she was blind to seeing.

      “Come in?” Luna called out as she stood, knowing full well whoever had knocked wouldn’t have gotten past the guards posted on the other side unless they’d been deemed friendly.

      The door to the bedroom opened again and this time it wasn’t a big man on the other side. This time it was a small woman. A gorgeous, red-haired siren of a woman with curves that Luna had only ever dreamed of and a smile so big it was nearly comical. Luna blinked at the woman as something strangely familiar scented the air. Her wolf bristled slightly, standing up and shaking, preparing to investigate if need be. Luna barely contained a growl as soon as her wolf placed the scent.

      This woman smelled like Michael.

      The redhead stopped in her tracks and her hands came up in the universal gesture of innocence, “Whoa, easy now. It’s not what you think.”

      “Explain.” Luna grit her teeth and felt her sisters shift behind her uneasily.

      “It’s not Michael you scent. Look deeper. It’s close but it’s not him.” The redhead slowly moved one hand to her hair and brushed it off her neck to reveal a silver marking scar in almost the exact same place Luna bore one, “My name is Zoey. I’m Rafe’s mate. Michael’s brother is my mate. Their scents are similar but not the same. Scent again, Luna.”

      Her teeth ground together as she closed her eyes and sucked in another lungful of air. Her nose twitched and her wolf paced but after another breath or two, she realized the woman was telling the truth. It was close, but it wasn’t Michael she scented all over this female. She opened her eyes and it must have shown on her face because the redhead dropped her hands and her smiled returned.

      “Damn girl. You’re kinda scary when you go all Alpha over your mate.” Zoey giggled, “I like it. You’re perfect. You’re exactly what Michael needs.”

      “Sorry.” Luna apologized sheepishly, “I’m still bonding and…”

      “No worries.” Zoey brushed her apology off with a shrug, “What’s a little snarling between sisters?”

      “Just another day that ends in Y.” Maya chirped from behind her and Zoey giggled again.

      “Hello again Maya. Nice to see you up and around.” The redhead shot a pointed look that was equal parts chastising and amused, “Nova, have you behaving since we spoke last?”

      “I haven’t told anyone else their future if that’s what you mean.” Nova’s smile was obvious in her warm tone and Luna felt her wolf ease back.

      Sisters, this woman had called them sisters. She spoke to Maya and Nova as if they already were and she supposed, in a way, it was true. She and Zoey were mated to brothers. That made them sisters.

      Her heart warmed at the thought. She’d lost so much during the ordeal with Maddox. Lost her father and her mother. But she’d gained Michael and now a new sister to go along with a new brother and a new pack.

      “Sorry, let’s start over. I’m Luna.” She held out a hand formally.

      “I know who you are Luna and I think we’re going to be great friends.” The redhead bypassed her hand and hugged her, “I’m so glad to finally meet you. Michael’s been waiting for you a long time. We all have.”

      Luna tilted her head curiously, “You’ve known Michael a long time, haven’t you?”

      “Oh yes, ” Zoey pulled back and her smile was back firmly on her face when she nodded, “Michael and I go way back.”

      Nova made a small snorting sound and then covered her mouth, “Why don’t you pull up a chair, Zoey? We’re catching up over breakfast. You can fill Luna in on your complicated friendship with Michael while we’re at it.”

      “Complicated?” Luna frowned.

      “It’s not complicated at all.” Zoey gave her arm a reassuring squeeze, “At least not anymore. Here, let me explain…”
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      Michael stared across his desk at the two angry men sitting as far apart as the two chairs there would allow. He should have been paying attention to the argument going on. He knew that. It was his job to hear their case and make a judgment but all he could think about was how much he would rather be back in his bed with Luna.

      He’d been in meetings since the moment Rafe pulled him out of his bedroom. He’d listened to his brother tell him about Nova and her visions. He’d talked to the girl and learned that it was her vision that had set everything in motion. He’d tried to console her that nothing that had happened was her fault and then he’d sent her with her guard to visit her sister. He’d gotten an update on Maya and learned she was healed, for the most part. Then he’d come to his office intending to have a sit down with Leo to discuss their new familial bond only when the other man had stormed into his office he hadn’t been alone.

      Darius had been hot on Leo’s heels and it didn’t take long for Michael to realize that the argument they’d been having yesterday was still raging.

      It was strange. Michael had known Darius since he was just a boy. He’d always been a man of few words. He didn’t argue. He saw no point in it. He said what he had to say and if the other person didn’t alter their perspective, he moved on. It was as simple as that for him. He followed orders. He gave advice. He didn’t get too involved. Yet he sat in the big leather chair across from Michael’s desk all but baring his teeth and claws as he argued the logic of letting Leo return to Crescent land.

      For the record, Darius was against it. Totally. Completely. One hundred percent against it. He’d even threatened to tie Leo up and sit on him if the younger man didn’t agree to stay.

      So very strange.

      The only person Michael could remember Darius ever caring enough to threaten was him. Well, him and his father. The Pack Alphas. The Alphas that Darius had pledged himself to when he became an Enforcer. He protected Michael with everything he had, didn’t spare a single breath for his own well-being so long as it meant his Alpha was safe.

      But he’d never threatened to lock Michael up and throw away the key like he was a tantrum throwing child in need of discipline like he had with Leo.

      The absurdity of his overprotectiveness when it came to the other man was the only reason Michael was even giving them half of his attention.

      “You’re not going!” The growl Darius let out nearly rattled the windows, “Michael, tell him he’s not going back there.”

      “I’m a goddamned Alpha in my own right! He can’t tell me what to do and you damn sure can’t so lay off before I lay you out.”

      “You think you can take me, pretty boy? Give it a shot.”

      Leo shot to his feet, clearly intending to take his shot. The chair he’d been sitting in tumbled backwards. Darius rose more slowly, menace in every purposeful movement of his large body.

      Michael didn’t bother to stand, in fact, he leaned back in his chair and looked between the two again. There was something going on that he didn’t understand and couldn’t place. The testosterone in the room was out of control but there was something else too, something that had his gaze flickering between them again and again.

      “Don’t push me, Enforcer.” Leo growled, stepping closer to Darius.

      “Don’t make me.” Darius shot back, his voice low, “Think, Leo. You go off half-cocked and you’re liable to get yourself killed.”

      “The only person liable to get killed is you if you don’t stop treating me like a kid.”

      Darius closed the space between them, getting right in the younger man’s face, crowding him, “Trust me. I’m aware you’re not a kid. Fully aware. But that doesn’t mean I’m letting you walk out of here alone and straight into a possible ambush.”

      “You don’t get a say in…”

      “Stop it.” Michael cut Leo off and when Darius started to say something he leveled him with a glare, “I said stop. That’s enough. You’re both behaving like children.”

      “Michael…” Leo started but he held up his hand.

      “Enough.” He pointed to the chair Leo had tipped over, “Pick it up and sit your ass down.” He flipped his glare to Darius when his friend started to smirk, “And you, give us a minute, would you?”

      The smirk disappeared instantly, “What?”

      “Get out of my office. I want to talk to Leo alone.” He raised an eyebrow when he saw Darius begin to formulate an argument and put force behind his words when he spoke again, “Wait outside, Darius.”

      His friend, his Enforcer, snapped his jaw shut. He could see the muscles there working as he ground his teeth together. It was an order though, one he’d put his Alpha voice behind, which meant Darius couldn’t argue even if he wanted to. He felt bad doing it but he knew it was the only way the other man would leave the room at this point.

      Darius gave a quick nod of his chin before shooting Leo one last, long look and then turning on his heel and leaving. He was pissed. Michael knew it. Knew he would get an earful about the order later and probably deserved it. The door slammed so hard behind Darius as he left the office that the entire lodge reverberated.

      Michael winced. Leo frowned but he sat down in the chair he’d righted. Michael stared at the other man until he looked away.

      “I’ve got it under control.” Leo finally spoke when Michael remained quiet.

      “No.” He shook his head slowly, “You don’t. And the fact that you think you can control it, control him, worries me even more.”

      Leo leaned forward, his elbows on his knees and swiped a hand over his face, “He’s a gigantic pain in the ass. Overbearing. Overprotective. Just overwhelming. How the hell do you put up with him?”

      “He means well.”

      “He treats me like I’m a stupid child instead of an equal.”

      “He means well.” Michael repeated when Leo looked sullen, “He wants to take care of you and you know he’s right. We can’t let you go back there. Not yet, there were followers of Maddox that got away. They could be waiting for you and I won’t allow you to risk your life when it would be smarter to send out scouts first.”

      “Allow?” Leo’s eyes flashed gold with anger but Michael only shrugged.

      “You’re my family now. Luna is mine. That makes you my brother. I don’t risk the lives of my family and if it takes Darius to keep you here, I’ll let him do each and every thing he threatened.”

      “You really think you can hold me hostage?”

      “I won’t have to. One word to my mate and she’ll make sure you see reason.”

      Leo’s jaw twitched and he groaned, “Using my sister against me, Hudson?”

      “We’re family now, like I said. Our packs have always been peaceful. We’ve had a good run being aligned but it’s more than that now. The Crescents and the Moirae are linked by blood. You have my back. I have yours. We’re stronger together and we’ll protect each other.”

      “Of course. I came to you for support before I knew you and Luna were fated. You helped me get my pack back and saved my sisters. I owe you.”

      “You don’t. You don’t owe me anything except to keep yourself safe. My mate would be very upset if something were to happen to you.” Michael gave the other man a pointed look, “And I have a feeling my best friend would be too.”

      If Leo could have blushed, Michael was certain his cheeks would have flamed red. Ding. Ding. Ding. Michael couldn’t help but snort a small laugh. His suspicions had been correct and he knew it before now. Still, seeing the big man across from him fidget was well worth prodding.

      “You know I don’t care, right?” Michael softened his voice when Leo remained quiet.

      The other man snorted this time, “Well, that would make one of us then.”

      “Fate decides things without our input. He knows that as well as any of us.” Michael frowned.

      “Yeah, well…” Leo scrubbed a hand over the top of his head and blew out a rough breath, “Speaking of fate, I have to ask about my sister. You, uh… You know what she is right? That’s she’s not… like us?”

      Michael acknowledged Leo’s need to change the subject and let him get away with it. If Leo thought he had Darius under control, he was wrong but he’d learn that himself. He was right about one thing at least, Leo was an Alpha and he could handle himself. Mating was a complicated issue as it was and he should focus on his own anyway.

      “I’m aware.” He nodded.

      “And it’s not a problem for you?”

      “We’ll figure out whatever problems it creates with the packs but, for me, no. There’s no problem. She’s mine and she’s perfect. I couldn’t have asked for a better mate.”

      A small, sad smile flickered across Leo’s face, “I’m glad to hear that. I worried… all my life I’ve worried about her because she’s different. Our parents… they’d be thrilled to know she’s mated to a powerful Alpha that will put her first.”

      “I’m only sorry I didn’t meet her sooner. Maybe none of this would have happened and they’d still be alive if I had.”

      “Everything happens for a reason right?” Leo scrubbed a hand over his face and sighed, “We’re here now. All that’s left to do is move forward with the life fate’s given us.”

      Michael nodded, thinking about how much he and Leo had in common. They’d both lost their parents, brutally. They’d both inherited their packs after a lot of upheaval. They both put the people they loved first. Pack and family were everything to them, and now they were joined because of the links that would be forged through the mate bonds.

      This was the life they’d been given and they would make it a good one.

      He’d promised Luna he would be worthy of her and it started right here and right now. He couldn’t bring back her parents. He couldn’t undo the horrors that Maddox had delivered to her. He couldn’t bring the bastard back from the dead so she could kill him herself. But he could keep her family safe.

      “We’ll send scouts out to the boundary line today. If nothing looks amiss, I’ll send Darius with you and you can go home tomorrow to begin righting the damage that’s been done to your pack. In the meantime, spend the day here with your sisters and just be happy you’re all safe. “

      Leo frowned but nodded, “I can work with that.”

      “Good, because when you go back, they’re not going with you. The girls stay here with me and Luna for now. Once you’ve settled things with your pack we’ll discuss with them where they’d like to live until they come of age, either with you or here with Luna. Agreed?”

      His friend didn’t look happy but again, he nodded, “Agreed. I don’t want to put my sisters in any more danger. They’ve been through enough. I’ll take charge of the Crescents and clean up the mess Maddox left and then we can reconvene about their safety and their housing.”

      “It’s a solid plan.” Michael lowered his voice, “And it will give you some time to work things out with him too.”

      Leo shot a glance at the door and scowled again. Michael tried not to laugh. It wasn’t funny. Not really, but he could hear Darius muttering and cursing on the other side thanks to his wolf hearing. Leo must have heard it too and he rolled his eyes at Michael.

      “Who the hell is he fighting with now?”

      Michael smirked and raised his voice, “Darius! Let him in.”

      The door opened almost instantly and Rafe stuck his head in, “Hey.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Oh, nothing I just…” Rafe cleared his throat and smirked, “You should come out here and see for yourself.”

      Michael frowned but stood. With the door open, he could hear the rest of the lodge and the normal soft murmurings were amplified. Something was happening in the common room. There were too many voices for him to make out but one of them rose above the rest.

      He marched around his desk and shot his brother a look, “What has your mate done now?”

      His brother shrugged but moved out of his way. Darius glared at him as Michael swept the hallway with his gaze. His friend inclined his head to the side, indicating the direction he should go and Michael gave him a nod before sweeping past him. Yeah, his friend was pissed but he was still his best Enforcer.

      Michael shot down the hallway and felt his men fall in step behind him. Darius on his right. Rafe on his left. Leo bringing up the rear. The four of them must have made one hell of a sight because as soon as they reached the doorway the members of the pack that had crowded the room split like the red sea.

      He stopped as soon as he caught sight of them. Zoey. He’d known she was in the middle of whatever trouble was brewing. She’d always done whatever she wanted and now that she was mated to Rafe, she was uncontrollable. He loved her. God he loved her. He’d always loved her fire and her passion for life. But he also kinda wanted to strangle her because she’d known he wanted to keep Luna to himself for a while longer and yet, there his mate was right in the midst of the commotion as her sisters and Zoey played a round of doubles at the billiards table and half the pack cheered them along.

      It wasn’t just him being selfish. He’d wanted to keep Luna locked up in his room, sure, but it was about more than just that. He’d wanted to keep her safe, away from the pack, for as long as he could. Out here, in the middle of them, they’d be able to sense her wolf. The others would figure out that she wasn’t an Alpha and they might try to challenge her.

      But even knowing that she shouldn’t be in the open like this, not yet, not without his protection, he couldn’t help but smile at the sight in front of him.

      She was gorgeous. Smiling and laughing, she lit up the whole room. Her hair was in wild curls around her face. When she leaned over the pool table and bit her lip, focusing on her shot he couldn’t keep himself from moving towards her a moment longer.

      She looked so at home here, in his pack, surrounded by his family and friends. This was where she belonged. She was happy and for the first time in a really long time, his life felt perfect. Felt like his own. Felt like it was exactly right. And it was all thanks to her.

      Luna sank her shot and rose up with a triumphant whoop. She saw him then and her grin nearly split her face. Michael didn’t stop, didn’t pause. He walked straight through the crowd, dragged her into his arms and kissed her soundly.

      The group of onlookers whistled and laughed but he ignored them. For once in his life, this wasn’t about them. Wasn’t about the pack. This was about him and the woman that made him whole.

      The woman he could scarcely believe he was already falling in love with.
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      Luna sank into Michael’s embrace. She nuzzled against him, rubbing herself all over him, wanting his scent on her and hers on him. She’d missed him today. It had only been a few hours but it was too long apart. They were newly bonded, the circle wasn’t complete, and she’d felt an ache to find him and finish it all day.

      She’d enjoyed her morning with her sisters and with Zoey. She’d learned so much about the Moirae pack and about the man that was her mate. Nova had been right. Zoey’s relationship with Michael was complicated, or at least it had been.

      They’d been best friends since childhood. They’d truly believed they were fated to be together and then, when they’d found out that they weren’t they’d clung to each other out of familiarity and friendship. Zoey’s mating with Michael’s older brother Rafe was new and had been hard fought between the three of them. Luna could admit, to herself at least, that she hadn’t liked hearing Zoey say that she considered Michael her best friend but the more they’d talked the more at ease she’d become with it all.

      This woman was important to her mate. She was a friend and confidant. She’d helped him through some of the toughest days of his life. She knew him, inside and out, but she wasn't in love with him. Not the way a mate would be. Not the way she was clearly crazy about Rafe. The redhead all but lit up at the mere mention of her mate and though her smiles were sweet and genuine when they’d discussed Michael, Luna hadn’t felt any jealousy between them.

      Luna had listened to Zoey’s stories of a young Michael and relished all of the new information about her mate. She’d learned that as the baby of his family his parents had coddled and spoiled him. Her heart had broken when Zoey told her about the day they’d been killed and how Rafe had fled leaving all of the responsibility of the pack to Michael. She’d wanted to find him and hug him and tell him that he was more than just Pack Alpha when Zoey called him a workaholic with a tendency to put everyone else's needs above his own. Luna had listened and she’d fallen a little bit more in love with the man that was her mate.

      When Zoey had suggested they get out of the stuffy room, she’d hoped the other woman meant they were going to find MIchael. She’d wanted to see him. Needed to touch him. The pull between them was still there, would always be there now, and she’d agreed to leave the room where he’d expressly asked her to stay today because she’d only been desperate to find him.

      But Zoey hadn’t taken her to Michael.

      Instead, she’d given Luna a tour of the lodge. She’d chirped and pranced through floor after floor and room after room, introducing Luna, Maya and Nova as they trailed after her like a flock of newborn chicks to each pack member they met along the way. She’d pointed out where the kitchen was and the laundry rooms. She’d waved a hand down a long hallway that apparently led to the pack offices but when Luna had paused there, sensing Michael was somewhere that direction, her sister-in-law had only giggled and dragged her towards the common room.

      She’d said Michael was in meetings. She’d also promised that as soon as he found out Luna was out here that he’d come running. And, knowing Michael as she did, Zoey had been right.

      They’d begun a game of pool, the four of them breaking into two teams, and as they’d played more and more pack members had appeared in the doorway to watch. Luna wasn’t naive. She knew they wanted to get a good look at the woman that had mated their Pack Alpha. But she ignored their stares as best as she could and simply enjoyed the unexpected joy of playing a game with her sisters. She’d even been winning until she felt Michael’s big, looming presence enter the room.

      Now, with his mouth on hers and his hands roaming her body, she couldn’t even remember the rules to the game let alone the score. She wrapped her arms around him as well and kissed him back. She knew every eye in the room was on them and she didn’t care. Let them look. Let them see that she belonged to this amazing man and that he wanted her, no matter what her shortcomings may be.

      Michael broke the kiss after a long moment with a nip of her lip, “I thought you were spending the day in bed relaxing?”

      “Zoey thought this would be more fun.”

      He chuckled low and shot a look over his shoulder at the redhead who batted her lashes innocently, “Oh, I’m just sure she did.”

      Luna scrunched her nose up, “Are you mad?”

      “Not at all.” Michael kissed the tip of her nose sweetly, “I was just sitting in my office wishing I was with you. I missed you, babe.”

      “I missed you too, mate.”

      He made a low noise in the back of his throat and nuzzled her neck. Luna sighed and tilted her chin, giving him more room. He ran his lips over the silver marking scar he’d put on her flesh and a shiver of heat and awareness ricocheted through her body. He hummed as if he could feel it too and then kissed the mark before pulling back slightly.

      It was then that Luna realized the entire room had gone deadly silent. She bit her lip and looked around. The members of the pack that had gathered around were watching them with a mixture of shock, amazement and horror. Some of them were smiling. Most of them weren’t and of that group, the majority of the haters were women.

      Luna could guess what that was all about. She tilted her chin up and stared back at each and every one of them until they looked away. Michael growled, low in his chest, a warning to his pack members to tread lightly, but she put her arm around his waist and squeezed. He frowned but stopped emitting the warning signal instantly.

      They’d talked about this. She had to stand up to these people herself. If she didn’t, they’d continue to see her as weak. She bared her teeth at a woman that refused to look away, the hatred and disgust clear on her face as she looked between Luna and their Alpha. She was clearly one of the females that had wanted Michael for herself. Zoey had warned Luna there were more than a few in the pack. Females that would take her lack of an Alpha wolf as proof she wasn’t truly Michael’s mate and see it as an opportunity to insert themselves between them. But Luna wasn’t going to allow anything or anyone to come between them and she intended to prove it right now for everyone that was present.

      She turned her back on the woman, earning a gasp from someone she couldn’t see. It was a bold move. Firm. A show of power. It said that she wasn’t afraid of the woman. She was leaving herself open to an attack but she didn’t think one would come, not here and not now, not with Michael holding her tightly to his side and glaring at anyone that dared look at her unkindly.

      He smiled softly down at her, “Have you eaten, babe? I was thinking we could…”

      “Michael.” A woman’s voice broke into the moment a second before a hand closed around his shoulder, all but pulling him away from Luna, “Can we talk for a moment in private? I want…”

      Luna didn’t think. She didn’t plan. She simply reacted.

      Her wolf hissed and her teeth elongated as she identified this other woman as a threat. In one move she had the woman’s wrist in her hand and she twisted. The blonde that had dared to touch her mate hissed in return but stumbled when Luna shoved her backwards. They slammed into the wall and Luna used her other arm as leverage, pressing against the woman’s throat. The woman’s eyes flashed gold as her own wolf rose in anger but Luna was well trained against Alphas and she held her position of power easily.

      “Mine.” She hissed through elongated teeth that all but dripped with the desire to tear this woman apart, “My mate. My man. Touch him again and I’ll rip your hands off. Understand?”

      The woman struggled against the hold but Luna only tightened her grip. Her claws had elongated and dug into the woman’s wrist where she held the offending appendage to the wall. The blonde tried to head butt her but Luna jerked back and then slammed her into the wall again, pressing against her windpipe with more force.

      “Understand?” She growled.

      “Mi-Michael.” The blonde whimpered, her gaze turning frantic as she struggled against a hold she realized she couldn’t escape. “Michael, please.”

      Luna snarled at the woman. Even now she dared speak to Michael instead of to her. She wanted to rip her throat out but despite the show of force being good for her standing in the pack, she didn’t actually want to murder anyone today. She felt Michael move in closer behind her and the warmth and security of him as he put an arm around her waist, his big palm resting against her stomach possessively, calmed some of her anger.

      “You may call me Alpha, Deanne.” He spoke slowly, deliberately and calmly so that everyone in the room could hear his words. “My given name is not yours to use and I disapprove of your attempt to discredit my mate. You will listen to her. You will answer her. And you will do so, now.”

      “I… but… Mi…” The woman whimpered when Luna dug her claws in deeper, “Alpha, please, she’s attacked me unprovoked.”

      “Oh, you provoked.” Zoey snorted from somewhere nearby. “If you’d tried that touchy shit with Rafe, I’d have ripped your throat out already.. She’s being very reasonable in my estimation.”

      “Zo. Hush.” A harsh male voice spoke low but there was clear amusement there and Luna assumed it must be the redhead’s mate. “This isn’t our business. Stay out of it.”

      “She’s my sister now so…”

      Michael cleared his throat, “Deanne, apologize to my mate for your disrespectful behavior.” The woman opened her mouth but he must have sensed she didn’t intend to do any such thing because he growled and his voice took on all the power of the Pack Alpha when he spoke again, “Apologize!”

      “I’m sorry.” The girl instantly softened beneath Luna’s grip, “I’m sorry I disrespected you and the bond you share with our Alpha.”

      “You won’t touch him again.” Luna gritted her teeth.

      Blue eyes fell to the floor and the blonde shook her head, “Never.”

      “Good.” Luna released her hold on the other woman and stepped back.

      Michael was right there, wrapping his arms around her and nuzzling her neck reassuringly. She felt her claws and teeth begin to recede back to their human size. The tension in the room was palpable as the blonde pushed her way through the crowd and ran away sobbing. But nobody went after her and nobody said a word for a long moment.

      Finally, it was Michael that sighed, “Anyone else care to question my fated mate?”

      There were some murmurs. Feet shuffling and arms being crossed. But nobody spoke up.

      “Good,” Michael turned his attention on his pack and met each and every one of their eyes, “Luna is my mate. We’re bonded. She’s mine and I’m hers. I’m your Pack Alpha. That makes her your Queen. You will treat her as such and show her the same respect and honor that you show me or you will deal with my wrath. Understand?”

      This time the crowd spoke quickly and assuredly. An echo of “Yes, Alpha” went up throughout the room. Luna finally let herself take a deep breath and relax a little.

      She’d stood up for herself and made her point. She wasn’t weak. She wouldn’t be a pushover. And, Michael had stood with her. Not pushing her behind him to protect her but instead standing at her side and having her back. Letting her prove herself and then confirming what they all knew already.

      The Pack Alpha was a bonded male and he would protect his mate with his every breath.

      Luna smiled when Michael glanced down at her, “Yes Alpha.”

      He smirked, “Come on. We’re getting out of here.”

      She managed a snort as he took her hand and began to drag her from the room, “Where are we going? I was playing a game with my sisters and…”

      “You can play with them later. Right now, I want to play with you.”

      “Oh.” She grinned as heat flushed through her and she caught Zoey waggling her eyebrows knowingly, “Oh!”

      She laughed again as Michael dragged her from the room. There were a few chuckles behind them. Some laughter and catcalls but he didn’t slow down. He pulled her back towards their bedroom and Luna couldn’t remember ever smiling so much in her life.

      This amazing, incredible man was hers and she just knew that she would spend the rest of eternity smiling because of him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 17

          

        

      

    

    
      Michael slammed the bedroom door behind them and then pivoted, forcing Luna up against the wall. He was on her as soon as they were alone. Lips taking hers with a savagely brutal kiss. His hands tangling in her curls. He dropped his hips against her so she could feel what she did to him and she moaned into his mouth.

      He was hard, aching, throbbing for a release that he could only find within her beautiful body. Fuck, her taste was a drug and he was addicted. No, not just her taste. Her scent drove him insane. Her body made him crazy. And her strength, her fire and determination, it was all sexy as hell.

      She was perfect.

      He dragged his teeth over her bottom lip, “That was so fucking hot, baby. I loved seeing you like that. You were so strong, so possessive. ”

      Luna arched, “You’re mine. Nobody else gets to touch you. Nobody.”

      “Damn straight.” He acknowledged with a lick of the mating mark, “You claimed me out there. Now I want you to claim me in here. I need it, Luna. Need to feel your teeth in me. Need to know you’re with me one hundred percent.”

      She made a sound that drew his attention up from where he’d been nibbling on her collarbone and his breath caught in his chest. Her beautiful, deep and soulful brown eyes were gold now. Her teeth had elongated with her wolf’s push to the forefront and seeing how much her wolf wanted him made his cock pulse. He wanted to be buried inside her when she buried those teeth in him and brought them full circle.

      “Yeah, that’s it baby.” He released her and walked backwards towards the bed, “Come take what’s yours.”

      Michael reached one hand behind his head and tugged his t-shirt off. He tossed it aside and smirked when Luna’s golden eyes blazed a trail down his body. He kicked his boots off and unbuttoned his pants. When he pushed them down, she hissed and when he stepped out of them and crooked a finger at him, she moved towards him.

      She shrugged out of the shirt she’d been wearing. The bra came next, unclasped and discarded as well. He groaned when she stopped in front of him, barely a breath separating them, and began to unbutton her pants. His hands came up of their own accord, cupping her breasts and drawing a gasp of breath from her lungs as she slid out of her clothes.

      “Gorgeous.” He groaned as she stepped out of them and he slid his hands around her waist to cup her ass. He lifted and she twined her long legs and arms around him. “You fit me so well.”

      Luna kissed his jaw, “Love the feel of you.”

      “Mmm, you too baby. You too.” He stepped back until his knees hit the bed and then dropped to his ass, settling Luna in his lap.

      “More.” She pushed him backwards until he was lying down and crawled over him.

      Michael closed his eyes on a groan. Her lips were everywhere. Feathery soft and sweet against his shoulder. Hard and demanding against his nipples. She licked and sucked at his skin and when she slid her teeth over him, not breaking the skin but teasing him, he nearly lost his mind and flipped her.

      He wanted to feel her beneath him. Wanted to pound inside of her until they both erupted in ecstasy. But he wanted this more. Wanted Luna to want him bad enough to take it, take him, any way she chose, however she chose, this time was her time to mark him so he fought his urge for control and simply gripped her hips to hold on as she began to grind against him.

      Her wetness coated his length as she rubbed herself against him but she didn’t move to take him inside. She was teasing him, he realized as she smiled against his throat and scraped her teeth against his skin again. Teasing him with what was already his, what they both knew she was going to give him. Her, all of her, finally.

      “Luna.” He tightened his grip on her desperately, “I need you, baby. Please.”

      She moaned against his ear, “My strong, powerful Alpha mate. Do you know what it does to me when you ask like that?”

      He hummed as she sat upright and he saw the adoration shining clearly in her dark eyes. He had an idea but he wanted her to say it. He cupped her throat with one hand and slid the other to her ass, keeping her hips moving against him. Her eyes fluttered in response and she bit her lip.

      “You could demand.” She finally whispered softly, “You’re an Alpha. You’re bigger. Stronger. More powerful. You could simply take. So many in your position would. They’d only see their mate and let their possessiveness become ownership. But not you.”

      “I don’t own you, Luna. You’re my mate. We belong to each other.” He stroked her rapidly beating pulse and then slid his hand up to swipe away the lone tear that escaped the corner of her eye.

      She caught his hand and licked the salty fluid from the tip, “You gave me time and space when you thought I needed it. You took care of me. You put your own needs aside while I healed. You stood by me when you learned I wasn’t dominant. You had my back out there but you didn’t treat me like I was inferior.”

      “Because you’re not.” His chest ached and his heart thumped too hard as he leaned up to wrap his arms around her, to put them eye to eye, “You’re my equal in every way. Don’t you ever doubt that for a second.”

      She dropped her forehead against his and took a shaky breath, “I know it’s fast and that some of it is probably the heat. The bond is powerful between us. Maybe some part of me has a case of hero worship because you saved me but…”

      Michael tilted his head when she paused, “But?”

      “But I think I’m falling in love with you.”

      His heart stopped for a second and then jolted with a rush of pure joy. He smiled as the feeling began to fill his veins. He’d told her already that he’d begun to believe fate wouldn’t give him a mate. Just having her in his life would have been enough, but knowing that she felt for him just as strongly as he felt for her, it shifted his entire world.

      “That’s good, baby. That’s real good.” He brushed his lips over hers softly, “Because I’m crazy about you. I don’t think its too fast and I don’t think it’s crazy. I think it’s just fate showing us how well we fit together. Fate made us mates for a reason and I think it’s because even after everything we’ve been through, all the pain and the loss and the suffering, we’re both still open to falling in love. You’re mine, Luna. You’re mine and I’m never letting you go. So make me yours. Please.”

      Her eyes shone with unshed tears but her lips twitched upwards a second before they were against his. He could feel her happiness through the bond. He could feel the joy radiating from inside her. Her wolf was there with them this time, rubbing against her skin, wanting him to know that she felt the same way even if she hadn’t been allowed in the open with her mate yet. Michael let his own wolf out of the cage he’d erected, letting him brush near the surface to scent how close they were to having their mates claim.

      She was right; the bond between them was so strong. Stronger than anything he could have ever imagined. He couldn’t imagine how much more powerful it would be once she marked him and their wolves mated as well. The need to be close to her, touching her, taking care of her wouldn’t wane over time the way it did with some humans. A mate bond was about so much more than physical affection and he couldn’t wait to spend the rest of his life learning and loving this woman that fate had seen fit to gift to him.

      Luna nipped at his lips, “Michael?”

      “Hmm?” He tipped his chin up to give her room as she trailed kisses down his throat.

      “Stop holding back.”

      “I thought you’d want…” He trailed off, unsure how to put what he’d been thinking into words but luckily, either from the mate bond or just their connection, Luna seemed to understand and her face was soft when she pulled back enough to meet his eyes.

      “To be in control this time?” She asked and he nodded even as she shook her head, “I don’t. I know I said out there that you can’t treat me like I’m submissive but in here, just the two of us, like this…” She bit her lip and looked up at him from beneath her dark lashes, “I’m yours, Michael. I’m yours to do with as you please. I trust you and I love you and I want you to be yourself with me. I want my strong, dominant mate.”

      His cock throbbed between them and all the moisture in his mouth dried up. She wanted him to be in control. She was naturally submissive and though she fought it outside the bedroom she was willing to let go and let him dominate her when they were alone like this. She wanted him, just him, the way he truly was without holding back from her.

      Michael’s throat felt tight, “Are you sure?”

      Luna nodded, a small, coy smile tugging at the corners of her beautiful lips.

      It was all the answer he needed. Michael wrapped his arms around her and twisted. She squeaked a little when he slammed her onto the mattress but he took her lips and swallowed the sound. She opened for him instantly, her tongue meeting his and her arms and legs coming up to wrap around him.

      He groaned as his wolf howled inside his head. He wasn’t going to last. Not this time. Not if he went at her full throttle. Not knowing that she wanted it as badly as he did and not knowing that whether she was on top or bottom, whether he was in control or she was, that there was only one way this was going to end.

      Her teeth in his skin. Mating him. Marking him. Binding them together forever.

      With no hesitation, he notched himself between her legs and thrust hard. He buried himself inside of her as deep as he could get and growled when she cried out his name. He pulled almost all the way out and slammed into her again so hard she scooted up the bed a good foot. She only clutched at his back harder, her nails scraping him down to his ass as she pulled him against her and he groaned as he realized it wasn’t nails he felt. It was her claws. The knowledge that her wolf was fighting to be with him drove him out of his mind and he lost it completely.

      He took her harder than his human side would ever have let him. He slammed into her again and again. He snarled and growled. He bit her again and again, leaving claiming marks on the soft curve of her breast, the inside of her bicep, the thin skin above her rib cage. He was sweating, panting, her blood making his wolf go wild inside his head.

      He didn’t just mark his mate this time. He claimed her. Body. Soul. Heart. Wolf. Woman. She was his in every way and he wanted everyone to know it. To hear them. To sense that they shared one scent now. To see the marks no matter what she wore and know whom she belonged to. But more than any of that, he wanted them to see him and know that he was hers in every way too.

      Luna arched as her climax rocked through her and he grit his teeth as his hips stuttered, her grip on him tightening to a vise, tightening until he wasn’t sure he could move. In one swift buck of her lithe body, Luna jolted upright. Her arms went around him, one at his back and one digging into his hair so hard he winced. She wrenched his head sideways and he didn’t resist at all as she all but howled and sank her teeth into the flesh of his shoulder.

      Michael blacked out from the pleasure as his own orgasm overtook him. Their bodies still, locked together, as their hearts synchronized into one beat and their panting breaths fell into step together. The jolt of electricity that had been zipping between them since he first laid eyes on her solidified and the hints of her feelings, of her wolf, of her emotions that he’d been getting became a tidal wave that forced its way inside of him, rooting around and digging deep, finding a home inside of him just as his own being was knitting itself to her.

      He didn’t know how long it took. Had no idea how much time passed while they sat there in each other's arms, wrapped around one another, his dick still inside his mate and her teeth still inside him. He only knew that when his muscles finally unlocked he fell backwards, taking Luna with him and holding her to his chest so she couldn’t slip away.

      Not that she tried. Her grip on him was just as tight and she nuzzled her nose against his neck, licked at the claiming mark she’d made on his shoulder, helping it to heal, and then sniffing around his skin, scenting and marking him, mixing their skin and come until there was nothing left of each of them individually, only their combined scent.

      His eyes drifted shut as the rightness of the moment washed over him. He yawned and stretched, feeling his muscles strain from exertion. But Luna continued to nuzzle and rub against him and despite his aches his body responded. He smiled softly as he slid a hand to her ass and smacked her softly.

      “Be still or you’re going to make me hard again.”

      She giggled against his chest, “Exactly.”

      “Jesus, woman, aren’t you tired?” He groaned as she slid up and over him, straddling his waist and giving him a gorgeous view of her long, lithe body, her full, tight tits and her gorgeous glowing face as she grinned down at him.

      “No.” She shook her head and her curls bounced adorably. “I’m not sleepy at all. I’m… electric. I feel alive for the first time in so long and I want… I need…”

      Michael groaned as he watched her eyes dart to the floor length windows and the door that led to the patio. The patio that led to a wide-open yard and then, on the far side of it, to the creek and the forest. He knew what she was getting at and even though he was exhausted and really wanted to take a nap, he knew that he couldn’t and wouldn’t deny her.

      “You want to go for a run?”

      She bit her lip and nodded.

      “As wolves?” He raised an eyebrow when she nodded again, “You know my wolf isn’t going to let you get far, right, Luna? As soon as I let him break my skin, that’s it. It’s all over for you. He’s going to chase you down and finish the bond full moon or not.”

      Luna continued to nibble at her bottom lip, “I know.”

      “And you’re okay with that?”

      “More than okay with it.” She shifted off of him to stand gracefully, “Just give me a little bit of a head start? It’s been so long since I let my wolf run and she needs it. She wants you to catch her but she needs to run too.”

      Michael smiled at the woman that owned his heart, “I’ll give you a ten-second head start and then I’m coming for you. We can run together after and I’ll show you our land. Just don’t head back for Crescent territory or my wolf is going to freak the hell out thinking you’re trying to get away from him.”

      “Never.” She smiled back at him and then leaned down and brushed a kiss over his lips. “I am never leaving you, mate.”

      “Then shift.” He commanded as he sat up in bed, finding fresh energy with the knowledge that he’d see Luna’s wolf for the first time, get to run with her and claim her once and for all. When she closed her eyes and stretched her limbs as if she was centering herself, he began to count, “Ten, nine, eight, seven…”

      A burst of power and magic flooded the room and Luna winced as her bones broke. Her body contorted and Michael watched as she dropped to a crouch. In the span of a couple of breaths, he blinked and in the place of his gorgeous mate stood a beautiful black wolf.

      “Six, five, four…”

      She was small, like Luna. Thin but with powerful paws and legs. Her eyes were the same golden brown he’d seen flash at him before only now they glowed. Her coat was pitch black, just like her hair and skin. Glossy and perfect, she was the most beautiful wolf he’d ever seen.

      “Three, two...”

      She made a small sound and moved forward, nuzzling his hand. He grinned and rubbed her head, scratching behind her ears. Luna’s tongue licked across his cheek and he chuckled and pushed her away as he stood from the bed. She backed up a step and yipped, excitement in her tone and he didn’t think he’d ever been happier than he was in that moment.

      “One.”

      Luna took off out the door he opened for her and then Michael shifted and chased after her. The setting sun bathed them in golden light and they ran together. A small black wolf and a gigantic grey wolf, mated and fated for eternity.
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      Luna stretched and rolled as she came awake but even before she met the cool sheets on the other side of the bed she knew that she was alone. She’d felt it when Michael rose at sunrise and kissed her forehead softly. He’d murmured that he loved her but she’d been so deep in sleep she hadn’t been able to say it back before slipping beneath the darkness again. And now he was gone, again, and she couldn’t help but pout a little.

      After a week of waking up alone, she thought she might start getting used to it but she hadn’t. She wouldn’t. She wanted to wake up with Michael stretched out beside her. Better yet, she wanted to wake up with him wrapped around her. She wanted them to be able to spend their mornings cuddling and talking and making love until they were exhausted and fell back into dreams.

      But Michael didn’t know what the term “sleeping in” meant it seemed. Each morning he woke with the sun to begin his day. When she’d tried to seduce him into staying those first few days, he’d smiled and even relented once or twice, but she’d felt the guilt that swamped him once they were done making love.

      He felt guilty for spending so much time with her. He’d always put the pack first. He’d never had anything that was his and his alone. He’d told her that and he’d also told her that he loved that she was his. He was just still trying to find a way to balance wanting to spend every waking moment with her and running the pack that looked to him for guidance and leadership.

      One of the ways he was trying to make more time for them was to start his day earlier than usual. He reasoned that if he woke up before her and handled as many of his duties as he could then once she was awake they’d have more time together in the evening. It wasn’t a bad plan. She liked the part where she got to sleep in for sure. But she missed waking up in his arms with the feel of his mouth on her neck and his hands on her breasts, his rough morning voice in her ear telling her that he needed her.

      Luna harrumphed and pushed the covers away as her body heated with memories of all the times and ways her mate had loved her in the last week. It had been a good week. One of the best weeks of her life. She’d found her mate and her place in the world, her home, and her life was starting to settle into something resembling normalcy more and more as the days passed.

      Her brother had gone back to the Crescent pack to try and mend all that Maddox had broken and though she missed him terribly, she understood why he’d needed to go. The longer the pack went without leadership the harder it would be to take control.

      The Crescent pack had undergone a violent upheaval and it was up to Leo to set things right. Those that had helped Maddox and survived the Moirae attack needed to be punished. Those that had been imprisoned and injured during the reign of terror needed to be freed and healed. They needed to be reunited and there was nobody better for the job than her brother, the rightful heir.

      She’d cried when he left. She’d hugged him tightly and made him promise to be careful. She’d insisted he check in with her daily so that she knew he was well. Even still, her nerves hadn’t been soothed until the giant, hulking Enforcer that she now knew as Darius had pledged to keep Leo safe.

      There was nothing getting past that big man in her estimation so she’d let her brother go with the knowledge that he was protected, whether he wanted to be or not.

      It had helped that her sisters stayed with her. She’d been certain they would go back with Leo. They were Crescent wolves. The Crescent pack was their family. But when she’d asked them why they weren’t going home with Leo, they’d both hedged.

      Nova had said something about needing to be here. She hadn’t elaborated. In fact, she’d been downright mysterious about it. Luna could only assume that her youngest sister was working off another vision and since the last time she’d been filled in on one of Nova’s visions it had landed her in a basement she hadn’t pressed for more information.

      Maya hadn’t verbalized her reason for staying either but Luna thought she understood. In the past few days, her sister had stopped giving the Moirae Enforcers assigned as her guard the slip. Instead, she’d begun to train with them. Maya still wasn’t talking about what Maddox and his thugs had put her through but whatever it was, it had been bad enough that she no longer considered the Crescent pack home. It had been bad enough that she was fully dedicated and focused on learning how to defend and protect herself.

      Luna couldn’t say that she wasn’t worried about both of her sisters. She was. She had scars from the ordeal but so did they. She at least had Michael to cling to, to help her push through, and a future to look forward to with him. Her sisters were clinging to what they had, this new life, and she was simply thankful they’d chosen to stay close to her for the time being.

      They were all three settling into their lives here and she was more thankful than she could put into words that Michael not only seemed to understand her need to be close to her sisters, but supported her completely. Instead of moving them back to his house, they’d visited a few times but ultimately moved their necessities to the lodge for the time being. Michael hadn’t complained at all, in fact it had been his idea and she’d fallen a little more in love with him for thinking of her family as his own so easily.

      Thinking of her mate made that now familiar pull in her chest more pronounced and Luna rolled from bed with the mission to go and find him. She dressed quickly but thoughtfully in a simple yellow sundress. She’d always loved the way the color highlighted her dark skin and features so when she’d seen it on a shopping trip in town with Zoey earlier in the week, she’d bought it immediately. With her lack of curves she could wear it without a bra and since she had only one thing on her mind, she didn’t bother with panties either before slipping on a pair of sandals and leaving her room in search of her mate.

      With her enhanced hearing she could make out conversation and voices throughout the lodge. There were grunts coming from the yard out back and she knew that the Enforcers must be training. There was a few people coming and going and she smiled and spoke to each of them as she passed on her way to the business wing of the large lodge. They all returned the gesture along with a small dip of their chin, a sign of deference that she had never imagined would be directed to her.

      But as the mate of the Pack Alpha, she was shown nothing but respect here.

      Luna rounded the corner into the smaller hallway that led towards Michael’s office and jerked to a stop at the sight before her. A big, dark-haired man stood a few feet away but she was accustomed to running into big men around here. No, it was what he was doing that made her stop, her eyes going wide before she could avert them. Because the big man had a woman wrapped around him and they were kissing as if they were the only two people in the entire world.

      The woman had her legs wrapped around his waist and was rolling her hips. His big hands were on her ass, holding her to him. The woman had her hands tangled in his hair and was moaning softly as their mouths ate at each other.

      Heat flared through Luna and she cleared her throat loudly to make her presence known before the two went any further. She had no doubt they would. It was just a matter of whether it was right here and right now in the hallway or if she interrupted and delayed the inevitable.

      A growl rolled through the hallway as the male jerked back from his female. Hard, intense eyes that glowed gold with his wolf met hers. Recognition struck him only a second later and she had to stifle a laugh when she watched a flush of red stain his perfectly sculpted cheekbones.

      “Luna.”

      “Wait, what…” The female in his arms twisted her head around and grinned brightly, “Oh, hey sis. Didn’t see you there.”

      “I noticed.” She didn’t bother holding back her giggle now because Zoey was completely unfazed while her mate blushed adorably like a kid caught with his hand in the cookie jar, “Rafe.”

      “Good morning.” He cleared his throat as he lowered Zoey to the ground, “Are you looking for Michael?”

      “Of course she is. Look at her.” Zoey snorted giving her an eye wag as she waved at her, “Good lord woman, you look gorgeous in that dress. I knew you would.”

      “Thank you.” She smoothed down the skirt, making sure she wasn’t actually as naked as she felt in that moment.

      “Michael’s in his office, ” Rafe pointed over his shoulder, “we just finished up a meeting but he still has Darius in there giving a report on the Crescent pack.”

      Her eyebrows winged up and for the first time she glanced past the beautiful couple towards the shut door at the end of the hall, “Darius is here?” She looked back to Rafe, “Is Leo with him?”

      “No, he stayed behind this time.”

      She frowned, “Darius left him there alone?”

      “Uh oh.” Zoey elbowed her mate, “Now you’ve upset her and I’m gonna have to keep your brother from killing you. Again.”

      Rafe snorted, “Like he could take me.”

      “I don’t want to find out.” Zoey harrumphed.

      “Shh.” Rafe pulled his feisty mate into his side and then glanced back at Luna, “I didn’t mean to upset you. Your brother isn’t alone. He’s taken charge of his pack and he’s formed a small team of trusted Enforcers. He’s not unprotected because Darius isn’t with him, I assure you.”

      It didn’t calm Luna’s worries, not even a little bit. She’d seen the way the big Moirae enforcer watched her brother. She wasn’t oblivious. She trusted him with Leo because it had been clear to her that for some reason or another, the hard-faced man that argued with Leo at every turn, did so because he cared about him. Yet he was here and Leo was back with the Crescents and she didn’t like it, not at all.

      “Can you please excuse me?” She was already stepping past the couple and they moved aside with soft, knowing smiles.

      “Of course.” Rafe dipped his chin and Zoey smirked. “Give them hell, Lu.”

      Rafe said something low that Luna didn’t catch and when Zoey giggled she knew that it probably hadn’t been meant for her ears anyway. The couple was cuddling again when she shot a look over her shoulder and when Zoey squealed she shook her head. Rafe had hoisted his mate over his shoulder in a fireman’s hold, no doubt intent on continuing their rendezvous somewhere they were less likely to be interrupted.

      Luna had to admit, the two of them made a great pair. There was no guarantee with fated mates. Some fought like cats and dogs and never found the balance they needed to solidify the bond. Others, like Rafe and Zoey melded their lives and personalities seamlessly. She liked being around them, seeing their love and affection for each other and for their family members and pack. She liked that she was part of their inner circle now because of her own bond with Michael.

      Speaking of Michael, she could hear him now as she edged closer to his office door. His tone was low and solemn. She could feel the intensity coming off of him without even seeing him. He was worried about something and she didn’t like that so instead of knocking she pushed the door open and stepped inside.

      The conversation stopped instantly and two sets of intense eyes turned on her. Michael’s softened instantly and he stood from behind his desk. Darius had already been standing, pacing from the looks of it, but he paused and met her gaze before dropping his chin in acknowledgement.

      “Luna.”

      “Darius.” She shut the door behind her and gave him a serious once-over, noting the exhaustion that seemed to set just beneath the surface of his hard, handsome features, “Where’s my brother?”

      His lips quirked slightly, “He insisted on remaining behind to deal with a Crescent pack matter when I was summoned to give my report. I left him in highly capable and trusted hands, I assure you.”

      There was a softness in his dark eyes that convinced her of what Rafe’s words couldn’t. Yes, this man cared. He might threaten and bark and argue with Leo at every turn but he cared, probably more than he was willing to admit. He hadn’t left Leo behind easily, of that she was sure and she wasn’t surprised at all when he shot a look at her mate and excused himself.

      “If there’s nothing else, I’d like to return to the Crescent pack.”

      Michael gave a stiff nod, “Of course. Continue to inform me of any developments and we’ll keep the security sweeps up for the time being.”

      “Yes, Alpha.” Darius dipped his head and started to leave the room, only pausing for a moment at Luna’s side and touching her shoulder slightly in a brotherly gesture, “Nobody will touch a hair on his head for as long as I breathe, I swear to you.”

      With that Darius continued on, leaving the room and shutting the door behind him. Once they were alone, Luna turned her attention back to her mate. He still stood behind his desk but he looked tired and worried. She moved towards him instantly.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s nothing.” Michael reached for her when she got close and tugged her closer, nuzzling her neck, “Mmm, you look beautiful.”

      “Thank you but don’t change the subject.” She pulled back enough to look him in the eye, “What’s wrong? You seem tense.”

      Michael sighed, clearly sensing that she wasn’t going to let it go, “Darius reported that a few of the Maddox loyalists have been picked up during sweeps of the woods.”

      “That’s a good thing though, right?”

      He fingered one of her curls absentmindedly, “It is, but there are still more out there. Someone snuck into the infirmary overnight and stole a bunch of supplies. The bandages and herbs seem to indicate whoever is left out there isn’t healing properly which would be good, because they’d be weak and easier to track down.”

      “But…” She prompted, knowing there was more.

      “But the person also broke into the armory and took a crossbow.”

      Luna frowned, “Only a crossbow?”

      Michael nodded.

      “Well, maybe they’re injured and thought it would help them scavenge for food? If they only took one weapon maybe there’s just the one left, right?”

      “I love how you still manage to hope for the best.” Michael smiled softly, pressing sweet kisses to her forehead, nose and then her lips, “I want you to stay close to the lodge until Leo figures out who it is and ultimately, what they’re after.”

      “Okay.” She agreed easily, knowing it would soothe some of his tension.

      “Thank you.” He nuzzled against her jaw and ran his hands down her sides to her hips and around to her ass before he paused, his breath catching, “Luna?”

      She smirked against his shoulder, “Yes, mate?”

      “What are you wearing under this pretty little dress?”

      His tone said he already knew the answer but she tiptoed up and whispered near his ear anyway, “Nothing.”

      A growl tore from his throat, “Luna.”

      She giggled, “You’ve been so stressed worrying about me and the family and the pack. You always take care of everyone else. I wanted to take care of you for once. I wanted to distract you.”

      “Mission accomplished.” He gripped her hips and spun her to face the desk, “Grip the edge.”

      A shiver of awareness skated down her spine as she did what he said. This was what she’d wanted. This was what she’d known would happen. The heat between them hadn’t waned and she was beginning to think it never would. She wanted him, all the time, and when his hands shook slightly as he squeezed her ass and then pushed up the skirt of her dress, she knew he felt the same way.

      “Jesus, baby… you’re so damn sexy.” His voice was rough and reverent, causing goosebumps to rise on her naked skin, “You know I’ve had dreams of taking you like this? Here, in my office, bent over my desk.”

      “You have?” her voice was breathy.

      “Mmm…” Michael traced her crack and hissed when he reached her core and found her wet, “In all of them, you’re so damn loud the rafters shake and the whole pack knows I’m pleasing my mate. Think we can make that dream a reality?”

      Luna leaned over further, getting more comfortable on the desk and pushing her ass out towards this incredible man that was hers. All hers. She grinned as she shot a naughty look at him over her shoulder. She was pleased to see the tension lines around his eyes and mouth had lessened with her presence and she smiled.

      “Hell yeah.”
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      “Where are you going?”

      Luna paused mid-step at the sound of Michael’s voice. She hadn’t been sneaking out, per se, but she definitely hadn’t made a point of stopping by his office to let him know she was leaving the lodge. She’d thought his head would be buried in papers or else he’d be stuck in meetings and she hadn’t wanted to bother him. Of course, she also hadn’t wanted him to give her a lecture about staying on pack land or insist on sending someone with her.

      It had been over two weeks since Leo returned to the Crescent pack. More than three weeks since Michael had saved her from Maddox and the living hell he’d put her through. The full moon was due tomorrow and she was feeling restless and trapped in the lodge.

      She needed to run. Maddox keeping her chained during the last full moon had left her wolf nervous about what she would be put through this full moon. Luna wanted to shift and run, take in the fresh air and freedom and try to convince her wolf that all of that hurt was in the past. She didn’t want her wolf freaking out on Michael or any of the Moirae pack during their first full moon together so she’d been going for runs whenever she could manage to slip away.

      Unfortunately, those opportunities to do so alone were few and far between. Whenever Michael knew she was heading out for a run, he either insisted on going with her or sending one of the Enforcers. She loved the times he joined her. She did. But sometimes a girl also needed some space to breathe and put herself back together. She couldn’t lean on him for the rest of their lives no matter how strong he was. The Enforcers were worse. Quiet, solemn and serious, they trailed behind her, always in human form, always on the alert, causing her wolf to panic whenever she heard their footsteps at her back.

      She wanted to run alone but had managed it only a few times in the past month. She’d thought she had a clean getaway today. Michael had been locked in his office all morning with her brother, Rafe, Darius and the other Enforcers. Zoey was at home with a stomach bug. Maya was busy training and Nova had started her schooling again. She’d thought she was home free until she heard that voice she loved so much behind her.

      Turning slowly, she pasted a smile on her face, “Just out for a run.”

      Michael’s lips instantly pursed, “Feeling restless?”

      She nodded and he opened his arms. She walked into them immediately. God she loved how he read her so easily and always offered her the comfort she needed. She nuzzled against his chest, breathing him in until some of the tension that had been riding her all day began to seep away.

      He brushed his lips over her hair, “Give me an hour and I’ll go with you.”

      “No, ” She winced as she pulled back and saw the crestfallen look on his face, “I mean, there’s no need. I’m already heading out and I know you’re busy.”

      “I’m never too busy for you, besides, after sitting at my desk all day I could use a run myself.”

      She softened when he rubbed at his neck, “Is everything okay? The mood around here has been tense today.”

      “It’s nothing.” He started but when she pinned him with a glare he sighed, “It’s not nothing. It’s just… the scout teams that have been searching the woods for the last of the wolves loyal to Maddox are worried. They swear someone has been setting traps for them. A few of them have been injured.”

      “Oh my God, Michael.” She frowned.

      “None of the injuries have been serious. They’ll all recover. It’s just worrisome that nobody seems to have gotten a look at the person behind the attacks.” Michael swiped a hand over his face, “I don’t like the idea of you going out there alone while that kind of threat still exists.”

      Luna took a deep breath and let it out. She could feel his concern and his worry. She even understood it. But he couldn’t keep her caged here like a prisoner. That would’ve made him no better than Maddox and her beautiful, brave, kind, considerate mate was far, far better than that evil bastard had been. She knew he knew it and that was why he hadn’t told her that she couldn’t go, just that he didn’t want her to go alone.

      Luna moved forward and cupped his hard jaw between her hands, “I know you’re worried but I promise that I’ll be safe. I won’t leave Moirae territory. I won’t even go near the border. I’ll take the path Zoey showed me and I’ll run straight to the lake and back.”

      “Baby…” Michael shook his head but she cut him off.

      “I need to do this. I don’t know how to explain it. I just… I feel like I need to be out there right now. I need to feel the wind on my face and the grass under my paws. My wolf needs it and I think you need it too. You need to see that I can go but I’ll always come back to you. I’ll always come home to you, Michael. I promise. Just, have faith.”

      He stared down at her for a long moment and she could see the conflicting emotions on his handsome face. He didn’t like the idea. Not one bit. But he understood that this was something she needed and he’d vowed to give her whatever she needed. His dark brows knit together and finally, finally, when she was almost convinced he would cut his meeting short and insist on going with her, he dropped his forehead to hers and held her close.

      “You’ll be safe.”

      It was an order, not a request, and she smiled, “I promise.”

      “Straight to the lake and back, no stops in between.”

      “Okay.” She nodded, “But I’d like to stop in at the cabin and check on Zoey. You know she’s had that stomach bug for a couple of days now.”

      Michael snorted, “Stomach bug my ass. She’s pregnant. She’s just too damn stubborn to admit that Rafe is right and she’s carrying pups.”

      Luna smiled knowingly, “She doesn’t want anyone talking about pregnancy until after the official mating ceremony on the new moon. She wants them to be married, legally, first. She was human for most of her life, Michael. If she wants to pretend it’s a virus until she says I do, then I think it’s best for all of us to let her.”

      “So smart and kind and generous.” Michael brushed his lips over hers, “How did I end up with the perfect mate?”

      “Just lucky I guess.” Luna grinned for him and then brushed his lips with her own before pulling away, “I’ll stop and check on her. I’ll even call you from the cabin so you know I made it and I’ll let you know before I head back. Is that enough checkpoints for you, Alpha?”

      Michael snorted, “I suppose if my mate is set on visiting her sister in law before the full moon, I should just be thankful they’ve become such good friends and let her go.”

      “Thank you.” Luna tiptoed up and brushed her lips over his again, “I’ll find you when I get back and I promise, I’ll show you just how grateful I am.”

      A low growl came from deep in Michael’s chest, “Go then. Go before I change my mind and haul you off to bed.”

      Luna giggled and sidestepped his big paws when he swiped at her, trying to pull her close. He was grinning as she blew him a kiss and then turned and headed out of the lodge. She could feel him watching her so she put a little extra sway in her step as she headed across the yard but she didn’t dare shift. Not yet. She’d learned early on that her mate was highly possessive and though nudity wasn’t really an issue amongst most shifters, Michael didn’t like his pack members seeing her unclothed. It was kind of cute actually, that he wanted to keep her body for himself. He already had her heart and her soul so she figured he might as well get to keep her body for himself too. She waited until she’d reached the path in the woods and then stepped into a small clearing to shed her clothes, folding them and putting them aside for when she returned before letting her wolf rise to the surface.

      Her teeth elongated and her nails turned to claws first. A scream tried to work its way up her throat but she swallowed it down the way she’d been taught since she was just a child. Anyone that said shifting got easier was a damn liar. It always hurt. It always felt like being ripped apart at the seams. But that was the curse of the dual natured and the blessing was learning to control it and the power that came with it.

      Luna’s wolf rose from her crouch on the ground and shook her fur, readjusting herself to this world as she always did when she broke free. Luna was still there, but beneath the surface now. She was no longer the one in complete control. She could guide and help make decisions but her wolf was a separate entity, part of her but also with a will all her own.

      She knew that a lot of wolves that had gone through the kind of trauma she had lost control of their other half. She’d even learned in the past few weeks that Rafe’s wolf had gone feral after the incident that took the lives of his parents and twin brother. He was still recovering. She supposed she was just lucky that her own wolf hadn’t broken from her like that and had instead burrowed deeper inside of her.

      Now that she was free, Luna let her do what she’d been begging to do all day. Run. Her wolf raised her head, scenting the air. When she didn’t recognize anything but the fresh, clean smell of the wind coming off the nearby lake and the damp, musky scent of the underbrush, she all but purred. With a shimmy of excitement, she pushed off her back paws, leaping over a log and taking off at full speed through the forest.

      She’d sworn to Michael that she would stick to the path and she didn’t break that promise. Not really. She stayed near it, criss crossing back and forth over it as she ran and jumped and played. Running on a well beaten down path wasn’t any fun. She was a wolf. A werewolf. A powerful, dangerous, magical creature that needed to feel the freedom of her animal side on occasion.

      It was wonderful. Beautiful.Liberating . Especially after spending so much time in captivity, to be running in the wide open forest alone with nothing but the scurry of other animals to keep her company. She loved it in a way that she never had before. Or maybe she’d always loved it, she’d just never truly appreciated it for the gift that it was.

      Maybe that was why, when a rabbit went scurrying past her on the path, she let her wolf chase it. Because it was fun. Because it felt easy and natural to become a predator when she was in this form. Because it made her feel strong and powerful. Even if, in the back of her mind, she reminded her wolf that they weren’t going to kill the tiny woodland creature, it was fun to play chase.

      They snaked in and out of the trees. Over fallen logs and under thick bushes. And it was only when she went plowing over a large grouping of rocks and splashed into the river that Luna jolted to an abrupt stop.

      Her head jerked up and her ears twitched. She swung her head back and forth and then sank lower into a crouch. She shouldn’t have been this far out but that wasn’t what had stopped her in her tracks.

      It was the scent that she’d caught on the air. Something that was familiar enough to make her wolf whine, but not familiar enough for her to place. Whatever it was, it wasn’t supposed to be here.

      She knew it and so did her wolf.

      Slowly, she crept back, retreating from the water. The rabbit was forgotten now and a cold sense of dread had replaced her earlier excitement. Her wolf hearing picked up on something, a sound nearby, close, and she bared her teeth at the thicket of brush just across from her. There was the smallest movement there but it was enough for her wolf to pick up on and she scrambled backwards on instinct now, rushing away from the danger she felt was coming for them.

      But it was too late.

      There was a snap. A hissing sound. And then a sharp pain tore through her left flank and took her to the ground with a thud. Luna’s wolf howled in pain when she tried to stand to limp away but couldn’t get to her feet.

      One glance down told her all she needed to know. She’d screwed up. She’d broken her promise to Michael. She’d left the path. She hadn’t kept herself safe. And now she was going to pay for it.

      The arrow sticking out of her left thigh was proof of that. Then the rustle of the brush came again and Luna jerked her eyes back to the threat. The person that had shot her stepped onto the riverbank, the gold of the evening light haloing her and giving her features a decidedly gruesome appearance when she snarled.

      Sasha. Luna whimpered. Sasha Devlin was alive.

      She’d escaped the Moirae pack. She’d stolen the crossbow and the supplies from the Crescents. She’d bandaged herself back together and instead of moving on, running away and starting over, she’d been out here all this time looking for holes in the Moirae defense.

      It all made sense now. Nova’s insistence that Luna wasn’t safe yet despite mating with Michael. The sense of dread she’d never quite been able to shake no matter how many times she told herself it was silly because Maddox was dead. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, in her subconscious, she’d known.

      Sasha was alive and she was here to kill Luna just like she’d always wanted to only this time, Maddox wasn’t alive to stop her. Michael wasn’t here to rescue her. And Luna knew that if she was going to keep her promise to her mate to come back to him, that she would have to find a way to save herself this time.
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      Michael was at his desk when he felt a sudden surge of worry. He frowned and glanced up but nobody else in the room had moved. Darius and Rafe still stood by the big table with the map they’d been marking up all afternoon. Neither of them had so much as looked his direction as they discussed the best path to take to lure their predator into becoming prey.

      Suddenly uncomfortable, Michael shifted in his chair and shot a look at the clock. Luna hadn’t left all that long ago and she was no doubt enjoying her time alone in the woods, running and happy and free. He could tell when he’d run into her that she needed the time alone more than he needed to guarantee her safety. They’d compromised, as they were learning to do. He shouldn’t be any more worried about her than he normally was. She would be nearing the lake by now but there was no reason she should have called already.

      He had no reason to worry. None at all. Only, even as he thought it, a sharp pain lanced through his body and he shot upright, stumbling back from his desk as if something beneath it had bitten him.

      “Michael?” Rafe turned back towards him instantly, his brows knitting together, “Michael, what’s wrong?”

      “I…” Michael frowned, looking from his desk to his leg and back again before shaking his head, “I don’t know. Something’s just… off.”

      Another sharp pain lanced through him but this time, it made him nearly double over. It felt like his heart was being cut out. Like someone had taken a sharp blade and begun carving into him, intent on ripping his most vital organ out of his chest.

      “Michael!” Rafe was at his side now, catching him as he stumbled and lowering him back into his chair. “Breathe!”

      He sucked in a gasp and realized that he hadn’t been breathing. He’d been holding his breath, trying to ride out the sudden pain. He took a deep breath just like his brother said. He gulped in the fresh air but the movement only made the pain in his chest worse. He raised his hand and rubbed his palm over his left pec, just above his heart, as his mind raced and he tried to figure out what was happening.

      Was he having a heart attack? It didn’t make sense. He was young. He was healthy. He was in the prime of his life. He’d just found his fated mate. He was a werewolf with a mate and a pack and he could heal himself from almost any injury. What was happening to him?

      “Darius, get him a glass of water and…” Rafe began to bark orders and the big Enforcer was already moving towards the door when it flew open so hard that it crashed into the wall.

      Michael jerked his head up. Rafe kneeled in front of him protectively. Darius stumbled to a stop. But neither of them could block the intruder from his line of sight and as soon as he saw her, he knew exactly what it all meant.

      He wasn’t having a heart attack. Not in the traditional sense. But his heart was being ripped away from him and he felt it in every fiber of his being.

      “Luna.” He nearly choked on the name as a sob worked its way up his throat.

      Nova had tears in her eyes and she wiped at them with the backs of her hands, “She’s in trouble. She’s in trouble and I didn’t see it soon enough this time. I didn’t see it until it was too late.”

      “What did you see?” Michael swallowed past the lump in his throat.

      “I’m so sorry, I didn’t think… I knew there was danger but I couldn’t see what it all meant. Not until it was too late. I’m so sorry.”

      Michael growled when the young girl said those two words again. Too late. She kept saying it was too late. But dammit, he could still feel Luna. His heart hurt and he felt her pain but the bond was still there which meant she was alive. So long as she was still breathing, there was nothing he wouldn’t do to get to her, which meant it wasn’t too late.

      He bared his teeth, “Tell me what you saw, now!”

      Leo stepped from beside his youngest sister and leveled a glare at Michael, “Don’t take that tone with her. This isn’t her fault.”

      “Are you implying that it’s mine?” He rose to his feet, his claws unsheathing of their own accord.

      Now was not the time for Leo to try and assert dominance. This was Michael’s territory, his pack lodge and it was his mate that was in trouble. Leo was her brother, sure, but mate trumped brother. And if it took shaking each of every DeLuca that was keeping secrets until they all fell out, he’d do it in order to find and protect his mate.

      A second figure stepped in front of Nova, shoulder to shoulder with Leo and a big hand shot out, stalling Michael before he could get too close, “Calm down.”

      Michael stopped to glare at his best friend, “Don’t tell me to calm down, Darius. You don’t have any idea what it feels like to know your mate is in danger, to feel her pain and her fear and not be able to stop it immediately. Until you’re mated and you have someone you’d rip your own heart out for to keep theirs beating, you don’t get to tell me to calm down.”

      Darius snarled and Michael instantly regretted the words. His friends eyes glowed gold and his teeth elongated. Never, not once in the twenty years he’d known the Enforcer had he seen Darius react so viscerally, he’d certainly never unsheathed his claws with the intention of harming his Alpha. Michael knew he’d pushed too far and lowered his gaze in apology.

      Leo made a growling noise himself and stepped between them but he didn’t face Michael. He turned to Darius. When the big man wouldn’t meet his gaze and continued to glare past him at Michael, Leo reached up and gripped his chin, hard, pulling that laser like intensity onto himself.

      “Let it go.” He said softly, just for Darius, “He’s hurting and he’s scared for Luna. We all are and emotions are running high. Let it go, D.”

      Darius clenched his jaw so hard the sound of bone crunching was audible in the still and silent room.  But his eyes dropped to Leo and slowly they shifted back from gold to deep, dark brown. His face softened slightly as he came back to himself and when he gave a small nod, Leo stroked his cheek before releasing him completely.

      It was a powerful moment. One that told them all just how wrong Michael had been. Whatever was happening between those two, whatever doubts Darius might be harboring and any fight he might be putting up, it was clear right then and there that he was on the losing end of the battle. Leo had just calmed him from a full-on snarling rage, from a half-shift that could have gone terribly wrong if he’d attacked his Alpha. The power behind that kind of connection, that was the kind of power that could only come from a mate bond, sealed or not.

      Michael cleared his throat when Leo stepped away from Darius, “I’m sorry. He’s right. I’m just worried about Luna.”

      Darius was still frowning but he pushed out an unsteady breath and nodded, “We all are. That’s why we’re here. To figure out what happened and find a way to get her back.”

      He nodded, thankful for the easy acceptance of his apology. He and Darius were more like family than friends, and their relationship hadn’t been as simple as Alpha and Enforcer… ever. He knew that once this situation was handled he would have to do a better job of apologizing. He’d have to explain to Darius that despite whatever reservations the big man had about his own fate, that Michael fully supported him. But for right now, he was too worried about Luna to get distracted by anything, or anyone, else.

      He supposed he should just be thankful that Darius and Leo had even been here. They’d been in meetings all day but they’d broken up earlier in the day. Leo had gone to visit his sisters. Rafe and Darius had continued their plotting. And after the run in with Luna, Michael had gone back to his office to join them. If this had happened even another hour later, let alone the following day, on the full moon, they’d have been separated, each of them at their own homes and with their own packs. They were stronger together so he thanked whatever was left of fate being on his side and focused on what they could do as a team.

      “Darius, take a team and head into the woods.” He spoke to his Head Enforcer first, “Luna was headed to the lake to visit Zoey and she chose to shift and run. She’ll be along the path that snakes down next to the…”

      “She’s not in the woods.”

      Every head in the room turned to the young girl that still stood just inside the doorway. Nova’s eyes were red rimmed from her tears and full of the kind of pain and knowledge nobody her age should ever have to understand. She looked so damn small and so damn scared that Michael wanted to go to her and pull her into his arms, to hug her and tell her that he would save her sister, again, but since she was the Seer and she’d said no such thing he didn’t dare make promises he wasn’t sure he could keep. Nova sniffled but stood a little straighter when all of the big, Alpha men looked her way.

      “What?” Michael frowned.

      “She’s not in the woods. Or, if she is, she isn’t where I can see her. I don’t think she’s on Moirae land anymore, or Crescent land for that matter.”

      “Well, where is she then?”

      “I… I don’t know.” Nova’s bottom lip trembled slightly and Michael scrubbed a hand over his face.

      “Well, what do you know?”

      “Easy.” Leo narrowed his gaze but before he could reprimand Michael for his tone again, Nova spoke up.

      “Someone took her. I think…” The girl shot a look at her brother and when he inclined his chin she sighed, “I think it’s the same person that’s been attacking your scouts, the same person I’ve felt was a danger to Luna from the beginning. She hates her. She always has.”

      Michael’s eyebrows winged up, “She?”

      “Sasha Devlin.” Leo’s lips were tight as he shook his head, “We grew up with her. I dated her for all of five minutes when we were kids. Didn’t take long for me to figure out what she was angling for. She wanted the status that went with being on the arm of a DeLuca wolf and when I cut her loose, she blamed Luna for coming between us. She’s been out to get her ever since. She was one of the first that took up with Maddox and I can only assume she’s decided to blame Luna for his death as well.”

      “He’s dead because he was a psychopath. Why would she still be loyal to a dead wolf?” Michael searched Leo’s face and then Nova’s before frowning, “And where is Maya? Why isn’t she here to tell me all of this? The rest of you are here but she’s the true wildcard so please tell me she hasn’t gone off half-cocked on her own.”

      “She’s still in the yard training.” Leo winced slightly when Michael gave him a disbelieving look, “When Nova received the vision, I was with her. We came straight here to you. We thought…”

      When her big brother trailed off Nova reached for his hand and squeezed, “We thought it would be best to have some sort of plan before we took the news to Maya that Luna was in danger again. Like you said. She’s a wildcard.”

      Something about those haunted brown eyes in the young girl’s face broke Michael’s heart. She’d seen too much. Far too much. He had a feeling she’d seen things that she’d tried to stop and that she would bear forever the weight of the knowledge that knowing didn’t necessarily change things. Sometimes knowing only made it worse. She dropped her eyes to the ground, as if she was afraid he would see something there she didn’t want him to and he couldn’t help but wonder if she’d seen Maya doing something stupid if she’d told her sister first rather than him. Whatever it was Nova had seen Maya doing, he wouldn’t let it happen. He wouldn’t let anyone hurt his family and that included these strong, brave, resilient girls.

      “Nova?” He spoke softly and was rewarded with her raising her chin to look at him again. “Can you tell me what you saw?”

      The girl glanced to her brother again but when Leo nodded she sighed. He expected her voice to waver but it didn’t. She was so damn strong and all he wanted was to hug her as she told him of the horrors that happened inside of her head.

      “Luna’s been shot. She took an arrow to the thigh in her wolf form. I didn’t see who shot it but I saw a figure knocking Luna unconscious. It was Sasha. I’m… ninety percent sure, it was Sasha. She was taking Luna somewhere but she was smart. She made turns and doubled back until…” Nova shook her head, “I couldn’t see where she took Luna. I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s okay.” Leo reassured his sister with a big hand on her shoulder.

      Darius surprised him again when he leaned down on one knee and tipped the girl’s chin back up, “Listen to your brother, little one. It’s going to be okay. Luna is Michael’s mate. He loves her. He’s not going to let anything or anyone take her away from him or from you ever again. Understand?”

      A dark head bobbed and Darius smiled softly before pushing back up to his feet. Leo bit his lip and looked away, clearly unwilling to let the rest of them see what he was thinking in that moment. Michael didn’t blame him. He was a little choked up himself seeing the big man soothing the small girl.

      He cleared his throat, “Nova, can you tell me what it is this Sasha person wants? Is it money? Is Luna being held for ransom? Does she want us to stop hunting her and let her go? Pardon her for her part in the Maddox uprising? What does she want?”

      Nova shook her head, tears welling in her eyes again, “That’s the thing… I know what she wants. I could feel it. I could feel how much she hates all of us but mostly Luna. She blames her for what happened to Maddox.”

      “What does she want?”

      “She wants us dead. Every single DeLuca, she wants to kill us all. She’s going to kill Luna first and then she’s going to come for the rest of us.”

      Michael felt his wolf surge for the surface and barely held his skin. He couldn’t contain the snarl that tore out of his throat. The others in the room bristled and the Moirae pack wolves whined at the power of his tone.

      His teeth had elongated with anger but he managed to speak nonetheless and he kept a steady gaze on Nova, hoping his words would reassure her that he was serious, “Luna isn’t dying. Not today. Not tomorrow. Not for another sixty years at least. She’s mine and nobody is going to take her away from me. Nobody. I’ve lost too many people I love already. I’m not losing Luna too. I promise.”
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      Luna woke up slowly, her head aching and her stomach churning. She had to slam her eyes back shut and take a couple of deep breaths to steady herself before she tried again. This time when she opened her eyes, she squinted and looked around, trying to figure out where she was and why it felt like her skull was about to crack open.

      She shut her eyes again and despite the ache, tried to think. The last thing she remembered she’d been running through the woods. She’d intended to go and visit Zoey. She’d promised Michael she would be safe and that she would stay on the path but she hadn’t. Her wolf had seen a rabbit and she’d gone chasing after it. Luna hadn’t stopped her, not until it was too late and the danger had seeped in past her excitement to chill her to the bone.

      It came rushing back to her then.

      The rustling in the nearby brush. The hiss of the arrow as it left the crossbow. The searing pain as it tore through her thigh and dropped her to the ground. Then she remembered the tall, lithe woman with the jet black hair and burning gold eyes that had stepped from the bushes to snarl at her and then, when Luna had tried to crawl away, had slammed the butt of the crossbow into her forehead, knocking her out.

      Sasha. Luna felt a rush of bile climb her throat and had to close her eyes and force it back down. Sasha had somehow survived the Moirae attack and she’d come after her. She’d shot her and if the anger and hatred in her eyes before she’d knocked Luna out had been any indication, she intended to kill her.

      Only she was still alive, for now, which meant she had to figure a way out of here and fast.

      With what felt like a rush of relief, Luna managed to glance around enough to take in her surroundings. She wasn’t back in that awful basement. Not this time. From her position on the ground with her hands tied behind her back what she could see wasn’t much.

      She was in a small cabin that stank of disuse. The floor was dusty and a sheen of leaves, dirt and twigs littered the corners. There was a large plaid couch that looked older than she was directly in front of her. On the small, scarred coffee table was the scent of the blood that she couldn’t get out of her nose.

      Piles of bandages and ointments, wraps and oils were tossed about haphazardly. It was both a good sign and a confusing one. If Sasha was injured, it might give Luna the edge she needed. But if Sasha was hurt, why wasn’t she healing? It had been almost a month since the Moirae attack. If she’d sustained injuries escaping she should be fully healed by now. So had she been injured since? By one of the scout teams that had come back hurt after combing the woods?

      Luna’s head hurt too badly to make sense of it all. She closed her eyes again and focused on trying to breathe through the pain. She strained her ears, listening, trying to figure out as much about her surroundings as she could.

      Birds chirped outside. There was the usual rustle of small animals in the woods, confirming that she must still be in the forest. But it was the sound of footsteps that alerted her she wasn’t alone. Footsteps going back and forth, back and forth, back and forth, as the person paced and mumbled to themselves so low that she couldn’t make out the words.

      The pacing was nearby, but it didn’t sound like it was in the same room so Luna squirmed a little, testing the bindings on her wrists. It was tight and sharp-edged, cutting into her skin, and she deduced that she must be bound with zip-ties, clever really, and no doubt part of the supplies that had been stolen during the last raid on the Crescent pack. She pulled at them with all her strength but all she succeeded in doing was slicing her skin open and she bit off a cry of pain that would have attracted the attention of her kidnapper.

      Luna lay still for another moment, trying to get her bearings and figure out a plan. She needed a plan. She had to get out of here. Sasha had always hated her but the way she’d looked at Luna in those woods left little doubt she despised her now. The scar on her bicep from the other woman tingled with the memory of the pain she’d enjoyed inflicting and this time, Luna knew she would do worse.

      Much worse.

      She couldn’t wait around for someone to save her this time. Michael would come. He would find her, eventually. The mate bond would lead him to her but that would take time. It was more of a general sense of direction than pinpoint GPS. Besides, if Sasha was as smart as she’d always claimed she was then she’d have covered their tracks and their scent making tracking them almost impossible. Time wasn’t something Luna had and she couldn’t spent a second more of it lying on the floor, cursing herself for getting into this situation and hoping someone would come to rescue her.

      It was up to her to save herself.

      Another glance around told her that there was a window nearby and since she couldn’t see the door, or the place where her captor was pacing and mumbling, Luna rolled to her side and pulled her legs up to her chest. Her thigh stung like a bitch, reminding her of the arrow that had gone through it, but it was healing. She couldn’t be sure how long she’d been out but the hole in her skin had already closed and she could feel the muscle beneath knitting itself back together. She’d been out a while then, she supposed, which meant that Michael and the others knew she was missing.

      She didn’t know if that was a good thing or a very bad thing. She didn’t want any of her family or friends rushing in here to save her and getting themselves injured or worse. She wasn’t even sure why Sasha had kept her alive for this long unless that’s what she wanted, to lure the others in, and Luna refused to let that happen.

      With a little bit of maneuvering she could scoot herself across the floor, though she had to bite her lip to keep the yelp of pain in her throat. Her leg ached and stung with the movement but she pushed through, using all of her strength to inch her way across the dirty hardwood floor towards the wall with the window. She was breathing hard by the time she reached the wall and used it as leverage to sit upright but as soon as she did, she cringed.

      Through her own labored breathing and the distraction of the pain, she hadn’t heard Sasha come into the room. Or, rather, now that she was upright and could see the rest of the space, she realized Sasha had been in the room all along, she’d just been on the other side of the one-room cabin. Now she was standing just behind the couch, her eyes narrowed and her mouth twisted in a cruel sneer as she watched Luna struggle to a sitting position.

      There was a time, back when they were kids, that Luna had been jealous of Sasha’s beauty. She could have been a model. Tall and thin with jet black tresses that were always perfectly straight, cascading over her shoulders in a silky waterfall that had never seen an ounce of frizz, Luna had longed for that kind of easy beauty. She’d envied the exotic way Sasha’s hazel eyes tilted up at the corners and the delicate nose and chin that were all perfectly proportioned.

      Next to her, Luna had always felt plain, messy and too boyish. She constantly fought her naturally curly hair in the Louisiana humidity. Her nose was too wide and her mouth was too plump. Her eyes were just a plain ol’ basic brown. It had taken a long time for Luna to come to terms with the body she’d been given and even longer still to appreciate it.

      But now, mated to Michael, she saw the things he loved when she looked in the mirror. He said her curls were adorable. He thought her mouth was sexy. He said her breasts were the perfect size to fit his hands. In fact, he said her entire body was perfect, made to fit against him in every way because she’d been made for him.

      He made her feel beautiful and loved, cherished and adored, and now, looking at Sasha she didn’t see the gorgeous girl she’d known in the past but instead a mean, angry stranger.

      “Just where do you think you’re going?” The other woman hissed.

      Luna narrowed her eyes, “Home, actually.”

      “Hell maybe. Not home.” Sasha snorted, her claws digging into the couch as she leaned over it menacingly, “You know I had a plan for you? I had this whole thing worked out. Been casing that Moirae compound for weeks just waiting for my way in and then you screwed everything up. You always screw everything up, Luna! First with Leo and then with Mad and now this, well this is the last thing you screw up for me!”

      The woman was crazy. Luna worried her bottom lip. Instead of her usually sleek appearance she was rumpled and disheveled. Her hair was dirty, with twigs in it, and dirt streaked her face. Her eyes were wild, flashing to gold and back too quickly for her to be in any sort of control. Her claws were still extended, cutting into the old couch, and Luna wished there wasn’t a wall behind her. She really wanted to put more distance between her and this woman.

      She’d always wondered if Sasha wasn’t a few cards short of a full deck. She was wild. She could practically be feral. She’d had trouble learning to control her wolf and even when she had, she’d lashed out at the slightest provocation. But from the looks of it, she’d truly gone off the deep end this time and Luna didn’t there was anything coming back

      She chose her words carefully, “I didn’t ruin things between you and Leo. You weren’t fated. He broke up with you years ago. That had nothing to do with me.”

      Sasha hissed, “And Mad?”

      “Maddox was crazy, Sasha.” She snapped and then cringed when the woman growled at her.

      “Don’t you dare say that! He wasn’t crazy. He was a visionary! His only mistake was in believing you were the key to taking control of the pack. If he’d just listened to me…” Sasha’s face fell and a look of utter despair filled her voice, “If he’d just listened he’d still be alive.”

      “He only wanted one thing. Power. He didn’t care how he got it. I was nothing but a means to an end.”

      “Oh, no. No, no no.” Sasha came around the end of the couch, pointing a clawed finger in Luna’s face, “You were so much more than that. He wanted you. From the moment he saw you he wanted it to be you. You!” She practically spat the word, “The submissive little DeLuca princess. Nobody else would ever have been good enough or him. He only wanted you.”

      “Well I didn’t want him!”

      “Because you’re an idiot!” Sasha hissed. “He was amazing. Strong and powerful. Brave. He would have made an incredible pack Alpha but you ruined him just like you ruin everything.”

      “He wasn’t my mate!” Luna couldn’t keep from snapping despite the danger she sensed radiating off the other woman.

      “I know that you insipid little girl.” Sasha slapped her, hard, right across the cheek and while Luna was still reeling from that she hit her again, “He was my mate! Mine! He was mine and you took him from me!”

      Luna pressed her cut cheek against her shoulder, trying to curl into herself and avoid another lash-out. But it was the words that spun through her head and cut her wide open. Because it all made so much more sense now.

      Sasha’s hatred of her, the way she’d stood by Maddox no matter how insane he became. And most of all it explained why Sasha wasn’t healing properly. Beneath the shirt she wore, Luna could see the bandages on her side were soaking through with blood. It was the bond. Clearly, despite everything Maddox had wanted from Luna, he’d still sealed the bond with his true mate. He and Sasha had mated and now that he was dead, she wasn’t healing and would follow not far behind him now.

      Luna felt a rush of pity for this woman that she’d never even liked. She was vindictive and mean. Harsh and unnecessarily cruel. But she’d been fated to a male that had wanted more than she could give him and he’d used her to get it and then gotten himself killed. He’d sentenced her to a short and painful existence and Sasha seemed hell-bent on punishing everyone that had played a part in his death because of it.

      She was already dying. That much was obvious. Which meant she didn’t have anything left to lose. Which made her dangerous. Far more dangerous than Luna had realized.

      “I… I’m sorry.” She tried but Sasha only sneered at her.

      “I don’t want your platitudes you little bitch. I want you to suffer the way I’ve suffered. I want you to watch as everyone you love is taken away from you and then I want you to wither away with heartbreak.”

      Luna felt her bottom lip tremble, “Not Michael. Please. You can hurt me. Just, leave Michael out of it. Please.”

      Sasha tilted her head, as if she was considering it for a moment and then the sneer returned, “He’ll die once I kill you. Your bond is too strong for him to survive without you. We’ll see which of you I let live to deal with the pain of knowing their true mate is dead. In the meantime, I want the one that ripped Mad’s head off.”

      Luna sucked in a surprised gulp of air and barely kept the name from leaving her lips. Darius. Michael had told her the story. He’d told her how Maddox had fought them all before Darius moved in behind him. It had been Darius that ripped the crazed werewolf apart and knowing what she knew now she thought that maybe Darius hadn’t done it so much for her, or out of an obligation to his Alpha, as he had done it for Leo. Just like she knew there was no way in hell that Leo would let his Enforcer put himself in danger now.

      “Yeah, you know who it was, don’t you?” Sasha’s sneer turned feral, “So you’re going to call them. Call them and tell them to send him out to the river to meet me. Tonight, during the full moon. I may not be at one hundred percent but the moon will make me stronger. I’ll take him out as soon as he steps into view and then, then I’ll deal with you.”

      The full moon was tonight? It took Luna a moment to realize she’d been unconscious far longer than she realized. Almost an entire day. Which meant if nobody had found them yet, odds were good that they wouldn’t. Not unless Sasha wanted them to be found.

      “No.”

      A clawed hand gripped her hair and pulled until her neck was wrenched back, “You’ll call or I’ll kill everyone you’ve ever loved.”

      Sasha handed her a phone and after only a moment of hesitation, thinking of her sisters and all they’d been through already, Luna took it. She dialed the number to Michael’s office. It was the one he’d made her memorize weeks ago just in case she ever needed it. She’d argued that she wouldn’t but he’d been right.

      He usually was, as he liked to say.

      “Luna?” He picked up on the first ring and his voice, the desperation she heard there made tears form in her eyes and clog her throat. “Luna, baby, is that you? I’m coming for you. Hold on. Just hold on and I’ll find you I swear.”

      God she loved him. Loved him so much. Loved him for his strength and his softness. His intelligent and his wit. His sense of humor and the way he always, always seemed to know exactly what she needed and gave it to her. She just, loved him, and she realized in that moment that she’d never told him. Not really, she’d told him that she was falling for him but she’d never said the words and just in case this was the last time they spoke, she had to say it now, before she lost her chance.

      “I love you, Michael.” Her voice was hoarse with emotion, “I love you. Don’t ever forget that. No matter what happens, don’t you do what she says. She’s going to kill…”

      “Give me that.” Sasha slapped her again as she jerked the phone away from Luna and put it to her ear, “I take it I’m speaking to the Moirae Pack Alpha?”

      Michael’s growl was loud even through the phone line, “You are and if you’ve hurt my mate in any way you’re going to pay for it.”

      “I’m the one making threats now.” Sasha hissed back at him, “I’m going to kill your mate slowly and painfully unless you send me the wolf that murdered Maddox. I want him.”

      There was a moment of silence on the other end of the line and Luna could imagine Michael looking from Darius to Leo and back again. They wouldn’t do it. There was no way. She didn’t want them to. She’d rather her brother be happy and her family be safe than them trade away a good man like Darius for her.

      “You’ll let Luna go if I do?” Michael asked and Luna cried out.

      “No! No! Don’t do it Michael!”

      “Shut. Up.” Sasha raised a threatening hand again, making Luna cower and then readjusted the phone, “Maybe I’ll let her live. Once I’m done ruining her, I might send her back to you as long as you don’t try anything tonight. Just send the wolf responsible for murdering my mate to the boundary line at the river once the full moon rises. Alone. If I sense more than one wolf, I’ll gut her and send her back to you in pieces.”

      Sasha hung up the phone before Luna could cry out again. She wanted to warn Michael that there was no way this crazy woman was going to let her go. Not now. Not ever. She wanted Luna dead even more than she wanted Darius for killing Maddox. Luna wasn’t going to make it out of this situation alive, not unless she figured out a way to break free and use Sasha’s injuries against her before the full moon was high in the sky.
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      Michael slammed the phone down on his desk and tried to take a couple of deep breaths to steady himself. He was shaky and unsteady on his feet. His mate was missing and in danger. She’d been gone for nearly a full day and no matter how many scouts and raiding parties he sent out they’d all come back empty handed. He could still feel her through the bond, feel her fear and her pain, so he knew she was alive, but that was a small comfort when he had no way of finding her and the definitive knowledge that she was being held by a psychopath.

      The person he’d talked to on the other end of that phone had zero intention of giving Luna back to him alive. She was crazed and bloodthirsty. Nova had been right. She wanted them all dead. She was on some kind of revenge plot but it hadn’t made any sense until she said those two little words, most likely by accident.

      My mate.

      Maddox had been mated to the female holding Luna hostage. The sick bastard had claimed his fated female and then hidden their bond so he could use Luna to take control of the Crescent pack. He’d intended to perform the mating ceremony with Luna knowing full well the female that bore his bite would go crazy with the knowledge he was bedding another. If she hadn’t been mad to begin with, that psycho had surely driven her to it with his selfish actions.

      Michael wished, not for the first time, that he could revive the son of a bitch just to kill him all over again.

      He’d known that the female they called Sasha wanted something. When hours passed and he didn’t feel the link to Luna break, he’d known she was still alive and he’d known there must be a reason for that. So he’d waited and he’d paced, he’d planned and he’d plotted. He’d sent out his Enforcers to scour the woods, hoping they would find some trace of Luna so that he could get her back, but he hadn’t left his office just in case and finally, finally, the call he’d known was coming had rang.

      Only, what Sasha wanted, he hadn’t expected.

      From the silence filling the room, he knew that nobody here had. If she’d demanded Leo’s head on a platter they would have been more prepared. Even if she’d wanted to hurt Maya or Nova they’d have seen it coming and if she’d asked him to walk in front of a silver bullet just to cause Luna pain, he’d have been less surprised than he had been when she asked for the wolf that murdered Maddox.

      Murder was a stretch of course. Killed was the word they’d been using. But the terminology didn’t really matter.

      Sasha wanted Darius.

      Michael glanced up and easily found the big Enforcer standing across the room near the map. He was in the same position he’d been in before the phone rang. He hadn’t budged an inch. But as Michael looked at him, Darius crossed his big arms across his broad chest and gave a small nod of his chin.

      “I’ll go.” He said.

      “Like hell you will.” Leo was instantly there, storming across the room and going nose to nose with the man, “You’re not going to go out there to face certain death with no guarantee that bitch will give Luna back either way. Hell no! ”

      Darius frowned at the other man, “If it will save your sister…”

      “It won’t!” Leo shoved him in the chest but Darius barely swayed an inch, “Didn’t you hear her? She wants us all dead, D! You giving your life isn’t noble if nobody gets anything out of it.”

      “Leo…” He softened his tone but the younger man was having none of it.

      He shoved Darius again, this time using both hands, and getting all up in his space, “Don’t you dare, Leo me like that. You don’t allow me to put myself in danger. I’m not allowing you to put yourself in danger.”

      The muscle in his jaw twitched as Darius sighed, “I’m sorry Leo but you’re not my Alpha.”

      A growl ripped through the room and a moment later Darius was slammed back against the wall, Leo holding him there as he snarled at him, “I might not be your Alpha but whether you like it or not, I’m your mate and I’m not letting you go.”

      Darius sucked in quick intake of air, as if he was surprised Leo had said those words aloud. But if Leo was going for the shock factor, he was going all in. With a growl he slid his hands into the dark hair Darius kept long and jerked, hard, pulling the bigger man down and stamping their mouths together. There was a split-second of hesitation on Darius’ part and then a low groan of surrender filled the space and he was wrapping Leo in his arms.

      Michael forced himself to look away as the two men ravaged each others mouths. He’d known it was true since that first day here at the lodge. They were opposites in so many ways and alike in so many others. Darius had been holding back. Leo had been fighting it. But it was the full moon tonight and whatever distance they’d managed to maintain, between the hormones, their wolves and the danger at their front door, they’d finally reached their breaking point. Leo had been pushed too far, finally, and he’d pushed back. It must have been what Darius was waiting for because now the two were wrapped around each other as if even air between them would be too much distance.

      Rafe cleared his throat from his spot nearby and Michael shot his brother a look. The two men didn’t stop kissing or groping each other. Michael shrugged and Rafe chuckled. They were both clearly remembering the first time they’d gotten their mates into their arms and neither of them saw any harm letting these two have a moment. Trying to break them apart now would only be dangerous to the person that attempted to come between them.

      It was Nova’s soft, girly laughter that finally broke the moment.  Michael glanced over to where she’d curled up on the couch and couldn’t help but smile at her. It was the first time the young girl had shown any sort of happy emotion since she’d come busting into his office yesterday and for reasons he couldn’t explain, it filled some deep pit of emptiness he hadn’t known existed inside of him.

      He’d lost so many people. His parents had been brutally murdered when he was still, by all rights, a kid himself. Gabe had died in that same attack. Rafe had survived but he’d been so scarred emotionally that his wolf had been feral and he’d been too lost to come back to the pack. He’d left and he’d stayed gone for years and Michael had been all alone.

      Alone with his pack but alone nonetheless. He hadn’t had family surrounding him. He’d had Darius who was like a brother to him, but wasn’t blood. He’d had the Enforcers that did as he said but weren’t friends so much as soldiers. He’d had Zoey but their past was so complicated and convoluted that it was hard to name all the things she’d been to him over the years. He hadn’t had a family, not until Rafe came home.

      Rafe had come home and found his mate in Zoey. He’d gotten his brother back and he’d gained a new perspective on his friendship with Zoey. She’d become his sister. Then he’d found Luna and along with his own mate, he’d gained two young sisters and a powerful, Alpha brother as well. Now Leo and Darius would be mated and they would all be family. They were a big, diverse, complicated, powerful family of werewolf shifters that could overcome anything so long as they were together.

      He was sure of it.

      The newly accepting mates broke apart panting and Michael had to stifle a chuckle of his own when Darius glanced around the room and his cheeks tinted pink. Leo didn’t blush but he buried his face in Darius’ neck and gave a sigh of contentment that would have been recognizable to anyone that had found their true mate.

      The sound alone made Michael’s chest ache as he missed Luna and longed to have her back in his arms where she belonged.

      “This was what I saw.” Nova gave a proud smirk and glanced at Darius, “That day when you saved us from Maddox I told you that you were early. Then, for weeks, all you two have done is fight. I was starting to wonder if my vision had been wrong but it wasn’t. This was what I saw. I saw you finally giving in to what fate already knew. You two are stronger when you fight on the same side.”

      Darius harrumphed but ran a possessive hand up Leo’s back, “There’s no fighting fate.”

      “But you certainly tried.” Leo leaned back and nuzzled their lips together again. “We’re going to talk about that later, and about this whole I’m not your Alpha thing. But for now, we need a plan to get my sister back. One that doesn’t involve my mate getting himself killed.”

      Darius gave a sheepish nod.

      “Good.” Leo kissed him one more time before stepping to his side and facing Michael, “I’m not sending him out there to his death. We’ll have to find another way.”

      Michael smiled at the two of them standing side by side, arms still around each other, “I wasn’t going to send him out there even when he offered. I know what he means to you and what you mean to him. Luna wouldn’t want him in danger to save her even for a moment if it risked your happiness. I have another plan.”

      The door to the office opened and Maya stepped in, her intelligent gaze sweeping the room and her eyebrows rising dramatically on her pretty face when she saw her brother in the arms of the big Enforcer, “A girl goes to the bathroom and misses a lot around here.” She dropped to the couch next to her sister and pulled a ten dollar bill from her pocket, “You win. They didn’t last until the full moon tonight.” Leo grumbled something under his breath and Maya smirked at her brother, “Never bet against a Seer. I know. I know.”

      They’d had to tell Maya about Luna once night fell the day before and her sister didn’t return to the lodge. She’d been angry at them all for keeping her in the dark but when she’d tried to stomp off into the woods to look for her sister Leo had ordered her back and then threatened to confine her to her room if she didn’t behave. After much argument and debate, the scarred teenager had finally relented and taken to sulking instead.

      Michael was glad to see that mood had passed and happy the girl could smile at all after what she’d been put through.

      He shook his head, exchanging another look with his own brother. Rafe was watching the DeLuca siblings with a small, sad smile on his face and Michael knew that his brother was missing his twin. It was times like these, when the easy camaraderie between the siblings was on full display that he and Rafe both wished that Gabe had survived that attack most. He’d been the one that wanted to be Pack Alpha and would have inherited the position saving Michael years of responsibility and Rafe years of guilt. But it was more than that. He’d always been quick to smile and laugh, a practical jokester. They would both miss him forever.

      “So what’s this plan?” Darius cleared his throat, clearly trying to steer the conversation away from him and Leo and back to the task at hand.

      Michael gifted his friend with a small smile and nodded, allowing the change because he needed to focus on getting Luna back home, to all of them. She deserved to be in the middle of this. Their whole family and the pack that had begun to embrace her. He wanted her here, standing at his side, her belly rounded with his pups as they all talked about the future. To get that, to get the future that Nova had seen for them all, he had to get Luna back first.

      “We’re going in before the full moon rises.” He spoke up as he looked around the room, “She gave us a meeting spot and you can bet she’ll be there before the moon is high waiting on Darius to show. We need to get there first and scout the area. If she wants to meet there, the place she’s keeping Luna has to be close.”

      Rafe frowned, “She said if she scented any other wolves, she’d kill Luna.”

      “That’s why we’re not going in as wolves.” He met his brother’s gaze. “We’re going in human form. All but Darius. That way his scent will overpower ours and hopefully keep us blanketed until we can find Luna and get her out of there.”

      “That sounds really dangerous.” Maya was frowning now too.

      “It is. But it’s our only chance to get Luna and put this crazed wolf down once and for all.” Michael tilted his chin up, “It’s also why you’re not going.”

      Maya’s eyes flashed gold, “Excuse me?”

      “You’re not going. Neither is Nova. I can’t be worried about keeping you two safe and finding my mate at the same time.”

      “I can take care of myself.” Maya hissed.

      Leo stepped in quickly, “You’ll stay behind and take care of Nova. If anything happens to Luna or to me, you’re next in line for Crescent Alpha and you’ll have to protect her. Understand?”

      Maya opened her mouth like she was going to argue again but she shut it with a harrumph and crossed her arms over her chest. Michael gave Leo a nod of appreciation for backing him up. Neither of them would want to explain to Luna what had happened to her sisters if something went wrong in getting her back.

      In all honesty, he didn’t want Leo going either but he knew that wasn’t up for debate. Darius was going out in those woods. There wasn’t a chance in hell Leo was letting him go alone.

      Rafe cleared his throat, “Speaking of running packs, maybe you should stay behind as well Michael. We can’t have the Moirae Pack Alpha in any unnecessary danger.”

      Michael glared at his brother even though he understood what he was saying. Rafe didn’t feel like he was in any position to lead even if his wolf was finally recovering from the trauma of seeing his twin and parents murdered. If something happened to Michael, their pack, their father’s pack, would be the one in turmoil. But Rafe couldn’t honestly expect him to sit on the sidelines while he sent the rest of his family and his friends, his best Enforcers, out there on what could very well be a suicide mission.

      “If it was Zoey out there in the woods, scared and hurt, being kept hostage by a psychotic wolf on a full moon, would you stay behind?” He raised a knowing eyebrow at his brother.

      Rafe dropped his head and sighed, “I’d have already gone off solo to search that bitch down and tear her limb from limb but I’m practically feral and you’ve always been the smart one.”

      “We’ll play it smart. We won’t take any unnecessary risks. But I’m not coming home without Luna. She’s my heart and my soul not just my mate. I love her and I won’t live without her.”

      Rafe frowned but eventually nodded his understanding.

      “Okay then, let’s gear up and get going. It’s not long until sundown.”
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      Luna had felt the full moon coming on all day. She’d experienced this kind of torture before. Only last month, Maddox had left her locked in that basement, chained with silver and unable to shift. Her wolf had clawed at her, wanting out, wanting to shift and run as was her right by nature on the full moon, but the silver had kept her at bay and kept her weak. Whether Sasha wasn’t as smart as Maddox or whether her own pain, grief and anger had gotten in the way, she’d made a mistake in tying Luna up and leaving her that way all day.

      She’d used zip ties. Hard, impractical and plastic they cut into her wrists and were a pain in the ass, making her arms sore where her shoulders were twisted up behind her. But they weren’t silver and they hadn’t weakened her or her wolf.

      That had been Sasha’s first mistake but it hadn’t been her last.

      After the phone call with Michael, Luna had been irate. She’d screamed and yelled. She’d tried to half shift and cut the ties on her wrist. All she’d succeeded in doing was getting knocked in the head again so hard that she lost consciousness.

      She wasn’t sure how much time had passed when she came to this time but she’d known the sun was setting and the moon was rising. She’d also known that she was alone in the cabin. She could hear Sasha just outside the door pacing and muttering to herself again but from the other sounds it was clear she was doing more than just that. She was also cleaning the crossbow she’d stolen from the Crescent pack armory, preparing to kill Darius if they sent him out like she’d asked and then, no doubt, everyone else that Luna loved.

      She couldn’t let that happen. She wouldn’t. She was done being a victim. She was no longer the princess of the Crescent pack, a DeLuca in name only, meant to be protected as though she were made of porcelain. She was the motherfucking Queen of the Moirae pack. She was the fated mate of Michael Hudson, Pack Alpha. She was strong and fierce and nobody was going to fuck with her family anymore. Not so long as she had blood running through her heart that loved all of them so much.

      Luna took a deep breath and let it out, trying to calm her wolf who was chomping at the bit to get out and rip apart the female that dared try to keep her from her mate. It was a new feeling and one she didn’t fully understand. In the past, whenever she’d face confrontation her wolf had cowered and hidden due to her submissiveness.

      Not now.

      Maybe it was simply the trust she’d put into Michael. Maybe it was the faith that he had helped her to cultivate in herself and in her wolf over the past few weeks. Whatever it was, being with him, being mated to him, it made her stronger.

      She could feel the power pulsing in her veins. She’d gotten hits of it over the past few weeks but she’d assumed it was some sort of side effect of the bond. She’d thought that she was somehow syphoning from Michael’s great well of Pack Alpha power. That had been known to happen when the bond between two mates was so strong it was like a living electrical line between them. But in all of her history lessons and research, Luna had only heard of syphoning happening once the mates had been together for years.

      Four weeks seemed like a bit of a stretch.

      More than that though she should only be able to syphon from Michael if he was in her vicinity. She would have needed to feel him, feel his power, in order to pull it out of him and into herself through the bond. Plus, he would have had to knowingly allow it to happen. None of that was possible considering she hadn’t seen her mate in over twenty-four hours now.

      Still, her wolf didn’t back down. She was snarling and hissing to be let free. She wanted a shot at taking down the female that had hurt them, the same female that had injured them before and watched as her parents were murdered. The female that would continue Maddox’s reign of terror by wiping out her entire family if Luna didn’t stop her.

      Finally it seemed her wolf was as fed up as she was and ready to do something to not only save herself but the people she loved.

      Luna had kept her wolf from breaking free all day. She’d told her wolf to wait. She wanted to be sure that when she did launch her offensive that she had a shot in hell of actually winning. Sasha was a born Alpha wolf. She was weak because she was injured. She was hurting because her mate had died. But she was still an Alpha and Luna still wasn’t. One mistake, one misstep and all the training in the world wouldn’t be able to keep her from succumbing to an order if Sasha issued it in the right voice.

      She needed to be sure that when she broke free her first move was to silence the other female. That was her best hope. Her only hope because hand to hand she knew she could take her but if Sasha tried to use her Alpha powers against Luna, she would be screwed.

      The door slammed and Luna jerked her head around to watch Sasha stomp back into the cabin. The female didn’t even look at her. She was that certain that Luna wasn’t a threat. She would have taken offense in any other situation but right now, she was thankful Sasha was underestimating her. It was her advantage.

      “Shouldn’t we be heading to the river?” She asked when it became clear Sasha was patching the bandages on her side that had bled through again.

      The female curled her lip, “Mad was always so sure you were too stupid to realize his ultimate plan. Me? I worried you’d figure it out but turns out, he was right. You’re an idiot too dumb to realize what’s actually happening.”

      Luna frowned and rethought through everything she knew. Sasha was injured. They were in a cabin in the woods not on Moirae land or on Crescent land from what her wolf could tell. They were near the river but not on it and despite the fact Sasha had demanded Darius meet her there, they weren’t trekking through the forest for her to deliver the ultimate punishment.

      Why?

      Sasha snorted, “That’s it, think hard pretty, pretty princess. I’m sure it’ll come to you.”

      Luna’s wolf growled but her head hurt so bad it was hard to think at all. That was what ultimately triggered her realization. Sasha had knocked her unconscious again. She’d been unconscious all afternoon. She had no idea what Sasha had been up to while she’d been lying on the floor in total darkness, unaware of her surroundings let alone the other female’s comings and goings. Luna swallowed hard as her heart sped up and anxiety made her wolf bristle.

      “We’re not going to meet Darius.”

      “Congratulations, Captain Obvious.” Sasha rolled her eyes.

      “What did you do?” She hissed, “What did you do while I was unconscious? Where did you go? What are you waiting on?”

      “So, many, questions. If I tell you the answers, it won’t change anything. They’re all still going to die.”

      A knot formed in her throat and Luna felt her hands shake, was thankful they were behind her as she forced her voice to remain steady, “You set traps. Not just for Darius. You knew they wouldn’t send him alone. You plan to take them all out and what… make me watch as you kill my family?”

      Sasha winced a little as she applied pressure to the new bandage and then stood up again, “Something like that.”

      “It won’t work.” She raised her chin when Sasha glared at her, “It won’t. They’re too smart to come after me as one group. They’ll split up.”

      “Which is why I set more than one trap.”

      “They’re smarter than you. There are more of them. And they have something greater than hate driving them. They love me. I have so many people that love me. How many people do you have? Even your mate chose me over you. I have a true mate who is a true Alpha. I have family and friends and they’re going to come for me.”

      Despite the fact she could see the anger and hatred overtaking Sasha’s once beautiful features, Luna kept talking. She wanted her mad. She wanted her so angry that she stopped thinking. Anger wasn’t a good weapon. It blocked reason and logic. She wanted Sasha so angry that she made another mistake and then, then she was going to make her move.

      “They’ll get past your traps and they’ll track you back here. Even if you covered your tracks, you’re bleeding all over the place. They can probably scent it from a mile away, if not more. They’re going to find us and then they’re going to kill you.”

      Sasha’s claws and teeth had elongated as she growled, “I’m dying anyway you little bitch but I intend to take you and as many of those people you say love you with me as possible when I…”

      A loud boom tore through the forest, cutting Sasha off and making Luna jerk her head around. A cloud of smoke rose from the treeline in the distance and her heart dropped into her stomach. An explosion, it had been an explosion, which meant someone had tripped one of Sasha’s traps.

      Luna spun back to the woman who had a self-satisfied smile on her face and whatever calm she’d managed to keep, abandoned her. This person had helped Maddox to slaughter her parents. She’d trapped and tortured Luna’s sisters. She wanted to kill everyone that Luna loved and that explosion had been the beginning of her war on them, one that Luna had to end before anyone else got hurt.

      With a growl she forced a half shift and used her claws to finish cutting the zip ties she’d been slicing at all day apart. As soon as they broke, she shoved forward. She lunged at Sasha who was still staring out the window with that eerily happy look on her face. The woman hadn’t been expecting her to attack and let out a squeak of surprise as Luna tackled her, taking her to the ground and punching her in the throat, knocking the air out of her and making her choke. She didn’t stop there. She couldn’t. She knew if she gave her a chance to get up, to get the upper hand, that Sasha would kill her.

      Luna reared back, prepared to slash the other woman’s throat, but Sasha bucked, narrowly escaping her claws and then rolled them. Luna hissed and brought her arms up defensively, guarding her face as Sasha screamed obscenities at her, called her names and generally tried to beat the hell out of her. But she didn’t use her claws, didn’t try to kill her, and that was her mistake because Luna realized she wanted to punish her more than she wanted to murder her, which gave her a fighting chance.

      She took a swipe to her cheek, causing her to see stars, but she recovered quickly as Sasha attempted to sit on top of her. Blood. It was everywhere. Her mind was slow to process through the realization that it wasn’t hers but as soon as she did she went for the weakness in her opponent.

      Luna dropped one of her arms, taking another blow to the face, but before Sasha could deliver another, she jammed her hand upwards and sank her claws into the other woman’s side. Sasha screamed. Luna twisted, digging her claws deeper into the open wound and winced as blood began to drip down her arm. Sasha was screaming and jerking, pain twisting her features into something unrecognizable but Luna didn’t stop. Not until she could push Sasha off of her and roll so she was on top, the one in a position of power.

      Blood dripped from Sasha’s lip and her teeth were red when she looked up at Luna, giving an eerie smile, “You’re too late. It doesn’t matter. Murder me the same way your mate murdered mine. He’s going to die anyway.”

      Luna pulled her arm back, prepared to deliver a strike to Sasha’s jugular and end this once and for all but those words pulled her up short and she listened. She really listened and her heart stopped dead in her chest. There was someone in the woods, coming towards the cabin, and everything inside of her told her that it was Michael.

      He was here. He’d come for her, just like Sasha had known he would. But she’d set traps, so many traps…

      “No!” She screamed as she scrambled off the ground, “No, no, no!”

      Luna burst through the front door of the cabin waving her arms madly and screaming for Michael to stop moving. He was there, right at the edge of the clearing and his eyes grew wide and panicked when he caught sight of her. She knew she must be a sight, covered in Sasha’s blood as she was. Her face bruised from the punches she’d taken. But when he started towards her at a run she screamed again.

      “No! Stop! Stop!” She shrieked and the absolute terror in her voice must have gotten through to Michael because he pulled up short and stared at her across the distance. “She has traps set everywhere. I don’t… I don’t know where they are. Don’t come closer. Please, don’t…”

      “Luna look out!” Michael yelled, cutting her off and taking another step forward despite her warning.

      At the same time, she felt the hand tangle in her hair and pull so hard her head was wrenched back. She gave a wince of pain as Sasha pulled her off her feet and ordered her to her knees. Tears welled in her eyes as Luna was jerked down to kneel, her hair ripped from her head by the angry bitch that she’d hesitated to kill only moments before.

      She’d been more worried about saving Michael. She hadn’t thought of herself. She’d thought Sasha was injured badly enough she wouldn’t be able to come after her but she’d been wrong. She’d been the one to make the mistake this time and now, now she had to correct it before this psychotic wolf forced her to watch as she killed her mate.
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      Luna stared at her mate who looked absolutely devastated to see her on her knees. Everything inside of her yearned to go to him but Sasha held her in place at her feet. Michael had stopped walking as well. He stood motionless, his hands in the air as if in surrender, and she could only hope that it was a move meant to placate Sasha. She glanced up and saw that the psycho had the crossbow propped up with her other arm and was pointing it directly at Michael’s heart.

      She growled but Sasha gripped her hair tighter, pulling in warning, “Shut up.”

      “Hey, ” Michael’s voice was soft and calm, “focus on me. I’m the one you want right?”

      “Are you the one that killed my mate?” Sasha narrowed her eyes and Michael frowned in response.

      “No.” There was an unspoken comment that said he wished it had been him but he didn’t dare voice the feeling, no doubt for fear of what Sasha would do to Luna if he did.

      “Your friend that tripped my wired explosive? Was he the one that murdered Mad?”

      Michael’s eyes drifted down the treeline, following the river to the spot that still billowed smoke. He dropped his eyes and Luna’s stomach clenched. She could feel his worry through their bond, worry and something else, something he was trying not to let show. She couldn’t place it though, couldn’t sift through all of his other emotions, the worry and the anger and the fear for her safety, to figure out what it was.

      He cleared his throat, “Yes.”

      Luna bit her lip when it began to tremble. Darius. Oh God, Sasha had been right. They’d sent Darius to the spot to meet her. He’d triggered her trap. That explosion had been huge. There was no way he could have survived that, was there? Which meant that the man she had a feeling was meant to spend his life with her brother was dead. Darius was dead at the hands of this psycho just like so many others but Luna wasn’t going to let her add to that total.

      Not with her and not with Michael.

      “Then he’s already dead and I only have you two to deal with.” Sasha hissed.

      “Take me.” Michael immediately offered, “Take me and let Luna go. I’m the one you really want. Not her.”

      “Oh, I always intended to take you, Alpha.” Sasha sneered, “I’m going to kill you the way your pack killed my mate and I’m going to make your mate watch. Then she can die of a broken heart the same way I am. That’s how this ends, the only way it ends, with all of us dead.”

      Something powerful and dangerous surged through Luna at those words. All of us dead. That was Sasha’s goal. She wanted to kill them all but it wasn’t going to happen. Luna wasn’t going to let it happen. This woman had a crossbow pointed at Luna’s fated mate and the anger that surged inside of her was so hot, so strong, it felt like her veins had begun to boil even before she felt the shift coming.

      Her wolf. She was coming. She wouldn’t be held back a moment longer.

      Luna screamed as her bones began to break and the sound must have surprised Sasha because the other woman released her hold on Luna’s hair and took a cautious step back. The shift was unlike any Luna had ever experienced in her life. A bright light blurred her vision and a flash of electricity skated through her every nerve ending. The pain was there, as it always was during a change, but it was overshadowed by the rush of strength and power that she felt take hold inside of her even as her wolf forced her way out. Instead of shrinking into her smaller wolf form it felt as if she burst free of her skin, exploding into the world as though she was being reborn.

      When she landed on four paws, Luna’s wolf howled long and loud before turning a snarl on the woman stumbling backwards away from her. Somewhere, in the back of her mind, she registered that she was nearly the same height as Sasha even in this form, that she was further from the ground than she usually was, but she didn’t have time to contemplate those changes. Instead, her wolf bared her teeth and advanced on the scrambling, terrified looking female who was struggling to turn the crossbow on her. Sasha shot but Luna ducked her head and the arrow missed. The recoil slung an already backpedaling Sasha to the ground and Luna’s wolf wasted no time, she pounced on the threat and closed her large jaws around the thin neck, sinking her teeth in and then jerking with a grunt.

      She ripped Sasha’s throat out and spit out the mangled flesh. She used a big paw and swiped her claws down the lifeless body beneath her. She wanted to rip her apart for daring to threaten the people that Luna loved. She’d pointed a crossbow at their mate. She’d likely killed Darius. She’d helped Maddox imprison and torture her and her sisters and driven Leo from their land. She’d watched as Luna’s parents were brutally murdered. Death was too good for her. Luna wanted her in pieces but something prickled the back of her neck.

      Footsteps approaching sounded in the woods. She could hear them. Multiple sets. They were running and they were coming closer.

      She spun around, teeth bared, blood dripping from her fangs and growled just as a group of men came to a stumbling halt at the edge of the treeline behind Michael. Recognition settled her wolf as she realized the newcomers weren’t a threat. She lowered her head a little to show them that she meant them no harm but not a single one of them moved, they simply stared at her.

      Rafe came to a stop next to his brother, just a half step ahead of him, as if he needed to be protected from her. Two Enforcers named Andy and Paul that she’d met before stood just behind them. Leo was there, his dark eyes wide and his mouth hanging open as if he couldn’t believe what he was seeing and there, right next to her brother, shoulders brushing as if they couldn’t stand not to be touching but didn’t want to be overt about it, was the Enforcer that had taken care of them all for so long, the one that she’d been certain was dead. Darius wasn’t scowling now though, for once, he looked amused, a twinkle in his eyes as he looked her over.

      Michael was the first to move, he took a cautious step forward, hands still up as if she might be threatened by the movement, “Luna? Baby? It’s me. It’s me, Michael. Your mate. You’re safe now. You can shift back. You’re safe. You saved us baby. You saved us all.”

      Luna’s wolf whined at his tone and tilted her head in confusion. He was speaking to her as if she was feral but she wasn’t feral. Not even close. She knew exactly what she’d done and why she’d done it. She’d killed Sasha before the bitch could kill anyone else she loved. She’d had it coming. Luna had finally stood up for herself, protected herself and her family.

      “Luna…” Michael took another step closer and she bowed her head and whined.

      He couldn’t come closer. Her wolf remembered why it had been so important to stop him earlier. There were traps. Sasha was dead but there were traps. He could trigger one. Sasha could still kill him if he made one misstep. Michael’s brows knit together, “Luna, please…”

      Her wolf shook her head back and forth but when Michael took another step forward she leaped off the porch. That stopped him in his tracks and to her utter incredulity a couple of the others took a step back. She sniffed the air and the ground as she moved toward her mate slowly but she didn’t sense any explosives or see any trip wires so she sidled up next to Michael and whined again when he didn’t immediately reach for her.

      She butted her head against his middle and realized then that shouldn’t have been possible. Her wolf had always been small. She’d shifted with Michael enough to know that when he was in human form she should barely rise to his thighs. She glanced down at herself, twisting her head to get a better look and whining again when she realized why everyone was so scared of her and looked shocked as hell.

      She was huge.

      “Luna, baby.” Michael’s tone was still soft and soothing and he finally reached for her, smoothing a hand over her head and scratching behind her ears, “ It’s still you in there isn’t it? I can feel it. I can sense that you’re still you but... Jesus, what did you do baby? How did you do it? How’d you become an Alpha? Change back so I can see you’re okay for myself. Please? I need to hold you.”

      Her wolf’s ears twitched at that word. Alpha. Michael had said she was an Alpha now. She blinked at him and as it sank in, she felt the rightness of the word. She was an Alpha. She could feel it too. In her blood and her veins, in her muscles, even in her soul, she could feel that it was true. She could feel the power and the strength radiating from somewhere deep inside of her and she was certainly large enough to be an Alpha now. She was strong, powerful and dangerous. She was a True Alpha’s mate now, an Alpha queen, but she didn’t know how it had happened any more than Michael seemed to.

      With one last glance back at the porch to confirm that her enemy was indeed dead, Luna dropped her head and asked her wolf, nicely, to let her take control. She wasn’t sure what the new rules were now that her wolf was an Alpha. She’d never had to force a shift back to her human side before because her wolf hadn’t been dominant and her submissiveness let Luna always steer them, even from the back of her mind. Now, she didn’t want to test her wolf’s dominance so she asked to be let out and her wolf gave one last check of their surroundings, ensuring their safety, before slipping beneath her skin.

      Luna whimpered as her body shifted back to her human form. It hurt. Oh, God did it hurt. Her bones stitched themselves back together in their smaller, frailer human form as her fur receded and her skin was red and splotchy when it reappeared. Her knees buckled and she ended up curled on the ground, shivering and shaking as she tried to wrap her brain around everything that had just happened.

      “Luna, baby, I got you.” Michael’s voice was there, his hands soft as he draped something over her and brushed her hair back, “I’ve got you. You’re safe.”

      Her lashes fluttered open and she saw him kneeling in the dirt beside her. He looked less terrified now, more worried and if the small hint of a smile on his lips was anything to go by, he was also relieved. She tried to smile back at him but her mouth felt gross and when she wiped her hand over her chin it came away bloody.

      “It’s okay.” Michael soothed, “We’ll get you home and get you cleaned up. You’re safe now.”

      “So are you.”

      Michael chuckled softly and helped her sit upright, wrapping the jacket he’d put around her shoulders tighter, “I am. Thanks to you, we all are.”

      “I…” Her voice felt tight and she shook her head, “I was so angry. I saw her pointing that crossbow at you and I thought Darius was dead and…”

      “Darius triggered the explosive on purpose. We wanted her to think we were downstream. We’d tracked her scent back here already and we were coming for you.”

      “Nobody got hurt?” She glanced past Michael to her brother and the Enforcer at his side.

      “Nobody but that bitch you ripped apart.” Darius gave her what probably constituted a smile on his stone cold face. “Well done, Alpha Queen.”

      Luna’s eyes widened and she shot her gaze back to Michael, “It’s true, isn’t it? I… My wolf… I’m an Alpha?”

      “Yeah. You’re an Alpha.” Michael wiped some blood from her chin, “I can feel it through the bond. You’re still you but your wolf broke whatever was holding her back. She’s bigger, stronger, faster. She’s a true Queen now.”

      “But… how?”

      It was Leo that cleared his throat, “Dad had a theory about that actually…”

      She looked up at her brother, “He did?”

      “He told me once that he didn’t think you were truly a Beta. He thought, with your lineage, it was more likely that you harbored a latent Alpha wolf.”

      “A latent Alpha?” Darius raised an eyebrow, “I thought that was a myth.”

      “So did I until I rounded that corner and saw my sister’s wolf double the size she used to be.” Leo shrugged. “Something must have triggered her Alpha side finally. I’d have thought if she didn’t emerge during the ordeal with Maddox that she didn’t exist but maybe…”

      “It was Michael.” Luna cuddled into her mate’s touch, “It was when I thought about Sasha murdering Michael that I lost control.”

      “Your Alpha side is a protector.” Rafe spoke up with a nod of understanding, “She emerged to protect your mate and your family. She’s not just strong. She’s loyal and protective. A true Queen.”

      Luna didn’t even realize she was crying until Michael swiped at her cheeks.

      “Hey, hey, it’s okay. I know it’s a lot to deal with. You’ve been through so much but you’re safe now. We can talk about all of this later. Let’s get you home. Get you showered and cleaned up. You’ll feel better once you’re home.”

      She shook her head, “It’s not that. I’m not upset I’m just… finally. I’m finally who I was always meant to be. A strong Alpha werewolf, a true mate to the Pack Alpha, to you. I’m finally the perfect mate for you, Michael.”

      “Oh, Luna…” Michael dropped their foreheads together and held her close, “You were always the perfect mate for me. Always. I love you so much. Let’s go home.”

      She  hiccuped and hugged him hard. Finally, she felt whole. She felt like the person she’d always known she was supposed to be. As strong in her wolf form as she was in her human form. No longer submissive or susceptible to any sort of challenge that might take Michael away from her.

      Maddox was dead. Sasha was dead. Luna was an Alpha. Michael was her mate. And they could finally start living for more than the present because they had a future. Together.
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      Michael couldn’t stop touching Luna. He felt like if he let her go for even a moment that she would disappear on him again. He knew it was crazy. He knew she wasn’t going anywhere. Besides, even if she did, he had zero doubts after what he’d witnessed in the woods that she could take care of herself. Still, he wanted to keep her right there, in his arms, where she belonged and he wasn’t sure if he would ever be able to let her out of his sight again. At least not anytime soon.

      Luna nuzzled his chest as the warm water from the showerhead rained down on them, “This feels like déjà vu.”

      Michael smiled against her neck, kissing her softly, “That first night?”

      “Mmm.” She hummed, tracing her nails up his back and sending chills down his spine.

      “Only this time I didn’t save you. You saved yourself. And me”

      “I still can’t believe that really happened.” She tipped her head back, her dark eyes meeting his, “It feels like a nightmare that somehow turned into a dream.”

      “It’s real. I saw it with my own eyes, baby. You’re a fierce Alpha female.” He brushed her hair back, careful to keep it in the wrap she’d twisted around her head to keep it from getting wet, “You always were, you know? Strong and protective, loyal to the people you love. You were going to give yourself over to Maddox to save your sisters. You’re so strong and you’ve overcome so much. I’m just so, so happy that fate saw fit to gift me with such an incredible, beautiful female as my mate.”

      Luna twined her arms around his neck, “I’m the lucky one. Without you, I don’t know where I’d be right now but I know I wouldn’t be the person I am today. You make me want to be stronger. Loving you, it makes me stronger.”

      Michael’s heart ached and he leaned down to press a kiss to her plush lips. When she’d told him on the phone that she loved him, it had nearly shattered him. His heart had frozen like ice in his chest because he’d known she was saying it then because she thought she wasn’t coming home to him. She’d been telling him goodbye with those words but not anymore. Now she was saying them because they were real, they were true, and because they had a future together to look forward to. They meant so much more to him now, with her here in his arms, knowing she was safe and that loving her wouldn’t destroy either of them.

      “I love you too, Luna. It’s not the bond. It’s not the mating. Those things are what brought us together but they couldn’t possibly make me love you as much as I do. I’m in awe of you. I ache for you. I can’t wait to spend the rest of my life loving you and building our life and our family together.”

      Her smile was soft and sweet as she brushed their lips together, “You want a family with me?”

      “Of course I do.” His brows knit together at the absurdity of the question.

      “What if…” Luna worried her bottom lip until he popped it free of her teeth with his thumb, “What if our pups are like me? What if they’re not born Alphas? What if they’re latent or Betas? The pack will…”

      “The pack will adjust.” He cut her off with a sweet kiss, “Because they’re going to be royal little princes and princesses. Hudson and DeLuca blood running in their veins? Our children are going to be a force to be reckoned with no matter what kind of wolf they’re born with because they’re ours and we’re going to love them and if they get even an ounce of your beauty and kindness everyone else will too.”

      “And your strength and intelligence.” She added with a smile.

      “Exactly.” Michael chuckled, “They’ll take over the world.”

      “God that…” Luna nodded, “That sounds perfect. You’re perfect and having a family with you… that’s exactly what I want.”

      “Well, you know, if you want a family, we could start trying now.” Michael pulled her closer, rubbing her against his erection, “It’s still a full moon for a few more hours and you know what that means.”

      “I’m ovulating.”

      “Mmm…” He slid a hand to her ass and squeezed, “I want you, Luna.”

      She moaned, “I always want you, Michael.”

      “I went without you for a whole day. I thought I was going to lose you. I need you, baby. Need to feel you and be with you but…” He kissed a line across her collarbone, “You’re an Alpha now. You might not like it the way you did before, so if you want to be in charge this time…”

      “I don’t.” Luna pulled him closer, backing herself against the shower wall, “I want you the same way I always want you. I want you to own me. You do own me. So take me. Make me yours. Remind me that no matter what happens, nothing will come between us.”

      “Never, ” He nuzzled her neck, “Nothing will ever come between us. You’re mine.”

      “Show me.”

      Michael groaned and sank his teeth into her shoulder, marking her yet again, needing to reclaim her all over again. She was the same woman he’d fallen in love with. She still bore the same wolf. But she was also an Alpha now, his equal in every way and he needed to claim this new part of her too.

      “Yes.” Luna hissed, her nails scratching down his back. “More.”

      He released the bite and licked the new wound that sealed almost instantly. Luna writhed against him. Her breasts pressed against his chest, her hard nipples rubbing against him and driving him out of his mind. He trailed kisses down her chest and when she arched her back, pressing her breasts at him, he took one soft peak into his mouth.

      “Michael.” She gasped.

      God he loved it when she said his name like that. All breathy and husky with need. He loved the sounds she made whenever he touched her. He licked and sucked at her nipples. He’d learned weeks ago that she went wild when he played with the sensitive tips. He ran his teeth over one nub slightly and Luna’s nails clawed at his hair just the way he liked.

      “Michael, please.” Luna tugged his hair until he released her nipple with a wet pop and she took his mouth with so much passion that he felt like he was drowning in her when she finally nipped his bottom lip and pulled back, “Take me. Now. I need to feel you inside me.”

      He groaned, “Are you ready for me?”

      Luna took his hand and slid it down her stomach to the apex between her thighs and he groaned. Fuck, she was sexy. He loved it when she had those brief moments of wanton desire and took control from him. Put his hands where she wanted them, took him just the way she wanted him. She used both of their fingers to part her and slip through her swollen folds and it was the both of them that groaned.

      “So ready.” He slid his fingers deeper, finding her clit and rubbing in circles, “You’re always so ready for me, aren’t you baby?”

      “Yes.” Luna’s eyes were closed and her head had fallen back against the tiles, “Always ready for my mate.”

      Michael growled, his wolf pacing, wanting at her. He’d missed his mate too. Worried about her and when he’d seen her Alpha side break free, he’d wanted to shift and mount her right then and there with half their family and friends watching. Having her naked, rubbing against him, wet and needy and begging for her mate to fill her, made him more animal than man.

      “Turn around.” He gripped her hips when she instantly did as he said, pressing her arms against the wall and sticking her ass out at him, “Damn, you’re so sexy. Can’t wait to fill you up. You want that, baby?”

      “Yes. God, yes.”

      Michael slid a hand down to cup her mound, “This is mine.”

      “Yes.”

      “Say it Luna. Tell me you’re mine.” He growled near her ear and she tipped her head back against his shoulder and moaned in that way that made his cock twitch.

      “Yours.”

      He slid a finger inside her, “Again.”

      “Yours. I’m all yours.” She gasped as he added a second finger.

      “That’s right, baby. You’re mine. My mate. My woman. All mine.”

      Luna rolled her hips as he fucked her with his fingers, “More, Michael. Need my mate. Please. Don’t make me wait any more. Please.”

      “I fucking love it when you beg for me.”

      He’d played as long as he could. He was too close to the edge as it was. Even one day without her had been too many. He needed to be inside of her. He needed to feel them joined together and know that he hadn’t lost her and that he wouldn’t. And deep down, some primal, animal part of him, needed to spill his seed deep inside of her and watch her grow with his pups. He wanted her bound to him in every way.

      He removed his fingers, lined himself up and then tugged her hips back to force her body to accept him. Luna moaned his name, her body arching to take more of him. He guided her hips forward and back until she found a rhythm and then he dropped his head back and groaned.

      “That’s it, baby. Take what you need from me.”

      Luna rolled her hips and moaned his name as she took him deep again and again. Her pace was slow and easy. Her body sliding over him, squeezing him tight and then letting him slip almost all the way out before she gripped his head and slammed back again.

      “Mine.” He groaned as she continued to drive him out of his mind and he let her, let her take what it was she wanted, what she needed from him, until she whined and reached back to dig her nails into his ass. It was too much. His balls tightened and he knew he was going to come soon.

      Michael took her hips between his hands again and also took back control. He held her tight and slammed inside her so hard she gasped. His own hips shot back and then forward again and he jerked and pulled her over his length.

      The pace sped and he lost track of time. He lost all sense of the warm water raining down on them. The only thing he felt was Luna, his mate, wrapped around him, squeezing him tight, taking him into her body the same way that she’d taken his heart.

      “Oh, God, I’m so close…” She gasped as he slammed in again and slid one of his hands back down to her slit, finding her clit and rubbing until he felt her body begin to pulse all around him, “Yes, yes, yes!”

      Luna’s orgasm crashed into her and she shook beneath him. Her body pulled him deeper and Michael groaned. His hips spasmed and he felt his own climax slither down his spine. His balls jerked and he buried himself inside his mate as deep as he could get as his release exploded out of him.

      Michael held himself there. His wolf roared inside of him. Nothing had ever felt so right as the moment he felt her body squeezing him, milking his release out of him and taking a piece of him that would let them create something wonderful together. He stayed deep inside of her even after their orgasms waned and they were simply breathing hard, joined together as deeply as two people could be.

      He dropped his head to her shoulder with a gasp, “I love you so much, Luna.”

      “Mmm…” She hummed and when she attempted to turn around he pulled out and let her. She wrapped her arms around his neck and smiled up at him with a lazy, happy, sated grin. “That’s good, because I love you too, mate.”

      “Marry me.”

      Luna’s eyebrows shot upwards and the sleepy look disappeared from her eyes, “What?”

      “Marry me.” He repeated himself with a grin of his own, “I had a whole thing planned. I was going to ask you after we went for a romantic run under the full moon but everything changed today and I don’t want to wait a second longer. I want to perform the mating ceremony. I want you to be Luna Hudson. I want you wearing my mark and my ring when your belly starts to swell with our pups. Marry me, Luna. Marry me and be my everything.”

      She wiped at her cheek and he helped swipe away the tears as she nodded, “Yes. Yes of course. I don’t need some romantic proposal. I just need you. You’re all I’ve ever needed. Yes.”

      Michael took her mouth with his and Luna all but leaped into his arms. Their mouths meshed together, tongues twining as he caught up. She wrapped her legs around him and he held her up as they kissed under the stream of water that was now turning lukewarm, though the heat between them was enough to keep them hot.

      Luna pulled back to gasp air and her smile was contagious, “We’re really getting married?”

      “We really are.”

      “When?

      “Whenever you want. Soon. The next new moon?”

      Luna’s nose squished up adorably, “Zoey and Rafe are having their mating ceremony on the next new moon.”

      “So?”

      “So, I don’t want to steal Zoey’s thunder. We can’t have our ceremony the same night she has hers. It’s her day. It’s supposed to be special.”

      Michael laughed, “Trust me, Zoey is going to love the idea of having a joint ceremony. It’s all she’s talked about since the day I met you.”

      “What? Are you serious?” Luna’s jaw dropped.

      “Yep.” He chuckled.

      “She hasn’t said a word to me!”

      “Of course not. She didn’t want to scare you away. Me? She has no problem telling me exactly what she thinks or what she wants. We’ve been best friends since we were kids. She’s mated to my brother. It’s only logical that we share our mating ceremony.” Michael paused and met Luna’s eyes, “That is, so long as you don’t have a problem with it.”

      Luna’s smile softened and she stroked her fingers through his wet hair, “I know you and Zoey have a history but I know it’s just that. Your friendship is something beautiful that should be cherished and protected. I’m not jealous of that. I’ve seen you two together and your love for each other is pure. We’re all going to be family. If Zoey’s okay with sharing her day with me, then I’m okay with sharing it with her.”

      Michael grinned, “We’re getting married on the new moon then?”

      “We’re getting married on the new moon.” Luna grinned back at him. “And if we’re lucky, I’ll be your wife, your mate and be carrying your pup by then too.”

      Michael had never been so happy in his life. He wanted that. All of that. Finally, he had a life of his own, a life worth living and someone to live it with. Fate had taken a lot from them both, but she’d given them each other and that was more than enough.
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      Luna hugged her brother and sisters tight. They were all gathered together in Michael’s office but he’d left them alone to talk. He’d gone off to discuss the mating ceremony with Rafe and Zoey. It was the only way she’d convinced him to leave her side, to plan the wedding they both wanted so badly. She’d also had to promise not to leave the lodge but considering her entire family was here and safe, she didn’t want to be anywhere else.

      “I’m so sorry.” Nova kept saying and Luna hushed her with a soothing squeeze.

      “Stop it. Stop. It wasn’t your fault. None of it was your fault.”

      “I should have seen…”

      “No, you can’t blame yourself. Do you hear me? You can’t take on that burden.”

      “But…”

      “Enough, ” Leo spoke up, taking control like the big brother that he was. “The visions are a gift but also a curse, Nova. You know that. You can’t blame yourself for things you don’t see any more than you can be blamed for what you do. Let it go, little sister. Let it go.”

      Nova wiped at her cheeks and nodded. Maya discreetly brushed the back of her hand across her face as well. Luna didn’t bother. She hadn’t stopped crying since her siblings walked into the room. They were happy tears, tears of joy for being reunited with the people she loved the most in the world.

      Only Leo had gotten through the reunion without shedding a tear but his shirt was practically soaked through. His sisters had all hugged him and burrowed their faces into his broad chest. They’d taken his scent in, soaking in the comfort of it as though he were home. In a lot of ways he was all they had left of the home they’d known, of the family they’d been before…

      Before their world had been turned upside down. Before their parents had been taken from them. Before they’d been driven from their land, held captive and tortured.

      They’d lived an eternity since then it seemed.

      Luna had become Queen of the Moirae pack, found her mate in Michael and fallen in love with him as well. Leo had his Enforcer, the strong and uncompromising Darius who would be the constant presence at his side as he rebuilt the Crescent pack. Maya had undergone her own changes, and not just in appearance. She was harder now, a tough shell encasing her unless she was like this, alone with her siblings. Even Nova had changed, growing at least a foot as she neared her next birthday. But the light of childhood had gone from her eyes, a weight of responsibility settling over her far too soon.

      Luna only hoped that as they all settled into this new life that her siblings would find as much happiness as she had.

      For the first time, she felt truly whole. Like her insides matched her outsides. Her heart was full to brimming. She’d lost so much but fate had given her so much as well. A new family, a new mate and soon to be husband, a new wolf with enough strength to help him guide this pack, their pack, into the future.

      “We were so worried.” Maya finally spoke.

      “I know. I’m sorry. I’m so sorry that I worried you all. Again.”

      “Turns out there was nothing to worry about.” Leo offered his twin a gentle smile, “I wish you could have seen her. She was amazing. She didn’t just save herself. She saved her mate as well.”

      Luna dipped her chin a little, “I don’t even know how it happened. It seems strange to take credit for it. My wolf… she just, reacted.”

      “Latent Alpha.” Maya shook her head, clearly amazed, “Leo told us but it’s hard to believe. There hasn’t been a reported case of a latent Alpha wolf coming into full power in decades. Has there?”

      Leo shook his head, “At least that long but Dad knew. He always believed.”

      “It’s the same with Seer’s though.” Luna shrugged, “The Crescent pack had gone without a Seer for a very long time before Nova was born. The Moirae pack doesn’t have one at all. Neither do any of the neighboring packs. It’s a rare, rare gift.”

      “Trade ya.” Nova tucked her hair behind her ear and grinned.

      “Oh, hush.” Luna nudged her littlest sister’s shoulder.

      “The DeLuca blood is some powerful stuff.” Leo grinned with them.

      “Imagine what DeLuca blood mixed with Hudson blood is going to be like.” Maya wagged her eyebrows playfully and Luna felt blood rush to her face. “Those babies are going to be some powerful little wolves.”

      “They’re going to be…” Nova started but Luna reached out and covered her mouth.

      “No! No, no, no! No more predictions.” Luna gave her a pointed look as she pulled her hand away, “I think I’ve heard enough of my future for a while.”

      “I think we all have.” Leo smirked.

      “Fine. Take away all my fun.”

      Luna smiled at the easy way they all fell back in with each other. Teasing and laughing. They’d always been close despite the gap in their ages. Despite Leo’s status as the heir apparent to the Crescent pack and Luna’s submissive wolf. They were more than just siblings. They were friends and she didn’t want anything to ever change that no matter how they grew or where they went or who they mated.

      “Speaking of fun,” She cleared her throat as she perched on the edge of Michael’s desk, “we have a mating ceremony to plan and not long to plan it.”

      “A mating ceremony?” Maya gaped. “He asked you?”

      She nodded.

      “Finally!” Nova laughed.

      “A mating ceremony, ” Leo pulled her into another embrace and kissed the top of her head, “that sounds like exactly what we need. I’m so happy for you. I hope you and Michael will have a lifetime of joy together.”

      “And you and Darius?”

      Leo chuckled as he pulled back from the embrace, “We’re going to need a little bit more time I think, to work everything out. It’s…. difficult, when two males mate. The Alpha tendencies are hard to mesh plus there’s the issue that he refuses to accept me as his Pack Alpha. He’s a Moirae Enforcer and he’s so damn stubborn.”

      Luna laughed, “Stubborn? No. Tell me more.”

      Leo shrugged, “He finally admitted we’re mates. That’s a start. We’ll get there. In the meantime, let’s just celebrate your upcoming wedding. I take it you’ll be getting married on the new moon, as is tradition?”

      “That’s the plan.”

      “Wait…” Maya frowned, “I thought Zoey and Rafe were getting married this new moon?”

      “They are. We’re going to have a joint ceremony. Michael felt like it was only fitting and I agreed. We’re all going to be brothers and sisters. He and Rafe are finding a balance in their relationship. Zoey is his oldest friend and my newest. It’ll be something special the four of us can share.”

      “That sounds really romantic.” Nova nodded.

      “I think so too.” Luna smiled at her family’s easy acceptance. “And of course I’ll need your help getting things ready on such short notice.”

      “Of course.”

      “Sure.”

      Leo shook his head when her sisters agreed, “I’ll leave the ceremony planning to you girls. I need to head back to the Crescents and take care of a few things. I’ve been trying to put things back into order over there but it’s gong to be slow going. There’s a lot of mistrust within the pack after what Maddox did and I’ve still got to deal with his allies.”

      “Of course.” Luna nodded, “I know you’ve spent so much time here because of me but I’m fine now. I have Michael and it’s time we started rebuilding our lives. All of us. So go and take care of your pack. I’ll stay and take care of mine. And we’ll see one another as often and as much as possible.”

      “I won’t miss your mating ceremony.” Leo pulled her in and kissed her forehead, “I’m so very proud of you, sister. An Alpha Queen with a mate that absolutely adores her. Mom and Dad would be so happy for you too.”

      “I know.” She nodded but wiped at her cheeks, “Don’t make me cry again. Just go if you’re going and don’t say goodbye. It’s not goodbye. It’s just a, see you later.”

      Leo chuckled, “There’s one more thing to work out before I go.”

      Maya groaned and Nova laughed. Luna looked between her brother and sisters. They all exchanged looks but it was Nova that finally spoke up.

      “We’re going to stay for now.”

      “Oh, you are, are you?” Leo raised skeptical eyebrows.

      “We are.” Maya confirmed. “We talked about it and we’re going to split our time between you two and between the packs just like we’ve been doing. If that’s okay with you both?”

      Luna’s heart warmed, “You want to stay here with me and Michael? I thought you’d want to go home with Leo.”

      Maya ducked her head, absently picking at one of the scars on her wrist, “Not yet.”

      “That’s fine by me.” Leo quickly agreed to keep the moment from becoming awkward. “Stay as long as you like with Luna or as long as her mate will have you, and when you’re ready to come home, know that I’ll always have a place for you as well. You’re DeLuca’s forever but that doesn’t mean you have to be Crescent wolves. Luna is Moirae pack now. You two have been through a lot. I think the least we can give you is some time to figure out where you want to be and who you want to be.”

      “Thank you.” Maya was biting her lip and blinking back tears when Leo pulled her into a hug.

      “Anything you need. I’m one howl away.”

      Her sister snorted, “You’re such a dork.”

      “I’m a dork that’s a Pack Alpha with a mate he needs some time alone with, so I appreciate you staying behind for a little while.” Leo admitted.

      “I’ve got a feeling we don’t want to be anywhere near their house for a while.” Nova smirked and Leo groaned.

      “Okay. That’s enough. Time for me to go.”

      They all said their goodbyes before Leo left the room. They would see him again soon but it was still hard watching him walk away. They’d all been split up so much over the past months. Luna had hoped to have more time with all of her siblings in one space but she understood why Leo had to return to the Crescent land and the pack that he intended to lead. They needed him more than she did now and he had his own life to get on with.

      She wiped at her wet cheeks again as she looked between her sisters, “You really want to stay with me?”

      “Of course we do.” Nova smiled. “You’re our sister and just because you’re Moirae pack now doesn’t change that.”

      “Besides, we like it here.” Maya shrugged, “Now that your mate has taken our 24/7 guards off duty, it’s kind of nice. We’ve met new people and made new friends. It’s kinda like starting over.”

      The unspoken was that they needed to start over and that broke Luna’s heart. Maya still hadn’t told her all that she’d gone through while Maddox held her captive. She wasn’t sure her sister ever would. Nova had only told her that it had been worse for Maya than for any of them and considering Luna’s experience hadn’t exactly been a walk in the park, she hated imagining what they’d put Maya through. If her sister wanted to stay here and start over, the she was welcome for eternity as far as Luna was concerned.

      “I love you, ya know.” She opened her arms and Maya walked into them. “You can always talk to me about anything.”

      “I know. I’m just… I’m not ready yet.”

      “Whenever you are…”

      “You’ll be there. I know. You’re a good big sister and you’re going to make an amazing Alpha Queen for this pack. I want to stick around and watch it.”

      “There are no words for how happy it makes me that you’re both going to stay.”

      Nova groaned, “Okay, okay, enough waterworks and emotional talk. Let’s get down to business. You said we have a mating ceremony to plan and the new moon is just around the corner. We need to get busy. You’ll have to choose a dress and…”

      “You mean you don’t already know what I’ll pick?” She teased and Nova stuck her tongue out like the little girl she no longer was.

      “Just because it’s not a surprise for me, doesn’t mean it can’t be a surprise for you.”

      Maya barked out a laugh, “Wow, now there’s a new philosophy I’d like to live by.”

      “You mean you don’t want to know when Nova sees your future mate?” Luna wagged her brows.

      “Hell no, ” Maya snorted, “knowing only causes trouble from what I’ve seen. No matter what Nova sees in my future, I’d rather not know. I’d like to think I get a choice in a few things, even if it isn’t true.”

      “Fate isn’t all bad.” Luna squeezed her sisters hand, “It gave me Michael.”

      “And a happily ever after.” Nova chimed in but Maya only rolled her eyes.

      “If the road to happily ever after is paved through the hell we’ve endured, count me out.”

      Luna couldn’t help it. She hugged her sister again. Nova even jumped up to join them. They squeezed Maya until she complained about being smothered and then they all cracked up laughing as they broke apart. Luna couldn’t stop smiling.

      “Trust me, when you meet your fated mate, you’ll change your mind.”
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      Michael stood in the middle of a huge circle of his family, friends and pack members. There was a large arch made of tree branches and vines, decorated with multi-colored flowers. He was wearing a suit for the first time in his life, and what he also hoped would be the last. But it was totally and completely worth it and not just because in a few moments the love of his life would appear and become not just his mate but his wife. He was getting a real kick out of seeing his older brother tugging at his own suit as he stood next to him, shoulder to shoulder, sweating like he was in his own personal version of hell.

      “Breathe.” He whispered to Rafe as his brother fidgeted with the collar of his button down for the millionth time.

      “I can’t, that’s the fucking problem.” Rafe hissed back at him, “This thing is cutting off my air supply.”

      “No, It’s not. You’re just nervous.” Michael held back a chuckle because he wasn’t certain his brother wouldn’t hit him if he thought he was being laughed at right now. “Calm down. Breathe. In a few minutes, you’ll forget all about the monkey suit because Zoey is going to walk through this crowd and straight to you.”

      “Zoey.” Rafe whispered his mate’s name like a prayer, his eyes shutting as he took a deep breath and let it out slowly, “This is what Zoey wants, right?”

      “Yeah, this is what she wants.”

      “Then I can do it.” His brother opened his eyes and took another calming breath, “I can do it for her.”

      “I know you can.” Michael clapped him on the shoulder as his heart swelled with a love that he’d never thought he would experience again.

      He loved his brother. He’d always loved him. Even when he also kind of hated him for leaving him alone with the responsibility of a pack to run all by himself when he’d barely been more than a kid. But since Rafe had returned to the pack, Michael had also found that he respected the hell out of his brother too.

      Rafe had only ever done what he thought was best for the people he loved. Even leaving had been his way of protecting Michael. He’d come home to help Leo when he’d found out the Crescent pack was in trouble. And when he’d scented Zoey as his mate, he’d put up one hell of a fight to claim her and he’d dedicated his every breath since to making her the happiest woman on the fact of the planet.

      He would do anything for Zoey. Walk through fire. Throw himself in front of a train. Even put on a suit and tie and stand in front of the entire pack, the center of attention, because Zoey wanted a real, true mating ceremony. Whatever she wanted, that’s what Rafe gave her and though at times, as the Pack Alpha, and as the brother-in-law, Michael wanted to roll his eyes and curse his brother for turning his best friend into a werewolf that thought she could do whatever she wanted and get away with it, he understood the kind of love that Rafe and Zoey shared now.

      Because that’s what he had with Luna.

      A love that transcended all things. No argument was too big. No compromise was too great. He would hand her the world on a silver platter if he could but knowing his generous mate, she’d just divide it up and hand it out to those that she felt needed it more.

      She was perfect for him. Perfect in ways that he’d never imagined his mate would be. She’d grown up in a pack and understood the inner workings better than anyone else ever could have. She was strong and fierce. She was unafraid to stand up to the pack or even to him. She wasn’t the quiet type that would sit idly by and watch him lead and back him up without question. She supported him and encouraged him and when needed she helped steer him to the right answer to whatever problem the pack was having. She was his perfect mate in every way.

      Everything he’d never known he needed in a mate, Luna was all that and more.

      “They’re coming.” Rafe sucked in a breath beside him and Michael shot his brother a look, but sure enough only a second later he felt Luna’s presence grow closer as well.

      All around them, the Moirae pack went down on bended knee, as was the custom, and when they did, the two women at the back of the crowd were revealed. Michael’s heart stopped in his chest. Rafe made a low growling sound deep in his chest and Michael couldn’t even blame his brother for his possessiveness. He narrowed his eyes as he stared up the small opening in the circle the crowd had made for them and tried to figure out what was going on.

      Luna was on the wrong side. Zoey was standing on his side. They were backwards and he didn’t like it. He didn’t like it one bit and clearly neither did his brother. Rafe started to take a step forward, no doubt to go and claim his mate, but Michael shot a hand out and grabbed him by the wrist, stopping him when Zoey smirked and winked at them.

      “Just wait.” Michael kept his voice calm as Rafe turned his intense glare on him. “Your mate is up to something. Don’t ruin it for her.”

      His brother grumbled something but Michael knew he’d played the situation right when Rafe settled in beside him again. Rafe wouldn’t ruin Zoey’s big day. He’d stand there like a good boy and wait for his mate to come to him, even if he might spank her ass until it was red later for whatever trick she was playing on them.

      Michael didn’t care what order they walked down the aisle in. He knew which woman was his. He smiled as Luna met his gaze and when she returned it with a soft smile of her own his heart finally started beating again.

      She looked beautiful. They both did. But standing here now, waiting for Luna to come to him, seeing her standing beside Zoey, he knew that fate had gotten it right.

      All those years he’d wished for Zoey to be his but fate had known better. Fate had known that Rafe needed her more than he ever could. She calmed his brother, settled him and gave him a home. She was his anchor just as she’d been Michael’s after his parents died, but he hadn’t needed her that way in a long time. Rafe still did and always would. They were a matched set.

      Just like Luna was the perfect mate for him. Zoey had been human until Rafe turned her. She’d never have understood the pack politics that went along with being his mate. The way she ignored the rules in favor of doing what she wanted was proof of that and more. She never could have been his Queen, even if he’d loved her and she would always be his best friend.

      Luna was his true mate. His soulmate. The other half of him that he’d been searching for his entire life. She completed him and he knew now that fate had planned this all along.

      They’d all walked through hell to get to this point.

      Zoey had been in foster care, bounced around house to house before losing touch with her biological siblings when she’d been adopted by her werewolf parents. Michael had lost so much that day in the woods when his parents and older brother Gabe had been slaughtered by hunters. Rafe had lost his mind that day, lost control of his wolf, and he’d fled the pack to protect Michael but also to punish himself. And Luna, his sweet, gentle Luna, had been forced to watch as her parents were brutally murdered and then she’d been held hostage and tortured by not one but two psychopaths.

      They all had past pains and hurts. They had issues they’d spend the rest of their lives dealing with. But they also had each other. Everything they’d been through had brought them to this point, to each other, and now they would never have to deal with their problems alone ever again.

      They were family.

      Michael felt a little teary-eyed as he watched the two women walk towards him and Rafe. They were so different. One dark skinned and the other pale. One with black curls and the other with coppery waves. One tall and lithe and the other small and curvy. They were as different in looks as two women could be and yet, where it mattered, they were exactly the same.

      Strong. Fierce. Independent. Loyal. Caring. Kind. They were the kind of females that would never be content sitting at home and raising pups. They would be involved in the pack, every day, helping to lead it and steer it into a bright future, not just for themselves or their mates, but for their children and grandchildren.

      He and Rafe were lucky, lucky men.

      Arm in arm, Luna and Zoey walked towards them. It was tradition for the female to walk down the aisle alone. Her elders and family comprised the first circle and encased the couple, but in this case both Zoey and Luna’s families were all around them. Instead of taking turns, the women had chosen to walk in together, side-by-side, just as they intended to live their lives with Michael and Rafe. As sisters, today and forever.

      Once they’d breached the inner circle, the two women paused and turned to each other. This wasn’t part of the traditional ceremony but Michael suddenly understood why they’d come in the way they had. Zoey and Luna faced one another, holding hands, they kissed each other on both cheeks and then they crossed paths to stand in front of their mates.

      It was a beautiful nod to fate. Michael smiled as Luna slipped her hand into his. He watched as Rafe all but grabbed Zoey and hauled her into his arms, eliciting a giggle from the redhead and laughter from the crowd of onlookers who had risen again to watch the ceremony.

      In another life, in another time, things could have ended so differently. Rafe was supposed to have been the Pack Alpha. Michael would have been the second in command. If fate hadn’t sent them down this path, maybe they wouldn’t have ended up here, or maybe they would have, but with different mates. They’d all crossed paths in so many ways, but until it had been time for fate to make her moves, they’d hadn’t known what was standing right in front of them.

      They did now. Forever stretched out in front of them. Fate had given them their perfect mates. Now they would have forever to make the perfect life with them and forever started right now.

      

      
        The End…

        or the beginning of forever.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Bonus - Five Years Later

          

          Maya

        

      

    

    
      The scream that jolted her awake in the dead of night sent a cold shiver of dread down Maya’s spine. It wasn’t the first time she’d be woken by that shrill sound. Not even close. In the first few weeks and even months after they’d escaped Maddox, her younger sister had woken screaming from nightmares nearly every night.

      In the years since, as their lives had settled, the terrors had come back to Nova less and less. They’d found a way to bury their past hurts so deep that they rarely broke the surface. They’d focused on the good things in their lives and on the future instead of the past.

      Seeing Luna happily mated to Michael had been the start of a joyously peaceful time in all their lives. They’d settled into their roles not just as princesses of the Crescent pack but also as beloved little sisters in the Moirae pack as well. They’d been given whatever they needed, anything they asked for, and more parental figures to fill that gap in their lives than could ever have been deemed necessary.

      They’d grown up well and truly loved and cherished despite all that they’d lost. Their parents. Their innocence. Those things had been taken much too soon for both Maya and Nova, but they’d learned to cope and they’d always had each other.

      That was why, when Maya had come of age and moved into her own place, Nova had chosen to go with her rather than stay with their other siblings. They’d split time between Luna and the Moirae pack and Leo and the Crescent pack for too long. They needed their own place and to figure out where they fit and which pack they truly belonged to no matter what the DeLuca blood running in their veins said.

      Besides, Luna had her hands full these days caring for the twins. The Devilish Duo as Maya had nicknamed them were hell on wheels. The little Princes of the Moirae pack were nothing like their calm, thoughtful father. They were brash, bold and quick to tantrums that could incite the entire pack into bouts of wariness. Michael and Luna had been too busy taking care of their pack and their toddler sons to put up much of an argument when Maya said she wanted to move out and Nova said she wanted to go with her.

      Leo on the other hand had argued until he was blue in the face. Their older brother, their beloved protector, had made it clear he wanted them to stay. Even his mate, Darius, who was a man of few words unless he was arguing with his husband, had said the house would feel empty without them and tried to talk them into staying until Nova was of age too. If anyone could have convinced Maya to stay, it would have been Leo and Darius, the most unlikely of pairs and the best mates she’d ever witnessed.

      But they’d deserved their time alone too. They’d done their duty, more than that even, and helped raise Maya and Nova into smart, strong, independent women and wolves. It was time they focused on their own family and deciding if, when and how they wanted to expand it. They had a legacy to cement in the Crescent pack after all.

      So Maya had accepted the offer to rent Zoey Hudson’s old apartment and she and Nova had moved into it. She wasn’t sure if it was the upheaval of the move that had triggered Nova or the fact that she was nearing her own coming of age. Maybe it was knowing that their siblings weren’t just down the hall and Enforcers weren’t outside the doors anymore. Whatever it was, Nova had woken screaming more and more lately, had gotten quieter and quieter during the days and had mentioned her visions less and less.

      At first Maya had thought it was probably a good thing Nova was learning to keep her visions to herself. Not everybody wanted to know what lay in their future. God knew if her little sister hadn’t blabbed about Luna’s fated mate all those years ago they might have escaped Maddox unscathed. But she hadn’t blamed Nova then, as a young girl simply excited at the prospect of seeing a magical future for her eldest sister, and she didn’t blame her now for keeping whatever she saw to herself.

      Visions were Nova’s gift. She was a Seer. She contained a powerful magic within her in addition to her wolf that let her see into the future. Most of the time, she saw happy events. Matings, marriages, babies and all of the things that went with building a person’s life. But other times she was given glimpses of the darkness that existed in the world, of death and hate and destruction.

      Maya hated the visions. She hated the idea that she had no power over her own future. Hated that Nova saw things that no girl her age should have had to see. She hated fate. What had it ever done for her? Gotten her thrown in a hole and beaten and abused. It had gotten her parents killed. And for what? She couldn’t see a point to any of it.

      That was the other reason she’d wanted to move out. She wanted to build her own life. She wanted to make her own choices. She didn’t want to have to bend to the will of the fates. She had chosen this life, her life, and it was a good one.

      But when she walked into Nova’s room and flipped on the light to find her sister breathing hard, her head in her hands, her heart still clenched and she hated herself for hoping whatever Nova saw wasn’t about her.

      Her little sister glanced up as she came into the room and offered a small smile that Maya returned. She didn’t look like a baby anymore. She was a teenage girl and every day brought her closer and closer to the precipice of her own fate. Maya wiped her hair back from her face and let Nova cuddle into her side just as she had when she was young, just as she would let her until they were old and gray if her sister needed it.

      “What was it this time?” Maya finally asked after Nova’s breathing returned to normal.

      Nova shrugged, “I… I’m not sure I should say.”

      “Because it was bad?”

      “Because it was about you.” Nova leaned back upright and met her gaze, her teeth nibbling on her bottom lip nervously, “I know you’ve said you don’t want to know when I see visions of your future but…”

      “I don’t.” Maya cut her off with a shake of her head. “I don’t want to know.”

      A hurt look crossed Nova’s face, “Even if its good?”

      “You woke up screaming barely an hour after your head touched the pillow. It’s not even eleven o’clock. What good news could you possibly have for me?”

      “I didn’t know I screamed.” Nova was still chewing her lips, “I’m sorry about that. I think… I think I was just surprised more than anything. I wasn’t scared. I’m sorry if I worried you.”

      “It’s fine.” Maya sighed heavily and played with her sister’s hair for a moment, “I always worry about you. It’s fine. But if you’re okay, I’m going to go back to bed.”

      “Wait.” Nova caught her hand as Maya stood to leave.

      “I told you already, I don’t want to know whatever it was that you saw. I don’t believe in fate the way you do. I can’t. I have to believe that whatever comes of my life, after everything we’ve been through, that I’m the one that gets to choose how it turns out.”

      “I know but…”

      “No buts, Nova. Go back to sleep.” She made her voice firm and had already turned back to the door when her sister snorted.

      “That’s the thing, neither of us is going back to sleep. Not tonight.”

      She spun around, “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Nova shrugged. Maya opened her mouth to ask her sister what sort of game she was playing but before she could utter a single syllable a loud banging noise broke through the silence. Maya jumped a little and Nova tried to hide a smirk. The noise came again and this time, Maya recognized it for what it was.

      “Who’s knocking on our door at this hour, Nova?”

      “You told me not to tell you.” Her sister grinned this time and Maya had to take a deep, calming breath when the knocking came again, harder this time.

      “Nova, tell me what’s waiting for me on the other side of that door.”

      Her sister smiled, slow and soft, her eyes twinkling when she gave another shrug, “Your fate.”

      “Nova.” She growled a warning but her sister held her hands up innocently.

      “You asked so I told you the truth. Your fate is waiting for you on the other side of that door. Go and open it, Maya. You won’t be disappointed. I promise.”

      She narrowed her eyes at her sister and then, when the knocking continued, she cursed under her breath and went to see for herself who was bothering them this late at night. Her fate? Yeah, right. It was most likely one of their siblings looking for a babysitter or one of Maya’s friends too drunk from a night out to find their way home and hoping to crash on the couch. No matter who it was, she was going to tell them to piss off because she was in no mood for visitors and Nova’s words had made the hair on the back of her neck stand up.

      “I’m coming!” She growled as the banging continued but when she threw the door open, all the air rushed out of her lungs.

      It wasn’t one of her siblings. It wasn’t one of her friends. It was a stranger… but he was so much more than that.

      Her gut clenched and her heart galloped in a way that it never had before. She thought her mouth might have fallen open but couldn’t seem to think enough to pull it back shut. She stared in awe at the man standing on the other side of the door, the one that Nova had called her fate, and she silently cursed herself for opening the door even as she breathed in his intoxicating scent.

      He was like no one she’d ever seen before. Tall and broad shouldered with biceps that looked like they were stretching the limits of the simple gray t-shirt he wore. There was ink there, colorful lines and markings that circled his pale skin and twisted down to his wrists. It was beautiful.  He was beautiful.

      “I’m sorry.” He spoke first, dragging her out of her reverie and his voice was smooth like honey, “I was looking for someone but… I uh… I think maybe I have the wrong place.”

      Maya forced her eyes back to his face. Bright, emerald green eyes met hers and were filled with the kind of heat that was already beginning to spread through her veins. Thick lashes that would make a woman jealous flitted over them hiding his thoughts from her and he cleared his throat, pushing a big hand through the unruly copper tresses that grew long on his head. He had matching  reddish stubble on his strong, square jaw that framed lips that looked pillow soft. When he licked them nervously she nearly moaned.

      No. No, no, no.

      Maya shook away the rush of need that had threatened to drown her and forced herself to use her own voice, “Who were you looking for?”

      “Zoey. I uh… I’m looking for Zoey Leery or, well… I guess her last name isn’t Leery anymore. It’s… Kent I think though, hell, it’s been so long, maybe she’s married and it’s something else.”

      The mention of Zoey made Maya narrow her eyes suspiciously. This was Zoey’s apartment. This man had the right address. He was just a few years too late. Zoey had mated Michael’s brother Rafe and moved out to the cabin at the lake years ago. She went by Zoey Hudson now but Maya didn’t dare reveal that information to this stranger.

      She put her hands on her hips, “How do you know Zoey?”

      The handsome stranger scratched his stubble covered jaw, his intense green eyes darting over her from top to bottom before he gave a slight shake of his head as if he needed to focus. Maya understood. The pull between them was magnetic. She could feel it in her every muscle, every nerve, every cell of her being yearned to be closer to this stranger. But she fought it and considering he appeared to be human, she thought he was doing a damn good job ignoring it himself.

      “I uh…” Those green eyes darted down the hallway and then, finally, they came back to Maya’s and stayed on her face, “My name is Zander Leery. I’m Zoey’s brother.”

      

      
        To be continued…

        The Crescent Wolves are getting their own series in 2020.
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        A Fate, Texas Novel

        

        Impulsive. Irresponsible. Impossible.

        

        Lemon Kelly lives in a world that is fast, loud and a little bit crazy. She left her small hometown for the bright lights of Nashville and has been living her dream ever since. She's traveled the world and plays her music for crowds of adoring fans. She has everything she ever wanted. Only the wants of a 17 year old girl vary greatly from the needs of a grown woman. Is it selfish to want something more, something like the love she writes songs about?

        

        Can a girl have two dreams? Or will she have to give up one to get the other? And if so... which? Fame or a family of her own?

        

        Stable. Solid. Safe.

        

        Shane Lowry likes his quiet, controlled life. The always responsible small town deputy is a father to his three daughters first and foremost. Nothing comes before them. He had to grow up fast and early and he's long since stopped letting silly things like lust control his actions. He doesn't even date. So why does he find himself so drawn to the lively girl next door turned country music superstar that is the complete opposite of what he should want in a woman?

        

        If he lets her in, she'll shake up his entire world. He knows it. But is that a good thing or a very bad thing?

        

        The sparks between them are undeniable. The pull irresistible. And if they take a chance they just might find what they've both been missing.

        

        *Call Me, Irresistible is a standalone, full length, contemporary romance novel set in Fate, Texas with a guaranteed HEA. It is intended for audiences 18+ due to language and sexual situations. If you enjoy the quirky characters in this little town, try other releases by Jess Bryant set in Fate such as the West Brothers Series.*
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        A Fate, Texas Novel

        

        Austin Evans is a playboy, a flirt and a charmer. He’s dated half the female population of Fate, Texas and figures he’ll get around to the other half before he ever decides to settle down. Fate, however, has other ideas. Because one night with the prim and proper town doctor isn’t nearly enough. He can’t get her out of his head, doesn’t want her out of his bed and if he can convince her to give him half a chance he’ll keep her in his life forever.

        It was supposed to be one night. One night of passion. One night of scorching hot, mind-blowing, earth-rocking fun. It was a one night stand that somehow turned into two nights, then three and four… and Victoria Sands knew better. Of course she knew better. She was a good girl, a smart girl. She knew better than to continue seeking him out, knew better than to keep falling into his arms, knew better than to let her heart get involved, but when it came to Austin her logical, rational brain never stood a chance to her body’s desire.

        They’re complete opposites. She’s the town princess and he’s the boy from the wrong side of the tracks. She grew up in the mansion on the hill and his mother is the woman that cleans it. She thinks everything through and he goes with his gut instinct. The one thing they have in common is that they’ve never felt anything like the sparks that flare between them.

        But is that enough to build a life on? A family on? And what about forever?
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