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To Loki's girl.
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The Curse and The Blessing
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“Blessed are you, the sons of Lycaon. Though the Curse of Zeus has cleaved your soul, and man and lycan battle in one body, I give you a blessing. A promise of an unyielding fate, an unwavering bond between man and wolf and lycan that restores the soul when sealed under the light of my zenith. Honor my blessing, or feel my wrath.”
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The Sacred Scripture of Selene
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Of Fate
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GENESIS
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A new moon morning is both an end and a beginning. A breath held before the exhale. I’ve seen many such mornings before, but this dawn feels different. Or maybe it’s just that tonight’s new moon has its claws around my fate.

Dawn breaks over the sweeping eastern ranges that mark the edge of our packlands. The sky behind them turns sublime shades of pink and twilight blue. A handful of stars dance in the last glow of the waning crescent and herald the first day of the new wolf year.

“A Highwater horizon,” my father calls it. “Our ancestors believed the Moon Goddess marked the Alpha of our pack by putting the new moon twilight in his eyes.”

As I stare out of my bedroom window, the landscape before me seems to shift with the transformative breaking light. In the glass pane, my eyes reflect a storm of midnight hues and starry flecks of cobalt blue.

My eyes carry the Alpha marker of our pack. My father chose me as his heir, and I have spent my entire life preparing for this day—but I am not the Alpha my ancestors expected.

“As if that’s ever going to stop me,” I whisper to my reflection with firm resolve setting in my belly.

Suddenly, the aroma of roasted coffee beans wafts in warm waves under my bedroom door. I frown, annoyed at the intrusion into my home and knowing exactly who it is.

As I weave through the multitude of trip hazards strewn across my bedroom floor, a heavy coffee-table book catches my big toe.  

“Bitches!” I curse my six sisters as I hop over the monstrosity. If I could remember which one of them gave it to me, I’d nail the book to her pretty blonde head. I shove it aside with my bare foot and refocus on my intruder.

There’s only one wolf who would dare enter my home uninvited and help themselves to my coffee. The wildfire marker in his Alpha scent lies heavy in the air, announcing his identity.

“What are you doing here, Dad? We’re supposed to be leaving for the Summit in half an hour,” I demand as I enter my kitchen.

Black granite surfaces gleam, warmed by the morning light streaming from ceiling-high windows. Everything sparkles with newness. Considering I can’t cook, that’s not surprising.

“Where are your mugs?” my dad grumbles by way of response as he opens and searches the overhead cupboards.

I pull open a drawer beside him that whispers on its new tracks.

“I’m not six-three. I would never put my mugs up there.”

He looks down at me with a raised eyebrow. “I don’t remember any runts in our family. I’m not sure where you get it from.”

I set two mugs firmly on the countertop. “Well, as I recall, this five-foot-two runt knocked you out yesterday in training—so just pour the damn coffee.”

“Where’d the extra two inches come from?” He chuckles as he pours.

“Hell,” I snap, “and it’s too damn early for this.”

His laughter follows me to the island bench.

I bite back a smile as I settle on a barstool. I have to admit I’ve missed our morning banter since I moved out of the family Alpha home—but I’m not telling him that, lest he makes his morning break-ins a regular thing.

He leans his hip against the counter and sips his coffee. At sixty, his chocolate-brown hair is only just starting to grey, but his tanned skin remains smooth, and his twilight-blue eyes wrinkle only when he smiles. Werewolf genes are indeed a blessing.

“So, Dad, what did you want to see me about?” I sigh.

He nods, and seriousness sets over his demeanor.

“It’s a big weekend. I just wanted to check in with you before we go.”

I set my mug down firmly. “You know me better, Dad. Cold feet is not my style. I’m ready.”

“I know,” he smiles, “I just want you to remember, you have nothing to worry about. You are the rightful Alpha heir of Crystal Moon. You are named for my father and his father. Their Alpha blood runs strong in you.” He holds my gaze firmly as my gut starts to twist with emotion. “I know the Council will see that too and approve you as my heir.”

I frown and clench my hands around my mug. “You know that might not happen. There’s never been a female Alpha heir before.”

He shakes his head with a confident smile on his handsome face. “Remember, Crystal Moon is not just another wolf-pack. We are also Prime 10, a position we have held longer than I can remember. My fellow Councillors cannot overlook that legacy when they make their decision about you.”

I feel his pride and strength and raise my chin. “I know, Dad. Thank you. We’ve got a lot riding on this, and I don’t want to let you or the pack down.”

He holds my gaze firmly. “You’ve never disappointed me, and you never will.”

I choke back a lump in my throat and draw in a deep, steadying breath.

Suddenly, he straightens and places his mug on the countertop. “Now, I have something else to discuss before I leave.”

“What?” I ask warily.

He folds his arms across his barrel chest. “The Hunt.”

“No,” I snap. My mug sends a loud, echoing clack through the kitchen as I bang it down and get off the stool. “Kiara is going to be here soon. We should go.”

“Genesis Neo Highwater,” his Alpha command stops my feet in their tracks. I clench my fists and turn with a huff.

“Dad, I don’t have time for this.”

“Make time,” he growls. “You’ve avoided the matter long enough. If you’re going to be Alpha of this pack, you’ll need a mate to help you lead. Joining the Mate Hunt tonight as a Seeker and finding your mate could very well strengthen your position with the Council if you present yourself with a supportive mate in hand.”

I shake my head, my stomach fluttering and twisting inside me, then straighten my shoulders and hold my father’s firm stare.

“Keyword, supportive,” I stress. “I’m an Alpha. Tell me what male is going to want to be my Luna?” My laugh is dry and humorless, and it earns me a dark glare.

“Do not jest, Neo. Any wolf worth his fur would be proud to lead a Prime 10 pack like Crystal Moon beside you.”

I stand firmly before him with my hands on my hips and tilt my head sideways. “Oh, you mean the pack that hasn’t had a male born in it in what, forty years? You seem to be forgetting, Dad,” I point both my fingers at my belly, “we’re male-barren.”

He shakes his head. “That has never mattered to me. It did not matter to any of your sisters’ mates, and it will not matter to yours.”

I scoff. “Uh, Alpha Dante and Alpha Gage cared, and now, thanks to them, everyone thinks we’re cursed. How many rejections have we had in this pack since they rejected Eva and Freya?” I look up at the ceiling, counting on my fingers dramatically, then drop them with a hard glare. “I’ve lost count.”

His jaw ticks as my point hits home. I take a slow step forward. “I’m not my sisters. I’m your Alpha heir. What if my mate is an Alpha, like theirs are? Will he be willing to give up his pack to be with me? Because I will never give up Crystal Moon.” I growl low and raise my chin.

His frown deepens, and I continue firmly. “Finding my mate is not my priority right now. Being approved as your heir and passing The Genesis Bill are. I’ll think about a mate when I’m ready, but not until then.”

I bare my canines, and his nostrils flare as our eyes lock in a battle of wills. Most wolves would not be able to stand the power in his Alpha glare or the rising heat in his pheromones, but then, I’m not most wolves.

Finally, he nods slowly. “The decision is yours, Neo. But I suggest you get ready for the fact that your mate will more than likely be at the Summit this weekend. Every unmated wolf will be attending the Mate Hunt tonight, and if he is there, he will find you.”

His warning tightens like a clawed grip around my throat. I draw a breath and raise my head. “If that happens, I’ll handle it. Now, I need to get ready. I’ll see you at the convoy. You can let yourself out.”

I turn to walk away.

“Neo.” His firm tone makes me stop, spin, and snap.

“Dammit, Dad. What now?”

He frowns at the exasperation in my tone but speaks gently in response. “You are as smart, strong, and fast as any Alpha I know, but even you cannot outrun fate when she comes for you.”

I lower my head, drawing strength to subdue the pang of rising panic. When I look back up to my father, it’s with iron determination burning in my eyes.

“I sure as hell can try.”
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“I have a theory,” Kiara quips as I hop into the SUV’s passenger seat. My sour mood lifts considerably as she hands me a breakfast burger and a travel mug in one smooth movement.

“About what?” I respond distractedly as I take the offerings, my mouth salivating over the crispy bacon aroma filling the cabin.

“Well, since you asked.” Kiara’s doe-brown eyes twinkle over her sunglasses, and I groan. There’s no knowing where her quirk-driven mind could lead. More often than not, trouble.

“What if Loki has kidnapped the Moon Goddess and she’s trapped in the bowels of Hades while he impersonates her, and the Crystal Moon Curse is really just a divine practical joke.”

I freeze with the burger halfway to my mouth.

“It’s not a fucking curse,” I snap. “If that Alphahole Dante hadn’t coined the stupid phrase, no one would think it was.”

The burger almost disappears in one angry bite. Fuck, Kiara should scent the mood. I’m not up for her kind of crazy this morning.

“You have to admit, Crystal Moon Curse is pretty catchy. No wonder it caught on.” She scoffs.

“About as catchy as Dante’s STDs,” I mutter with my mouth full.

Kiara nods her agreement, then turns and wiggles her eyebrows at me.

“But what do you think about my theory?”

I glare at her as I chew slowly, then swallow hard.

“It makes me want to drag you and Dante through a gorse bush,” I growl and sip the too-sweet coffee. My blood sings with the caffeine overdose. Perfection. I close my eyes and sigh, then frown as Kiara nudges me with her elbow.

“Had you for a sec,” she chuckles.

I click my tongue. “You’re about as funny as a Lycan on lush.”

“Girl, I don’t do drugs, and I certainly can’t afford lush.” She snorts, then nudges me again. “But you agree I’m funny.”

I grit my teeth. “What you are is a pain in my ass.”

“True,” she nods, “but I’m loyal to a fault, and you love me.”

“Just drive, dammit!” I wave to the tree-lined road in front of us. Kiara laughs and finally sets us on our way.

The pebbled driveway crunches under the wheels before we hit the main pack road that winds through the densely wooded pine and spruce forest.

Thankfully, Kiara lets me finish the rest of my breakfast in peace. I sip slowly on the jumbo coffee, unable to stop the slight curl at the corner of my mouth. Kiara can be batshit crazy at times, but never when she’s in Beta mode. Then, she’s a tenacious wolf, with a meticulous mindset that can be just as scary as her quirky one.

We round the cul-de-sac driveway in front of the pack house, and she maneuvers the SUV into the space between my father’s leading vehicle and the five others behind it.

“Damn, half the pack’s here,” Kiara says as she parks.

Indeed, the front lawn is jammed with several hundred of our wolves gathered for the Seekers’ send-off.

Even through the window, I can feel the excitement in the air.

Fifteen unmated she-wolves from our pack will be joining the annual Mate Hunt tonight—the event which opens the New Wolf Year Summit.

Various groups form around the Seekers. Hugs and kisses abound with copious amounts of tears.

If they find their mates tonight, these she-wolves will leave Crystal Moon for good. Most will never return or see their families again. For a she-wolf, a new mate also means a new pack. Such is wolf tradition.

The happy, hopeful display of well-wishes and cheer is almost a joke. A fucking sad one.

There hasn’t been a successful mating in our pack in five years.

I sink deeper into my seat and sip my coffee, leaving the consoling and corralling to my mother and older twin sisters, Eva and Freya.

Finally, they manage to usher the Seekers into the waiting vehicles. Doors close, engines roar. Eva and Freya are the last ones to get into my dad’s vehicle up front.

Eva pauses before she gets in, throwing me a glare of emerald fire before she slams the door behind her.

Kiara turns to me with a raised eyebrow. “I’m guessing she’s still pissed about coming?”

“Yeah,” I sigh. “She’s terrified of seeing Dante again, but I need her for my Bill submission. She’s a key witness.”

Kiara glances at me with a frown. “How’d you get her to come?”

I ball my fists in my lap and stare out at the blurring greenery flashing past the window. “I begged.”

“Shit, really?”

“It didn’t work.” I turn and face Kiara. “I had to Alpha order her to come.”

“Fuuuck.” She peers again at me over her sunglasses. “Was that your first Alpha order?” she whispers. The air conditioning hums between us as I close my eyes against the memory of Eva’s angry tears. It hurt me to give that order as much as it hurt Eva to receive it, but it was a necessary evil. The Genesis Bill must pass. The fate of our entire pack depends on it.

Drawing in a breath, I sit straighter.

“Yes. But it was for the Bill, so I had to do it.”

Kiara nods. “You’re right, and I’m sure Eva knows it too. She’s just scared.”

And rightly so. Dante did a number on her when he rejected her. Five years on, her wolf still hasn’t accepted his rejection, and Eva has existed under the untenable hold of an unsealed mate bond.

My hands tremble as I turn the radio on to drown my angry thoughts.

The sudden hard-rock beat jolts Kiara, but she maintains rigid focus as we approach the guardhouse at our main pack gates.

Two she-wolves step out in dark green fatigues that mark their Epsilon rank. They wave us through the heavy wrought-iron gates with large C and M motifs coiled through the bars.

Sweeping pines blur in the early morning light as our convoy reaches the main highway. We head east, our destination: the Lupine Commons, neutral grounds gifted by the Lycan King, and held in trust by the Prime 10 Wolf Council for such communal events as the annual New Wolf Year Summit.

We drive for a few minutes in companionable silence, the scenery outside passing by in high-speed blur. Kiara drums her fingers to the beat, humming pleasantly in key.

For a moment, I relax. Then that moment disappears when Kiara suddenly presses a button on the steering wheel, and silence descends ominously.

“What?” I ask, rolling my head on the headrest to face her.

She purses her lips for a moment before she speaks.

“So, everyone is asking... are you Seeking at the Mate Hunt tonight?”

My hands curl in my lap. I turn to face forward and let a few seconds go by before I answer flatly.

“No. I’m not interested in Seeking my mate.”

I ignore her scoff, and she ignores my lie.

“We both know you are so interested. I saw your Prime 10 research paper; you did some serious digging on Sebastian Stone.” She all but sings the name.

“Not true,” I shrug casually, refusing to take the bait. 

Meanwhile, my stomach does a massive flip-flop that threatens to evacuate my breakfast. I clear my throat. “I researched all the Prime 10 Alphas thoroughly for my Bill presentation.”

“Yeah, but you only scentstruck one of them. Do you really think you’re going to be able to avoid him? Sebastian Stone is a Prime 10 Alpha. I’ll put money down he scents you out before sunset.”

I turn and glare at Kiara, who is not just my Beta, but also my best friend and the only one who knows what happened when I attended my first and last Summit five years ago.

The same Summit where Eva and Freya, then only eighteen, were rejected during their first Mate Hunt.

I wasn’t there for the Hunt. I was only sixteen and not yet of Seeker age; my father took me along to observe the Council sessions. I regret going to this day.

“You promised not to speak about it,” I growl.

She raises a finger in the air, “Ah, I promised not to speak to others about it.”

A myriad of emotions I’ve kept at bay for so long suddenly bubble forth, and I grip my seatbelt as I try to subdue them. I turn to Kiara. “You know I could be wrong about the whole thing. I was only sixteen, too young to be scentstruck myself, I probably imagined the whole thing.”

Kiara scoffs again. “If that was true, then you wouldn’t have avoided his gorgeous ass the last five years.” She suddenly slaps the steering wheel with a ridiculously gleeful chortle that makes my jaw drop.

“Deny it all you want, but you definitely scentstruck Sebastian Stone, and I suggest you prepare yourself for when that big bad wolf comes howling,” she teases. “That Alpha don’t play.”

My heart pounds a staccato, and butterflies breakdance to its rhythm in my stomach. As my wolf, Lyka, rears in response, the butterflies turn into a stampede of elk, and she prowls beneath my skin with a low growl resonating in my head. 

I clench my fists. Close my eyes. Force her back.

She retreats, but there remains an underlying tension stretching beneath my skin. She waits. Patiently. Like the huntress she is.

With a sigh, I turn to Kiara. “What did or didn’t happen five years ago doesn’t matter anymore. My sole focus this weekend is to secure my position as Alpha of Crystal Moon. Nothing else matters. If the Council doesn’t accept me, it could be the end of Crystal Moon.”

A dark tension fills the cabin as Kiara clenches her jaw, and I continue.

“You know my father will choose no other. He will defy the Council until they change their mind, and that could take years. Meanwhile, every hungry Alpha will come with their teeth bared to challenge him for Crystal Moon, and that is not happening under my watch!”

Kiara says nothing, but her disappointment and fear weigh heavily between us. She knows I’m not exaggerating. All our fates depend on me.

I lean forward to turn the radio back on. The soft ballad playing sways a gentle rhythm that helps calm the pulsing anxiety in my head.

It helps, but it does not soften the weight of Kiara and my father’s words.

I know they are both right; in all likelihood, I will meet my mate this weekend.

But I am ready. Kiara and my father have no idea just how ready. I’ve thought of little else since the day I saw Sebastian Stone five years ago.

Just as I am prepared for my Alpha presentation to the Wolf Council, if I meet my mate this weekend, I am prepared to make the hardest decision of my life—because I cannot be a Luna when I am an Alpha. 

My pack needs me more than any mate ever will.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

3

[image: ]


Wolf Hall

[image: ]

GENESIS

––––––––
[image: ]


“Okay, ladies, listen up,” I call our Seekers to attention as they tumble out of their vehicles.

They gather and stretch in relief from the long drive, looking around in excited awe at the tall, sweeping redwoods rising overhead into a thick canopy.

The woods of the Lupine Commons are hauntingly breathtaking, thick and lush, steeped in ancient memory.

The Lycan King, who gifted these lands eons ago, ordered it never to be felled, and within the virgin forest, you can almost feel the spirits of our ancestors prowling.

Beneath my skin, Lyka stirs. I shiver a little at the sudden surge of power I feel from her, pushing forward as if called forth by the primal woodlands around us.

I turn my attention back to the gathering Seekers as their rising, noisy yapping disturbs the reverent peace. A low growl and a flash of my eyes quiet them effectively.

Fifteen she-wolves with no males among them, far from the traditional gender balance expected of a Seeker cohort. Packs usually present equal numbers of male and female Seekers for the Mate Hunt, ensuring stability in pack numbers if all the females leave with new mates and the males bring in theirs.

Crystal Moon hasn’t brought male Seekers to a Summit in twenty years. It’s not hard math. Forty years of no male births, twenty years of losing females in mate bonds, and gaining none back. In any new mate bond, it is the female who leaves her pack for her mates.

The last five years of rejections stalled the decline, and our numbers have steadied, though not in any way worth celebrating. It’s clear to anyone looking in, we are a pack in crisis. All our wealth and position on the council will not save us if we don’t fix this soon. This weekend is my one opportunity to do just that.

I push aside my heavy thoughts and assess the gathered Seekers. Ten are this year’s batch of eighteen-year-olds Seeking for the first time, having just come of age to do so.

The other five are rejected she-wolves of varying ages, hoping to find second-chance fated or chosen mates. It’s a reach for them, but they are brave enough to try. My heart goes out to them all. Knowing how things have been the last five years, the odds are not in their favor.

“You have a couple of hours to settle in. I am heading over to Wolf Hall and will be back before sunset to see you off for the Mate Hunt. The pack cabin is open: choose your rooms and try not to scream the forest down. Any questions before I leave?”

A hand pops up from the back of the pack.

“Yes, Hanna.” I nod to the nervous eighteen-year-old.

“Alpha Neo, will you be Seeking with us?” Hope shines brightly in her brown eyes, and I crush it without hesitation.

“Not this year, Hanna, and remember, while we are here, you will address me only as Neo. Outside of Crystal Moon, Alpha Quill is your Alpha until I ascend formally. This will be my only warning about this.”

Every she-wolf cranes her neck in obedience to the power I throw into my order. Deep in the woods, we are safe from prying eyes for now. The space between pack cabins is necessary to avoid the dogfights that happen when thousands of territorial wolves gather in one forest.

I’m about to dismiss them when another hand pops up.

“Yes, Kasey.” I nod, and the pretty brunette steps forward with a nervous glance around the tall trees.

“Neo?” she says tentatively. I nod.

“Is it true that lycans will be seeking mates too?”

I’m not surprised by the question. There isn’t a single she-wolf who hasn’t had wet dreams about being claimed by a massive bipedal lycan. Fortunately, they all belong to only one pack: Lycanos, our King’s pack, which our territories are named after.

I look around at the wide-eyed pack of she-wolves. “If lycans are seeking mates tonight, you won’t know until you are claimed by one. If that happens, I hope you’ve said your goodbyes to your families, because you’ll be taken to Lycanos and never seen again. They are quite a devout breed, or so I hear.”

Kiara’s eye roll from the back of the pack tells me her thoughts about my dramatic response. I temper it a little as I catch the nervous scent of fear running through my she-wolves.

“Don’t worry, ladies, the odds are very low of one of you being claimed by a lycan. They are descendants of the original Lycaon bloodline, and I’ve never heard of them being mated to anyone ranked less than a Beta born. If anyone should be worried, it’s Kiara.” I smirk at my Beta, who flashes her teeth at me.

“Or you, Neo,” she counters, and a murmur of excited speculation rounds between my wolves, earning Kiara a hard glare from me.

“That’s enough,” I growl, shutting down the nonsense I started.

Over the silence that finally settles, I scan my wolves.

“The only certainty is that you do have a mate somewhere. It is the Goddess’s guaranteed blessing. Your mate may or may not be running tonight. You may not meet him. But if you do, you all know there is no guarantee he will accept you. But whatever happens, I am here for you.”

Five years ago, these negative words would never have been spoken on such an auspicious occasion. Now, they are a cold reality my she-wolves have to endure.

“I am here for you all,” I repeat my words, firmer, holding the eyes of every she-wolf, pushing my reassurance into our pack-link and feeling their responding warmth. I will do everything in my power to put an end to the fear they feel when the only thing that should be in their hearts is hope.

“Now, my mother, Luna Helga, will see you before the run to give you the Mating Talk. Until then, you are in Kiara’s charge. Don’t drive her mad.”

I leave with a round of giggles following me as I hop into the SUV.

Thank fuck, I don’t have to give that talk. Not that I have any qualifications whatsoever to advise fifteen virgins on how to handle a horny wolf. A shiver races down my spine, and I shake it off.

Only when I’m driving along the beautiful, winding, unpaved road to Wolf Hall, the main Prime 10 lodging, do I breathe a nervous sigh. My heartbeat picks up as brilliant white pillars break through the monotonous green of the surrounding woodlands.

It’s been five years since I was last here, but it has not changed. Four stories of a sprawling federation-style building, surrounded by an immaculate lawn, boast the ancient heritage and wealth of the Prime 10 Council.

Crystal Moon has been a Prime 10 pack for almost three hundred years, and I am proud of the role my pack has played in the building of the council. We have a long legacy here, and it breaks me to know that there is a possibility we could lose our place on the Prime 10 purely because of me.

Two males exiting a green Range Rover parked in front of me suddenly capture my attention. One of the many eager-to-serve omegas hovering at the entrance of Wolf Hall promptly greets them.

I recognize them both. I should, since my study notes on each Prime 10 pack and their ranked wolves are an inch thick. The larger wolf is Alpha Trent Bluetti from Blue Ridge Pack, and the shorter wolf is his Beta.

Trent is a quintessential Alpha, oozing power and prestige, a spectacular specimen of virile handsomeness. Twenty-five, towering and muscular with naturally bleached blonde hair, tanned skin, and dark blue eyes, he’s the council’s newest member this year and a bit of a wildcard. He also looks ridiculously hot in tight jeans, a white T-shirt, and a brilliant blue suede jacket that makes his ocean eyes pop.

He bends to dust something off his lower pant leg, and I take a moment to admire his firm ass from the safety of my vehicle. As much as I have beef with the Moon Goddess, I have to give her credit for her divine creation.

A tap on my window snaps me from my Alpha ogling. A smiling young omega waves a bottle of ice-cold water at me. He looks at his clipboard pointedly and then back up again. I switch off the engine and hop out.

“Good afternoon, Miss?” he queries politely.

“Highwater. Genesis Neo Highwater. Crystal Moon Pack,” I reply shortly, accepting the bottle of water. I take a distracted swig as my eyes flick back to Alpha Trent.

He stops and swivels in his tracks.

It only takes a moment to lock eyes with him to know he is not my mate. His scent carries over the short distance, fresh and salty like an ocean breeze. One sniff and I know for certain. Lyka’s immediate disinterest confirms it. No scentstrike, no mate.

The omega stares at me with surprise and a touch of apprehension. I can’t resist as I turn back to him. “Yes, that Highwater, the cursed ones.”

Alpha Trent’s chuckle has me looking up, and I tilt my head as he gives me a cute finger wave.

“My apologies, Miss Highwater. Your room is on the third floor, east wing.” The omega bows, then catches my keys deftly.

“Thanks. Bags are in the back.” I head to the main entrance where Alpha Trent stands smiling, waiting for me.

I take a deep breath. So it begins.

To pass the Genesis Bill, I need a majority, six out of ten votes from the Prime 10 Council. I have a list tucked in my back pocket. On that list, there are ten names.

Five highlighted in bright neon green. Those who I think are the easy yeses: 

Alpha Quill Highwater, Crystal Moon Pack, my father. 

Alpha Blaze Dawson, Shadow Dawn Pack, mated to my sister Arabella. 

Alpha Connor Storm, Storm Cove Pack, mated to my sister Belinda. 

Alpha Eric Steel, Steelwater Pack, mated to my sister Cordelia. 

Alpha Drake Asher, Ashwood Pack, mated to my sister Delila.

Three names are highlighted in hot neon pink. The definite noes: 

Alpha Dante Black, Black Valley Pack, alphahole who rejected my sister Eva. 

Alpha Gage Rivers, River Run Pack, the other alphahole who rejected Eva’s twin, Freya. 

Alpha Hans Silver, Silver Hill Pack, a misogynistic, old-school alphahole who won’t rock the boat.

The last two names are highlighted in yellow. These are the ones I will need to swing: 

Alpha Sebastian Stone, Blood Stone Pack. 

Alpha Trent Bluetti, Blue Ridge Pack.

I look up at Trent and paste on a beaming smile. I’m going to be the nicest bitch in the world for this Alpha.

“Well, if it isn’t the elusive Genesis Neo Highwater. Some of us had started believing the seventh Highwater daughter was a myth. I’m pleased to see you’re not.”

It’s been almost two hundred years since the Blue Ridge wolves migrated from Vargar and settled in Lycanos, but Trent still carries a lilting accent reminiscent of his European ancestors—something my notes did not have.

I’m already in mid-head bow, the formal greeting for an Alpha, when he offers me a hand to shake. Caught off guard, I take it without thinking.

Most unmated Alphas avoid physical contact with unmated females, knowing the power their scent carries to upend morals and spark dangerous hope. Something as simple as a handshake can be misconstrued, and Trent’s smile tells me he knows exactly what he’s doing. I kick myself mentally as I quickly slip my hand from his firm, warm grasp.

“Well, as you can see, Alpha Trent, I’m no myth,” I respond politely.

His smile stretches. “I’m glad to see my reputation precedes me. I hope you’ve only heard good things, though.” I realize quickly that I let slip his name before he introduced himself.

“Of course, Alpha Trent, what else would I have heard?” I widen my eyes innocently. If he knew the details I know, he’d probably blush the way I did the first time I read about his varied tastes.

The innocent act seems to work, as he shakes his head and holds the door open for me.

“Glad to hear. You know, I never would have placed you as a Highwater. You look nothing like your sisters.”

I try not to cringe. My sisters all take after our Vargarian mother. All six of them are svelte, long-legged, green-eyed blondes.

The genes skipped me—brown hair, blue eyes, and short as hell. Those runt genes, wherever they came from, got handed to me on a silver plate.

“I take after my father,” I reply simply as we cross the foyer.

Trent looks down at me, easily a foot taller. “In looks, yes, but not in height, that’s for sure, Tinkerbell.” He winks.

I stop walking, and Trent catches the flash of amber in my eyes. “Ooh, and a temper to go with the name. Perfect.” He chuckles, then bows his head with a soft smile. “My apologies to your wolf.”

I suck in a breath and nod. I can’t afford to be insulted, even if his fairy reference makes me want to fly-kick his teeth out like I know I could.

“So, will you be Seeking at the Mate Hunt tonight?” His out-of-the-blue question makes me jolt to a halt. His eyes scan my bare nape. “You’re still unmated, and I gather this is your first Summit since you came of age?” he asks, not hiding his curiosity at all.

“Yes,” I reply.

He smiles, misunderstanding. I shake my head. “I mean, yes, this is my first Summit, but no, I won’t be seeking on the Hunt tonight.”

He tilts his head. “Then why are you here, may I ask, if not to Seek?”

I clear my throat, my answer well prepared. “It’s been a tough few years since Freya and Eva were rejected. I’m just here to support my pack.” If a sympathy vote is all I can get from Trent, I’m going for it.

He nods solemnly at the note of sadness I throw into my voice and scent. “Mates are a blessing from the Goddess; rejection is an agony I do not wish upon anyone. I hope your sisters are okay.”

I hold in the surprise I feel at the depth of emotion I sense in the Alpha’s scent. I didn’t expect this. But I’ll take it. I smile internally.

“Thank you, Alpha Trent. Yes, it’s been hard, but they are doing well.” I nod, then tilt my head, looking up at him through lowered lashes. “It’s unfortunate, though, how far the actions of Alpha Dante and Alpha Gage have reached.”

“Oh, how so?” he asks, raising an eyebrow and going exactly where I’m leading him.

“Did you know that every she-wolf in my pack has been rejected since Dante and Gage rejected Eva and Freya?”

He stops walking, and his eyebrows shoot into his hairline. “I’m sorry, I had no idea.”

“Well, rejections are not something wolves openly speak about,” I shrug, and we continue walking.

“That’s true. Again, I’m sorry to hear this. Is this why you’ve never been to the Summit since?”

I frown. He shrugs casually.

“I mean, I know you said this is your first Summit since you came of age, but you were here five years ago, right? You were what, sixteen?”

The fact that he knows this catches me off guard.

Five years ago, we arrived, the Mate Hunt began, and then I left after dawn the next day with Freya and Eva.

I never saw Trent, and now I find myself re-evaluating the flirtatious Alpha. I should know better than to underestimate anyone sitting on the Prime 10 Council. You don’t get there with just a pretty face.

“Partly,” I answer cautiously.

He nods, a strange expression crossing his face as we reach the third floor.

“Okay, here we are.” He points to the left. “You are down there, and Blue Ridge is over this end.” He gestures down the opposite hallway. “Come on over if you need to chat. It’s going to be a busy weekend, but I have Lycanos whiskey if you need a bit of escapism.” He winks a gorgeous blue eye at me.

I chuckle. Kiara would love him and his whiskey.

“Thanks, Alpha Trent. It was nice meeting you.”

He reaches forward and grasps my hand in the strangest two handed shake I’ve ever received. 

“Just Trent, Genesis.”

“Just Neo, Trent.”
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“Where the hell are you? The Hunt is in an hour.”

Trent’s accented voice fills my truck. I smile as I turn off the highway and down the road leading to the Lupine Commons.

“Hey, I’m ten minutes out,” I speak into my dash-mounted phone.

“Okay, great. See me as soon as you get here. I’m in my usual wing. The ice is melting, so hurry the fuck up.”

I chuckle at my best friend’s unusual impatience. “Sure. See you in a few.” I end the call, and immediately loud rock music pumps through the speakers, immersing me in soul-pounding bass. Just the way I like it.

Minutes later, I park outside the white pillars of Wolf Hall. I sigh as I kill the engine, looking up at the building as silence settles in the cabin.

Coming here used to fill me with excitement. Now, after years of fruitless Mate Hunts, all I feel is resignation.

Somehow, not having to Seek this year gives me no consolation.

The thought sits heavy in my gut. Pack comes first. An Alpha’s responsibilities come before his desires—especially when fate refuses to cooperate.

I grit my teeth, push the thought aside, and get out of my truck.

“Welcome, Alpha Stone,” a young omega greets me with lowered eyes and a deep bow. The tremble in his hands as he takes my keys is a sign of his youth and infrequent contact with Alphas. Obviously, new Wolf Hall staff.

I’d take a moment to say something to ease the omega, but Zeke suddenly stirs under my skin, pushing forward with odd urgency.

Frowning, I sweep past the omega and head inside. The elegant antique décor and gleaming white marble floors are lost to me as I take the stairs two at a time up to the third floor.

Right now, Trent and his Lycanos whiskey are calling me. They’ll probably be the only things that get me through this weekend again. There’s no other alcohol in the world that can get an Alpha drunk faster. I’m looking forward to a few hours of oblivion after council sessions.

As I head up the stairs, Zeke’s stirring turns into a solid surge forward. My skin warms with his presence, and my senses heighten. I’m not that surprised, though. He’s like this every year we come here, frisky as fuck, eager to Seek his mate. I hate letting him down. There’s no way she’s here. She hasn’t returned in five years.

I freeze as I reach the third-floor landing, almost tripping on my own damn feet.

“The fuck?” I straighten and throw my face upward, inhaling the air.

It’s so faint, barely a whisper of fragrance, sweet and alluring with velvety-warm chocolate undertones lingering in the hall. I know her scent like my own. It sinks its claws into me the same way it did five years ago.

My blood boils as Zeke locks on. Without hesitation, I swivel and stalk silently down the East wing hall.

I stop in front of a door where the trail ends, deafened by the sound of my own blood roaring in my ears. Placing my palms on either side of the door, I lean in, close my eyes, and drag in the air until my lungs threaten to burst. Sublime sweetness slips into my soul.

Zeke howls in my head, just as he did the first time we scented her.

I hold back a groan as my eyes roll to the back of my skull. In an instant, I’m back in time to the moment I was scentstruck by the most unassuming she-wolf. She was just a teenager in an oversized sweatshirt and jeans, surrounded by her wailing, rejected sisters. But through the chaos, our eyes met, and I fell into a universe of twilight blue.

I grip the door jamb to keep from kicking it in.

I’ve spent the last five years enduring a one-sided, scentstruck state. It’s the only reason I have the strength to shove off, fists clenched, and head in the opposite direction.

That whiskey sounds better by the second.

I’m seriously fucked.

Before I can even knock, Trent’s door flings open and he yanks me into his suite. I feel heightened excitement rolling off him as he drags me into a bear hug.

“Damn, man. What’s up!” I laugh through the partial daze in my head, slapping his back hard. My laughter fades as I pick up her scent again.

All. Over. Trent.

Trent smiles devilishly. “What’s the matter? Do I smell good? Like maybe, mate, good?” He smirks, then steps backward as Zeke flashes in my eyes, and a low growl escapes my throat.

Trent and my parents are the only ones who know I was scentstruck by Genesis Neo Highwater five years ago.

“Did you meet her?” I growl, stepping closer. He waves his hand in front of my face idiotically, sending plumes of her scent wafting around me.

I grab his wrist with a growl. “You fucking touched her?”

“Just a handshake, I swear.”

I toss his hand away. “Wash it before you lose it.”

Trent laughs, holding his palms up as he heads to the bathroom. He returns, still smiling, and fixes two large glasses of whiskey.

I dunk mine in a single gulp, then take Trent’s from him.

He shakes his head, refilling my glass while I sip his.

“She’s here, man. Genesis Neo Highwater in the flesh. And, might I add, you did not do her justice when you described her five years ago. She is all curves and valleys that put Blue Ridge to shame.” His hands outline exaggerated curves in the air, and he smacks his lips with an approving wink.

“You have some kind of death wish?” I growl.

Trent laughs with pure joy, taking a step back.

“Dude, relax. I’m gay.”

“You have a dick.”

“It likes males.”

“And yet you fucked three omegas last time we were here. She-wolves,” I add drily.

He shrugs and holds up his glass of whiskey. Iridescent flecks of blue swim in the amber liquid, trademark Lycanos and the wolfsbane distilled into the whiskey.

“I have broad tastes.”

“Which is why if you fucking touch her again, I’ll disembowel you, best friend or not.”

Trent nods with a low chuckle, but the image he just painted of Genesis wreaks havoc with my mind.

I’ve kept a vision of her tucked in my head for five years. But she’s not sixteen anymore, and Trent’s description has me dying to see her myself.

Unable to quell Zeke’s stirring under my skin or quiet his excited howls in my head, I start to pace, barely able to think straight.

Scentstruck by a sixteen-year-old who’s avoided me for five years, and here I am—a fucking mess with one whiff when she finally decided to grace us with her presence.

Her timing is shit.

Trent pours us more of the infamous wolfnip-infused alcohol. It costs a fucking fortune and is worth every penny, if you can afford it.

Right now, though, I’m tempted to launch into Trent’s stash of Lush, a joint of wolfhash and anise that’ll put you in a stupor faster than you can count to three. But its aphrodisiac side effects are not what I need right now.

I shove my free hand in my pocket and widen my stance, growling at Trent when he chuckles at my bricked predicament. I can’t hide it or the hunger filling my pheromones. Classic scentstrike symptoms.

“I don’t know why you’re mad,” Trent says. “She’s finally here. It’s what you’ve been waiting for. If you want to know, she’s really nice. Friendly, stunning eyes, perfect Luna material. Just don’t mention how short she is. Her wolf doesn’t like it.”

Zeke growls hungrily at the mention of her wolf. Unwelcome jealousy stirs in my gut over the fact that Trent saw her before I did. Stupid.

My glass pauses midway to my mouth as a thought crosses my mind.

“Did she say anything about Seeking?”

Trent shakes his head. “She said she wasn’t joining the Hunt, but you know that means nothing. We’re here for three days. There’s no way you won’t meet. So, what do you plan to do?”

I shake my head. Genesis finally coming to the Summit was unexpected. I glance sideways at Trent, my jaw clicking.

“I’ve entered into an agreement to take a chosen mate. My father is handling the arrangements. I signed the paperwork yesterday.”

Trent chokes on his whiskey. I pat his back, and he swats my hand away, clearing his throat. He puts his glass down and glares at me with his hands on his hips.

“Why the fuck would you do that?”

I glare back. “You know exactly why. An Alpha can’t lead without a Luna. I’ve been Alpha for five years, and my time’s up. Genesis hasn’t shown any interest in meeting me, even though she damn well knows she scentstruck me. Taking a chosen was my only option left.” I place the glass down harder than intended, and it thuds on the sideboard.

Trent walks across to me and stares me down, anger vivid in his eyes.

“You had options. You could’ve gone to Crystal Moon anytime after she came of age to make a claim.”

“I’m not claiming a mate who does not want to be claimed.” I snap.

“I can smell your bullshit,” Trent narrows his eyes. “It’s because she’s cursed, isn’t it?”

I thrust my nose in his face, baring my canines with a low growl.

“Insult her again and I’ll fuck you up so bad your ancestors will feel it.”

Trent breaks into a triumphant smile, “Spoken like a true mate. Finally.”

“You asshole,” I snap, realizing I walked into a classic Trent trap.

He pours me another whiskey in apology, but holds the glass back as I reach to take it.

“If you’re going to take a chosen mate, you’ll have to reject Genesis tonight. What does Zeke say about that?”

I take the glass, my body rippling with tension as I walk over to the large wall window overlooking the redwood forest below. In the distance, I can see Seeker’s Field and hundreds of tents filling the space in preparation for tonight’s Mate Hunt.

I’ve signed the paperwork that now ties me to a chosen mate. Technically, I shouldn’t be Seeking tonight.

If it wasn’t so fucked up, I would laugh. On the eve of what would have been my sixth year waiting for Genesis, not wanting to feel the disappointment and pain of her absence again, I caved. I gave in to the weight of my father’s disdain for Crystal Moon, the pack elders’ expectations, and my duty to give my pack a Luna.

But fate, it seems, has her own plans. The will of the Goddess supersedes all.

I don’t know why Genesis has avoided our bond for so long, but she is here now. And that changes everything. Genesis Highwater is Blood Stone’s rightful Luna.

Zeke surges inside me, sharpening my vision as we scan the forest before us. His hunger scrapes against my bones. His answer to Trent’s question is absolute and burns in my blood.

I’m claiming my mate tonight.
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The second I step out of my suite, I slam into a wall of intoxication that almost sends me reeling backward into the room.

Who knew a scent existed that surpassed beauty?

I frown as my lungs involuntarily fill with a scent so rich and full of fire and power, my head spins like I’m drunk. Complex tones of old leather, earth, and spice fill my senses, and Lyka whispers one word in my head, confirming the scentstrike and my worst fear.

Mate.

I pause, frozen in place as I realize Kiara was right. He’s scented me out. Right to my damn door.

Shaking my head clear, I push past and stumble down the stairwell. I stop on the second-floor landing.

Breathing hard, my blood pounds through my body and roars in my ears.

Pleasure tickles under my skin, and Lyka pushes forward with uncontainable excitement.

The banister is the only thing keeping me upright as Lyka throws my nose in the air to imbibe the intoxicating scent lingering in the air.

Beneath the mesmerizing tones, the distinct wildfire power of an Alpha bursts through, and my stomach sinks with the acknowledgment of what I’ve known for years.

Alpha Trent is not my mate, and there is only one other unmated Prime 10 Alpha that would be in Wolf Hall right now. I don’t even dare to think of his name. I can barely think straight as it is.

My body reacts in a way it never has before, and I’m almost glad this is happening now—considering I’m wetting my panties just from his scent. I can’t imagine the embarrassment of this happening in council chambers. All those damn Alphas would be able to smell the pleasure party happening between my legs.

Lyka rolls around on a scentstruck high, chortling at my predicament as I rush out of the building.

Hopping into my SUV, I blast the air conditioning, aiming the vents into my overheating lap. My wheels spin and throw dust up into the face of a startled omega as I drive off.

Minutes later, I pull up in front of the cabin and find Kiara and the Seekers ready and waiting.

“Hey, Neo. Your mom and Eva just left. They gave a great Mating Talk,” Kiara greets me with a cheeky wink, while the she-wolves behind her groan.

“I’m glad it went well,” I reply distractedly, my mind struggling to focus while Lyka moves restlessly inside me.

Kiara walks over to me and pauses, sniffing the air around me. She raises an eyebrow and smirks. “Ooh, what’s got you all worked up? Should we visit some lonely epsilons after the run starts?”

Damn wolf abilities, you just can’t hide shit at all.

I shake my head. If I go out tonight, having just been scentstruck, Lyka will put me in a fucking coma. 

“I’m good. Just the damn pheromones in the air.”

It’s not a total lie. The forest air is thick with excitement and sexual anticipation. It’s hard not to be affected by it all; we are werewolves, and our basic instincts run strong.

Kiara throws her nose in the air and takes a deep breath. “Your loss. Don’t come complaining to me later about being all horny and frustrated.” She chuckles.

“I won’t,” I reply, knowing full well Kiara is going to screw her way through this weekend. I don’t judge her choices. Being rejected is a special kind of hell.

When my sisters were rejected, Freya threw herself into her computers and programming. Eva became more of a perfectionist than ever, taking on the role of Luna-In-Waiting from my mom.

They each carry their own suffering.

I head back to my SUV while Kiara organizes the she-wolves, and soon we are driving down a long, winding dirt road deeper into the woods.

My head begins to pound as Lyka pushes forward. There is a battle happening between what I know I have to do and my wolf’s instincts.

The road opens up to a wide, dirt car park already filled with rows of trucks and SUVs.

Brawny, serious epsilons keep everyone in check and moving, guiding the parking efficiently with surprising order.

As soon as we are parked, we follow the walking crowds up a knoll, then stand at the top, looking down speechless.

Below us, a semi-circle of hundreds of white tents forms around an open grassy stadium-sized field. Pack flags fly in the dimming light from the tent peaks, and thousands of wolves gather in tight formations.

On the inner edge of the semi-circle are ten large red tents marking the Prime 10 packs. I spot our pack emblem flying over one: black like the night, with a crystalline purple crescent moon in the center.

As I lead our group down, I notice a large black tent on the highest point of the crater-like knoll. It stands alone with its walls fully closed.

“What pack does that one belong to?” young Hanna asks, following my gaze. She walks so close to me that her arm brushes mine. The scent of her nerves is thick, and her wolf presses into me, seeking the comfort and security of her Alpha.

“That is the King’s pack, Lycanos,” I reply.

“Is the King here?” she whispers in awe, a nervous shiver rolling beneath her skin.

I shake my head. “King Viktor never comes. He has three Betas, a Primeros who attends to his personal matters, a Secundos who handles all Lycan affairs, and a Tritos who handles werewolf affairs.” I nod up to the black tent. “Beta Cain is King Viktor’s Tritos and his emissary. You might have seen him before; he visits our pack every year.”

Hanna’s eyes widen in recognition of the powerful lycan that annually visits all packs for welfare checks. He never stays longer than a day, meeting exclusively with the Alpha and Luna to review their annual reports. Even though his visit is brief, the pack spends a week preparing for the inspection. One word from the Beta Cain carries the power to unseat an Alpha if he finds the welfare of a pack is not being cared for.

I take Hanna’s hand in mine to comfort her as I sense her nervousness mounting the further we move through the crowd. She is the sweetest girl, always a sunny face in the pack. I truly hope she finds a good mate.

“You have nothing to worry about, Hanna. Just focus on finding your mate.”

Hanna smiles at me. “Thank you, Neo.” She bows her head in subtle acknowledgment of my status, which she cannot verbalize.

I spot Freya and Eva waiting at our tent. Freya hugs me as we arrive, while Eva glares at me and moves to the edge of the tent. Obviously still pissed.

“Are you okay?” Freya asks, squinting at me. Freya is a hawkeyed bloodhound. She misses very little.

“I’m good.” I step out of her hug and grab a seat at the back of the tent.

My parents stand out front, a united Alpha pair, watching over us all. My father nods in my direction. Crossing his arms, he moves to the side as my mother stands before the gathered she-wolves, speaking to them in a low, encouraging tone.

She is a quintessential Luna. If all goes to plan, this will be her last year doing this job. When I am officially Alpha, I plan to fawn off the Luna job to Eva—if she’ll ever forgive me.

With Eva in the Luna role and Kiara as my Beta, I feel confident in our pack’s future. Plus, I have Vera, my Gamma, who stayed back to watch the pack. I have everyone I need to run Crystal Moon. I don’t need a mate.

Kiara tosses me a bottle of raspberry cider with curling lips. I catch her mocking glance at my favorite drink. I don’t give a shit; it tastes like sweet heaven in a bottle.

Silence slowly settles over the enormous field as the sun begins to descend. The last rays touch the tips of the pines, and a shadow is thrown across the field, signaling the beginning of the Mate Hunt.

It happens fast and without fanfare.

Clothes are removed, and the air vibrates with the sounds of bone and muscle shifting and reshaping and waves of moans and whines of brief pain. A myriad of skin tones are replaced with fur. Browns, blacks, reds, greys, tans, and rare whites fill my sight as the empty field fills with wolves.

Tension crackles as snouts raise to the air, seeking the scent that will take them to their mate.

From behind us, a thundering howl fills the air. We cannot see him, but the distinct power of Beta Cain’s lycan howl ignites the wolves before us, signaling the start of the Mate Hunt.

A chorus of reciprocating howls erupts into the night air, and I hold myself back from covering my sensitive ears. The surge begins as wolves rush forward in waves and quickly disappear into the darkening foliage. It only takes a few minutes for the field to be emptied except for a littering of clothes across the grass.

A low growl resonates in my head. Lyka pushes against my skull, urging me to shift and join the Seeking, knowing her mate is out there. I grip the cider bottle, trying to keep her in check.

Kiara touches my shoulder, making me jolt. “Neo, is that who I think it is?”

I look up through the bodies gathered at the front of the tent.

Fifty feet away, he stands with hands shoved in his pockets, jaw clenched, nostrils flaring, hazel-green eyes holding me in place.

I’d know those eyes in the darkest of moonless nights.

Sebastian Stone.
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I sink into my seat under the heat of Sebastian Stone’s firm glare. His sublime scent locks me down, as I’m transfixed by the virile male.

Everything but Sebastian fades.

He’s exactly as I remember him. Tall and wide like the sweeping redwoods surrounding us, beautiful like a full moon at midnight. The only change, if anything, is he’s bigger than he was five years ago. Even beneath his neat clothes, I see the rippling outline of muscle and strength that dries my throat and wets my core.

I clench my fists around the arms of the flimsy camp chair and squeeze my thighs together.

Fuck, he’s gorgeous.

His hair is trimmed neatly on the sides but with thick, inky black waves on top that fall into his stunning eyes.

My eyes trace his chiseled jawline, touched by short dark stubble, and my heart plummets. I curse the Moon Goddess for mating me with the male of my dreams.

I can hardly breathe.

A stillness descends across the field as all the remaining wolves watch Sebastian stride purposefully across the field toward our tent.

Frozen in my seat, my heart pounds explosively as a shift in the wind sends his scent like an arrow straight up my nose and down to my vagina. Textbook scentstrike.

Fuck my life.

My skin erupts, almost vibrating, as my body awakens, thrumming in acknowledgment of the mate bond. I choke on the moan that escapes from my lips.

His head tilts as if he heard me. He probably did. Damn Alpha senses.

He moves in a steady beeline toward our tent, his eyes rimming in gold as his wolf surges forward.

There’s a collective gasp as, three steps in, he effortlessly shifts to fur, shredding his clothing in the process.

My jaw drops at the sight of his massive black wolf shaking out his thick pelt. I could be going mad, but he looks like he’s moving in slow motion. I blink hard several times, then mentally slap myself.

Shining in the light of the rising new moon, his inky black fur ripples as the muscles beneath contract with each step he takes. I don’t think I’ve ever seen a more perfect specimen of an Alpha wolf in my life. My mouth dries as he strides with power and purpose in my direction.

Lyka howls like a banshee in my head. I’m shocked as she pulls me out of my seat to stand like I’m a fucking puppet.

Planting my feet heavily into the ground, I fight her for control. She has never once before dominated my will, but suddenly I feel my hold on her slip. I realize all too late, it’s been creeping under my skin since we arrived here. Everything about the Lupine Commons is a howl from the ancients to empower wolves to embrace their basic instinct.

How the fuck can I fight half of my own soul?

I turn to my mother with pleading eyes.

“It’s time, honey,” she says, smiling gently, her hand grasped in my father’s.

“Dad?” I choke as Lyka pushes me forward.

“Go, Neo,” he says with a stoic nod, and my heart sinks. I don’t know how, in the face of who my mate is, he thinks this is going to work. I can’t be an Alpha and a Luna. His seeming acceptance of what is about to happen to me brings tears of frustration to my eyes.

I turn to look at my mate’s wolf standing and waiting not fifty feet from our tent.

I know exactly what he wants. I read it in his burning pheromones, but what he wants is the very thing I have set my mind against.

There is only one thing that can stop what is about to happen: I have to reject him.

Suddenly, Lyka surges under my skin, she burns in my eyes, and pushes me forward out of the tent.

There’s another gasp across the field as I emerge from our tent into full view. I lose the battle against Lyka with each step she pushes me toward Sebastian.

The distance between us vanishes, and before I can breathe, I am standing before his giant wolf. Black-furred, radiating generational power, this wolf is the epitome of an Alpha. 

Lyka demands I shift. Her need to join her mate is overwhelming. I fight her down. If I shift, I will not be able to say the words I need to say... to reject him.

She pushes me forward instead, and I find myself beside him, dwarfed, with my nose buried in the thick fur around his neck. His jaws are so large he could take my head off in one bite if he so inclined, but it’s not my head I fear losing. Lyka buries my face in his nape, and I draw on the irresistible scent I find there.

Is this what heaven scents like? Of forest and man and wolf, heavy, thick, and warm, enveloping me in a heady cocoon.

A low growl vibrates the air around me, and he lowers his heavy snout to brush against my neck. A shiver of heat rushes under my skin in delicious waves, and fear follows in its wake.

If I don’t reject him now, I won’t.

I draw in a deep breath and close my eyes. The words I need to say to end this take shape in my head, but as they begin to form on my lips, my hands move of their own volition. Trembling, they reach up and sink into the thick black fur around his neck.

My palms burn, my stomach knots, as I sink my fingers deeper into his soft, silky fur.

I tug gently, and he rumbles deep in his chest. My body responds unashamedly. Thick, hot moisture pools between my legs, and he growls low and deep
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