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The Hidden Luna


A note from the author (generally speaking):


I live in southeast Texas and as such, my writing reflects it.  Most of my characters live in Texas or were born here, so their lingo reflects our southern dialect.

The stories I write are short, insta lust, insta love, fast burn and hot as hell.  If this is your jam, please, have a seat and sit a spell.

Also, if you are a family member, be warned, this is not for you.  Run... far, far away.

Creating the characters is a joy for me, whether I actually like them or not.  Some are not very savory, and some I’ve grown quite fond of.  They’re all created in my head where they’ve come to life on their own.  I get to know them as I write the stories, just as you get to know them as you read the chapters.

Some of the locations in these books are based in real places, and some locations are completely made up.  If the locations are real, I usually alter the logistics to fit my story instead of depicting the true to life real estate.

I will also alter established folk lore to better fit my stories.  Some of the history is true, some of it is made up.  Sometimes I adhere to the general consensus of fantasy depiction, and sometimes I don’t... depends on where the story takes me.

A little warning, however.  These stories may depict violence, and they certainly contain foul language and descriptive sex, sometimes all at the same time.  If you are the least bit offended by foul language, steamy sex, or descriptive violence, I’d advise you to move along.

However, if you don’t mind a little make-believe in your life, read on.  I hope it brings you a bit of entertainment.

Enjoy,

Susie Brinn

Triggers:

Domestic abuse (off page).

Rape (off page).

Physical altercations (on page).

Explicit sex scenes.

Voyeurism.

Change the changeable, accept the unchangeable,

and remove yourself from the unacceptable.

~ Denis Waitley
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Chapter 1 - Dakota
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The sun blazes overhead, its heat seeping through my shirt and warming my skin in a way that feels like coming alive after months of numbness. After the bitter chill of winter, this kind of warmth is a gift - the kind that makes you remember what it feels like to exist without layers and tension.

I follow the winding path toward the dining hall, boots crunching over gravel and pine needles. The air smells green and alive; wildflowers burst along the path in riots of purple and gold, their perfume mixing with the rich, loamy scent of damp earth. The dense forest surrounding our pack grounds hums with energy—birds calling, leaves rustling, life thrumming in every direction.

Spring has always been my favorite season. A promise. A reset button on the world.

It rarely snows here in deep east Texas, but winter still bites when it wants to. This past one had been especially brutal - not just the cold, but everything else. The weight of it. The loneliness. But today, with the sun climbing high and frost nothing but a memory, it feels like maybe the worst is finally behind me.

I've just left the clinic where I work, and now I'm headed to see my dad at the pack's main dining hall. No doubt he's already charming Anna, our head chef and his true mate - a woman who somehow manages to run the kitchen like both a drill sergeant and a grandmother, all at once.

It doesn't surprise me that Dad gravitates toward Anna. She's his age, beautiful in that effortless way, and goddess, can she cook. They say the way to a man's heart is through his stomach, but that's true for all wolves, regardless of gender. We're creatures of appetite.

If you want to win over my dad, feed him. Preferably sweets. Which is exactly why I'm carrying a bag of homemade chocolate chip cookies - his kryptonite.

The dining hall's warmth wraps around me the moment I step inside, and the aroma of fried chicken hits me like an embrace. It smells like home, like comfort, like safety. I breathe it in deep, letting it settle in my chest.

Blinking as my eyes adjust from the brilliant sunlight to the cozy, golden lighting inside, I scan the room. There he is - sitting at one of the long tables closest to the kitchen door, exactly where I expected.

A burst of warmth blooms in my belly.

That's my dad, and I love him like peanut butter loves jelly.

I approach from behind, wrap my arms around his neck, and press a kiss to his cheek. His scruff is rough against my lips - he never fully shaves. I slip the cookie bag into his hands with a flourish.

"Ah, my one and only daughter. Love of my life," he says, lifting the bag to his nose and inhaling dramatically. "Best cookie baker in the pack!"

He's tall, dark, and still one of our strongest wolves despite the silver threading through his hair. Age is catching up - his joints stiffen, his reflexes have slowed - but that hasn't diminished his value. Not even close. These days, he serves as advisor to Alpha Micco and his mate, Luna Melania.

That's where his real power lies now. In his wisdom. His experience. The battles he's already fought and survived.

He tears open the cookie bag without ceremony and devours one, groaning like he hasn't eaten in days.

––––––––
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Rafe, Hemming Pack's Gamma, Pack Elder

My daughter circles around and settles into the seat across from me, watching as I savor one of her cookies. Other wolves describe me as formidable, intelligent - a leader among leaders.

But here's the truth: I'm a dad, first and foremost. And when it comes to my only child, I'm a complete sucker.

And right now, my one and only has that look in her eye again. Trepidation. Uncertainty flickering beneath her forced calm. I know that look as well as I know the scars on my knuckles.

So she's brought cookies as a bribe, has she? It must be a doozie if she's trying to soften me up with chocolate chunk.

My gut tightens—that subtle instinct that's kept me alive this long. More than once, I've had to smooth over pack tensions because of my headstrong daughter. She's bold, passionate, and rarely wrong... but damn, she has a way of stirring things up.

Best thing for me to do is get ahead of whatever this is. Find out the trouble before it grows teeth.

I munch on another cookie and give her the look—the one I've perfected over the years. The verified dad expression.

"What have you done this time, daughter of mine? Ruffled Melania's feathers again? Or maybe went fishing in old man Remus's pond?"

Dakota rolls her eyes—the same way she did when she was five and caught sneaking sweets before dinner.

"No, Dad. I haven't fished in Remus's pond since I was ten. And Melania can take a back seat. I've never been after Micco, and I'll never pursue him. Not now, not ever. I don't see him that way. I don't know why she insists I do."

"She's just a little jealous, baby girl," I say gently, watching her face for tells. "You're the most beautiful female in this pack. Strong, kind, and smart. She knows this and doesn't like it." I pause, choosing my words carefully. "Her problem starts with the fact that Micco wanted you as his mate... before he ever asked her."

I dig into the cookie bag again, fishing out another one before Anna catches wind of my stash.

"I wouldn't worry too much about her," I add, shoving the cookie into my mouth. The chocolate melts on my tongue, rich and perfect. "So what is it then, honey? What's got you bribing your old man with baked goods?"

Her shoulders tense. That alone tells me I'm not going to like what she's about to say. Her eyes flick away, and her frown deepens—worry lines creasing her forehead.

"It's Grayson, Dad," she says softly, voice barely above a whisper. "He keeps pestering me, and I don't want anything to do with him."

I sigh, a sound I try to lace with impatience, even though I'm mostly relieved it's not something worse.

Grayson. Again.

This girl.

Her boy troubles have been one of my biggest trials as a father. But I suppose that's to be expected, considering how beautiful she is - and how we're surrounded by a pack full of arrogant, egotistical male wolves all trying to prove themselves.

I put the cookie bag on the table and shift my chair sideways so I can face her more directly. She needs to see my eyes for this.

"Dakota," I begin, keeping my voice firm but kind, "you passed up the chance to be Luna of this great pack."

Her mouth opens to protest, but I hold up a finger. "Let me finish, daughter. I don't blame you for refusing Micco. You didn't love him. I get it. You don't love Grayson. I understand that too. But honey..." I pause, hating the words even as I say them. "How many offers do you think you're going to get now?"

The truth tastes bitter on my tongue. "Most of the males here won't dare offer for you after you refused the Alpha. They're too afraid of looking presumptuous. Grayson, though—he's bold. Fierce. A proven warrior. He's shown the pack he's brave, even fearsome. He's got a good home overlooking the Reservoir, so he's not destitute."

I watch her closely, reading every micro-expression. "Yes, he's got a reputation as a rake and a brute, no doubt. But he seems genuinely taken with you. Maybe even in love. So tell me, child... what's the real problem?"

Winter-honey eyes flash with fierce determination as she locks onto mine. "I don't want to mate him, Dad. Plain and simple. If I was going to mate someone just for the sake of mating, I'd have accepted Micco."

She sees the argument forming on my face and rushes ahead, words tumbling out fast. "Grayson isn't right in the head, Dad. There's something about him I don't trust. Something wrong. And I sure as hell won't mate him." Her jaw tightens. Her chin lifts in that proud, stubborn way that reminds me so much of her mother it makes my chest ache. "Make him leave me alone. Please."

I take a long breath and sit back, chewing on her words. Weighing them against pack politics and my own instincts.

As always, my love for her is my undoing.

She's my only child - my only weakness - and I can't bring myself to imagine forcing her into a life with someone she fears or despises. That's not love. That's cruelty.

But I'm saved from having to say anything more when Anna appears beside us, eyes narrowed, and plucks the cookie bag off the table like she's claiming evidence from a crime scene.

Busted.

"Good afternoon, Dakota," Anna greets her with warmth that could melt winter. "How are you, honey?"

Dakota's smile for her is genuine - soft, grateful. "I'm good, Anna. Thank you."

Then she checks her watch and stands. "Although, I need to get back to the clinic. My break's over."

She bends down to press a loud kiss to my cheek. "I'll talk to you later, Dad. And please, remember what I said. I don't trust him."

"I will," I promise, even though my stomach is already twisting again.

Anna waves as Dakota heads off, then turns back to me with that knowing look. She zeroes in on the cookie bag like a wolf scenting prey.

"Just how many of these have you eaten already?" she asks, one eyebrow arched.

I open my mouth to throw out a bold-faced lie, but she lifts her hand in a silencing gesture. She's no dummy.

"Never mind," she says, tucking the bag beneath her elbow. "I'll just take these with me. You can have a couple after dinner tonight."
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Chapter 2 - Dakota


[image: ]


I hear my dad sputtering at Anna as I walk out of the dining hall, and I can't help but smile. They're so damn cute together.

But then I glance toward the clinic, and my feet come to an abrupt stop on the loose gravel.

Grayson. And Melania - very pregnant - leaving the clinic together.

Dread hits my gut like a fist.

I can't seem to convey just how much I despise the idea of mating Grayson to my dad. First off, I literally can't stand the man. Second, a cold, dark dread fills me whenever I even think of him. He's more hostile than most of the wolves in our pack - and that's saying something, considering how aggressive the males can be.

And then there's the thing I can't shake; I'm almost certain Grayson will end up being abusive to whichever female he mates with. Whoever that poor soul may be, because it sure as hell won't be me. Not even if my mom comes back from the dead to beg me.

And to top it all off, he's Melania's cousin.

Yeah. Ain't happening.

I take a sharp right, intending to detour through the parking lot behind the clinic, avoiding the front entrance and them. I sure as hell don't want to run into either one of them right now.

But then I hear Grayson yell my name, and my feet kick into high gear.

Pretending not to hear, I skirt around the cars in the parking lot, picking up my pace to a brisk walk. My heart hammers against my ribs. I just need to get inside the clinic as fast as possible.

I hate this. Hate running from him. The fact that I'm dodging him like some kind of coward makes me feel weak, small - like I have to escape from danger itself. My breath comes shallow and quick.

He yells my name again, and I know I can't pretend any longer. So I throw a half-salute wave in the air, hoping that's enough to placate him.

I keep moving, faster now, and can't fully breathe again until I'm safely inside the storage room at the back of the clinic.

Relief washes over me as I step into the dim, cool space. The quiet darkness settles over me like a blanket, muffling the chaos outside.

I walk past the patient rooms, heading for the front counter to stash my purse, feeling confident that I've escaped unscathed.

I should've known better.

The instant I catch the sour apple scent of his cologne - cheap, cloying, too strong - Grayson's hand clamps down on my arm, yanking me around. My purse hits the floor with a loud thud, spilling its contents across the tile.

"Don't ever blow me off like that again!" His black eyes burn with fury, so close I can taste the mint of his toothpaste mixed with something bitter underneath.

The immediate surge of anger has me slamming my hands into his chest and shoving with all the force I can muster. He stumbles back, just barely keeping his balance. He's a hostile gray wolf, but he clearly doesn't realize that my blond wolf is just as large - and she's a mean bitch.

"Don't ever manhandle me like that again, Grayson," I growl, voice cold as ice.

I straighten my clothes when he lets go, huffing with frustration. Since there are pups in the waiting room - I can hear their high-pitched voices through the wall - I soften my tone, forcing it to sound more reasonable than I feel. "I didn't 'blow you off.' My break is over, and I had to get back here as quickly as possible. I don't want to lose my job."

I bend to pick up my stuff off the floor, fuming even more just because I have to do this. My things are scattered everywhere - change, pens, papers - strewn all the way to the shelves. Lipstick rolled under a chair. My phone face-down on the tile.

His hand tortures the back of my neck, forcing me to lift my head to meet his gaze. His fingers dig into my skin hard enough to bruise, and his voice comes out low, dangerous. "As soon as we're mated, Dakota, you'll give me the respect I deserve." His black eyes blaze with barely controlled rage, and I can see his wolf clawing to break free, shadows rippling beneath his skin.

Good goddess, he's angry.

Well, so the hell am I.

"You forget your place, Grayson. I've never accepted you, and I never will." Struggling against his grip, I growl, "Now let me go and leave me the hell alone!"

I'm so furious I feel like I could just stab him. Stab him right in his arrogant, entitled eye.

"Grayson!" Ember's voice rings out from the doorway, sharp and commanding. "Let her go and leave. You don't work here, and you're not a patient, so there's no reason for you to be here."

Grayson shoves me away, and I stumble sideways, barely catching myself against the counter. He turns to Ember, eyes full of pure hate. "I'll pick you up tonight at seven, Dakota. Don't make me wait."

With one last hateful glare, he stalks out of the clinic, boots thudding heavily on the tile with every step. The sound echoes in my ears long after he's gone.

I shudder with disdain, nausea coiling like a snake in my belly. Fury bubbles beneath my skin, hot and itching.

"Thanks, Ember," I mutter, still seething as I gather my scattered belongings. "This is getting worse every time. Each rejection only makes him more aggressive."

I cram the last of my things - the stuff that, apparently, I can't live without - into my bag, standing to stow it under the counter. "I need a minute to clear my head. I'm going to the waiting room to play with the pups. It might help me calm down. Can you handle the patient rooms solo for a bit?"

"Sure, bae," Ember waves me off with an understanding smile. "Take your time. But Dakota—" Her expression turns serious, worry creasing her forehead. "Be careful tonight. That wasn't an idle threat he made."

"There's no way in hell I'm going anywhere with him," I say, voice dropping to a harsh whisper. "I'm heading straight to my dad's house after work. I don't trust that asshole enough to stay at my own place tonight."

Frustration burns in my chest, threatening to boil over, but I swallow it down. Instead, I make my way to the lobby, lowering myself to the floor where the pups immediately swarm me with excited yips and wagging tails.

We play keep-away and I scratch their soft underbellies, making them squirm with delight. Their puppy-breath is warm and sweet, their fur silky under my fingers.

Their innocent joy proves contagious. A genuine laugh escapes me when they accidentally shift between human and wolf form, their tiny bodies caught in that awkward, adorable transition of fur and skin—one moment a chubby toddler, the next a clumsy ball of fluff.

Goddess, they're precious.

I leave the clinic precisely at five, determined not to give Grayson another chance encounter. I stop at home only long enough to throw clothes and my laptop into an overnight bag, moving fast through each room. The idea of spending the night here alone sends a chill through me that has nothing to do with the temperature.

I've never considered myself a victim, but that jackass has me looking over my shoulder. The thought makes me furious - and all the more determined to avoid him.

Before heading to Dad's, I stop next door to update Nikan. He tends to keep tabs on me - irritating sometimes, but today I'm grateful for his attention. If only he wouldn't blur the lines between friendship and something more.

As Delta of our pack, Nikan ranks third in the hierarchy. We share the same duplex, each with our own one-bedroom efficiency - an arrangement that's always worked well for us both.

After knocking, I wait longer than usual before he appears... wearing nothing but boxers.

Of course.

"Hey," I say, deliberately keeping my gaze fixed on his face. "Just letting you know I'm staying at Dad's tonight." I step back, hoping he'll accept this without questions.

No such luck. Nikan studies me with suspicious eyes, his voice rough with concern. "Why, Dakota? Something wrong with your place?"

He steps onto the porch, crowding my space, his protective instincts clearly triggered. The evening heat radiates off his skin.

One thing about Nikan, besides his persistence, is that he's gorgeous. Tall and fit with olive skin and dark, striking features. His muscled chest with its light dusting of hair tapers to defined abs and that enticing V-line disappearing into his boxers.

As Delta, he holds significant power in the pack yet remains overlooked by most females who can't see past his quiet nature. They miss the gem he truly is.

Too bad for them. Too bad for me too, since I feel absolutely nothing romantic toward him despite his obvious appeal.

I fix my gaze on the street, avoiding the temptation to glance at his barely-covered body. "I'm dodging another confrontation with Grayson. He might even come looking for me here." I shrug, trying to seem casual even though my pulse is racing. "He's demanding I go out with him tonight, something I never agreed to. After the scene at the clinic today, I'd rather not risk another encounter."

Nikan's scowl deepens - fierce enough that I believe he could take Grayson down if it came to it. His jaw clenches, tendons standing out in his neck. "Is he the one who put those bruises on your neck?" he asks, voice tight with barely contained rage.

Instinctively, my fingers fly to my neck, and I can't help but wince at the tenderness I hadn't fully registered until now. The skin feels hot and swollen under my touch.

"Never mind the bruises. I just wanted you to know where I'll be, so you won't worry." I pat his arm reassuringly, feeling the coiled tension in his muscles. "I'll be safe with my dad, Nikan. I promise."

A sudden shiver races down my spine despite the warm evening air. The feeling of being watched - hunted even - makes my skin crawl. The hair on the back of my neck stands up.

Damn it to hell, this pisses me off. I hate feeling afraid in my own territory.

"I should go," I mutter, already backing toward my car. "I'll see you tomorrow."

The drive to my dad's passes in a blur of tension and hyperawareness. Every set of headlights in my rearview mirror makes my pulse quicken, my hands tighten on the steering wheel. I don't fully relax until I finally pull into the familiar gravel driveway, tires crunching over stone.

Since Dad's still at the dining hall, I shoot him a quick text:

Me: Hey, dad. FYI, I'm staying with you tonight.

His reply comes almost immediately:

Dad: What a treat. We'll bring dinner. Be there soon.

Relief floods through me as I let the screen door slap shut behind me. The house smells exactly as it should - like home. Wood smoke and coffee and something indefinably Dad. I make my way up the creaking stairs to my old bedroom, my footsteps echoing in the quiet house.

The familiar scents hit me first - cinnamon with a hint of vanilla from the candles I used to burn. The comfort of it washes over me, making my heart feel lighter. I stand motionless in the center of the room, letting the warmth of home settle inside me - that rare feeling of safety I've been missing.

My childhood surrounds me. Photos of Dad and me hang on faded wallpaper - me on his shoulders at the lake, both of us laughing. Well-loved stuffed animals nestle in corners, dusty but precious. The quilt my mother made before she died spreads across the bed, its colors still vibrant after all these years.

The room isn't large, but it's mine. My sanctuary when the world gets too heavy.

I set my bag on the bed but don't bother unpacking. Instead, I drift to the window, pulling the curtain back just enough to peer out at the grounds below. The pack lands spread out before me, bathed in the golden light of the coming evening. Everything feels quieter here, more peaceful than the charged atmosphere back at my place.

For now, I push away thoughts of the storm brewing in my life - Grayson's threats, Micco's politics, Melania's resentment, the pack's disappointment in me. Here, it's just me and Dad and Anna. And tonight, that's all I need.

As I turn away from the window, my old vanity catches my eye. I sit, gingerly because the seat is old, then take a long study of my reflection in the mirror. The room hasn't changed, but I have. Time marches on relentlessly, even when I wish it wouldn't.

I never knew my mother. Dad always says I'm her mirror image - his gift and his guilt all at once. Since she died bringing me into this world, it's been just the two of us. He's been my foundation through every phase: the frilly dresses and tea parties, the door-slamming rebellions, and the complex, often painful transition to adulthood.

Now here I am, staring at a woman I sometimes barely recognize in a room filled with ghosts of my younger self.

I lean closer to the mirror. I'm stronger now, more defined, sharper around the edges. But part of me aches for that girl I used to be - wide-eyed and unburdened. Dad still sees her when he looks at me. Perhaps I still see the young, invincible father in him too, though his joints now creak and silver threads his dark hair.

Despite growing up as the elder's daughter, I've remained deliberately low in the pack's hierarchy. The higher-ranked wolves command respect, admiration, sometimes fear. But not me. I find contentment in my work at the clinic, in helping others while keeping to the shadows.

Sometimes I wonder what life might have been if I'd accepted Micco's proposal, stepped into the role of Luna. But that path closed long ago, and no amount of looking back will reopen it.

Thinking of Micco sends a familiar pang through my chest. Before he was Alpha, before he was anyone's mate, he was my best friend. I miss that connection more than I'll ever admit aloud. But that relationship died the day I refused him, replaced by stiff formality and, later, Melania's watchful glares.

With a sigh, I gather my golden waves into a messy ponytail, securing them with a band. My hair is long and thick and would probably look better if I'd put forth a little effort, but I've never been one for primping. What's the point?

I examine my face more critically, noting the subtle signs of aging beginning to appear - faint lines at the corners of my eyes, a deeper crease between my brows. Others call me pretty, but I've never quite seen it. Not because I think I'm unattractive, but because beauty has always seemed like something meant for others. Others who are softer, more delicate than me.

My plain brown eyes stare back, ordinary despite the mascara I've religiously applied since adolescence. My nose is unremarkable, small and straight. And my cheekbones are too sharp, my jawline too defined. I've always envied women with gentler features, with faces that invite rather than challenge.

Dad's voice bellows up the stairs, breaking my self-criticism. "Dakota! Food's here!"

I grab my laptop and head down, letting the familiar scents of home wrap around me. Despite everything, a sense of belonging settles in my bones.

I find him in the kitchen with Anna, who's arranging plates heaped with food - brisket and roasted vegetables and fresh-baked rolls. My stomach growls instantly, temporarily drowning out my swirling thoughts. We wolves approach food the same way we approach sex - with primal enthusiasm and impressive frequency.

"Hey, Anna," I greet her with a smile, keeping my voice light. She returns the gesture warmly, but my attention shifts quickly to my father.

I tilt my face up for his customary kiss - a small ritual of normalcy I've come to cherish. But the moment his eyes land on my neck, his expression transforms. His gaze narrows dangerously, a low growl building in his chest that makes my stomach clench.

It's a primal reaction - that instinctive tension that comes when a predator is about to strike.

"What the hell, Dakota? You didn't have any bruises on you when you left the dining hall this afternoon."

I feel myself shrinking under his scrutiny as his eyes lock onto the angry purple fingermarks on my neck and the fainter ones circling my arm. The room suddenly feels too small, the air charged with his barely contained rage.

With deliberate calm, I pull up my sleeve to reveal the full extent of the bruising - dark marks in the shape of fingers, already turning yellow-green at the edges. "No, neither were these." I'm not trying to provoke him. I just want to show him the reality I'm facing. "I saw Grayson when I was leaving the dining hall. When I didn't stop to talk, he followed me into the clinic and cornered me. Ember witnessed it all." I meet his eyes directly, my voice softening despite the anger still simmering beneath my skin. "But Dad, please, I'd rather you don't make this into something bigger."

Anna stands motionless several feet away, her expression carefully neutral, though her fingers nervously twist the dish towel she's holding. The tension between us hangs heavy and electric.

I know my father would tear apart anyone who hurt me - it's both comforting and terrifying. His protective instincts run bone-deep, but his rage could escalate an already volatile situation.

For a moment, no one speaks. I can almost see the battle raging behind my father's eyes - the desire to hunt down Grayson warring with respect for my wishes.

I hold his gaze, willing him to understand. The last thing I need is him confronting Grayson while he's this angry. That would only worsen things, turning a personal problem into an inter-pact conflict.

Melania's family hates me, but their Gamma doesn't deserve their scorn.

His touch is surprisingly gentle as he examines the bruises on my arm, his fingers barely skimming the discolored skin. The tenderness eases an ache I hadn't fully registered until now.

"No, you wouldn't want me to get involved," he murmurs, voice like gravel. "But I'm Gamma of this pack, and I'll be damned if I let anyone, no matter who they are, rough up a woman. Whether it's my daughter or not, Dakota." His eyes flash with barely controlled fury, pupils dilating. "This is unacceptable."

He kicks out an empty chair from the table with his foot. The scrape of wood on linoleum is loud in the tense silence. "Now sit. I'll heal your wounds."

"No." The word comes out sharper than intended, heat rising in my voice. "I don't want you to heal them."

His brows pinch together, confusion mixing with anger. "Dakota—"

I press on before he can object. "I want the pack to see exactly what kind of jackass he is. I won't be victimized and then hide the evidence like I'm ashamed of what he did." My voice gains strength with each word. "I'll stand proud of who I am, Dad. Someone who refuses to be bullied by Grayson or anyone else."

He studies me for a long moment, jaw muscles working beneath his skin. Something shifts in his expression - surprise giving way to understanding, maybe even pride.

Finally, he gives a curt nod of acceptance.

Satisfied, I drop into the chair and grab a napkin from the stack. "Now, let's eat. I'm starving."

Anna squeezes my shoulder as she passes, her silent support worth more than any words. Without prompting, she pours three glasses of deep red wine - the good stuff from the cellar. "Sit with your daughter, Rafe. I'll get your plate."

A good thing, too, because his hands are trembling.

"I talked to Nikan before coming here," I say quietly, watching Dad's face. "He saw the bruises too, so that's another witness. I'm not letting this slide."

Anna sets a plate before me, piled high with tender roasted meats and butter-drenched potatoes. The savory aroma makes my stomach growl audibly.

"God bless you, Anna," I murmur with genuine gratitude. "You're an angel from the goddess."

"I'll speak with Micco tonight," Dad says, accepting his plate from Anna and bringing her hand to his lips for a gentle kiss. "Thank you, my dear."

He's trying. I can see the effort it costs him to remain composed, to not shift and hunt Grayson down right this second. But his solution doesn't ease the bitterness coating my tongue.

"It won't do any good," I say, stabbing my fork into the tender meat. Juice runs across my plate. "Melania's due any day now. Micco won't make waves with her on the edge of giving birth. And confronting Grayson..." I shake my head. "That would definitely make waves. He'll get away with this. Just like always."

I hesitate, then decide to push my luck. "This is exactly why I want you to reconsider letting me transfer to another pack."

Dad's fork clatters against his plate. His gaze snaps to mine, eyes widening in shock. "Dakota, we've discussed this. These aren't valid reasons."

Silence stretches between us, thick and uncomfortable.

After a long pause, Dad runs a hand through his hair, clearly agitated. "I can't stand the thought of you moving away from me."

My heart constricts. Needing the contact, I reach across the table to touch his arm. His skin is warm, familiar. "I know, and I hate upsetting you." I offer a small smile, trying to soften the blow. "But if we appeal to the Ula pack, it wouldn't be far. I could visit constantly. And honestly, Micco might approve it just to appease Melania. It would get me out of their hair."

I stand and gather my empty plate, rinsing it before sliding it into the dishwasher. The warm water runs over my hands, grounding me.

"Now, if you'll excuse me, I'm heading upstairs. Going to put on a movie... with EarPods in." I give him a meaningful look, trying to lighten the mood. "No need to adjust your evening plans for me."

I kiss his cheek - his scruff rough against my lips - then wrap Anna in a warm hug. She smells like rosemary and bread. "Night, love birds."
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Chapter 3 - Anna
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As Dakota hurries up the stairs, the lost look in Rafe's eyes makes my heart ache. "Oh, Rafe," I murmur, moving around the table toward him. "I know how hard this is for you. What will you do?"

Though I already know the answer.

I busy my hands with clearing dishes and wrapping leftovers, giving him space to process. He'll confront the Alpha, of course. He'll make demands and seek justice - because that's what any decent father would do when his child is threatened.

"I'm going to visit Micco and demand retribution, such as it is," he finally says, voice taut with frustration. "I just can't stomach the thought of letting her leave, Anna. It breaks my heart." He slumps back in his chair, suddenly looking older than his years. The silver in his hair seems more pronounced in the dim kitchen light. "If she were leaving for a mate in another pack, or even just a better job, then fine. But this..." His voice catches, emotion thickening his words. "She thinks she has to leave to be safe. How do you think that makes me feel?"

I dry my hands and cross to him, placing a gentle palm against his cheek. His skin is rough with stubble, warm. "No, my dear. She feels safe enough, I promise you she does. She knows you're one of the strongest wolves in this pack." I pause, giving him a moment to absorb my words. "And Dakota herself is no lightweight. She's never backed down from a fight, not even when the odds were stacked against her." I smile softly. "But she's a healer at her core. Stubborn and headstrong, yes, but she leads with compassion, not teeth."

Warmth blooms in my chest as I think of her. Dakota is the daughter I could never have. For reasons only the Goddess Selene knows, I was never blessed to carry a child of my own. But loving Dakota feels like being given a second chance.

"It's the constant confrontations that are wearing her down," I continue, my voice softening. "Ever since she refused Micco, it's been one clash after another. First with the Alpha himself, for daring to reject him. Then with his wife's endless suspicion. And now with that whole blasted family - including this train wreck with Grayson."

Rafe's jaw tightens, muscles bunching beneath his skin, but I keep my voice measured - a counterbalance to his rising anger.

"Grayson is an asshole, Rafe. You know it as well as I do." I lean against the counter, crossing my arms. "I'd bet my last dollar he's only pursuing her because she turned Micco down. He's trying to prove something - that he can succeed where the Alpha failed. If he can win the woman who rejected Micco, then in his twisted mind, that would make him the superior wolf."

Rafe nods slowly, eyes distant as he processes my words. I recognize that look - the strategist in him is awakening, calculating moves and countermoves.

I turn to the sink and begin washing dishes, the warm water soothing my hands. The familiar rhythm gives him space to work through the problem. Pack politics are never simple. They require delicacy, strategy, and a level head - all qualities Rafe possesses in abundance. He's always excelled at navigating the complex web of hierarchy and pack expectations.

When he finally rises and leans in to kiss me, soft and lingering, I know he's settled on his plan. His lips taste like wine.

"I'll be back soon, love."

"Be careful," I whisper after him, though I know he won't listen. He never does when it comes to protecting Dakota.

––––––––
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Dakota

The next morning, I stumble downstairs still half asleep, eyelids feeling like sandpaper scraping across my eyeballs. My bones ache with the weight of restless dreams - fragments of Grayson's black eyes and bruising fingers that followed me through the night. Whatever rest I managed to get, it wasn't nearly enough.

Anna has already laid out a full spread on the table - eggs glistening with butter, bacon crispy and still sizzling, creamy grits, toast golden-brown, and a stack of fluffy pancakes. And coffee. Praise the Goddess for coffee. The rich, earthy aroma cuts through my fog like a lifeline.

I slide into my seat with a groan that melts into a grateful smile. Food has always been my comfort language. "Gods above, Anna! Why don't I come home every morning for breakfast?"

I shovel a forkful of bacon and eggs into my mouth, the salt and savory richness exploding on my tongue. I hum with pure joy, my head and shoulders bobbing in an involuntary happy dance.

Anna chuckles, setting the syrup bottle beside my plate. The glass is warm in her hands, and I can smell the sweet maple even before she opens it. "Because you like to sleep in," she teases. "You roll out of bed with barely enough time to make it to the clinic."

"Oh yeah," I mumble around a mouthful of bacon, grease coating my lips. She's not wrong.

Dad is at the table too, eating with careful precision. His shoulders form a rigid line beneath his shirt, and the creases around his mouth seem deeper than usual - etched in like permanent worry lines. He's working something out in that mind of his, chewing slowly, deliberately. And I already know it's not going to be good for me.

Sure enough, he sets his fork down with deliberate slowness, the metal clinking against ceramic. His gaze fixes on me - steady, unwavering, burning. His tone is deceptively calm. "Why didn't you tell me Grayson was going to show up at your house at seven last night?"

My stomach drops like a stone into dark water. "Because it wouldn't have made a difference," I answer quickly, suddenly very interested in the creamy texture of my grits. "I didn't want you to confront him, Dad."

The room goes quiet enough to hear the soft scrape of his fork against the ceramic plate. When Dad speaks again, his voice is low but loaded with warning, each word measured like a threat. "Dakota. I am your father. Do not presume to manipulate my actions - or my right to defend my only daughter. Ever. Again."

Shame hits like a punch to the chest, stealing my breath. I look down at my plate, the food suddenly heavy and unappetizing, turning to lead in my stomach. "Yes, sir."

Dad exhales slowly through his nose, his jaw working. His voice is quieter but no less firm. "I met with Micco. He promised he'd speak to Grayson." A small, bitter shrug follows, his shoulders lifting and dropping like dead weight. "Which we both know won't change a damn thing."

I open my mouth, ready to say something, anything, but he raises two fingers in the air. A silent command to zip it.

Okaaaay... He's really pissed.

So I shut up. Sit still. Let him get it out, whatever it is. Maybe that'll help soothe the fire burning in his chest.

"If you won't let me confront Grayson," he continues, stabbing his fork into his eggs like they personally offended him, yolk bleeding across the plate, "then you're going to have to deal with Micco. Face-to-face. As I already have."

"Dad—" I start, but he silences me with a single look—the alpha look that's made grown wolves back down.

Right. Shutting up again.

He chews deliberately, muscles in his jaw flexing, then adds, "There's going to be a meeting this weekend. With the Ula Pack. Some minor territorial disputes. Both Alphas will be there, along with a select group from each pack."

He doesn't look up when he says, "Micco wants you to go."

I freeze, fork suspended halfway to my mouth. "Micco wants me to—" I lean forward, lowering my voice to a whisper. "—but it's a full moon." I stare at him, waiting for him to expand on this bombshell.

He doesn't.

My mind floods with questions. Why me? Why now? Why during the full moon when tempers and instincts run wild, when control slips like sand through fingers? None of them make it past my lips.

Not yet.

"I know. All the more reason for you not to be here this weekend." Dad pushes his half-eaten plate away and clutches his coffee mug like a lifeline, knuckles white against the ceramic. The tension radiates from him in waves, palpable as heat.

I take a deep breath, the scent of maple syrup suddenly cloying. Might as well say what we're both thinking. "Dad. I refuse to sleep with Micco, even if it is the full moon. Do you have any idea what kind of mess that would cause?"

"Yes, Dakota, I realize that," he replies dryly. He leans back, taking a slow sip of coffee, steam curling up to fog his features. His temper visibly cools, settling like dust. "Don't worry. He's having others brought in - for their... full-moon pleasures."

I try not to flinch at the thought of the moon-madness and what it brings - the primal urges that turn civilized wolves into creatures of pure need, the temporary pairings, the raw animal hunger that consumes even the most controlled wolves. The scent of musk and sweat and desperation that hangs over the pack grounds during those nights.

"I don't want you here this weekend because I'd have to kill Grayson if he so much as lays a hand, or paw, on you." Dad's voice hardens momentarily, edges sharp as broken glass, before softening again. "Micco wants you to go because they need a healer. Ember's staying close in case Melania goes into labor."

That... actually makes sense. "Okay, I'll go." I nod, reaching for my coffee. The warmth seeps through the mug into my palms. "Should I take my car, or are we riding together?"

"Together. They're taking the ten-passenger van. You'll be comfortable enough but bring your tent. You'll be roughing it - it is the full moon, after all."

He scrubs his hands over his face and sighs, his frustration giving way to something vulnerable that makes my chest ache. The silver in his stubble catches the morning light. "Dakota... I didn't talk to Micco about you joining another pack." His voice drops, roughened by emotion. "I'm hoping you'll visit with the Ula pack. Get a feel for them before making any final decisions."

"Oh, Dad."

I rise from my chair and ease into his lap like I used to as a child, wrapping my arms around his broad shoulders. His body is solid beneath me, familiar, safe. My heart swells with love for this man who's been my entire world. Despite his fierce exterior, despite his position in the pack, he's just a father terrified of losing his daughter.

"I promise," I whisper against his ear, breathing in the scent of coffee and Old Spice. "If something like that happens... I won't be far." I press a kiss to his stubbled cheek, rough against my lips. "Selene's honor."

~~~~~~~~
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On Friday afternoon, I change into shorts and a tank top, something comfortable for the long ride ahead. The fabric is soft against my skin, worn from multiple washings.

I sling my duffle bag over one shoulder and grab my camping gear with the other hand, grunting at the weight. The week had passed without another confrontation from Grayson, thank all that is holy. Apparently, Micco did his job and warned him off. It won't last, but I'll take even a few days of peace whenever I can get them.

Standing at the back of the van, I set my load down with a thud and join the others waiting in the afternoon heat. Sweat already prickles at my hairline.

I'd packed light: a few pairs of jeans, shorts, and tanks. The only shoes I brought are the sneakers already on my feet. We won't need much in the short amount of time we'll be there.

I stand between Lupe, one of the pack's warriors, and Rowan, our Guardian, while we wait for the Alpha and Beta to join us.

Lupe is pale, like his wolf - young but already a fierce fighter with scars to prove it. As Eta, a warrior, he keeps a level head in battle and takes his patrols seriously. He's also a shameless flirt and a bit of a joker, always trying to coax a quickie from any available and willing female. His grin is perpetual, infectious.

Rowan, as Guardian, is a different type of protector. It's his job to keep the pack safe, but he leans toward diplomacy over aggression. Tall and lithe, his human form gives off a calm, almost scholarly vibe - he could pass for a professor. His wolf, though, that's a different story. Red-coated and full of mischief, Rowan becomes downright rascally when he shifts. I tend to keep my distance then, even though my wolf is larger. In human form, though, he's easy to be around. Relaxed. Even comforting.

"Micco and Sebastian will be here soon," Rowan volunteers, checking his watch. "They have to placate Her Highness before we can leave."

Lupe shoves him sideways, nearly knocking him into the van. "Damn, Rowan. Get a grip. Dakota doesn't need to hear that shit."

"Lupe, please," I scoff, rolling my eyes. "I couldn't care less. Really."

I help stow the supplies when they open the back doors of the van - coolers, camping gear, sleeping bags all jammed together. "I just want to get through this weekend without any of you tailing me."

"Oh, but tail you we will," Lupe grins, a glint of mischief lighting his eyes like struck matches. "You're the only female from our pack going with us." With a smile that rivals the devil's own, he leans over and deliberately sniffs my hair, inhaling deeply.

I smack his shoulder, hard enough to make him stumble. "Lupe!" I snarl. "Keep your... parts to yourself this weekend. I mean it."

He opens the side door for me with exaggerated chivalry, and I climb into the very back seat, settling in with my pillow and blanket. The leather is warm from the sun, almost too hot. The other two flop into the middle seats, leaving the front for Sebastian and Micco.

Mostly, I ignore their back-and-forth banter, the constant flow of jokes and teasing washing over me like white noise and patiently wait to leave.

And wait.

What the hell is keeping them? It's well past time to go. The heat in the van is building, making the air thick and stuffy. I have no idea where we're headed, how long it'll take to get there, and I'm seriously irritated about being the only female in this van full of testosterone-fueled males.

Then, finally, I see them, Micco and Sebastian, walking down the path with their packs slung over their shoulders.

But— oh, shit! Melania's with them.

Is she going, too?

Then I see the tears streaming down her face, and I want to roll my eyes. Goddess spare us the theatrics.

Micco turns sharply when he notices her behind him, his shoulders tensing, hands balling into fists. By the look on his face, jaw clenched and eyes flashing, he is royally pissed off that she followed them. He turns his back to us, but I can see the shift in his stance, the barely contained rage making his whole body rigid.

Melania glares at the van through her tears, mascara already smudging, then spins and hurries back up the path, one hand cradling her swollen belly.

That's when I see that asshole Grayson.

At the top of the hill, waiting for Melania like some predatory shadow.

And, within that heartbeat, the brief relief I felt that she's not joining us vanishes into a cold pit in my stomach.

Micco and Sebastian continue down the sloped path, but I sink lower into my seat, eyes fixed on Grayson. The raw hatred in his gaze, focused solely on Micco's back, makes my stomach knot. Is he going to challenge?

No. No way would he challenge our Alpha. Would he?

Stupid, arrogant wolf.

Stupid.

I hate that guy with every fiber of my being. I don't voice my concerns aloud, but I wouldn't put anything past him - not after what he's already shown himself capable of. The bruises on my neck throb like a reminder.

Micco slides into the driver's seat and starts the van, the engine rumbling to life. Sebastian fiddles with the GPS, tapping at the screen. Finally, we're moving.

I punch my pillow into shape, preparing for a nap if the ride turns out to be long. The fabric is soft against my cheek. "How long until we get there?" I ask through already half-closed eyes.

Lupe's head is tipped back against the headrest, his eyes shut, while Rowan remains absorbed in a game on his phone, thumbs flying. Neither acknowledges me.

"Couple of hours," Sebastian answers, his voice distracted as he taps at his phone. "We have to meet in neutral territory."

"Neutral territory?" Confusion pulls me fully awake. "Where exactly are we going?"

"Port Arthur," Sebastian says, turning to face us. His expression is casual, like this is no big deal. "Sakata Pack territory. Didn't anyone tell you?"

"What!?" I sit bolt upright, voice rising to a childish whine. "The Sakata Pack?"

Micco glances up in the rearview mirror. Our eyes lock - mine wide with disbelief, his dark with... something. Regret? Longing? I don't know, exactly, but I'm too bummed to care. "We're going to the ocean?!"

My heart is sinking like an anchor. Great. This is just great. "Hell no, no one told me!" I faceplant into my pillow and let out a dramatic wail. "I didn't bring my suit! God, couldn't any of you have warned a girl?"

Lupe grins, all teeth and wickedness. "Swim naked. I'll find you."

I reach over and smack
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