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        Luna

      

      

      I was eighteen.

      He was over two hundred years old.

      I was an inexperienced vampire exploring Eastern Europe by myself.

      Banner was the king of the Scottish Lycans.

      He was huge. I was small. And he wouldn't take no for an answer.

      Talk about a forbidden, age-gap romance. 

      Our meeting had been nothing short of happenstance, luck of the draw, a strike of fate, or one of the many other things people say when you meet the one person meant to be yours and yours alone.

      But we were meant to be together. Fated mates by destiny.

      Maybe I should have fought the attraction. Maybe I should have played hard to get. Especially when my Lycan mate was so big and burly, growly and an over-the-top alpha?

      But where was the fun in that?
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        Luna

        Eastern Europe

        A long time ago

      

      

      I’d been transported back to another time, one that hadn’t been touched by any kind of modern comforts, or by a political or hostile regime that could cripple its people and country with an iron fist. No, this little village was still as it was decades ago, a slice of life preserved from another time.

      And I felt like I was home even if this was my first time here.

      The boat trip took over a week, then another several days of horseback travel to get to the little village of Balka, where I currently was staying.

      Traveling out of America had always been a dream of mine, and once I’d turned eighteen, I told myself I was finally going to make that happen. Eastern Europe sounded like the most logical place to start. I wanted to explore that part of my family’s roots, to immerse myself in the heritage and culture of my ancestors.

      It didn’t matter if I was a vampire, stronger and faster than humans; convincing my older brother Adryan that I’d be fine traveling alone had been a task all on its own. But it wasn’t my young age that had Adryan being unbearably overprotective. I could have been a century old and Adryan would have still taken issue with me leaving.

      Overprotective was an understatement where my hulking brother was concerned. I supposed he took after our father more than he’d ever want to admit.

      

      The little Eastern European village was in the middle of nowhere, and so disconnected from the “real world” that it was a breath of fresh air. Literally and figuratively.

      I stopped in the village center and just inhaled all the varying scents: livestock, freshly baked breads and pastries, fruits plucked just this morning lingering in the air from the morning markets.

      I closed my eyes and just breathed in deeply. The sun had set only twenty minutes before, the village winding down from the chaotic day of shops and stalls haggling and bargaining with customers. I opened my eyes and started moving down the muddy, muck-covered path. I didn’t care if everything was filthy, or if the bottom half of my dress was dirt-caked. I loved this freedom.

      But this had been my decision and no one else’s. He could complain and rant and rave, but sometimes a person had to take those chances even if they failed at the end of them. But Adryan was used to getting his way, even at such a young age. People feared him, human and Otherworld alike. His violence toward anyone who crossed him, his sheer, hulking size, and the fact he was a ruthless vampire made his name travel far and wide.

      But with me he showed a gentleness I knew others didn’t experience. I knew he couldn’t deny my whims or needs. He might never be able to love, that part of him absent, maybe never to be experienced without the right woman—his mate—but he did care for family, so he’d conceded to what I wanted.

      I smoothed my hands down the striped poneva skirt I wore. The gathered belt wrapped around my hips and kept things not only secure but aesthetically beautiful as well. My shirt was loose fitting, the sleeves embroidered, my apron detailed with colorful trim. My outfit was traditional for this region, but even still, I found it too flashy and colorful for this small village.

      The wind picked up, and I made sure the scarf around my head stayed in place, securing my long blond hair. I passed people, exchanging small nods and smiles. The deep, slurred voice behind me had me looking over my shoulder. The man following me was human and stank of being unwashed and drunker than piss.

      He kept murmuring things to me, his voice so slurred it was hard to make out anything he said. But I did pick up on some pretty disgusting things he kept calling me and the things he said he’d do to me. I was strong as a vampire, could hold my own if it came down to it, but I’d also draw too much attention to myself if I was able to take down a man twice my size and height.

      No doubt talks of “witchcraft” would be thrown around for my strength.

      Something I really didn’t need nor want.

      So I said nothing, just picked up my pace and headed toward where I’d been staying.

      I’d found a little room for rent in the village—the first one I’d come to—and decided despite the lack of modern comforts that I’d had back in America, and that it wasn’t an actual inn, I’d never felt more at ease in my surroundings.

      Thankfully, the drunkard stumbled off somewhere else, and I was able to get to the cottage without any altercation. I stepped inside and saw Inessa, the wife who owned the home, cleaning up. I gave her a small smile, and she started speaking. Although I knew enough of the language to get by, she was speaking so quickly I struggled to keep up. But the gist of it was she’d have dinner brought to my room shortly.

      So I gave her a small nod, thanked her, and headed to the back of the cottage and slipped inside my room, closing the door behind me. There were still hours before daylight, the night barely having crested, but I couldn’t exactly walk around the village in the middle of the night with the reason being I was enjoying the crisp mountain air.

      The last thing I needed was for someone far too superstitious to claim I was some creature of the night looking to drain a child dry. And in these deep Eastern European villages, they still held the stories of monsters from folklore very close to their heart.

      But even if I loved this little village, the reality was I couldn't stay here for long. Not leaving during the day so the sun didn’t drain my energy and make me susceptible to injury and death wasn’t an option. But people would soon notice.

      So I’d stay here a few more days and then be on my way. But as I thought that, there was this weird tingling in the back of my head, this tightness in my body, as if the very thought of leaving Balka was abhorrent.

      A knock on the door pulled me out of my thoughts, and I turned to open it, taking the small tray Inessa handed me, thanking her again before shutting the door, and getting comfortable for a night in with a great meal and one of the many books I’d brought with me.

      And in the grand scheme of things, that sounded like a pretty incredible evening.
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        Banner

      

      

      I watched as Cian and Odhran finished cleaning up camp. I turned to my steed and tied the last strap securely, then ran my palm over his thickly corded neck. He huffed out a contented sigh and stomped his hoof, as if telling me, he too, was anxious to leave.

      We were making our way back to the Highlands after several stops across the continent to garner peace treaties and alliances with Otherworld factions. For the most part, everything had gone as planned, and although the trip had been long and arduous and the thought of being home and surrounded by my creature comforts sounded perfect, there was also this gnawing sensation in my gut.

      It told me maybe things weren’t as perfect at home as I’d always thought. It said that home wasn’t where I’d always thought it was. Something’s missing. The most important thing. 

      “I donna understand why we are leaving camp as soon as night is upon us.”

      I glanced at Odhran. He was acting surly, but I knew it was all in good fun. He was loyal to a fault, the same as Cian. Both thick as thieves, with Cian the general of the Guard, the Scottish Lycan royal army, and Odhran one of the strongest males I’d ever met, they were both assets to my kingdom.

      I couldn’t rule as the Scottish Lycan king without males who knew that with great gain came even greater sacrifice. And it was because of these two males understanding that, as well as my sentries and soldiers, that had me building one hell of an otherworldly army.

      I stared at the sky, at where the moon was starting to rise. “I donna know, honestly.” I kept looking at the moon, a chill in the wind, the air smelling… different. “I just have this feeling tae keep moving.”

      I glanced at Cian and Odhran again, their expressions stoic. They might want to stay at camp tonight and enjoy copious amounts of ale and speak of battles they’d fought in together, but they’d follow me no matter what and without—much—complaint.

      Cian grunted and gave a nod before heading toward the fire and dousing it. The sizzle of the flames being extinguished sounded, the scent of burned wood filling my nose and the smoke billowing from the charred wood and spiraling up to the night sky.

      “We’ll head tae the next village. I want tae sleep in a bed.” The look Cian gave me said he knew I was full of shit. I could sleep on the hard cold ground every day for the rest of my life, and it would never bother me.

      “Aye,” Cian and Odhran said in unison, not calling me out on my lies.

      I lifted my hand and rubbed the sudden ache I felt in my chest. Something was… off, yet I couldn’t place what it was.

      I was a predator, a Lycan shifter who could track and hunt down an enemy before they even knew I was right behind them. I could sift through a hundred different scents and find the weakest one amongst them all. I could kill a man with my bare hands and not break a sweat.

      But this feeling percolating in the center of my chest? This tightness in my muscles, the ache in my bones? I couldn’t place it, couldn’t get a handle on it, and it made an anxiousness rise up in me. Because I'd never experienced it in my over two hundred years of existence.

      “Let’s head out,” I said and finished packing things up before climbing on my steed. I clicked my tongue to get things moving, and we made our way forward, Cian and Odhran following. 

      I didn’t know what I was heading into, but it was definitely something monumental.
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      I looked up and held the book I’d been reading to my chest, a content sigh leaving me. The story of a woman finding her Prince Charming was a tale older than time, and one that would never get old.

      I felt the silly grin on my face as I’d just ended the scene where the prince came racing in on his steed to save the damsel in distress, sealing their magical moment with a deep, thorough kiss.

      Gods, it was so romantic, something a girl like me, so inexperienced with everything, would find wholly beautiful and wistful.

      It was those thoughts moving through my mind that were broken up to the sound of horse hooves beating a steady rhythm. The sun hadn’t yet risen, but I felt the prickling on the back of my neck that said it was coming soon and fast.

      I set the book aside and shifted on the bed so I could lean forward and pull aside the cloth that concealed the window. Outside was still cloaked in night, the muddy road deserted of anyone.

      But then the sound of stomping of hooves became closer, clearer. I shifted on the bed and blew out the candle that sat on the little scarred table beside me. I took my place back at the window, feeling this weird sensation course through me.

      For some reason, my heart started racing, my fingers shaking a little. I didn’t know why I felt this weird… anticipation moving through me.

      I kept concealed behind the fabric of the curtain, the room doused in darkness, the subtle scent of smoke from blowing out the candle making that the only thing I could smell.

      I watched as three steeds slowly made their way through the center of the village, dirt and muck being kicked up by their heavy hooves. And although I could see all three males clearly despite the lack of light, and thanks to my heightened senses, my focus was wholly transfixed on the powerful male that led the trio.

      His horse was a massive stallion with a glossy black coat, the moon shining down and making it appear almost indigo and color.

      I could tell right away these weren’t humans. All of them, especially the clear leader of the group, had a very ethereal aura around them. But because I wasn’t close enough to him, and because of the smoke from the candle, I couldn’t smell what kind of Otherworld species they were.

      My gaze stayed on the male at the head, his body massive, his shoulders broad and thickly muscled. His clothing was travel worn and didn’t hide the sheer power beneath the material, the definition of his chest evident and making my belly tighten.

      His thighs were thick as tree trunks, dark leather trews covering the powerful limbs. I could make out a sash tied around his waist, the material plaid with a crest at the end of it. Scottish, perhaps?

      I let my gaze wander back up to his face, his features severe under the moonlight. His jaw was a hard cut square, dark scruff covering his cheeks, his lips full, his nose perfectly proportioned to his face. He was brutally savage in a beautiful way, like a warlord coming in to cause havoc and chaos.

      His dark hair was messy across his forehead, a little overgrown, another clear indication he’d been traveling for some time. And the longer I stared at him, the more I realized this male seemed to be plucked out of a different time. He had an Old World feel emanating from him.

      I felt a strange tightening in my belly, this warm heat moving through my body at such a fast rate I grew dizzy even though I was sitting down. My fingers curled around the fabric, and I felt my breathing start to increase as I watched him steer his steed through the village.

      The other two males with him could’ve been invisible for all I cared.

      My heart was still racing and increasing with each passing second. So big. So masculine. I felt wetness spill from between my thighs and clenched my legs together, the sensations moving through me ones I’d never experienced before.

      It was frightening as much as it was exhilarating.

      He was passing by my window when I saw his body visibly tense. His nostrils flared, his spine snapping straight as he lifted his head and started scanning his surroundings. He pulled his horse to a stop just feet past my window, and I held my breath. I could hear my heart beating in my ears, pounding in my throat.

      And just as I saw him start to turn his head in my direction, I let the material fall back over the window and pressed myself against the wall, my hand over my heart.

      For long moments I just sat there staring across the room, feeling my eyes go wide. I slowly slid my hand down the front of my shift, stopping right before I got to the place between my thighs that ached.

      I was… wet. Oh Gods. I was wet from just looking at that male. Who was he and why was I feeling arousal for the first time in my life?

      I didn't want to think too deeply on the hows or whys of what was happening because if I did I’d know fully well what was transpiring.

      I’d just found my mate.
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      I hadn’t been able to sleep the entire day after coming to the realization that more than likely I’d just experienced what it felt like to find your fated mate.

      I was terrified. Confused. But most of all I felt this blossoming heat that kept growing in me until he was all I could think about. Him and the arousal that sure as hell wasn’t letting up.

      Clearing my throat, rubbing my hands up and down my thighs and staring at the innkeeper, all I could do was nod and try and listen to what she was saying. I was stalling, dragging out the conversation with the innkeeper because the sun hadn’t fully set, and I couldn't leave the cottage yet. I was positioned strategically in the shadowy corner, the glow muted enough I didn't feel the energy sucking the literal lifeforce from me. 
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