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        Luca

      

      

      I'd lost my mind, was more animal than man. More crazed than sane.

      And all because I hadn't found my mate, that one female born to be mine and mine alone.

      As an over four-hundred-year-old Lycan, a supernatural being who was able to shift from human to my inner wolf, my kind was known as fearsome beasts with unimaginable power. All feared us, and rightfully so.

      I had given up hope of ever finding my mate and because of that had let my inner beast reign supreme, control me. I was far more rabid than anything else.

      But then it happened. I saw her, my halfling mate. Part Lycan. Part vampire. She was perfect and made just for me.

      I craved her like no other, and I'd have her as mine no matter what.

      For there was nothing more dangerous than a male of the Otherworld finding his mate and keeping her close.

      But she had protectors, brothers and a father who saw me for the beast I was, and were ready to go to war with me... to keep her from me.

      I'd been waiting my entire life for her, and they'd soon realize I'd level anything and anyone who thought to stand in the way of claiming my prize, no matter the consequences or repercussions.
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        Luca

      

      

      Provide for her. Spoil her. Make her see what you have to offer as a male of worth and a mate who will take care of her.

      My inner beast spoke loud and clear as I walked through the market, the stalls showcasing handmade Romanian garments, tapestries, pendants, and brooches. Carved trinkets, pastries, and fresh fruits and vegetables were also readily available.

      Ren walked beside me, my brother having just turned twenty-five, a young lad not only for a human, but also for a Lycan who lived to upwards of a millennium.

      I stopped in front of a stall that crafted beautiful traditional Romanian scarves and reached out to take a delicate-looking one in my hand. The white background was broken up with embroidered patterns and designs, the bright colors eye catching.

      I pictured my mate wearing it, something that brought me immense joy.

      “She’ll look lovely in this one,” I murmured more to myself and handed it to the seller. I gave him a coin and took the now linen wrapped item.

      “Surely mates don’t care about such things?”

      I chuckled at Ren, because I knew my brother would one day find out it didn’t matter whether his mate cared about such things or not. He’d still want to give her the world.

      “Maybe she’ll hate anything I give her, and that will be fine. I’ll find other things to please my future mate with.” At that thought I imagined pleasing her with my body, and a surge of need slammed into me.

      I knew Ren wasn’t listening, my brother already eyeing a pastry stand across the way.

      “Maybe she’ll only want my touches, or sweet, softly spoken words. Maybe she’ll want fresh cut flowers from the garden I’d create for her, or fresh fruits every morning grown from our yard. But as long as she desires me as fiercely as I will surely need her, I’ll be a grateful male and count my blessings.”

      “When I find my mate,” Ren murmured almost absently. “She’ll know that fate brought us together and will want to be partners, not coddled by her male. She’ll run into my open arms.”

      I snorted and glanced at Ren. Although technically—for a human at least—he was grown, as a Lycan, he was still but a babe, a lad amongst our werewolf shifting kin. He had a lot to learn about life and the world.

      “You’ll understand when you’re older that sometimes the most precious gifts are the hardest to acquire.” I reached out and ruffled his black hair. He swatted my hand away but was smirking. Although I was pretty sure he’d start yearning for his mate sooner rather than later.

      As an Otherworld male, we were unable to be with anyone but our Linked Mate. We saved ourselves for them alone, didn’t even allow another female—save for ones in our direct family—to see us in our shifted form. I didn’t know the laws and hierarchy of other beings in the Otherworld and if they followed this as well, but the creatures I did know about—Lycans, demons, vampires, and warlocks—all had no interest in anyone but their fated ones.

      We’d never desire another, always searching, yearning for the ones born to be ours alone. And it was clear Ren hadn’t hit that desperation block where all he yearned for was his mate—his other half.

      I watched as Ren headed off to that pastry stall he’d been eyeing this entire time and could only smile and shake my head. I hoped and prayed to the gods that my brother didn’t have to wait long to find his mate. But the chances of either of us finding our Linked Mate any time soon was unlikely. And finding her in our home of Romania was even more of an unlikely event.

      I heard stories of Lycan males wanting nothing more than to find their fated females but centuries passed them by and still they were alone. And for a male in the Otherworld, all we wanted, all we desired and searched for with obsession, was that one woman.

      I felt an ache in my chest at the thought of going days, let alone years and centuries, never having her by my side. A Lycan could live centuries upon centuries, but all I wanted was to spend that entire time with her by my side.

      She was my faceless female who was already my entire world, yet I knew naught of who she was.

      But I’d wait for her—my entire lifetime, if that’s what it took. I’d keep trying to better myself so that when we did meet, she could find no faults within me. I’d purchase homes all over the world for her to choose from, an abundance of choices so she could truly and fully be happy.

      And I’d do all of this with anticipation and need running through my veins. For she would make me whole.

      I just had to wait for her.
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        Luca

        Present day: over four hundred years later

      

      

      I left the manor, something that happened less and less with each passing day. My time was occupied with bouts of lucidity mixed with my inner wolf taking control.

      And at this point in my life… I let the beast roam free within me. It was easier. Less painful than being reminded day in and day out of what I didn't have and probably never would.

      My mate. 

      But Ren had found his mate, an American human female who shared the same striking blue eyes as him. His Linked female who would give him happiness and pleasure, babes, and love.

      I was jealous. Angry. I was enraged at the cards fate had handed me.

      And that made me feel even worse, like a bastard, because I felt anything but pure joy that my brother had found the other half to his soul.

       And he’d claimed her, the scent of it filling the estate. I’d had to leave, not only for the small amount of sanity I had left, but because it was all I could give him in terms of a gift. Privacy.

      I needed to leave, to let Ren and his female grow their lives without having a beast barely hanging on to sanity right in the bowels of their home. And it was their home now, the two of them. 

       But for right now, I walked the grounds, trying—in vain and desperation—to take solace in the wilderness like I once did.

      And as I inhaled deeply, there was no doubt Ren had taken his mate in the way of our kind—under the light of the full moon, claiming her fully and placing his mark on her. It was the way of our species, a sacred, ritualistic act that mates did when they were finally complete with the woman meant to be theirs.

      I wasn’t strong enough to deny the pull of the moon, to let my Lycan fully out and run free, and every time the moon was high, I locked myself away, making my inner beast suffer through the pain of not being free one more time.

      But on this night, I broke habit. Ren deserved to have this time in his home with his mate alone. He didn’t need a brother who was slowly losing his mind bellowing in the very bottom chamber of the estate as he pulled his female close and reveled in the fact that he was no longer alone.

      So here I was, walking the slightly worn path in the forest, the same one my brother clearly took night after night before he found his female. I could smell Ren’s scent lingering within the trees and the faint aroma of his claiming with the woman who was now irrevocably his for all time.

      I was happy for him, relieved we both wouldn’t suffer the same fate.

      And now here I was, taking the same path as he. But I’d long since lost the hope that he clearly hung onto all this time.

      A break in the trees had the silvery glow from the moon casting down. I stepped into the clearing and tipped my head back, closing my eyes and letting that powerful pull almost lull me.

      My brother would no doubt have the mating ceremony as soon as he could. He already claimed her—which I could easily smell in the air—but I knew he’d want our kind, as well as those in allegiance with the Lycans, to witness him mating his female properly. It was similar to a human wedding but without the vows, the white dress, or the throwing of fucking rice. Basically, it was a way for our kind to show off our mates and to let all the males know she was taken—the mark on her neck on proud display. The word would travel between species so all knew not to fuck with her or they’d face death.

      So yeah, my brother would most certainly be holding the ceremony as soon as possible. And I couldn’t blame him. Hell, I would too.

      I closed my eyes and exhaled, letting the glow from the moon try to soothe me as it always did. And it helped—minimally.

      I knew rumors of me going mad had run rampant through our world. They all thought I was dangerous, violent, more beast than creature. I supposed I was. But for my brother, I’d make an appearance at his ceremony out of respect. I couldn’t not go. And I’d look every one of those bastards in the eye and let them see I was still here—barely alive, but still here.

      Then I’d crawl back into the pits of the manor and truly contemplate if it was all worth it anymore.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Ainslee

      

      

      I felt out of place, but then again, I guess in a way I was in a whole other world. Romania, especially in these little villages, was so unlike the Highlands I called home. But this country was definitely beautiful, nonetheless.

      I’ve always felt out of place, have I not?

      I moved around the room, keeping to the walls, because I felt slightly claustrophobic. I saw my father and mother. The love they had for each other was so very real.

      My father, Banner McGregor, King of the Scottish Lycan Clan, had found his mate in my mother, an American vampire who’d been living in Eastern Europe since she turned eighteen, which had been over a century before. Their meeting had been nothing short of happenstance, luck of the draw, a strike of fate, or one of the many other sayings my father liked to use to describe them.

      It was a story I loved hearing more than once while growing up as I curled up on the massive leather couch that was in front of the roaring fire in our hunting lodge mansion. I listened to my father tell the story as he stared at his mate, the love, longing, and gratitude that he had her in his life clear on his face.

      To say ‘opposites attract’ was an understatement where my parents were concerned.

      It was something every supernatural—and mortal human—strived for, wasn’t it? To have... love?

      I glanced over at my brothers, seeing them toss back drinks like it was water and they’d been in the desert for far too long. They were so much like my father—taking after their Lycan sides with gusto. Those wolf sides dominated their vampire halves, so all that was left were feral beasts. 

      But me? Neither of my sides had claimed dominance. I was neither full vampire nor Lycan. A true mix of both, a little bit from one side, a dash from the other. I was barely stronger than a mere human, because apparently my body didn’t want to decide which genetic side to let dominate in utero.

      I exhaled, once again frustrated with myself because I cared about any of that, when in the grand scheme of things, I should just be happy I had a loving family and centuries to look forward to.

      But I do care. I care because every male in my family looks at me as if I’ll break. I’m coddled and protected. Hell, I’m surprised I was able to come to the mating ceremony at all, seeing as they think I’m some delicate freaking flower.

      Once again, I scanned the room. Vampires, Lycans, demons, and even a few other creatures from the Otherworld had traveled far and wide to witness the mating ceremony. All of these creatures were either friends or allies with Ren and/or the Lycans. And it was surreal to see. Because the males in my family were so protective, the only creatures of my world I’d seen were the wolves and vampires.

      So this was exciting as much as it was a little terrifying.

      My mother gestured me over and gave me a smile, her tiny twin fangs coming into view for a second before she curled her arm around my shoulders and pulled me in close. Her long black hair was pulled into a stylish chignon, her deep sapphire-colored gown complementing her pale flesh and light-blue eyes.

      “Ah, there’s my wee lass. Come here, darling daughter.” My father, a massive Lycan with broad shoulders and a mammoth frame, towered over many of the guests at the mating ceremony. But then again, not many creatures were as big and fearsome as a Lycan, or a king for that matter. And my father was both.

      I smiled up at him, and he leaned down to kiss me on top of my head. Never mind that I was twenty-years-old—an adult in human standards—because in Lycan standards, my father still saw me as his little girl, so very young when you looked at the lifespan of a paranormal creature.

      “Yer mother and I will be leaving this time tomorrow night.”

      My father had bought a private jet for my mother for obvious reasons: sunlight was a no-go for vampires, as were commercial airlines, being far too dangerous. Then there was also the fact that he just liked to dote on her, giving her presents, buying her things because he liked to see the smile on her face, but he also loved—probably more so—the goodhearted annoyance of her telling him to quit buying her things.

      “Mayhap we’ll stop up north on the way home, let ye see the Northern Lights?” He grinned broadly, knowing I loved seeing those beautiful lights, and even though I could tolerate some sunlight, I preferred to keep the same hours as my mother and father—who were pretty much nocturnal.

      “They’ll bitch,” I grumbled as I tipped my chin in the direction of my three brothers. The triplets were as rowdy as you’d come to expect Lycan males to be, but then again, they fit right in with the clan. I was more the oddball out.

      “Ach, those little shites are all too ready tae make their baby sister happy.”

      I shook my head but smiled. Yeah, they were the best, even if I gave them a hard time for being so damn overbearing and protective.

      My father started speaking with another clan member, and I scanned the room. Crystal glasses with blood were filled for the vampires. Dark-colored whiskey or bourbon for the other guests. There was a massive banquet table with every kind of food imaginable.

      I reached out and grabbed a glass of champagne from a passing waiter, smiled, and said thank you, then brought the glass to my mouth to take a sip of the sweet, bubbly liquid. Although it wasn’t as sweet as blood and didn’t give me the euphoric high the life-giving liquid did, it would still do the job well enough.

      I finished nearly the whole glass—feeling the effects of the alcohol move through me pleasurably—when I felt this shift in the massive hall. The air seemed to get colder, and as if in unison, everyone turned and faced the wide entrance of the great hall.

      They were looking at someone.

      I was small, not just for a female, but also for a supernatural creature, so there was no way I could see over the towering males or the svelte, tall females.

      I inhaled deeply, sifting through all the scents in the room and trying to focus on whatever was at that entrance. It took work; the scents were many and thick, perfumes and foods, and my supernatural “powers” were severely lacking, barely stronger than a human’s sense of smell. But then I locked on it.

      I felt this jolt move through me at the aroma, felt my eyes widen, my heart start to race. Beads of sweat dotted my temples, my palms, and slid between my breasts. Was I breathing harder? Was the air thicker? Gods, I was dizzy.

       And once that scent filled my nose and head, I could smell nothing else.

      A Lycan male was who everyone was looking at, yet I still couldn’t see him. I shivered, not understanding why I suddenly felt so hot and cold. Why I felt so… aware. Awakened.

      “Is that Luca Lupineov?” my mother whispered to my father, sidling closer to him. He wrapped one arm around my mother’s waist, and as if he wanted to keep the females close, he did the same to me, bringing me protectively to his side.

      I noticed my brothers pushed their way toward us, their looks dark, dangerous. They scanned over my mother and me, protective of us just as our father was. Then again, this was how all supernatural males were when it concerned females they cared about.

      I glanced around the room, taking note males did the same with their mates and daughters, brothers seeming to instinctively want to protect their sisters and mothers.

      “Aye,” my father answered, and I felt his hand tighten on my shoulder. “A Lycan gone mad is one of the most dangerous creatures alive.”

      And then bodies started to part as the male was clearly moving into the great hall. I still couldn’t see him and tried to rise on my toes to get a better look. I saw a flash of dark, short hair, a set of wide, powerful shoulders. The male straightened, and I gasped at how big and tall he was, towering over even my father, who by all accounts was one of the biggest males in this room.

      Lord, that male had to be easily six-foot eight, maybe an inch or two taller than that. And the power in his body, the stacks of muscles, was staggering. But there was something else, something about him that had my skin tightening and this strange feeling moving within me. I felt my father stiffen further, and I glanced up at him. He was looking at me with his brows drawn.

      “Lass, are ye okay?”

      I cleared my throat and tried to calm my heart—which of course only made things worse. “I’m fine.” I hoped my smile was convincing. But my father still watched me for long seconds until movement up ahead drew his attention.

      I exhaled and heard low murmurs.

      It was his… the Lycan male’s. Luca’s voice.

      I actually closed my eyes and would have swayed from the sound if not for the fact that my father held onto me.

      Luca was congratulating his brother Ren on his mating, and his deep, husky, and accented voice did warm things to me. But it was slightly distorted, not human. Yet not fully his beast. It was a mixture, and I knew the rumors had to be true. Luca had gone mad, his inner animal taking control. Partially shifted so he was bigger, taller. More powerful.

      I’d heard about Luca Lupineov. I was pretty sure every creature in the Otherworld had. How could they not? He was known as the Lycan shifter who’d slowly lost his mind because he hadn’t found his mate. Over four hundred years of turmoil, pain… longing.

      I knew it happened on occasion, although rare, when a male couldn’t control himself, and was too tied to the idea of needing his mate that he grew insane. The centuries passed tediously for our kind in the paranormal world, and it caused some to lose hope.

      More beast than male, I heard him being called. Hell, the rumors of Luca had reached all the way to the Highlands.

      The murmurs in the room were low but great, and I sensed he was leaving. The bodies parted once again, everyone keeping a wide berth from Luca. And then I finally saw him, his back to me, twenty feet separating us and growing more as he exited.

      And yeah, he was even more massive and imposing than any other male in this room.

      He really is more animal than man.

      I found myself taking a step closer, but my father’s hold on my shoulder stopped me. I didn’t look at Da though. I couldn’t. I was too transfixed by Luca, this tether keeping me in place so it was nearly impossible to tear my gaze from him.

      “Luca.” I found myself whispering his name before I knew I’d done it, felt my father tense beside me, knew he’d heard me. I didn't even know why I said his name to be honest. It just slipped from my lips as if it were a plea, as if I were begging him for… something I couldn’t name or place.

      And then everything shifted around me, the air became impossibly thicker, suffocating. I watched as Luca stilled, his huge body freezing, his hands curling into themselves at his sides as he snapped his head up. This low rumble filled the hall, and I knew it came from him. Everyone smartly backed up even more from that sound, the warning in it, the promise of something reverberating around us.

      I swore I heard him inhale and felt my eyes widen as the room seemed to grow even colder. Everyone was at a standstill at whatever was happening. Would he lose control and kill someone? Was his mind so deteriorated that we were all in danger?

      My father was in the process of pulling my mother and me behind him, my brothers coming forward to make a wall, blocking us from Luca. But the big Lycan spun around, his glowing animal-like eyes swinging back and forth as he scanned the hall, as he inhaled, scenting the room, his nostrils flaring as he took in the air.

      And then our eyes locked, gazes clashing.

      The air left my lungs so hard, so violently, I actually lifted my hand and placed it on my chest as if that would jumpstart the natural act once more. Then oxygen rushed into my body so hard I gasped, my head growing dizzy, swaying on my feet.

      “Lass,” my father croaked, the thick worry in his voice clear and strong, but not nearly as powerful as the focus I had on Luca. Not nearly as consuming as the way I was drawn to the broken Lycan.

      “You.” Luca’s lips peeled back from his teeth, his canines growing even longer, even sharper, as he stared right in my eyes. “My mate,” he all but purred, but it sounded so very wolf-like, so aggressive and… sure.

      I sensed every male in the room going to protect the females even more. My brothers were making a barricade around my mother and me, but I knew it wouldn’t help. It wouldn't do any good. They all knew when a male found his mate there was no stopping him from getting to her.

      I kept trying to see through the openings my brothers’ big bodies made, as if I couldn’t bear to part from the very sight of the huge Lycan. He really was more animal than man, his body seeming to grow even bigger as his beast pushed forward even more.

      My brothers’ and my father’s bodies grew as their inner animals pushed forward to protect.

      “Oh, fook no,” Caelan ground out, his voice starting to become distorted from his wolf.

      “No fooking way some crazy-ass Lycan is getting tae her,” Tavish seethed.

      “I’ve been itching for a fight, and what better one than tae go toe-tae-toe with that crazy motherfooker?” I could hear the glee in Lennox’s voice.

      “Watch yerselves, sons,” my father snarled. “Our priority is getting yer mother and yer sister out.”

      I looked up into Da’s face, fear filling me, although I didn't know what I was afraid of. Not Luca. Never Luca. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me, this instinctive knowledge that trumped all other thoughts in my head. 

      My father was staring at me, his eyes flashing blue from his wolf.

      “Because that Lycan won’t stop until he gets tae his prize,” my father growled, his canines long, pricking his bottom lip as he prepared for battle.

      His prize.

      Me.

      I started shaking my head, but I didn’t know what I was denying. Luca? My family fighting this untamed male who was far too powerful to be stopped?

      “’Tis okay, lass.” My father tried to look gentler, sound like it too, but he was far too gone in his wolf-aggression to pull it off. “We will no’ let him get tae ye.”

      But my body was rejecting the idea that I couldn’t go to Luca.

      I really am his, the pull too strong, too consuming.

      A shifter female could feel a semblance of the pull from the supernatural Linked Mate connection, but it wasn’t nearly as powerful as what the male felt. For them, it was all-consuming, untenable, and it was their life goal to acquire. And the pull of the Linked connection was even weaker in me still, because I was a hybrid. But if I felt this strongly for Luca even with it being so dimmed, how powerful must his need be?

      I snapped my focus back to Luca. He still looked at me, and I knew he hadn’t taken his gaze off me this entire time. His grin widened, but it wasn’t pleasant. It was wolf-like, as if he was about to attack, about to take down his prey.

      And I'm the prey. I’m what he wants above all else.

      His incisors were so big and white… so long and sharp.

      I swayed again as I imagined what a Lycan male did with those incisors when he claimed his Linked Mate for the first time.

      And as Luca took note of how my father and brothers took a protective stance, he chuckled low, deep, the sound distorted because of his beast. That laugh told me one thing—nothing would keep him from getting to me, not even four full-grown Lycans, or hell, a roomful of dangerous males.

      Luca lifted his hand, his finger pointing to me.

      My heart was thundering in my chest, my throat too tight, my tongue too thick.

      He took a small step forward, and the room pulsed with aggression, with need and intent. My brothers and father made low noises, a warning that Luca didn’t heed, one that actually made his grin widen.

      “Female.” That one word vibrating from his chest, a deep rumble I felt everywhere. “You are mine.”

      And that's when all hell broke loose.
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        Luca

      

      

      Ours.

      Claim her now. Mate her. Mark her.

      My beast howled, snapped... demanded I do these things now.

      Bind her to us. Clutch her tight. Take her from the ones who block you from her.

      I bared my teeth and growled at the four males who made a wall in front of my tiny mate. I felt my canines lengthen even more, felt my nearly seven-foot-tall height surge. I’d already been on the verge of shifting into my wolf for so long it had become my second nature.

      But now we grew bigger, faster, stronger to better protect her.

      Power surged to life inside me for the first time in over four hundred years.

      She peeked her head around the thickly corded arm of one of the males, her hair a light tumbling of thick waves.

      The air left my lungs, my body growing bigger, harder.

      She was here, finally here, just mere feet separating us. Gods, she was lovely, the most beautiful thing I’d ever seen.

      She stared right into my eyes, hers wide and blue, as blue as the ocean, and bright as the stars. 

      One of the males threw his arm out like a bar in front of her, and I snapped my head in his direction, growling low, a warning that he was not to touch what was mine.

      I flared my nostrils as I inhaled, taking in her scent. She smelled glorious, like the sun, and fresh, and mine.

      A scent that drove me fucking insane with need and want, hope and lust. The amount of new emotions slamming back and forth inside me could have brought a lesser male to his knees. My head swam, my blood rushing. I inhaled again, scenting my own claiming aroma, one that would coat my mate when I finally claimed her, along with the bite I’d put in that slender, pretty neck of hers.

      At the thought of sinking my canines into her tender throat, I grew harder, my wolf more frantic.

      Go to her now! 

      I inhaled again, sifting through the scents in the room to decipher who these males were to her. Gods help them if they thought to claim her. My inner wolf clawed to get free and put them in their place, to make those pups submit to my dominance and alpha power.

      But they were family, sharing the same blood as my tiny mate.

      A male to my right stepped closer to me, and I swung my body around to face him. He was a large male, a vampire who I scented aggression from. A female stood behind him as he used his big body to shield her. She was his mate.

      I could have torn out his throat for even daring to come close, to think he could stop me. I shook my head to clear it, drawing on my humanity to grate out in a distorted voice, “You’d do well to keep your distance, vampire.” My canines dripped with saliva, my animal pushing forward even more. “I only crave one in this room.”

      He immediately took a step back, keeping his female behind him.

      At that retreat, I stared at my mate once more.

      I pointed my finger at her again. I said nothing… just lunged for her.
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      Everything was out of control.

      I was spiraling out of control.

      Actions. Emotions. Shouting. Aggression.

      The aggression pouring off my brothers and father was so tangible I was suffocating from it.

      All those things swirled and mixed, ramming against each other as I was all but carried away from the Lupineov estate.

      I’m suffocating.

      “I can’t breathe.” The words were first in my head, then pouring out of me like the anger from the males in my family.

      “It’s okay. It’s okay.” It was my mother who spoke, her soft voice trying to be reassuring, but even I noted a hint of worry and anxiousness laced in the tone.

      She wrapped her arm around my shoulders even tighter, my father in front leading the way, with Caelan and Tavish on either side of me and and Lennox taking the back. They made this Lycan wall of power, protection, and aggression around us, and I knew I should be terrified, but... I wasn’t.

      Surely, if they reacted this way, Luca Lupineov had to be bad. He had to be damaged and dangerous and violent beyond measure. Right?

      So why do I have the undeniable urge to go to him?

      Before I knew what was happening, I was in the back of the car my father had rented when we landed at the airstrip to take us to the manor. He slammed it into drive before peeling off.

      And then I heard it.

      A violent and agonized, vicious roar that sliced through the air.

      It was Luca’s. I felt it as if the sound had come from me, as if it was my pain.

      My body reacted instantly. It was as if that roar called to my Lycan side. I sucked in a sharp breath and looked over my shoulder, out the back window at the mansion that was becoming smaller and smaller the faster my father took me from it.

      I can’t leave. I have to go to him. I’m the only one who can ease him.

      I shook my head to clear my thoughts.

      He’s broken, too far gone in his madness to be eased. He could hurt me.

      I expected to see Luca charging after us, maybe fully shifted, maybe still partially as he’d been in that banquet hall.

      I shuddered in awareness of seeing him through the parted crowd, his body so big and powerful, his Lycan dangerously close to the surface, pushing out so powerfully his eyes had been glowing, his nails turned into vicious claws, and his body seemed to grow even more.

      “Get the fooking jet ready,” my father barked, and I glanced at him with what felt like wide eyes from this whole encounter. He had his cell pressed to his ear, his massive hand dwarfing it. His voice sounded more animal-like in quality. “I don’t fooking care, Gerald. Get it started and ready tae go. As soon as we get tae the airstrip, I want tae leave.” My father didn’t wait for a reply, just disconnected the cell and shoved it at Caelan, who sat in the passenger seat.

      I didn’t realize I was shaking until my mother wrapped her arm more securely around me. My father seethed low, probably scenting my unease, but didn’t they realize it wasn’t because of Luca?

      The sound of his hands tightening around the leather steering wheel screamed loudly in the interior. It was almost deafening. I felt so confused, so turned upside down, that I was on the verge of crying. And although the rise of emotions swirled and collided within me, the thing that I knew with utmost certainty was that Luca would never have hurt me.

      I didn’t know how long we had been in the car, but my father started driving even faster, the sounds leaving him intense. I smelled and felt the testosterone and aggression increasing among all four males by the second. It was suffocating me. I was drowning in it.

      All too soon, we came to the private airstrip, and my panic seized me again.

      This doesn’t feel right. This feels so wrong.

      I started feeling my chest move up and down as I breathed faster, the very fact that I was going to start hyperventilating making me dizzy, causing my anxiety to rise even more.

      My mother tried to ease me, and I felt this rage fill me. I was tired of being coddled. I was angry that I was deemed weak, that I needed protection from everything, even my fated mate.

      I’m stronger than anyone gives me credit for.

      “No,” I whispered, my voice breathy. “This isn’t right. I can’t leave.” No one listened to me. “I don’t want to leave.” My voice was loud then, this strength rising in me as fierce as my inner Lycan.

      No one said anything, but the tension ratcheted up even higher.

      “I know this is hard and confusing,” my father said. “But it’s for the best, lass.”

      “I need to talk to him.” I had my hands curled around the edge of the seat, my nails digging into the leather. I pleaded to my father.

      “Absolutely fooking no’,” he said in a nearly uncontrolled voice.

      “Da,” I croaked out. “H—He’s my mate. It’s not right keeping me from him.” I looked at my mother, then my two brothers sitting in the back with us. “This isn’t right,” I cried out. There was this uncontrollable need to go to him, as if my soul recognized his. My body knew I belonged to him as he belonged to me.

      My Lycan and vampire genetics may’ve been weaker because of the interspecies mixture, but I knew my mate. I knew he wouldn’t hurt me. And I wanted to talk to him. I wanted to get to know him.

      Because in that moment, I felt like I’d left my future back with that Lycan.
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      It all happened in slow motion. She was all but ripped away from me, those fucking males taking my mate, protecting her like she had anything to fear from me.

      She was the safest creature in this room... in this world. I’d rip my own heart out and give it to her in offering before I hurt a hair on her head.

      But anyone standing in the way of me getting to her? They’d get my full wrath.

      I was very aware of others coming closer, their unease over me cloaking the room. They could sense how unstable I was at this moment, and I’d think they’d be smarter than to approach me.

      They’d soon find out how wrong that move truly was.

      I felt all of the Otherworld males moving in even closer, making this barricade around me.

      I didn’t want to take my gaze from my mate, but these fuckers needed to fully understand what they were up against.

      I swung my head back and forth, eyeing every single male that thought they could restrain me. Vampires, Lycans, demons, warlocks, even a few other shifters were banding together.

      They were strong.

      I was stronger.

      The commotion in Ren’s banquet hall was deafening, but my need and purpose to get to her was even louder. Stronger.

      And then her scent was gone, lingering before fading. They’d gotten her away from me by diverting some of my attention.

      I growled low, the sound growing in intensity the longer I did it.

      Ren stepped into my line of vision, and I narrowed my eyes, shaking my head slowly, a silent warning before baring my teeth when he didn’t heed my aggression.

      “Step away, brother.” I wasn’t even quite sure he fully heard me, understood me through the distorted timbre of my Lycan voice.

      “This isn’t the time nor place, Luca,” Ren said low.

      I tipped my head back and scented the air as I kept my focus on my brother. My mate was no longer in the estate, and it seemed he took his female out as well.

      “Afraid of me?” I hissed, my eyes glowing so brightly right now it cast a sheen of light over Ren.

      “All the females have been taken out. It’s just to make sure things stay controlled.”

      I bared my teeth and looked around again. Only the males were left in the room, all of them surrounding me, as if they feared I was so unstable I’d ever hurt a female.

      I heard the hiss come from a male vampire right before he lunged at me. I reached out and curled my fingers around his throat, knowing I could’ve crushed his larynx in that moment. His species was strong, but right now, no one was as powerful as I was.

      I gathered my control and brought his face close to mine, baring my canines, letting him see exactly who and what he was going up against. I had to give him credit. He didn’t cower. I tossed him aside just as the rest of the Otherworld males came at me like gnats, easily swatted away.

      Nothing on this planet would keep me from my goal.

      “Luca!” Ren shouted loud enough the room seemed to still, his voice reverberating in the large room.

      It seemed the other commotion stopped until all I could hear was my heart pounding in my ears, the air moving in and out of my lungs. I was facing the exit of the banquet hall and cut a look over my shoulder at my brother. I curled my lip, pissed that he thought to detain me. The longer I was here dealing with this shit, the farther away my mate was being taken from me.

      “You need to calm down, Luca,” he said evenly and low, his voice controlled. “You need to think about this. You’ll frighten her, possibly hurt her.”

      I snapped my fangs at what he just said. He crossed a fucking line, brother or not. I’d go fist-to-fist with him. Wolf-to-wolf.

      “Her family is just worried for her safety, which is why they left. Control yourself so you can go to her, talk to them, make them see she’s meant to be yours.”

      I could hear the pleading in my brother’s voice and knew deep down he would never purposely want to keep me from my mate unless he honestly thought it was for the best. But right now, it didn’t seem like it was the best option. Right now, it seemed like it was going against my very fucking nature not to hold her in my arms.

      “Think about this, brother.” The pleading tone of Ren’s voice could’ve swayed me if I wasn’t who I was. If I wasn’t half turned into my Lycan. If I hadn’t found my mate. There was no rational thought in my brain right now. The only thing that kept repeating over and over were three words.

      Go to her.

      I’d take down anything that stood in my way.

      And that’s exactly what I did.

      Fuck all this.

      Without another backward glance, I tore out of the banquet hall, then out of the estate, using my supernatural speed as I ran through the forest. I stopped only momentarily to take a deep breath, inhaling her scent, trying to pick up which direction she went.

      There she was.

      I whipped my body in the direction of where she was. And then I followed it.

      The scent lingered before fading. She was in a car, the metal blocking her trail from me.

      But I knew where they were going. The airstrip. That was the only logical place they’d take her, because anywhere else in the country—hell, this continent—and I’d find her easily, tracking her, scenting her like the predator I was.

      So I took off in that direction, using my supernatural senses, picking up speed, letting my Lycan have full control. I could’ve gone faster if I shifted into my wolf, but I couldn’t risk it, couldn’t take the chance of not being able to turn back into a human.

      I pumped my legs harder, jumped over fallen, rotting logs, pushed away low-hanging branches, focused only in front of me. I wove between trees, feeling the adrenaline rush through my veins because I was going after the grand prize. I grinned, feeling aroused from hunting her.

      I ran for so long that everything around me became a blur of colors and scents, everything out of focus except the goal at hand.

      I didn’t know how long I ran, the seconds and minutes blending together, blurring until they were one thing. One entity. But then the airstrip came into view, and I zeroed my eyesight on the fencing and beyond, looking to see if I could spot her.

      I saw the jet, already started, the scent of fuel lingering in the air as the engines roared to life. I snapped my head to the right as I heard the sound of a car engine speeding down the road, tires squealing on the asphalt as the vehicle turned the sharp corners. The car raced further up the road, putting distance from where I was. So I ran faster.

      I knew it would beat me to the strip. I was fast on a good day, but when it concerned my mate? I was fucking unstoppable.

      And the very fact that my mate was in that car, that they were trying to take her from me, and that I couldn’t reach her, caused this painful madness in my body.

      I roared out, snarled, swiping out at trees as I ran faster, my claws leaving gouges in the bark. It was long moments later when I finally picked up her scent again. I inhaled deeply, groaning at how good she smelled, how right it was to take that aroma into my lungs, to have it mix with my cells.

      I wasn’t at the tree line yet, but I could see her being ushered into the jet.

      No. That lone word screamed inside my head over and over again.

      No-no-no-no!

      And then the jet started moving down the runway, and I tore through the tree line, chasing after it, this dread settling in the pit of my stomach that she was being taken away from me. It was like someone had ripped into my chest and tore out my heart before cutting it in two.

      But I didn’t stop. I couldn’t.

      And it was only when the jet was airborne that I slowed before finally forcing myself to stop. I tipped my head back and roared to the very heavens.

      Gods give them mercy for taking her from me, because I sure as fuck wouldn’t.
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      The surreal reality of the situation wasn’t lost on me or anyone else. I knew that, felt it.

      My father tightened his hands on the steering wheel again, and I was afraid he’d snap the thing in half.

      The gate was already open to the private airstrip, and my father drove faster toward the opening, his tires squealing on the pavement. He pulled to a stop in front of the waiting jet, threw it in park, and everyone was out before I could even process we were actually doing this.

      They were actually taking me from Luca before I could even say anything to him, before I could figure this out on my own.

      It was wrong, so, so wrong.

      I found myself out of the car before I even understood how it happened. Was it my own doing? Did one of my brothers help me out? Everything was confusing and moving too fast.

      I was going to be sick. I started shaking my head, but no one was listening to me or looking in my direction. My father was talking with the pilot, and my brothers were grabbing our bags out of the trunk and taking them to the jet.

      I took a step back, and another one, and it was only when I was several feet back, unsure what I was doing or where I was going, that my family finally looked in my direction.

      I glanced over my shoulder at the open gate, something so strong urging me to go through it and run back to Luca. Away from my family. Away from the source that kept me from my mate.

      Although a female Otherworld being wouldn’t feel nearly the intense, life-altering pull toward a mate as the males did, there was no denying my soul yearned for Luca.

      “Lass, come here.” There was this worry in my father’s voice.

      But I felt the need to move forward. And so I did, and again, the blood rushed through my veins and spurred me on. And then I felt a light touch on my arm, scented Caelan, and forced myself to look over my shoulder at him.

      “Come on, darlin’,” he said in a gentle tone, as if he were trying to coax a wild animal closer.

      I’m that wild animal.

      “This isn’t right,” I whispered, those three words echoing in my head. I saw Caelan’s jaw clench as he looked over my shoulder at the open gate.

      “He’s no’ right in the head, Ainslee. He’s too feral. Too Lycan.” Caelan stared right in my eyes. “He wants ye too badly to think rationally. No’ protecting ye right now would be like offering up a lamb tae the ravenous wolf.” He slowly shook his head. “Let us handle this right now. We can talk when we get home. We can work it all out there.”

      He held his hand out, and I could see he thought that if he wasn’t gentle, I’d be spooked.

      “Come on, Leelee.”

      Caelan used the nickname the triplets used to call me when I was younger, and I swallowed, hating this situation but knowing they only did what they did to protect me.

      I slipped my hand in his and saw the evident relief wash across his face. I let him take me to the jet, my mother already boarding, but Lennox, Tavish, and my father were all focused on the surrounding area, as if they expected Luca to burst through the trees and make a go at me.

      Once in the jet, my family secured in their seats, and the door closing, I stared out the small window at that still open gate. I knew this wasn’t the end. I knew I’d see Luca, because not only would he not give up, but I’d make my family see reason. I’d make the clan understand what they were doing if they tried to keep me from him.

      The engine came to life, and the jet started pulling onto the runway, but my heart jumped in my throat when I saw a flash of something weaving between the trees. I knew my father and brothers were aware of the change in me, knew something—or someone—was out there, because they came to my side of the jet within seconds.

      I was breathing so hard the window started to fog up, adrenaline rushing through me, because I knew what I saw.

      I knew who I saw.

      And then Luca burst through the tree line, his enraged roar louder than the sound of the jet engine. He charged toward us, but the plane was picking up speed with each passing second. I found myself bracing my palms on the window, my eyes wide as I watched the emotions play across his face.

      Gods, he’s so... animalistic.

      His speed was supernatural, and I swore his look was trained right on me, even from this monumental distance. And never once did he slow. I was pretty sure he started moving faster, so quick a part of me could picture him actually reaching the jet and swiping his claws along one of the wings, rendering it useless.

      And then we were airborne, and I was still staring out the window, watching as Luca refused to let me go. My heart was in my throat, everything in me screaming for him, needing him desperately despite the fact I’d just “met” him moments before.

      I felt tears prick my eyes, didn’t fully understand this wave of emotion that hit me. I didn’t even care that my family watched, didn’t care that they saw and felt and sensed the confusion pouring out of me, the longing and despair strangling me.

      Let them see what they were doing.

      It was only then, when he realized he couldn’t get to me, that he slowed, stopping fully. He tipped his head back and opened his mouth, and I knew he was roaring. I knew he was raging and upset and feeling just as much despair and longing as I was.

      I couldn’t hear anything but my pulse in my ears and the jet engine surrounding me.

      I couldn’t feel anything but this choking sensation.

      And I knew that I was going to see him again.
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        One week later

      

      

      “We can send her to my brother’s in the States. The sect will protect her.”

      My father was already shaking his head before my mother even finished speaking.

      “Absolutely no’. My girl is safest here, with me and her brothers. With the clan tae help look after her.”

      My mother rolled her eyes at him and continued to bake. Human myths about vampires deemed them blood-sucking immortal creatures of the night. And although my mother did have to consume blood in order to survive—and had those twin daggers in her mouth to help with the act—she still had to eat actual food.

      At the thought of my mother’s fangs, I let my tongue touch the tip of one of my “wee baby fangs,” as my father called them. Because I was only half vampire, mine weren’t nearly as pronounced as my mother’s, but they still served a purpose.

      Because blood was part of my diet.

      Humans had created myths about all the creatures in the Otherworld. It was laughable some of the things they came up with, but some facts did hold truth.

      Vampires couldn’t tolerate sunlight, but they certainly didn’t burst into flames. It was more an allergy than anything, one that drained them completely of energy and made them so weak they were vulnerable to death.

      And the older a vampire was, the more their sun allergy affected them. I heard the oldest known living vampires burned from direct sunlight, but I’d never met one myself.

      As for my mother’s kind being immortal, that was also false. They lived centuries more than humans, as long as Lycans even, but not even mythological creatures could live forever.

      Well, again, none that I’d ever heard of.

      My mother muttered something under her breath and started mixing the dry ingredients of what she was baking. She was nervous and afraid. I knew that, because she only baked like this when she felt like things were out of control.

      “Banner, you need to calm down,” my mother said calmly, as if she was remarking on the weather.

      “What?” my father all but bellowed, although there was no malice or anger directed at his mate.

      “Nothing.” She sounded annoyed now but didn’t look at my father as she focused on the dough as it started to form.

      “Tell me, my love,” my father said softer, gentler. He sounded tired, weary, and as I looked at him, I could see this whole situation was weighing heavily on him.

      Over the last week since leaving the Lupineov estate, I didn’t think he or my brothers slept much. They did round-the-clock sentry of the property, calling in dozens of other Scottish Lycan clan members to guard as well. I even heard they asked for the help of Cian MacCallan, one of the most brutal Lycan warriors in my father’s kingdom.

      I knew they were afraid Luca would burst through the mystically reinforced gate and wall that surrounded the manor, and that’s why they called in so many reinforcements. Luca may not have gotten through yet, but I knew it was only a matter of time.

      And he’s certainly made his presence known.

      My mother didn’t answer my father for a moment and instead focused on transferring the dough to the counter. She glanced up then, the love in her eyes for her mate very clear, even though it was also very clearly evident she didn’t agree with him in this instance.

      “If someone had tried to keep you away from me, how do you think that would have gone?”

      This low, dangerous growl left my father, and my mother smirked.

      “Exactly. But you’re keeping that Lycan away from his mate. It’s wrong, Banner, wrong and you know it.”

      “It’s no’ wrong. I’m her da. It’s my job tae make sure she is safe.” His brows pulled down low as if he was thinking deeply. “And that Lycan is no’ right in the head. He canna be good for my wee lass. He’s more animal than man.” He let out another growl. “I donna want tae even think about how savage he’d be with my Ainslee.” My father looked at me then. “She’s but a babe.”

      I felt my face heat. “Full grown adult female standing here,” I said right to him. My father gave me a sympathetic look—well, as sympathetic as the Scottish Lycan king could muster.

      “Darlin’, you’ll always be my wee one.”

      I groaned and closed my eyes. I was grown, but I knew my brothers and father would always see me as someone who was fragile and needed protection. I knew I was weak compared to any creature in the Otherworld, barely stronger than even a human. Damn being interspecies.

      But I was strong in my own right, even if they did shelter me.

      “Besides,” he snapped, “that fooker is over four hundred years old.”

      “Banner,” my mother warned, “shall we talk about how much older you are than me?”

      When my father growled again and stalked toward my mother, this heated look in his eyes that grossed me out because I knew he was about to kiss the words right out of her, I excused myself. I didn’t want to think about this anymore, didn’t want to talk about it—or be a third party in my own life.

      Yet as I ascended the staircase that led to the second and third floors of the massive Scottish estate I’d always called home, I couldn’t help but feel this longing. It felt as if I was missing something elemental in my life.

      The image of Luca slammed into my head. I’d only seen him once, and for such a short amount of time. That one moment when our eyes locked at Ren and Mikalina’s mating ceremony just a week ago had been the single most intense experience of my life.

      I couldn’t deny, or even lie to myself, that I hadn’t experienced a life-altering spark as I stared into Luca’s tormented eyes.

      My mind was heavy with thoughts of Luca and the last words he’d spoken. The last time I’d seen him.

      “Female. You are mine.”

      I closed my eyes and swayed, reaching out to grip the banister as his words played in my mind over and over again.

      A shiver wracked my body, and I forced myself to ascend the stairs to the second level. All thoughts of Luca were momentarily stopped when one of the doors opened and slammed against the wall with enough force a few hanging pictures shook.

      Caelan, one of my three triplet brothers, and the eldest out of the siblings, had the shortest fuse out of my family. Our father included.

      “Let me see my fucking mate!” Luca roared loud enough to shake the stone walls, loud enough to be heard so clear through the storm and distance, even for my barely above-average-human hearing.

      I glanced at Caelan and saw him glower.

      Another roar pierced the stormy night sky, and I looked over my shoulder at the large window at the end of the hall. The stained glass around the edging depicted the great forest that the Lycans loved and reveled in.

      I found myself walking toward it before I could stop myself. It was too dark, the rain too angry for me to see clearly outside. But I felt him. So close. He’s so close.

      My hands were on the glass, palms flat against the chilled coldness. I felt the vibrations from him snarling, his growling. My toes curled against the hardwood as I sensed him pacing, the ground shaking from it.

      Go to him.

      For the last week, I’d been sequestered in the manor, my father and brothers never letting me out of their sight. And when I couldn’t see them, I knew they were close. I knew Lycans patrolled the property day in and day out.

      And even if I had the undeniable urge to go to Luca, I was also afraid. I was young. Inexperienced. I really hadn’t lived a life outside the Highlands. Not really. Any exploring I did alone was always on the property, the hundreds of acres we owned. And the times I had experienced the world had always been with my family. European trips, foreign excursions, or just countryside jaunts had always been with people who saw me as breakable and weak, who wanted to be there to protect me.

      I’m not as weak as everyone thinks.

      I remembered walking the property alone as a child, the only secure and safe place the males in my family would let me be unchaperoned.

      And as much as I loved my family—with my whole heart—my father and brothers could be... overbearing.

      “Suffocating,” I murmured.

      Lennox and Tavish emerged from their rooms then, and I looked over my shoulder. They wore the same pissed-off expression as our eldest brother.

      “He’s bloody fooking insane,” Caelan gritted out.

      “He will no’ give up. That’s for damn sure,” Tavish said with a bite in his voice. “I have tae give him credit where it's due, but I’m getting rightfully annoyed.”

      I heard Lennox grinding his teeth, before he snapped, “Fook him and his mating need.”

      I felt my eyes widening at my brothers. How could they be so callous in this? Did they not think about their mates constantly? I’d heard them talking about it almost wistfully, as if that’s all they dreamed about.

      “He will no’ get our baby sister,” Lennox said again and started pacing.

      “I donna see why we canna go out there and kick his ass,” Tavish snapped.

      “Use yer head, boy,” our father said from the stairs as he ascended and stopped at the landing. We all snapped our heads in his direction.

      Our father was massive, well over six-foot-seven, with wide shoulders and a chest packed with muscle. And the triplets were just like him. All alphas, the lot of them.

      And for such a large, intimidating male, our father was stealthy as hell. We hadn’t even heard him until he was already feet from us. 

      “That Lycan has been partially shifted for gods know how long,” Da said, addressing my brothers. “He’s stronger than us. Feral.” My father looked at me then. “In the state he’s in… he’ll tear up a centuries-old Lycan male.” He shook his head and glanced back at the triplets. “He’d eat you three babes alive without a thought.”

      The triplets started growling, each one barking out they weren’t babes, that they were grown males, were strong enough to protect their own.

      My father ignored them and snapped toward the stairs. “Your Mam has cooked a feast, desserts—plural—included. Go and eat. Make her happy.” When the triplets just stood there, still seething, my father snapped out, “Boys, donna make me tan your hides for makin’ her wait. Go. now.”

      They grumbled but obeyed, and then it was my father and me on the second-floor landing, the silence heavy and thick. I knew what he did, he did it for a reason. I knew he was overbearing to protect me, because he thought Luca was too dangerous. And I couldn't deny my hesitation with that truth too.

      I’d seen him, the wild look in his eyes, the fact that he wasn’t wholly in his human form. He’d been more animalistic, but he’d gazed at me with so much longing… so much pain, that I knew he wasn’t lost. No matter what anyone else said.

      “Darlin’, how are ye?”

      I smoothed my hands down my jeans and nodded. “Fine, Da.” It was a lie. I wasn’t fine. And with each passing day I was away from Luca, I felt more off-kilter. And that scared the hell out of me. “Going to bed early, I think.” I heard Luca roar again, watched my father’s jaw clench, his animal flickering across his visage.

      “Ye know we do this tae protect ye?”

      I nodded. “I know… but…” I looked at the window. “Would it be so bad to let me talk to him?”

      My father let out a gruff sound, and I looked back at him.

      “Aye, lass. That one…” He tipped his chin toward the window. “He’s too far gone. It’s rare, but it happens.”

      “What?” I whispered, although I knew what he was going to say.

      “The ones who doona find their mates for a long time slowly lose their minds, their inner animals too untamed, too powerful to be kept back. And ye being close tae that beast....” He slowly shook his head. “Nay, darlin’, I canna risk it, even if he is yer mate. I canna risk you put in harm’s way because he’s too feral that he canna control himself and may end up hurting ye inadvertently.”

      I wanted to tell my father that it hurt, that I could hear Luca’s pain and it cut me deep. His pain felt like mine, and as fearful as I was of being harmed—even if not purposely—everything in me yearned to go to him, to help ease him. Because I knew I could. I knew I was the only person on the planet who could reach him.

      I didn’t tell my father any of that, because it wouldn’t have mattered. He was too alpha, too set in his ways. His entire life was about protecting and providing for his family. No matter what, he’d never put any of us in harm's way. It didn’t matter if I told him I knew in my heart Luca wouldn't hurt me. It didn’t matter if I was Luca’s Fated Mate, that we had the Linked Connection. None of that mattered, because his inner animal would never allow me to be put in harm's way, even if that was going against a Lycan’s most revered aspect of existence—finding your mate.

      But do I know that? How can I be sure? I’ve never come across a Lycan who’d lost touch with reality, whose animal has taken control.

      “Darlin’, why don’ you come back downstairs and eat with us? Yer mam made enough tae feed an army.”

      I gave him a smile I hoped reached my eyes.

      “Thanks, Da, but really, I am exhausted. I’m going to call it an early night.” There won’t be any sleeping for me though. I can’t think, let alone close my eyes to rest, without seeing Luca's face.

      He gave me a soft look, one he reserved only for me, his “wee darlin’ daughter.” “Okay. I’ll have one of the boys bring ye up something to eat though, okay?”

      I nodded and smiled, forcing the act. With a huff of emotion, my father turned and descended the stairs, and I turned back to face the window and found myself walking toward it before I could stop myself. It was too dark, the rain too angry for me to see clearly outside. But I felt him. So close. He’s so close.

      My hands were on the glass, palms flat against the chilled coldness.

      Ever since I was young, with the protection of the wall, and always someone from the clan within a shout away—thanks to supernatural Lycan hearing—I’d never felt safer than I had walking or running through the woods. But because of my curious nature, coupled with my wolf side, and because being in those woods was the only time I’d fully experienced being alone, I’d found secret places. Tunnels within the mountains, overgrowth from the bushes and trees like little caverns to hide in.

      I looked back at the staircase, my father and brothers having long since descended them. I could picture them now, my mother sitting at one end of the large banquet-style table—the one my father had carved by hand for her. My father would be seated at the other end, my brothers spread out on either side between our parents.

      The table would be filled with food—savory dishes the staff had prepared, and sweets my mother had made by hand, especially now, given the fact that I knew she was so nervous.

      I couldn’t remember a time since I’d been alive that my family had faced anything like this, anything as stressful or life changing.

      Because of me. The weakest link, right?

      They’d never made me feel less than. No, I felt that all on my own, because I was the one who’d brought this into our lives, even if I had no control over fate. But I felt like this situation had been my tipping point and showed me who I really was.

      I need to stand on my own two feet. I need to start living.

      I breathed out and faced the window again, staring out that stained glass, unable to see Luca, but I swore I could still feel him.

      I knew what I had to do, and if my father and brothers wouldn’t loosen the leash, so to speak, I had to take matters into my own hands.
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      In the last week, I’d learned much about my little mate. Everything.

      Ainslee.

      Half Lycan. Half vampire.

      She was but a mere twenty years old. And compared to my over four hundred years, I should have been hesitant to claim her. But I’d waited so long already.

      The males in her family—in her clan—were overly protective. I growled at that, because I was here now. That was my job, to make sure she was safe, to watch over her. To love her with everything in me.

      I didn’t know much about halflings, but Ren had told me what he knew.

      Although they lived as long as a full-blooded Otherworld creature, they were as weak as a human. Their strengths and weaknesses weren’t known widely, but Ren cautioned me to go slow with her.

      Replaying that conversation in my head caused me to pace again. I knew my brother spoke the truth and was telling me to try to rein in my beast because he wanted me to succeed in wooing and winning over my mate. But he’d never been pushed over the edge of madness. He’d never been more animal than man for more years than he could contemplate.

      I ran a hand over my hair, my claws lightly scraping along my scalp, the feral intensity in me only increasing by the second. I breathed out, and I tugged on the short strands. I did the same, running my hand along my cheeks and jaw, my palm scraping over the beard that had been growing in over the last week of being in the Highlands—in this fucking forest. I couldn’t be bothered with my appearance. My issues were more pressing.

      Hell, I hadn’t even left the forest since I’d taken one of our private jets and flown to Scotland. And as soon as I found out where Ainslee was being kept, I stayed as close as I could to her.

      I paced. Back and forth. Back and forth.

      The storm was unforgiving, pelting sharp stabs of water across my face, soaking my body. But I felt nothing but the burning need to go to my female, to get to her above all else.

      And they kept her from me.

      My Lycan was restless, my beast more at the surface than ever before. I was partially shifted, a continuous state of power and raw, animalistic need.

      Our mate is so close. So close. Yet she’s forever far away. Guarded by the likes of them.

      I swung my head back and forth, growling, snarling, showing each and every Lycan behind this gods-forsaken mystically protected wall that they were on my shit list.

      One wolf in particular I zeroed in on, the biggest fucker out of them all. The one they’d called Cian.

      He stayed back, but I knew he was the most dangerous one. His eyes glowed in the darkness, the rain pelting over the ground as if the sky opened up and wept.

      The heavens cried for me. It knew I was half a male without my female.

      She’s there, just behind these fucking walls, locked away in that manor. She’s being kept from me.

      I tipped my head back and roared, the very air vibrating from my fury. I stalked toward the wall that surrounded this Highland estate. It was brick four feet up from the ground before turning into thick metal bars. Another seven feet of the iron before it was topped with spikes curving outward, as if the very gate was claws erupting from the ground.

      I knew what would happen if I touched those bars, yet I did it regardless. I curled my fingers around the metal, my hands bigger, my claws emerging, scraping the iron in warning.

      I felt the mystic power in that metal lance pain through my palms, down my arms, and clench my torso. I gritted my teeth when I heard Cian laugh.

      “No’ on my watch, fooker,” he grated, his eyes flashing that otherworldly color that said his beast was rising. “You won’ get through tae her. Never.”

      Cian took a step closer, his eyes staying the beast’s color, glowing, his aggression almost as strong as mine.

      Almost.

      “Even if you somehow got through the magic, you will no’ get close tae the female. My clan would see tae that. My king decrees it.”

      I snarled again at his words.

      I was forced to let go of the bars as the metal burned my hands like acid seeping into my bloodstream. I’d grabbed the bars more times than I could count, than I could remember. I’d do it again and again, the pain nothing compared to knowing my mate was so close but being kept from me.

      But I had to be smart, stay rational... human. If I’d kept my hold on the metal for too long, the poison would race through my veins, swirl around my heart, and seize the organ until I was rendered unconscious, vulnerable.

      I couldn’t allow myself to be helpless, not even for a moment. Not when my mate was so close. Not when I was born to protect her.

      I lowered my head but kept my eyes on him. I let the bastard see my animal, my beast. I bared my teeth. I lifted my arm, my hand burning—the pain agonizing from touching the magic-infused metal—and pointed my finger at Cian.

      “Kee-An,” I said low, my voice seething as I enunciated his name, and inhaled deeply, letting him know I had his scent, knew his name, and would find him no matter what. “You wish to keep me from what’s mine?” I roared and took a step forward, so close to the wall that I felt it’s magic-charged power tightening my skin. I grinned and knew it was a horrifying sight. The other Lycans were smart enough to take a hesitant step back. “I’ll make sure you,” I said and stabbed a finger at that Cian motherfucker, “will feel the full-force of my wrath the most.”

      Cian showed no fear, his eyes locked with mine. Ah, so a fellow alpha who followed orders. I would have respected that on any other occasion. But in this instant, it pissed me off, made me more animalistic and feral than ever before.

      He was breaking one of our kind’s most sacred laws of nature.

      You didn’t keep mates from each other.

      And this fucker was doing just that. I’d make his death slow and painful, and do so with a grin on my face.

      No one. Nothing. Kept a Lycan from his mate.

      I stayed behind the tree line, stalking, unable to stand still. The beast in me was too wired, too attuned to his surroundings.

      My chest rose and fell rapidly, my fingers curled inward, my claws digging into my skin. I scented the blood welling from those wounds on my palms. But I felt no pain.

      I couldn’t see the Lycans patrolling the area, but I scented them, knew they stayed within the shadows, hidden from me. Their fear was tangible, coating the air, making my animal hungry for more.

      They kept me from my mate and had good reason to be afraid, but I had to give them credit—they weren’t as afraid as they should have been.

      I could scent my mate all around me, her sweet aroma forever ingrained in my head. All I’d needed was one inhale at the mating ceremony for me to memorize it.

      And I tracked her from Romania to the Highlands, refusing to leave until she was in my arms, until I could take her away from the ones who thought to keep her from me.

      I bared my teeth and snarled into the darkness, knowing I had to get past the barrier one way or another. If I managed to clear the wall and got to the other side, I’d be faced with two issues.

      The Lycans on guard would descend on me like the pack of hungry fucking wolves they were. I could fight them off easily enough. I was stronger than them in this state, having been more animal for decades, centuries. Overpowering a Lycan was as easy for me as snapping twigs, but then that brought me to my other issue.

      The magic steeped into that wall, into the metal that sucked my power with just a touch. So even if I did make it over and to the other side, my power and strength would be drained completely, rendering me immobile, too weak to fight. The Lycans would capture me without a doubt, throw me in a fucking cell, keep me weak so I couldn’t escape.

      I couldn’t risk that, couldn’t risk my mate not having me by her side, protected and provided for by me.

      Nothing and no one could ever keep me from my female, so I was having to bring up my human side more than ever, using rationale and common sense, tactical approaches to get to her.

      She was born to be mine and mine alone, and those who stood in my way would soon know the wrath and power of a mated Lycan.

      I swiped my hand out, my claws digging into a thick trunk of a tree, slicing the wood in half as if it was nothing but fragile tissue paper. I felt no pain, felt no cold or rain. I was too attuned to the female locked away from me, my senses never this strong.

      It was true. A mate brought out all your primal, brutal strengths.

      I tipped my head back and roared, my beast wanting to take full control, to shift completely. Normally, I would have welcomed him to take power, to dominate, but I needed to keep my human side intact, needed to think rationally.

      I roared, “Mine!” The ground quaked from my voice, my aggression.

      I resumed my pacing. Stalking. Thinking. Thinking. I have to get to her. Ours. She’s ours, and they keep her from us. Destroy them. Destroy them all.

      I could sense the hesitation from the other Lycans. Good, let them fear me. Let them see and feel and fucking know how dangerous I was.

      I eyed the wall, knowing logically scaling the fucking thing wouldn’t give me the end result I was after. But I had no other options. I’d forbade Ren from coming here. He’d wanted to speak with the Scottish clan, wanted to speak with Banner and explain things. But my mate’s father would never give her to me, even if by right and fate she was mine.

      This was my war to fight. I wouldn’t bring my brother into this, especially not now that he’d found his mate.

      Too broken. Too crazed.

      I felt blood and adrenaline pump through my veins, aggression consuming me. We’ll never hurt her. She’s ours to protect forever.

      My shoulders heaved as I breathed and paced. Breathed and paced. Slashes of crimson and torn flesh crossed my chest from me clawing at myself in fits of rage.

      But I tried to stay calm—human—and stepped farther into the shadows, into the protection of the forest. I’d bide my time.

      I will get to her.

    



OEBPS/images/you_are_mine_edit2_final.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ail
YOU ARE MINE

<T"H E Y @GuA¥N S»






OEBPS/images/shutterstock_736406053_651256863717.jpg





OEBPS/images/wolf.jpg





OEBPS/images/female.jpg





OEBPS/images/the_lycans_v2_edit_final.jpg
ETE

LYCANS

VOLUME TWO

USA TODAYSBEST SEIRNINICGRASUNNEIONR

JENIKA SNOW





