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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?

      

        

      
        Big Bad Wolf

      

        

      
        Mikalina

        It was spur of the moment, maybe reckless, definitely a shock to everyone I knew when I decided to take a trip across the ocean to a foreign country and stay for an undetermined amount of time.

        Renting out a cottage in a tiny European village whose residents barely spoke English was the perfect escape from overbearing parents, fake friends, and a future that seemed bleak. And helping out an elderly woman with her shopping to earn some extra cash seemed easy enough.

        Mindless, hour-long walks through the thick woods that surrounded said village also sounded ideal. No Internet. No television. And just the bare basics to get me by.

        Perfection. Stress-free. Exactly what I needed.

        Or maybe I was wrong about it all.

        I felt someone or something watching me from the darkened, dangerous woods.

        I felt someone—something—stalking me.

        I didn’t know what or who it was, but I knew with certainty it wasn’t human… and that it wanted me.

      

        

      
        Ren

        I wasn’t human, not completely.

        A Lycan—a centuries-old wolf-like creature that was feared by all, stronger than anything on the planet, and who was only ever after one thing.

        My mate.

        For over three hundred years, I had one purpose in life. Find her, the one female born to be mine. My female who’d cause the Linking Instinct—that supernatural connection that told me she was mine and I hers—to finally take root and make me whole.

        And for hundreds of years, I’d been alone, saving myself for my mate, never stopping the search.

        Until I scented her, saw her, finally felt my heart beat and the blood rush through my veins with hope and anticipation.

        Mine.

        She didn’t see me, but she sensed me. And she ran. She couldn’t possibly know how much the chase turned me on.

        I didn’t know how I’d make her understand I could never let her go, that nothing and no one would stop me from making her mine.

        Because once a Lycan found his mate… nothing in this world, nothing supernatural or human, could keep him from her.
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      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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        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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      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. 

      But I wasn't worried that she thought there was something wrong with me as I kept rambling questions. She genuinely seemed happy to talk, as if she were starving for socialization.

      She’d seemed concerned with my staying in the room all day, but I’d told her I was still trying to adjust from traveling, which she accepted easily enough.

      I started asking her about things to do around the village; hidden gems and natural attractions that she could suggest I check out, ones that were off the beaten path. I wanted to have some time alone with my thoughts, to sift and sort through what I felt and what this all meant.

      What I knew without a doubt was that if that male figured out his mate was here, if he picked up on my scent, he’d hunt me down.

      When a male in the Otherworld found their mate there wasn't anything in this world or in the ether that would or could stop them from finding her. They became the quintessential predator searching for their prey.

      It was different for females in our world, where we might feel a change in us, an awakening—like I had. But I’d never feel that click in me the males did, that instinct that clawed at me and demanded I find my other half.

      After finding out about a few places that were secluded, I decided I’d check out a small waterfall located a short distance from the village center, but deep enough in the woods that it would afford me privacy. The waterfall, I was told, was nestled in a network of shallow caves at the base of the mountains that surrounded the village.

      The innkeeper assured me evening was the best time to go, as the moonlight would come down through the gaping crevice at the top of the mountain and reflect off the pool of water below.

      “You take this,” she said in a sweet but very persistent motherly voice and shoved a satchel of food at me so I had something to eat during my short trip.

      I clutched the cloth-wrapped package to my chest and gave her a smile. My stomach clenched as another hunger was starting to grow in me. I’d managed to consume blood before leaving the US, but I’d been in Europe for almost two weeks and was pushing the limit of how long I could safely go without satiating my other dietary needs.

      I’d have to deal with that soon, but with the forest thick around the village, finding an animal shouldn't be an issue. Not that animal blood could fully quench that thirst or hunger, but it would buy me more time until I could figure something else out. 

      After a little wave and smile, I left out the front door but stopped and looked around. I half expected that male from last night to be hulking in the shadows, waiting to pounce on me.

      I inhaled, not smelling anything but livestock, muck from the long day, and the lingering scents of the villagers from earlier.

      But I didn’t smell anyone from the Otherworld, and as I exhaled, there was a part of me that felt relief, but another part that was disappointed.

      Shaking off the conflicting emotions, I hurried through the village and followed her directions into the woods and toward the cave system. For the next twenty minutes I just enjoyed following the overgrown trail, the trees towering over me, the sounds of birds chirping and small animals scurrying about filling my head.

      There was an array of aromas bursting in my nose and adding to a sense of freedom. The absolute freedom I felt in this moment was unlike anything I could ever experience back home. Ryeka, New York was a bustling, growing city. It was congested, and the smells, more times than not, were toxic and dirty because of the animals and far too many people living shoulder-to-shoulder.

      The only solace I found in such a living space was the home Adryan was renovating, an ancient, massive structure situated on acres upon acres of untouched wooded land.

      It was a long trip to the caverns, but I didn't mind. The quiet and being alone did me good, made me feel almost refreshed. I could see myself living in a place like this, where people were scarce. In fact, I wanted that, I realized. I didn't want to stay in Ryeka anymore, not when I had experienced this and realized how unhappy the city made me, even if I had plenty of open space at Adryan’s.

      Because living with my crazy brother wasn’t exactly how I saw spending the rest of my life.

      No, I decided, this, this is what I want.

      But writing a letter to Adryan telling him I wasn't coming back to the city wasn't something he’d accept. And he deserved for me to tell him in person, to look him in the eyes and tell him that although I loved him dearly and we would always be bonded as family, I needed to start carving out a place in this world for me. 

      He’d give me a fight, be stubborn and argumentative, try to assert that annoying dominance and arrogance on me that worked so well on everyone else. But at the end of it all, I'd get what I wanted because no one would stop me.

      Exhaling and feeling even more invigorated by my thoughts and plans, I stared at the base of the mountain, where I could see the almost tiny entrance that led to the network of caves within. 

      I moved through the small entrance, my hands on the rock to guide me inside. I made my way farther, deeper inside, smelling the fresh water and following it. And when I found the cavern, a little gasp of pleasure and happiness left me.

      I stared at the waterfall, a shallow pool right below it. The water was clean and clear, falling from an opening up above and sliding down the back of the wall. The scent of earth and lack of any human, animal, or otherworld had me smiling. If someone had been here, it had been a very long time ago. Privacy.

      If this wasn’t perfection, I didn’t know what was.

      I stared at the pool once more, and without even thinking about it, started to take my clothes off until I stood in just my shift. I stepped into the cool water, ripples moving outward as I stepped farther into it. I waded to the center, the pool shallow enough that when I stood fully in, the water only came up to my waist. And then I lowered myself down so that I could lie back and just immerse myself. 

      I let my arms float out on either side of me and closed my eyes, just taking in the chill of the water and the feeling of the moonlight coming in from the opening above. Aside from the sound of the falls hitting the pool, there was this peacefulness, a quiet and stillness that surrounded me.

      There was just something beautiful about… nothingness.
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      I'd been feeling off the entire day, unable to shake this strange feeling, this low hum beneath my skin. I’d lain in bed for hours, staring straight ahead, tossing and turning, the sounds of Cian and Odhran softly snoring in their beds coming through the too-thin walls.

      But they weren’t the reason I hadn't been able to rest. I was too agitated, that weird feeling in the pit of my gut and the ache in my chest something I couldn't shake off. And the strangest part was… I didn’t want to let it go. I didn’t want it to leave.

      I ran my hands up and down my arms, tuning out the tavern noises all around me. My skin felt tight and prickly. And my wolf… my wolf was anxious, pacing below my skin, rising every once in a while to let me know he was here and he wanted out.

      I pushed away my mug of ale and leaned back in the chair, crossing my arms over my chest and staring at the other two Lycans. After I told Cian and Odhran we’d be staying another night, something they’d grumbled about only briefly because they wanted to get back home, we’d found ourselves at the only tavern in this little village.

      “I told ye two stubborn bastards ye could leave at any time.” I narrowed my eyes on them. “I donna need guards.”

      Cian snorted. “Like we’re leaving our king alone.”

      I gritted my teeth and leaned closer, resting my forearms on the table. “I was doing battle when ye were still in your da’s bullocks, Cian.”

      Odhran tipped his head back and roared out his laughter.

      After holding my gaze for a second, Cian grunted and lifted his mug to toss back the rest of his ale. He gestured for another, any tension now forgotten. 

      “Stubborn arseholes,” I clipped out.

      “Look who we are around all the time,” Odhran said and grinned, lifting his mug at me in a salute.

      Both males had been tossing back copious amounts of ale since we’d arrived, so much so that I was pretty sure they’d pass out as soon as they got back to the inn.

      I stood, unable to sit still any longer. “I’m done here,” I murmured, and both males nodded, pushing their empty food platters away, finishing off their drinks, then standing as well.

      “Aye,” Cian said. “I think we are too. Starting tae see double.”

      Odhran barked out a laugh and stood as well.

      I stepped out of the tavern, Cian and Odhran stumbling out behind me. “Head back tae the inn and sleep that shite off,” I murmured as I looked around. “I need tae walk, tae clear my head.” The air was still all around me.

      “Ye’ll be okay?” Cian asked, coughing to try and clear his throat of the slurred tone he now had.

      “Did ye really ask me that?” I looked over at Cian with a gritted jaw.

      “Ye want us tae walk with ye? No’ like we canna use the fresh air,” Odhran grumbled, his voice even more slurred than Cian’s, clearly oblivious to the irritation I felt.

      “I’m fooking fine,” I all but growled in annoyance. “Ye two can barely speak straight let alone walk.” I scrubbed a hand over my face and exhaled, the scruff on my cheeks and jaw growing thick from the days of not being able to shave.

      After only a moment of both males trying to convince me they were fine, they finally conceded and left, making their way in the opposite direction.

      I watched them round the corner of a small cottage before I started making my way forward, inhaling deeply and picking up the scent of unwashed animals and humans, the sweet scent of fruits, fresh aroma of cut vegetables, and a muskiness in the air of a couple having sex nearby.

      The truth was I didn’t need to walk to clear my head. I needed this walk to find her. Because I knew that’s what this feeling was in me, this restless energy. It was my wolf pacing and snarling, digging his claws into my body and reminding me that he was alpha, he was dominant.

      It was time to find our mate.

      And so I walked the tiny muddy roads of the village, going down every alley and every hidden, shadowy corner all in the hopes that I’d feel that intensity even more that she was near.

      And although I still felt that she was someone here, I wanted to know what my mate smelled like. I wanted to see her with my own eyes, touch her with my callused, too-big fingers.

      I rounded the corner, seeing a man astride a horse, a wagon being pulled behind. He inclined his head in my direction in greeting, and as soon as he passed, the wind picked up, and I froze, my feet stalling, my senses rising violently to the surface.

      I smelled her.

      Mine! Mine! Mineminemine!

      She was Otherworld. Vampire. Her scent so sweet that my wolf went crazy. My feet moved on their own record, and I tipped my head back, inhaling deeply. I followed the scent like an invisible tether tied me to it irrevocably.

      I found myself in front of a small cottage, her scent all around it. I followed the scent around the side of the cottage to a lone window at the front of the home.

      I placed my hands on either side of the frame, my nails—now claws—digging into the wood, the sound of them gouging out chunks barely penetrating the low pumping sound of my instinct that filled my ears.

      Growling surrounded me, and I knew it came from me, growing louder and louder. Everything inside of me said to go inside, to turn everything over and find where she hid from me.

      But as I inhaled a deep breath again, letting reality fade back into me, I realized her scent was dissipated. She wasn’t inside, hadn’t been for quite some time.

      But still I didn’t move, my eyes closed, my head now resting against the pane as I kept inhaling deeply, taking in as much of her scent as I could. I canna get enough.

      My heart was thundering, my cock stiff. I wanted my mate, I needed to get to her, claim her, spread her thighs and rut between them like the wild beast I was.

      I snarled and ripped away from the cottage, tipping my head back and inhaling again and again, finally picking up on which direction she’d gone.

      I turned and followed her trail, passing a drunkard who got in my way, slurring and murmuring incoherently. I shoved him out of the way, snarling in annoyance. My aggression was too high—the Linked Connection making me even more territorial and possessive.  

      No one and nothing would keep me her from me.

      The hunt was on.

      I loped through the village, following the trail of her scent. It was faded, hours old, but it didn’t matter. Now that I had it I’d never lose it. Her aroma was forever ingrained in me, and I’d find her anywhere.

      Once out of the village and in the woods, I picked up my speed, allowing my wolf to burst through marginally, heightening my senses even more. My sight was crisp, clear, my nose picking up on the smallest of scents… the earthworm tunneling through the ground, stirring dirt. Color burst all around me vibrantly.

      But only one thing mattered.

      Her. She’s mine. Only mine.

      I had one focus, one purpose. Get to her.

      And that’s what I did.

      Her scent started to become stronger and more concentrated the deeper I went into the woods. And then I found myself standing at the base of a mountain and staring at the entrance to a cavern, knowing that’s where I’d find my little vampire mate.

      I felt more animal than human right now, feeling every bit the Lycan beast my kind was known as in the Otherworld.

      I stalked toward the entrance, my hands coming down on the hard, unforgiving stone, digging into my callused palms. I leaned in close and groaned as her scent was so concentrated right here that my cock throbbed, my bullocks drawing up right to my body, pre-cum dotting the tip and no doubt dampening my trews.

      I’d never felt arousal before, never touched a female, thought of the fairer sex in that way. I’d saved all of this—all of my firsts—for my mate. For over two hundred years, I’d gone without a mate, living my existence in this almost stasis where I was alive but not truly living. Because until an Otherworld found their mate they were never whole. Never truly happy.

      Once I gathered enough control, I could think of other things than fucking my mate until we were both so satiated neither of us could walk, I opened my eyes and went toward the entrance.

      It was difficult getting my big body through the jagged, too-small entrance, my arms getting scraped from the rocks digging into my flesh and tearing my tunic, but I didn’t give a shite. The pain was so minimal with the adrenaline and anticipation thrumming through my veins.

      Once through the opening, I stood there a second and inhaled deeply. I could smell dirt and moss, fresh water and other natural aromas from the untouched caverns. But the one aroma that stood out was… her.

      Ah Gods. Yesss. There she is. Perfection.

      I was moving before I realized I was doing it. The scent of fresh water was powerful now, the sound of dripping water echoing all around me. And then the narrow tunnel opened up to an intimate cavern.

      The rocky walls were jagged, and the ceiling and dirt and pebble-covered ground were scattered with stalagmite and stalactites. A small pool was up ahead, an equally small waterfall trickling water into the recessed area.

      But the only thing I was focused on was the female currently floating in the pool, her arms out, her eyes closed and a small smile on her face. Her long blond hair was fanned out around her, wild strands floating on either side of her like a halo.

      Gods… she’s more beautiful than anything I’ve ever seen in my life.

      The sound of my heart pounding drowned out everything else. I couldn’t think clearly, and as I took a step forward, I felt on edge, unbalanced. The only thing I could focus on was her and getting as close as possible until we were fused together, until nothing on this planet or in the ether could tear us apart.

      The water from the fall fell into the pool and splashed along her cheeks, seeming like little gems on her alabaster skin. She wore a white shift, but she might as well have been naked for as transparent as it was. The material was plastered to her body and showing me the rounded swells of her breasts, the tight peaks of her rosy nipples.

      I was a voyeur as I watched her without her knowing, but I couldn’t seem to tear my focus away and give her the respect and privacy she deserved. In fact, my eyes would have had to be gouged out for me to stop watching my mate.

      And so I let my gaze travel down her tiny abdomen, her belly flat, the small indentation of her navel having my cock jerk. And gods… between her thighs, I could see the small triangle of blond curls that covered the sweetest fucking part of her.

      My mouth watered, and my cock leaked even more pre-cum, the front of my trews damp from my need. My wolf roared inside of me, and I took another step forward, and another. I kicked a rock in my haste, the pebble skittering across the craggy ground and echoing off the cavern.

      She gasped and sat up, water splashing in her haste.

      And then we just stared at each other for long seconds, her eyes wide and so very blue, her chest heaving from the shock of thinking she was alone only to find me standing here watching her. 

      “W-who are you?” she breathed, her arms now covering her breasts as she tried to conceal her body from me. But the image of her was now forever ingrained in my memory.

      I let out a low growl at the sound of her voice. Soft and sweet… so very feminine. My wee mate was American, and judging by the shocked expression on her face, no doubt sheltered as well.

      Although I scented her nervousness and shock, there was no real fear pouring from her. She was startled, yes, because I was a stranger and we were alone. But deep down, she felt a pull toward me. In that moment I wished the females of our world felt the same intense connection their counterparts did, that Linking Connection that roared out in me over and over again that I’d give my life for her, kill for her.

      But I knew she recognized me on a primal, instinctual level.

      She knows I’m her mate. 

      “You know who I am,” I said low, far too low for a human to hear clearly, but my little vampire mate gave me a gasp at hearing the words. “You know what that means.”

      She licked her lips, and I was transfixed to the sight, couldn’t stop the obscene images that slammed into my head of what she could wrap those pouty lips around. And when she started shaking her head as if trying to deny the undeniable truth, I let my very wolf-like grin spread across my face.

      “I’m yours,” I growled out and took another step closer. “And you’re mine, little mate.”
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