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Luna Ashford’s fingers trembled as she smoothed down the emerald silk dress that clung to her curves like a second skin. The fabric whispered against her legs with each nervous step toward the massive oak doors of the Crimson Moon Pack house. Her heart hammered against her ribs, the sound so loud she was certain every werewolf within a mile could hear it.

The annual Crimson Moon Gathering was legendary among supernatural communities—a night when alliances were forged, challenges issued, and fates decided. Luna had attended dozens of pack functions in her twenty-two years, but tonight felt different. Electric. Her wolf paced restlessly beneath her skin, as if sensing something momentous approaching.

“Pull yourself together,” she whispered, pressing a palm to her chest where her heart threatened to burst free. The gesture did nothing to calm the storm brewing inside her.

The great hall blazed with golden light from dozens of chandeliers, their crystals casting dancing shadows across the walls lined with ancient pack banners. The air thrummed with supernatural energy and the low murmur of conversation from over three hundred werewolves. Luna’s heightened senses picked up the intoxicating blend of pine, earth, and alpha pheromones that always accompanied large gatherings.

She moved through the crowd like a ghost, her wolf’s restlessness growing with each passing moment. Every breath felt too shallow, every heartbeat too quick. Something was building inside her, a pressure that made her skin feel too tight, her bones ache with anticipation.

“Luna!” Her best friend Sera appeared at her elbow, champagne flute in hand and cheeks flushed with excitement. “You look absolutely stunning tonight. That dress is—”

“Do you feel that?” Luna interrupted, her voice barely above a whisper. Her gaze swept the room frantically, searching for something she couldn’t name.

Sera frowned, studying Luna’s face with concern. “Feel what?”

Before Luna could answer, the ceremonial horn sounded. The deep, resonant note silenced every conversation, every clink of glass, every whisper. All eyes turned toward the raised platform at the far end of the hall where Alpha Thorne Blackwood stood in all his commanding glory.

But Luna’s attention wasn’t on the Alpha. Her body had gone rigid, every muscle locked in place as if someone had frozen her from the inside out. Her breathing turned shallow and rapid, her pupils dilating as an invisible force seized her chest and squeezed.

The mate bond.

It hit her like lightning splitting the night sky, a jolt of pure electricity that traveled from the crown of her head to the tips of her toes. Her knees buckled, and she gripped Sera’s arm so tightly her friend gasped in pain.

“Luna, what’s—”

But the words died as the bond snapped into place with a force that stole Luna’s breath. Her wolf howled in triumph, recognition flooding every cell in her body. The scent hit her then—pine and leather, wild and untamed, calling to the deepest part of her soul.

Her head turned without conscious thought, following that intoxicating scent like a compass finding true north. Across the crowded room, piercing blue eyes met hers.

Cain Blackwood.

The future Alpha stood near the platform, his massive frame radiating power and authority. Dark hair fell across his forehead in waves, and his jaw was carved from granite. When their eyes locked, his entire body went statue-still, his nostrils flaring as he caught her scent in return.

Luna felt her lips part in a silent gasp, her chest rising and falling rapidly as heat flooded her veins. Every nerve ending sparked to life, her skin hypersensitive to even the silk of her dress. The bond pulsed between them like a living thing, invisible but undeniable.

But then—impossibly, horrifically—it happened again.

Another jolt, another lightning strike to her already overloaded system. Luna’s world tilted on its axis as a second mate bond blazed to life, just as fierce and consuming as the first. Her wolf whimpered in confusion, overwhelmed by the dual pull threatening to tear her in two.

This time, her gaze was drawn to the left of the platform where Damon Stone stood watching the ceremony. Cain’s second-in-command and closest friend cut an equally impressive figure—tall and lean with sharp cheekbones and honey-colored hair that caught the chandelier light. When their eyes met, his face drained of all color, his hands clenching into fists at his sides.

The room seemed to spin around Luna. Her breathing turned ragged, her vision blurring at the edges as her body tried to process the impossible. Two mate bonds. Two sets of eyes locked on her with recognition and growing horror. Two men who had been like brothers since childhood, now staring at each other across the crowded hall with the dawning realization of what this meant.

“No,” Luna breathed, the word torn from her lips like a prayer or a curse. “This can’t be happening.”

Sera’s voice sounded far away, distorted as if coming through water. “Luna? Luna, you’re scaring me. What’s wrong?”

The bonds pulsed in tandem, each pull fighting against the other until Luna felt like she was being ripped apart from the inside. Heat and ice warred in her veins. Her wolf didn’t know which way to turn, which call to answer, which destiny to embrace.

Across the room, she watched in growing horror as understanding dawned on both men’s faces. Cain’s jaw clenched so hard she could see the muscle tick from across the hall. Damon’s usually controlled expression crumbled, raw emotion bleeding through his carefully maintained mask.

Then their eyes met each other.

The moment stretched like a taut wire, vibrating with tension and disbelief. Three years of friendship, of brotherhood, of absolute trust—all of it hanging in the balance as they stared at each other with the knowledge that fate had played the cruelest trick imaginable.

Luna’s chest constricted as she watched recognition pass between them. They both felt it. They both knew. The woman they were destined to love, to protect, to claim as their own—was the same woman.

Cain took a step forward, his alpha nature demanding he claim what was his. But Damon moved too, his own protective instincts flaring to life. The air between them crackled with sudden hostility, with a possessiveness that hadn’t existed moments before.

Luna’s heart shattered as she realized the truth. She hadn’t just found her mates—she had destroyed the most important friendship in the pack. The bonds that should have brought joy brought only devastation.

The ceremonial words continued around them, but the three of them existed in a bubble of shock and growing dread. Luna could see the future unfolding with crystal clarity: arguments, challenges, a pack torn apart by a love triangle that should never have existed.

She had to leave. Had to run before this destroyed everything.

But as she took a shaking step backward, both men’s heads snapped toward her with predatory focus. The movement was synchronized, two alphas recognizing the instinct to flee in their shared mate.

And in that moment, as their eyes locked on her retreating form with identical expressions of desperate longing and barely leashed control, Luna knew with bone-deep certainty that her life had just become infinitely more complicated.

The mate bonds pulsed again, stronger now, demanding she choose.

But how could she choose between two halves of her soul?
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The silence stretched between them like a live wire, crackling with tension and disbelief. Cain’s chest rose and fell with controlled breaths, his hands clenched so tightly that his knuckles had gone white against his dark suit. Across from him in the empty pack conference room, Damon stood rigid as a statue, his honey-colored hair falling across eyes that burned with a mixture of betrayal and desperate longing.

Twenty minutes had passed since they’d both felt Luna flee from the ceremonial hall. Twenty minutes since their world had shattered with the impossible truth.

“Say something,” Damon’s voice cracked like a whip through the oppressive silence. His jaw worked as he fought for control, the muscle ticking rhythmically beneath his sharp cheekbone.

Cain’s laugh was hollow, bitter. “What would you like me to say, brother?” The endearment dripped with venom now. “That I’m happy to share my mate with you? That this is some cosmic joke we can laugh about over drinks?”

“She’s not just your mate.” Damon’s voice dropped to a dangerous whisper, his wolf rising close to the surface. “I felt it too. The bond, the recognition—she’s mine as much as she’s yours.”

The words hit Cain like physical blows. His vision went red around the edges as his alpha instincts roared to life, demanding he eliminate the threat to his claim. But this wasn’t just any threat—this was Damon. His second-in-command. His best friend since they were children. The man he trusted above all others.

“She’s mine,” Cain snarled, taking a step forward. His wolf scratched at his control, desperate to shift and tear apart anyone who dared challenge his right to his mate.

Damon didn’t back down. Instead, he mirrored Cain’s movement, his own wolf surfacing as his eyes flashed gold. “I won’t stand aside and watch you claim what fate gave to both of us.”

“Fate made a mistake.” Cain’s hands shook with barely restrained violence. “There’s no such thing as dual mates. It’s impossible.”

“Is it?” Damon’s control cracked, emotion bleeding through his usually composed facade. “Because what I felt in that hall was real. The bond, the pull—Luna is my mate, Cain. You can’t deny what we both experienced.”

The sound of Luna’s name on Damon’s lips sent a fresh wave of possessive rage through Cain’s system. His wolf howled in outrage, demanding blood for the transgression. “Don’t say her name.”

“Luna,” Damon repeated deliberately, his eyes blazing with defiance. “Luna Ashford. My mate.”

Cain’s control snapped.

He lunged forward, his shift beginning before conscious thought took hold. But Damon was ready for him, his own transformation starting as they collided in the center of the room. They hit the conference table with enough force to crack the ancient oak, papers and documents scattering as they rolled across the polished surface.

Half-shifted, they fought with a viciousness that would have been unthinkable an hour ago. Cain’s partially elongated claws raked across Damon’s shoulder, tearing through expensive fabric to find flesh beneath. Damon retaliated with a snarl, his canines extending as he snapped at Cain’s throat.

“She chose me first,” Cain growled, pinning Damon to the ruined table. “Her eyes found mine before yours.”

“By seconds,” Damon spat, using his leverage to flip their positions. Blood dripped from the scratches on his shoulder, staining his shirt crimson. “Seconds don’t determine a mate bond.”

They separated, both breathing hard, their wolves pacing frantically beneath their skin. The room looked like a tornado had torn through it—furniture overturned, curtains shredded, glass from broken picture frames glittering on the carpet.

“We can’t do this,” Damon said suddenly, his voice rough with emotion. His hand pressed against the bleeding scratches on his shoulder, but his eyes never left Cain’s face. “We’re destroying each other over a woman we barely know.”

“She’s our mate,” Cain corrected, his tone hollow. “We don’t get a choice in knowing her. The bond doesn’t care about logic or timing or friendship.”

The weight of that truth settled between them like a physical presence. The mate bond was sacred among werewolves—a connection that transcended reason, that demanded absolute devotion. But there had never been a situation like this. Never two alphas, two best friends, bound to the same woman.

“What do we do?” Damon’s question was barely a whisper, but it echoed in the destroyed room like a shout.

Cain’s chest constricted as he looked at the man who had been like a brother to him for over twenty years. They had trained together, fought together, bled together. Damon had been there through every triumph and failure, every joy and heartbreak. Until now.

“I don’t know,” Cain admitted, the confession scraping his throat raw. “I can’t share her, Damon. My wolf won’t accept it. The thought of you touching her, claiming her…” He couldn’t finish the sentence.

Damon’s face crumpled with understanding and matching pain. “I feel the same way. The bond… it’s making me crazy. I want to hunt down every male who’s ever looked at her and tear them apart.”

“Including me,” Cain said quietly.

“Including you.”

The admission hung between them like a death sentence. They stared at each other, both recognizing the impossible situation they found themselves in. The mate bond demanded exclusivity, possessiveness, protection. It didn’t allow for sharing, for compromise, for the kind of sacrifice their friendship would require.

“We could fight for her,” Damon suggested, his voice dead. “Challenge each other properly. Winner takes the mate.”

Cain’s wolf perked up at the idea, eager for a definitive resolution. But his human heart rebelled at the thought of truly hurting Damon, of ending their brotherhood in violence and blood.

“You would do that? Fight your best friend to the death for a woman you met tonight?”

“Wouldn’t you?”

The honest answer was yes. For Luna, for the mate bond that already felt like it was carved into his soul, Cain would do anything. Fight anyone. Even Damon.

“This will destroy the pack,” Damon said, voicing what they both knew to be true. “Our warriors will be forced to choose sides. Families will be torn apart.”

“I know.” Cain’s voice was barely audible. “But I can’t give her up. I won’t.”

“Neither will I.”

They stood in the ruins of their friendship, both understanding that there was no path forward that didn’t end in devastation. The pack would fracture. Their bond would shatter. And Luna—beautiful, innocent Luna—would be caught in the middle of it all.

“She ran,” Damon said suddenly, his head tilting as he focused on something only he could sense. “I can still feel her through the bond. She’s terrified.”

Cain closed his eyes, reaching for that golden thread that connected him to Luna. She was miles away now, her emotions a chaotic storm of fear, confusion, and overwhelming guilt. “She knows what this means. What we’ll do to each other because of her.”

“We have to find her,” Damon said, taking a step toward the door. “She’s alone out there, scared—”

“No.” Cain’s command stopped Damon in his tracks. “If we both go after her now, we’ll end up killing each other before we reach her.”

“So what? We just let her suffer while we figure out our territorial pissing contest?”

The accusation stung because it held truth. While they stood here destroying furniture and their friendship, Luna was out there dealing with the consequences of a bond she never asked for.

“We split,” Cain said suddenly, the words feeling like they were being torn from his chest. “The pack, the territory—everything. We can’t coexist like this.”

Damon’s face went ashen. “Cain—”

“It’s the only way. You take half the pack and establish your own territory. I’ll keep the other half here.” Cain’s voice grew stronger as the plan solidified in his mind. “We give Luna space to decide. No pressure, no competition. She chooses who she wants, and the other one… walks away.”

“You think she’ll choose?” Damon’s laugh was broken, hollow. “You saw her face in that hall. She looked like she wanted to disappear rather than hurt either of us.”

“She has to choose. The bond won’t let her stay torn between us forever. It’ll kill her.”

The truth of that statement settled between them like a lead weight. Dual mate bonds were the stuff of legends—stories told to pups about the Moon Goddess’s rare gifts. But the legends also spoke of the price: madness, death, or a choice that would break someone’s heart.

“Three years,” Damon said quietly. “We give her three years to decide. No contact between the packs, no interference. She’s free to visit either territory, to get to know us separately.”

“And if she doesn’t choose?”

“Then we follow through on that challenge.” Damon’s eyes hardened with resolve. “Winner takes the mate, and the loser… leaves forever.”

Cain nodded, even though the agreement felt like signing his own death warrant. Three years to prove himself worthy of Luna’s love. Three years to build a life she might want to share. Three years to prepare for the possibility of losing everything that mattered.

“The pack meeting is tomorrow night,” Cain said, his alpha training taking over even as his heart shattered. “We’ll announce the split then. You can take anyone who chooses to follow you.”

“What about Luna? We need to explain—”

“She’ll hear about it. Word spreads fast in the supernatural community.” Cain’s jaw clenched as he forced out the next words. “But neither of us contacts her directly. She needs time to process what happened tonight.”

Damon nodded stiffly, his hand moving to the doorknob. But he paused, looking back at Cain with eyes full of pain and regret.

“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “For what it’s worth, I never wanted it to be like this between us.”

“I know,” Cain replied, his own voice thick with emotion. “I’m sorry too.”

As Damon left the destroyed conference room, Cain sank into the one chair that had survived their fight. He buried his face in his hands, feeling the weight of what they’d just decided crushing down on him.

Tomorrow, he would split his pack. He would watch half his family leave with his former best friend. He would begin three years of waiting and hoping and building a life worthy of a mate who might never choose him.

But tonight, he would grieve. For the friendship that was ending. For the woman who was suffering because of their supernatural bond. And for the future that had seemed so certain just hours ago.

The mate bond pulsed weakly in his chest, Luna’s fear and confusion echoing through the connection. She was still running, still trying to escape the impossible situation that fate had thrust upon them all.

Choose me, he thought desperately into the bond, knowing she wouldn’t hear him but unable to stop himself. When the time comes, choose me.

But as he sat alone in the ruins of his former life, Cain couldn’t shake the terrible certainty that no matter who Luna chose, they were all destined to lose something precious.

The question was whether any of them would survive the choosing.
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