
  
    [image: Alpha Claimed]
  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        Alpha Claimed

        Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

        

      
        Alpha Claimed © 2023 Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

        

      
        All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without the prior written permission of the publisher, except in the case of brief quotations embodied in critical reviews and certain other noncommercial uses permitted by copyright law. For permission requests, write to the publisher, addressed “Attention: Permissions Coordinator”.

      

        

      
        This book is a work of fiction. The names, characters, places and incidents are fictitious and are not to be construed as real in any way. Any resemblance to persons, living or dead, actual events, locales or organizations is entirely coincidental.

      

        

      
        ISBN: 978-1-63300-089-6

        ISBN: 978-1-63300-090-2

      

        

      
        All ARTWORK by VWZDesigns.com

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            DEDICATION

          

        

      

    

    
      To those who Read, and to those who Love, and those who love to do both.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Newsletter

      

    

    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Alpha Queen

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

    

    
      
        Thank You

      

      
        Also by Rebekah R. Ganiere

      

      
        Newsletter

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            NEWSLETTER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        To claim your Two FREE Books and find out more about

        Rebekah R. Ganiere and her other Upcoming Releases

        You can Go Here:

        www.RebekahGaniere.com/Newsletter

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        RIVER

      

      

      River sat at a large, highly polished wooden table. At one head seat sat Ares, and on the opposite side, Apollo sat in the head seat. River sat between them, with over five seats on either side of her. Across from her sat three older Lycans, all members of the Elder Council. The men stared at her, making her wolf pace uncomfortably.

      "May I call you River, Highness?" asked one Elder.

      "No," Ares and Apollo said together.

      The tension in the air grew so thick that River didn't think she could have bitten through it with her fangs.

      Her wolf whined, looking from Ares to Apollo and back again.

      "Highness," repeated the Elder. "I am Osmodius, High Elder and uncle to Ares and Apollo. I welcome you to our lands and your new home."

      River nodded and fiddled with the seam on her jeans.

      "Highness, can you please try to explain what you are feeling?"

      "Confused."

      He nodded. "I'm sure you are. We all are."

      "Is it even possible?" she asked. "That I could be both of their mates?"

      Osmodius looked between the brothers and sighed. "It's… not unheard of, but it's exceedingly rare. But then, so are identical twins."

      Ares slammed his fist into the table. "This is bullshit. She's mine. She said she's mine. I know she's mine."

      Osmodius held up his hand. "I understand. But it is possible that you are not the only one she is right for."

      "Tell them," Ares said. "Tell them you are mine, Beloved."

      River looked at her hands. "It's true I did accept Ares."

      "But he hasn't marked her," Apollo said. "That means the bond hasn't been completed."

      River didn't like the pit that grew in her stomach as each moment passed.

      "It's only because, due to my status, we knew that it was important to do things in the traditional manner," said Ares.

      "But it hasn't been completed," Apollo said again.

      Ares growled, and she glanced up at him. More than anything, she wished she could feel the comfort of his touch. As if sensing her distress, he stood and stepped toward her.

      Apollo stood as well and growled. "Don't."

      "Let's not get blood on your mother's favorite table, please," said Osmodius.

      The brothers looked at each other, and then they both sat at the same time.

      Identical faces. Identical mannerisms. Identical personalities. Great. Just great. River didn't now have just one overbearing Alpha to deal with; she had two. She just wanted to run away. To get on her motorcycle and ride back to New York.

      Oh, wait. She didn't have her motorcycle. Dammit. Man… when her mom found out…

      She sighed.

      "I think there is only one good way to settle this," said Osmodius. "We must let Her Highness decide which mate to take."

      She looked to Ares. He smiled at her in triumph.

      Ares. She chose Ares.

      "Wait!" Apollo yelled. "It's not fair. He's had an entire week with her. She doesn't know me at all. If you make her choose now, I don't stand a chance."

      "Then I challenge you for her," said Ares.

      "Wow!" said Apollo. "You are willing to give her up so easily, brother?"

      Ares' fangs descended. "No. I'm ready to kill you to have her."

      "Enough," said Osmodius. "The choice must be Her Highness's. But Apollo is right. To make her choose now would be unfair. Therefore, we will give her one month to make a decision. One month to spend with both of you and decide between you."

      "That still gives him the advantage," said Apollo. "He's already had a week with her. Her bond with him is stronger. How can I compete with that?"

      "If you don't think you can win her over, you can always relinquish your claim now."

      "Not on your life," Apollo growled.

      Osmodius looked at the other two elders, and they nodded.

      "Very well. We will give Apollo one additional week to spend with her."

      "Alone," said Apollo.

      Ares jumped to his feet. "Absolutely not."

      "What? Are you afraid that, away from your Alpha-hole ways, she might pick me?"

      Ares grabbed the table's edge, and River could feel him hanging on by a thread.

      "All right," she said.

      All eyes turned to her.

      "I'll do it. I'll spend time with Prince Apollo for four days."

      "A week," Apollo corrected.

      "Ares and I didn't spend a full week together in New York. He had meetings most days and was gone quite a bit." She wasn't about to tell Apollo or the elders that he'd moved into a different hotel room for four of the days and that she'd hidden from him for a day and a half.

      "And she had a guard with her at all times. I want Zeke to go with them."

      "No," said Apollo. "We'll take Silas and Bennett."

      "No," Ares bellowed.

      "Five days," said Osmodius. "You may pick which days-"

      "Now," said Apollo. "Right now."

      "She's just arrived and needs time to adjust," said Ares.

      "Which is why it should be right now. Before she gets too cozy with you here at the estate." Apollo looked to Osmodius.

      "I'd like Lachlan to come," River said. "Zeke and Bianca are trying to settle things back in the States so she can move here. I wouldn't want to take him away from her. But Lachlan… I would feel comfortable if he came." She hoped that her inference to how Apollo was taking her away so soon wouldn't go unnoticed.

      "I would be honored," Lachlan stepped forward.

      "Agreed," the other two said in unison.

      "Where are you taking her?" Ares asked.

      "Why? You gonna show up?"

      "No. Because someone should know where she is in case you don't bring her back."

      "We will make sure he leaves the address with us," said Osmodius.

      "Fine. But at least let her eat before leaving," said Ares. "She hasn't eaten in hours."

      "We can get something on the way." Apollo stood. "And no need to pack; we can get whatever we need when we get there."

      River's heart hammered, and her hands shook. They talked about her like she wasn't even in the room, and that she wouldn't have. Yes, they may have just decided that she had to spend time with Apollo, but her life was still her own, and if she wanted to, she could just walk out the door and tell them all to screw themselves, and there was nothing they could do about it.

      "I want to eat now," she blurted. "And change my clothes. And pee."

      The men looked at her, and Osmodius nodded. "Of course, Highness. Take as long as you need."

      "One hour," said Apollo.

      "Two," she countered. "If I am about to go to an undisclosed location in a foreign country with a man I don't even know, the least you can do is give me two hours to prepare."

      "Agreed," said one of the elders.

      Her shoulders relaxed a fraction.

      Osmodius looked at his watch. "Very well. Please be ready by five p.m., Highness."

      Apollo burst from the room and disappeared. River waited until the three elders left before running to Ares and being swept into his arms. He kissed her head, and she held back a sob. Just when she'd gotten used to the idea of being his mate, she had to start all over again with someone else. It felt worse than cheating. Despite Apollo's pull on her wolf, she'd already made her choice.

      "I don't want to go."

      Ares kissed her hair again and pulled her even closer. "I don't want you to."

      "Why do I have to go with him? Why can't they just let us be?"

      Ares stiffened. "Because… He is the Alpha of Alphas."

      She stepped back and looked up at him. "The what?"

      Ares blew out a breath. "The Alpha of Alphas. When more than one Alpha is born into the pack, it falls on the oldest to take charge. He was given the title of Alpha of Alphas."

      "But… you're twins."

      "And he's five minutes older."

      "Five minutes? Are you joking? They are basing all of this on five minutes?" The fate of her future came down to the fact that Apollo evacuated his mother's womb first.

      "I am not the Alpha of Alphas. I am only second in line. Therefore, they have to give him a chance. They have no choice. Alphas need mates, and their mates need to bear pups. Apollo and I are way past the age where we should have found you. As much as I hate it with every hair on my body, they must give him a chance. If you are indeed his fated mate as you are mine, then not giving him a chance would go against everything we believe in."

      "But… I don't want him," she whispered.

      Ares cupped her face and kissed her. "Believe me, I don't want you to want him, Beloved."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        ARES

      

      

      Ares tried to keep from losing it in front of River. Just the thought of her alone in the company of another male, especially his brother, scared him more than words could describe.

      His whole life, Apollo had tried to take everything Ares cared about. Their father's affection. Then their mother's. And now his fated mate's.

      They lay on his bed, wrapped in each other's arms, listening to the clock ticking on the wall. She'd not spoken in almost thirty minutes, and the tension in her posture told him everything he needed to know.

      "Tell me something about yourself," she said into his chest. "Something… special."

      Special? What was special about him?

      He thought for a moment. "When I was young, I used to have a favorite blanket. I took it everywhere with me. One day, it disappeared. I was devastated. My mother had made me the blanket out of her nightgowns."

      River squeezed him. "Do you know what happened to it?"

      "I have a pretty good idea." Apollo.

      A knock on the door pulled their attention, and Ares looked at the clock. Four fifty-five.

      "Come," he called.

      Lachlan opened the door and peeked inside. "It's time, Highnesses."

      "We're coming."

      His wolf snarled and paced in his chest so hard that every ounce of his body focused on not shifting.

      "I should go," she said. "I don't want to make him mad."

      Ares tipped her chin, so she looked at him. "Who cares if it does?"

      "I don't want him to hurt you again.”

      "If he hurts you in any way, I will kill him. Elders or no elders."

      She gave him a sad smile and then slid off the bed. Ares rose as well, but she stopped him.

      "No. I don't want you to see this."

      "River-"

      She ran to him, slammed her lips into his, and quickly broke away.

      "I should have let you mark me. I should have asked you last night."

      His heart shattered at her confession, and he pulled her close. "No, Beloved. We both know that you would have regretted it later if you had. This is better."

      Her eyes narrowed. "You don't mean that."

      Did he? "I do," he finally said. "This way, when you choose me, there will be no doubt in your mind."
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        APOLLO

      

      

      Apollo leaned against the back of his bike, his eyes trained on the front door. He sniffed the air and caught her scent growing closer.

      Good.

      His wolf paced and growled at the thoughts of what she and Ares might have been doing upstairs.

      "Don't worry, boy, she'll be ours."

      His wolf wasn't so sure. Ever since they'd been young, Ares had gotten everything Apollo had been rightly due. But not this time. A werewolf only got the chance for one fated mate, and he'd be damned if he'd let his brother take her from him as well.

      River exited the front door and shielded her eyes from the bright sun. Lachlan showed her down the steps and met up with Silas and Bennett. The group walked toward him, and Apollo crossed his arms over his chest tighter to keep from reaching for her.

      She wore jeans and boots with a loose T-shirt and hoodie. Even so, he couldn't take his eyes off her.

      She stopped in front of him and looked over his bike.

      "Have you ever been on a motorcycle before?"

      She shrugged. "I've ridden a bit. Though I prefer my 1956 Uncle Pan to these new custom choppers."

      His wolf howled, and Apollo couldn't help the smile that spread across his face.

      Easy, boy.

      "Good." He handed her a helmet, and she took it, putting it on without saying a word.

      "Bennett, Silas, out front. Lachlan, pick up the rear in the car with the others.”

      The men nodded and headed to their vehicles.

      Apollo straddled his bike and turned it on. River didn't move for a moment, and then her small form slid behind him. He gripped the handlebars tight at the feel of her so close. He waited for her arms to slide around his waist, but they didn't.

      He chuckled. The woman was stubborn. No worries, though; she'd be clinging to him soon enough.

      

      They'd been riding for close to fifteen minutes when River grabbed onto his waist. The sensation sent a jolt of desire ripping through him. Apollo smiled as she squeezed her thighs around his and hooked her thumbs into his belt loops. Contact was good. Contact would help ease her reservations.

      Unconsciously, he rubbed her hand until she removed it.

      He tried to keep calm at the slight. Time. She just needed time. And that's what they'd get.

      

      He pulled off the highway forty-five minutes later and slowed as he rode down Main Street. They passed several shops, and he pulled his bike to a stop.

      "What do you wish to have for dinner?"

      She stared at him through the helmet's visor. "I ate already. With Ares."

      "Of course, but you'll be hungry again. So what do you prefer?"

      She looked around at the shops. "Burger, fries, largest cola they have."

      A girl who really ate, there was nothing sexier.

      He relayed the message to Bennett and then told him to get some staples before they took off again at a slower pace. Apollo let her look around as they rode through the rustic old town. More than once, he caught her checking out different sculptures they passed in the parks and town hall grounds.

      So she likes art. He made a mental note to look into that.

      They turned down a dirt road, and she grabbed him again as the ruts in the ungraded road made their ride bumpier.

      Finally, they came to a set of log cabins, and he pulled in front of the first one and stopped the bike. They were old, but he'd paid to keep them up, so the cabins weren't in bad shape. He had a specific reason for wanting to bring her there, and it was a bonus that there happened to be no cell or internet reception in the area.

      She slid from the back of the bike and handed him her helmet before fluffing her long, silvery hair and stretching, revealing a good three inches of skin above her navel. Apollo's body hardened, and he coughed, looking away.

      Don't be a dick, dick. If you can't even control yourself with a peek at just a few inches of skin, what will you do when you see more?

      Lachlan approached them and addressed River, making Apollo want to rip his arms off.

      "You all right, Highness?"

      River rolled her eyes. "Lachlan-"

      "I've tried. I swear I have, but I just can't."

      "Okay, well then, Bodyguard, until you can call me by my first name, you shall henceforth and forward be known to me as Bodyguard."

      Lachlan groaned. "Fine. R-"

      "If you say her name, I'll rip your tongue out and eat it," said Apollo.

      Lachlan blanched.

      "Ares lets him call me River," she lied.

      "Well, I am not my little brother. And my mate's name is reserved for my lips only. He may call you Highness, Princess, Omega, Luna, or Prince Apollo's intended, but neither he nor my men will call you by your birth name."

      She held his gaze steadily for a moment, and her hands balled into fists. For a second, he imagined her trying to pummel him with those tiny little things. Instead, she turned and stomped toward the cabin, making his wolf chuff with each slight sway of her hips. As she went, Apollo swallowed hard and could practically see her tail swishing with anger. Man, he couldn't wait to meet her wolf.

      

      Apollo opened the front door as Bennett and Silas rolled the bikes into the barn. He stepped aside while she entered and allowed her to take in the ample open space while he took her in. He'd been unable to get a good look at her up to that point, so he took the opportunity while it lasted. She was petite and thin, but her walk told him she possessed a confidence that a shifter of her size rarely exuded. Instead, the small female shifters he'd known were more than content pretending to be weak to appeal to a male's protective mating instincts. But not River. No. If anything, she pretended to be stronger. He wondered what in her past made her that way.

      She walked to the oversized fireplace and plucked a photograph from the mantel. She studied it for a moment and then put it back.

      "So this is where you and Ares were born."

      He wondered how she knew that from just looking at an old photo.

      "It's where our ancestors first settled when they arrived in Montreal. Most young couples in our family spend time here in the beginning to connect with their roots."

      She looked at him. "So now what? It's not like I have bags to unpack or anything."

      "I hadn't thought that far ahead."

      Her eyebrows scrunched together. "You don't know what we are doing?"

      He shrugged. "What did you and Ares do?"

      She swallowed hard and averted her eyes.

      Interesting.

      "We uh… went dancing. And to a museum and the theater. And I packed up my stuff. And he came to my show-"

      "Your show?"

      "I'm a sculptor."

      "Clay?"

      "Metal."

      "That's hot."

      She cocked an eyebrow at him.

      "Get it. Because you have to melt the metal to bend it, and it gets hot?"

      She shook her head, but he caught the hint of a smile on her lips, which made his wolf beg for more.

      "How about we go for a run?”

      She looked out the window. "It's not night yet."

      He shrugged. "No one comes out here but family, which currently consists of me, my brother, my uncle Osmodius, his only living child, his daughter Amelia, and now you. So, I think we're good."

      She looked out the window again, and he could practically hear her wolf begging to go.

      Apollo stripped off his shirt and dropped it to the floor. "Tell ya what. I'm going for a run. If you care to join me, please do."

      Her eyes glowed brighter as he kicked off his boots and undid his belt buckle. She blushed as he dropped his jeans to the floor and stood before her naked. He watched her expression change from curiosity to desire as the room grew heady with her scent.

      "Uh, Highness?"

      Apollo turned to find Lachlan standing, eyes wide at the door. Without explanation, he shifted midair, knocking Lachlan out of the way before he bounded down the steps and out into the trees.
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        RIVER

      

      

      No. No. No. No. She had not just seen Apollo naked, and Lachlan had not walked in on it.

      She covered her face as heat rose through her body, and her wolf yowled.

      Stop! She told her wolf. Don't think of him. Don't want him.

      Too late. Apollo had decided not to play fair, or maybe he'd just decided there was no use wasting time; either way, he'd just shown her the entire package. The entire beautifully tanned, ripped, muscular, and slightly larger package than Ares’.

      "Highness?" Lachlan questioned. "Are you okay? I can get the car and have you out of here before he realizes we are gone."

      She uncovered her heated face and looked at him. "Thank you, but I don't want you to be in the middle of… whatever this is."

      He looked like he wanted to say something, but turned away instead.

      "Lachlan?"

      "Yes, Highness?"

      "I… Uhm… I think I want to go for a run."

      "Of course."

      "Could you wait outside the door to open it for me after I've shifted?"

      Lachlan bowed. “Certainly.”

      "And Lachlan?"

      He looked at her. "I appreciate you agreeing to come. I hate to put you in this position. I'm sure this is quite awkward for you."

      He looked at her for a moment. "Significantly less than for you, I'm sure." He bowed. "I'll wait outside, Highness." He closed the door, and River swallowed hard before sinking into a well-loved denim couch.

      She hung her head in her hands and then grabbed her phone from her hoodie pocket. She swiped the screen. She needed to hear Ares’ voice. She'd promised Apollo she'd spend time with him, but she'd never promised not to check in. Besides, Ares was probably already worried out of his mind.

      She dialed the number he'd programmed into the phone and waited.

      Nothing happened.

      She tried again and again, but nothing happened. She looked at the screen. No signal. None at all. Not even one bar. She walked from one end of the cabin to the other, raising the phone high and dropping it low to see if she could find a connection. Nothing.

      She shoved her phone back in her hoodie and looked around the room. Something was off. It took her a minute, but she realized what it was. She ran to the bedroom on the left side of the house and scanned the room before heading to the other side and scanning the second room.

      No television. No radio. No Alexa. No computer. There were no electronics in the cabin anywhere. Nothing.

      Well, what the hell did Apollo expect them to do instead? Her cheeks heated at memories of his hard, naked body.

      Nope. They were not doing that. She'd not even done that with Ares… not really.

      The breeze blew through an open window, and the scent of the woods called to her. Her wolf whined, wanting to be let free.

      Well… just because she wouldn't fall for Ares didn't mean she couldn't run with him. It was only fitting that she be polite.

      Her wolf howled, and River sighed before unzipping her hoodie and dropping it to the floor.

      

      River reveled in the fresh air that trickled over her skin as she sprinted through the forest. It'd been too long since she'd been able to run. Much too long.

      The city wasn't a great place to be a wolf. And she'd been too busy to drive out to the pack to run with them. Not that Cherry would have ever let her. So the feel of the dirt under her paws and the crunch of the leaves left her feeling rejuvenated and free.

      It hadn't taken long for her to find Apollo. He'd not gone far, and her wolf instinctively ran straight for him. In her wolf form, the pull of the mating bond dragged her closer to him than she wanted, but there was no stopping it. She'd unleashed her wolf, so she had to go with what her wolf wanted, and her wolf wanted to sniff, play, and run- and she wanted to do it with Apollo.

      Slut.

      It wasn't like she hadn't been allowed to feel the bond between River and Ares growing. Even so, the greedy beast wanted Apollo as well, and there was nothing River could do to stop her.

      

      They spent hours running and romping, and when the sun began to set, he took her out to a cliff, and they watched it dip below the horizon. Through it all, he didn't push her, didn't try to dominate her, didn't ask for a single thing from her. He was simply a companion to be with.

      As the stars brightened in the sky, they stretched under them and stared at the moon.

      "I love it here," Apollo said.

      She'd not heard his voice in hours and hadn't realized he'd shifted back into human form, so the noise startled her, making him chuckle. She made sure to keep her eyes trained on the sky.

      "Come on. I want to talk to you."

      She continued to stare at the sky, though her wolf wanted to take in his naked body again.

      "I promise not to look at you. I will be a total gentleman. I will keep my eyes trained on the sky the whole time. Scout's honor."

      She glanced at his face. Seriously?

      He chuckled. "Okay, I wasn't a scout, but I am a gentleman. Sometimes. Not always, I must admit, but one thing I can tell you about myself is that when I give my word, I never break it. Never."

      His eyes grew serious, and she knew he meant what he said.

      Reluctantly, her wolf gave up control to River, and she shifted to human form.

      "Ah, there she is."

      She folded her arms over her chest. "I thought you said you wouldn't look."

      "I'm not. I can smell you. You smell different in human form than you do in wolf form."

      She'd never noticed that before, but he was right. He smelled different in wolf form than he did in human form. His wolf form smelled… wilder. She couldn't explain it.

      "Aren't the stars beautiful?"

      She sighed. "I miss seeing them when I'm in the city. I grew up in a place like this and used to love lying under the stars."

      "Me too."

      She glanced over at him, and he smiled.

      "Maybe I should make you promise not to look at me," he teased.

      Her cheeks heated. "I… I'm… making sure you aren't looking at me."

      He lay silent for a moment. "River, I don't know what my brother told you about me, but I promise I will never lie to you, and I will never go back on my word."

      "Nothing," she said.

      "What?"

      "You said you didn't know what Ares said about you, and the answer is nothing. Until I met you today, I didn't even know you existed."

      He snorted. "Doesn't surprise me. He's always been like that."

      River's wolf bristled. She didn't like Apollo talking bad about Ares.

      "You do know that talking badly about Ares won't win you any points with me or my wolf, right?"

      "Oh, Kitten, trust me, I have plenty I could tell you if I wanted to turn you against him. What I said was simply the truth."

      Pet names? Already? "Kitten?"

      "Oh, you don't like that one. Okay, how about Sweetheart?"

      "Meh."

      "Meh? Well, we don't want you to have a meh pet name. How about Pookie?"

      "No, thank you."

      He chuckled. "Hunny Bunny?"

      "Next."

      "Lover Muffin?"

      She didn't even bother to answer that one.

      "How about, Princess?"

      She snorted. "That one is new."

      "What do you mean?"

      She blew out a breath and sat up, wrapping her arms around her legs. "Let's just say I've always been more ride-or-die bitch than fairytale princess."

      "Well, my fairytale princess would definitely be a ride-or-die girl, so it's perfect."

      "Except everyone calls me that now."

      Apollo shook his head. "No good. Kitten, it is."

      River laughed and looked over at him. His eyes turned black. He sat up so fast that she flinched.

      Apollo's fangs lengthened, and he growled. "He bit you."

      "What?"

      Apollo raised a tentative hand and touched her shoulder. Goosebumps rose on her skin, and her wolf howled.

      River slapped her hand over the spot he stared at.

      "My brother bit you. Marked you," Apollo accused.

      "Yes… I mean, no."

      "Yes or no?" His muscles twitched, and his voice held a threatening tone.

      "Yes, I was bitten by your brother, but not Ares."

      "What does that mean?"

      "I guess he's your half-brother?"

      "Titan bit you?" The rage in his voice cut right through her.

      "About four years ago. He found me in my pack and attacked me."

      "He claimed you? Without your permission?"

      She didn't want to go into it again. River sighed. "Short story. He attacked me. I stabbed him a bunch of times with a potato peeler. I rejected him. My mom shot him. My Alpha kicked him out. I moved to the city and went to art school."

      Apollo stared at her neck. "I'll rip his heart out with my bare hands."

      She nodded. "That's pretty much what Ares said after we were attacked in New York."

      "You and Ares were attacked by Titan in New York as well?”

      How could twin brothers who disliked each other immensely have the same hair-trigger temper?

      "Yes. Titan had apparently been watching me the whole time without my knowing. A bunch of rogues attacked. I'm not sure. Ares said it was me, but they didn't come after me. They attacked Ares and the others. All Titan did was scratch me."

      "He hurt you?"

      "Just a scratch. It was weird, though. We'd been in a crowd walking down some stairs, and he just… scratched me. I didn't even realize it was him until a moment later. My wolf told me it was him. I'm not sure why I didn't smell him beforehand. Maybe it was all the people. She decided to redirect the conversation. "It was in the opera house. We'd just finished watching Carmen."

      Apollo stared at her for a long, tense moment, and then his posture relaxed a fraction. "I would have let them kill me if I'd been forced to sit through an opera."

      River couldn't help but chuckle. "I liked it."

      Apollo shook his head, and his eyes morphed back to hazel. "No thanks. Ares can have all his fancy prissy theater stuff."

      "And where would you rather go?"

      He shrugged. “Riding my bike. Camping. Hunting. The occasional concert or monster truck rally."

      She nodded. "I like riding too. Not as much as I enjoy running, of course, but since I didn't get to run until about four years ago…"

      "You never ran before four years ago?"

      She shook her head. "I didn't find out I was an Omega until Titan bit me."

      Apollo's brow furrowed. "How is that even possible?”

      She sighed.

      Apollo watched her for a moment, then lay back down and stared at the sky. "It's okay. You don't have to tell me everything right now. We have time. Lots of time."

      River looked out at the stars. Time. Time with Apollo… Her wolf was conflicted. She wanted to spend time with Apollo. But she also wished she could return to the estate and be with Ares. His imposing, protective personality spoke to her like a match spoke to gasoline.

      "Your turn."

      River glanced at him and, upon seeing his nakedness, looked back at the sky again. "What do you mean?"

      "What is your pet name for me going to be?" A rueful smile crept over his lips.

      Many nicknames came to mind. Scoundrel. Rake. Cad. She was pretty sure he wouldn't like any of them.

      "How about Mate?" he offered.

      "Uh…"

      He chuckled again. "Too soon? That's okay, Kitten, you think about it."

      It amazed her that their tempers seemed to be the only thing they had in common. Ares had been demanding and overbearing, forcing his way into her life and commanding her heart. In the end, it worked, but… Apollo's easy air made her relax, like she could be herself.

      She yawned, and her eyes fluttered shut.

      "It's been a long day. Why don't I get you back so you can rest?"

      She breathed in deep and curled on her side into the earth. "Can't we sleep out here?"

      "You'd want to do that? Won't you get cold?"

      "I'll shift." She instantly did so.

      "You're serious."

      She blew out a breath and allowed the sounds of the forest to invade her. The crickets chirped, and in the distance, an owl hooted. Memories flooded her of sleeping out in the woods at Bianca's side with the pack or even alone. She'd not realized how much she'd missed it while living in the city until that moment.

      A soft hand stroked down her body. "You sleep, Kitten. I'll make sure that nothing disturbs you."
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        * * *

      

      
        
        APOLLO

      

      

      Apollo lay still, watching the rise and fall of her silvery body with each breath. Beautiful. Absolutely beautiful.

      Apollo's wolf whined and paced, wanting to be released to be closer to her. To lay his head on hers and wrap himself around her and feel the heat of her body.

      His heart went out to her, and a part of him felt guilty for pushing himself upon her, but he had no choice. Ares always took what he wanted, but not this time. This time, Apollo would fight. Fight for himself. Fight for the crown. Fight for her. He didn't care what it cost him. She would be his.

      His thoughts turned to the mark on her neck. Titan. Damn, son of a bitch, Titan. Why hadn't Ares told him? Even if Ares didn't want him to have River, he should have told Apollo about the threat to River's safety. Just thinking of Titan attacking River, scaring her, biting her without permission, had his wolf ready to take down the world to burn Titan alive and eat his heart.

      Titan had been a thorn in his and Ares’ sides their entire lives. His mother hadn't been their father's fated mate. He'd been close to fifty when he'd finally found their mother. It'd been five years after he'd let the loneliness and fear of no legacy take his sense, and he'd chosen Titan's mother to bear him an heir. It had only taken a month for her to get pregnant. Ultimately, when their father found their mother, all hell broke loose with Titan's mom.

      Apollo knew Titan hated them and wanted the crown for himself, but he never would have thought Titan would be so desperate as to try to claim an Omega without her consent.

      He decided at that moment that no matter who River chose in the end, he would do whatever it took to keep her safe from Titan. After all, whether she took him or Ares to mate, she would still be his Luna and Queen of the entire Lycan and shifter world. It would be his duty to protect her until the day he died.
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