
  
    
      GOD OF WAR BOXSET

    

    
      
        EMILIA ROSE

      

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2022 by Emilia Rose

      

      All rights reserved. 

      This book or parts thereof may not be reproduced in any form, stored in any retrieval system, or transmitted in any form by any means—electronic, mechanical, photocopy, recording, or otherwise—without prior written permission of the author, except as provided by United States of America copyright law. For permission requests, write to the author at “Attention: Permissions Coordinator” at the email address below.

      Any references to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and places are products of the author’s imagination.

      

      Cover by: The Book Brander

      Editing by: Jovana Shirley, Unforeseen Editing, www.unforeseenediting.com 

      Proofreading by: Zainab M., Heart Full of Reads Editing Services and Kayla Lutz

      Beta reading by: Zainab M., ErotiqueWrites, Allison Marie, J.M. Johnson, Leshaé Scheepers

      

      Emilia Rose

      emiliarosewriting@gmail.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Content Warning

      

    

    
      
        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

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Chapter 35

      

      
        Chapter 36

      

      
        Chapter 37

      

      
        Chapter 38

      

      
        Chapter 39

      

      
        Chapter 40

      

      
        Chapter 41

      

      
        Chapter 42

      

      
        Chapter 43

      

      
        Chapter 44

      

      
        Chapter 45

      

      
        Chapter 46

      

      
        Chapter 47

      

      
        Chapter 48

      

      
        Chapter 49

      

      
        Chapter 50

      

      
        Chapter 51

      

      
        Untitled

      

      
        Chapter 52

      

      
        Chapter 53

      

      
        Chapter 54

      

      
        Chapter 55

      

      
        Chapter 56

      

      
        Chapter 57

      

      
        Chapter 58

      

      
        Chapter 59

      

      
        Chapter 60

      

      
        Chapter 61

      

      
        Chapter 62

      

      
        Chapter 63

      

      
        Chapter 64

      

      
        Chapter 65

      

      
        Chapter 66

      

      
        Chapter 67

      

      
        Chapter 68

      

      
        Chapter 69

      

      
        Chapter 70

      

      
        Chapter 71

      

      
        Chapter 72

      

      
        Chapter 73

      

      
        Chapter 74

      

      
        Chapter 75

      

      
        Chapter 76

      

      
        Chapter 77

      

      
        Chapter 78

      

      
        Chapter 79

      

      
        Chapter 80

      

      
        Chapter 81

      

      
        Chapter 82

      

      
        Chapter 83

      

      
        Chapter 84

      

      
        Chapter 85

      

      
        Chapter 86

      

      
        Chapter 87

      

      
        Chapter 88

      

      
        Untitled

      

      
        Chapter 89

      

      
        Chapter 90

      

      
        Chapter 91

      

      
        Chapter 92

      

      
        Chapter 93

      

      
        Chapter 94

      

      
        Chapter 95

      

      
        Chapter 96

      

      
        Chapter 97

      

      
        Chapter 98

      

      
        Chapter 99

      

      
        Chapter 100

      

      
        Chapter 101

      

      
        Chapter 102

      

      
        Chapter 103

      

      
        Chapter 104

      

      
        Chapter 105

      

      
        Chapter 106

      

      
        Chapter 107

      

      
        Chapter 108

      

      
        Chapter 109

      

      
        Chapter 110

      

      
        Chapter 111

      

      
        Chapter 112

      

      
        Chapter 113

      

      
        Chapter 114

      

      
        Chapter 115

      

      
        Chapter 116

      

      
        Chapter 117

      

      
        Chapter 118

      

      
        Chapter 119

      

      
        Chapter 120

      

      
        Chapter 121

      

      
        Chapter 122

      

      
        Chapter 123

      

      
        Chapter 124

      

      
        Chapter 125

      

      
        Chapter 126

      

      
        Chapter 127

      

      
        Chapter 128

      

      
        Chapter 129

      

      
        Chapter 130

      

      
        Chapter 131

      

      
        Chapter 132

      

      
        Chapter 133

      

      
        Chapter 134

      

      
        Chapter 135

      

      
        Chapter 136

      

      
        Chapter 137

      

      
        Chapter 138

      

      
        Chapter 139

      

      
        Chapter 140

      

      
        Chapter 141

      

      
        Chapter 142

      

      
        Chapter 143

      

      
        Chapter 144

      

      
        Chapter 145

      

      
        Chapter 146

      

      
        Chapter 147

      

      
        Chapter 148

      

      
        Chapter 149

      

      
        Chapter 150

      

      
        Chapter 151

      

      
        Chapter 152

      

      
        Chapter 153

      

      
        Chapter 154

      

      
        Chapter 155

      

      
        Chapter 156

      

      
        Chapter 157

      

      
        Chapter 158

      

      
        Chapter 159

      

      
        Chapter 160

      

      
        Chapter 161

      

      
        Chapter 162

      

      
        Chapter 163

      

      
        Chapter 164

      

      
        Chapter 165

      

      
        Chapter 166

      

      
        Chapter 167

      

      
        Chapter 168

      

      
        Chapter 169

      

      
        Chapter 170

      

      
        Chapter 171

      

      
        Chapter 172

      

      
        Chapter 173

      

    

    
      
        Also By Emilia Rose

      

      
        About the Author

      

      
        Acknowledgments

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENT WARNING

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        This book contains dark themes, such as memories of sexual assault, self harm, violence, death, loss, and more. If these are trigger topics for you, I suggest not reading further.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        To you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER ONE


          

        

      

    

    
      AURORA

      “Aurora!” Mom shouted from downstairs. “I don’t want you sneaking out tonight while your father and I are gone.”

      I pulled Tony’s Sanguine Wilds sweatshirt, which I’d stolen from him, over my head to mask my scent and opened my bedroom window. “I know!” I said.

      She’d told me that every night this week, and I definitely hadn’t left the house once—or so she thought. As far as she knew, I was the perfect little girl who she had been shaping for years to take her place when she stepped down as alpha; the girl who trained relentlessly during the day by herself because her mom didn’t allow her to train with the bigger wolves; the girl who just sat in her room all night, studying textbook after textbook about the most successful alphas in history. Their strengths. Their weaknesses. Their every move.

      “I’m being serious, A,” she said, her voice stern and powerful. “Don’t leave this house.”

      I gazed at my cat, Ruffles, who stopped mid-lick to give me a sassy eye roll from her side of my bed while I crawled out of the window, hanging on to the wooden windowsill with just my upper body. “I won’t!”

      Moonlight flooded in through my window, illuminating Ruffles’s gray fur. I blew her a kiss and let go of the window, falling two stories to the ground. With a thud, I landed in a pile of blue blow-up rafts from the lake, which I’d strategically placed right under my window for this exact reason.

      Mom knew I was training to become alpha, but she didn’t know that a woman like me had needs. And those needs required me to be at the lake every night at eleven p.m. to meet Tony for our midnight swim.

      I brushed off some dirt and lifted my nose to the air, inhaling a whiff of ash, charcoal, and marshmallows from the house next door. All I wanted to do was sink my teeth into a s’more and⁠—

      The front door to the pack house opened, and I ducked behind the bushes in the front yard.

      Mom and Dad walked out of the house to attend some urgent meeting they were hosting with the other packs in the area. And apparently, I wasn’t invited. I watched them impatiently, tugging some berries off the bush and popping them into my mouth.

      With brows furrowed up in fear, Mom grasped Dad’s hand tightly. “Ares is coming,” she whispered. 

      I rolled my eyes.

      Ares is coming. Ares is coming. Ares is coming. That was all they’d been whispering about the entire week. 

      The oh-so-great alpha of the east was burning up the lands, slaughtering the innocent, taking the weakest packs, and creating an empire for himself.

      And we were next.

      Supposedly.

      Dad closed the front door. “What are you planning to do when he comes?” he asked. 

      I sighed to myself, wishing he’d grow a backbone. I loved Dad more than anything, but sometimes, he couldn’t think for himself.

      Since my brother Jeremy had died—I frowned at the mere thought of him—he hadn’t been the same. He’d lost his purpose to lead this pack with Mom, and he let her run this pack however she wanted—even if her decisions weren’t always the most informed.

      If she listened to me, I’d tell her not to worry about anything. Alphas like Ares were easy to get rid of as long as we had the right resources—beautiful women, a night he wouldn’t ever forget, and a few drinks spiked with wolfsbane.

      “He’s slaughtered every pack in his wake,” Mom said, her voice hushed. “We’re not as strong as we used to be, and”—she looked toward my window, and I ducked out of the way, so she wouldn’t see me—“Aurora can’t fight.”

      I broke a branch off the bush and clenched it in my fist, a wave of shame washing over me.

      “Aurora can’t fight.”

      Her words hit me hard, struck me right through the damn heart.

      “Aurora can’t fight.”

      I’d heard those words my entire life. Everyone in our pack had heard those words, too, and they all knew it to be true. A misfit like me couldn’t fight, not after Jeremy had been murdered in cold blood by those feral rogues.

      “Aurora can’t fight.”

      Dad hushed Mom and opened the door to their white sedan for her. After ushering her into the car, he backed out of the driveway and sped down the street. I stood back up, throwing the stick to the ground, and hurried through the lush green forest with my arms wrapped around myself.

      Damn her. I tried so hard to make her happy, to be strong for our pack, to be someone they could be proud of, but … I would never live up to their reputation. I wouldn’t be the first female alpha to grace these lands, like Mom was, and I didn’t possess any of the qualities of the adored and honored warriors of Dad’s family who had won the War of the Lycans centuries ago.

      I was just Aurora, the nineteen-year-old girl sneaking out of her parents’ pack house to fuck Tony at the lake.

      Sanguine Wilds Forest stretched for thousands of miles across this continent. And while Mom only owned about twenty miles in each direction, warriors prowled through the thick brush for miles, looking for rogues. There were more guards in the forest compared to the last few nights, which meant one thing.

      Mom expected Alpha Ares to be here soon. 

      I sighed and took the hidden route to the lake. I shimmied through a deserted cave, climbed down a slight cliff, and walked right off the property without anyone seeing.

      Nobody knew about the secret pathway, except me.

      After a few moments of surveying the area to make sure nobody was following me, I walked around one of the larger mountains that Jeremy used to always take me to and headed straight toward the lake. The air smelled fresh tonight, a sweet yet unfamiliar scent drifting through the woods.

      My fingers brushed against the gnarled tree bark as I walked out from the forest and toward the small opening of the lake. The moon glimmered off the water, lightning bugs floating above it. I frowned. I guessed Tony was late.

      I sat down on some rocks and dipped my feet into the water, splashing them around and creating ripples. All I had been craving for the past twenty-four hours was Tony playfully pushing me into the lake with all of my clothes still on, watching me get soaked through the tiny pink tank top that I had worn for him, pulling off his shirt and showing me all that thick muscle underneath.

      My breathing hitched, and I closed my eyes, heat gathering in my core. Goddess, I couldn’t wait for him to tug on my nipples. I drew a finger against them, making them hard. To pull my hair. I inhaled the sweet air and pushed my knees together. To thrust into me until I begged him to stop.

      My phone buzzed in my pocket, and Tony’s name flashed on the screen.

      Tony: Sorry. Dad dragged me to the meeting with your parents tonight. Won’t be able to make it until later.

      I stared down at my phone, gripping it until my fingertips turned white. Why was he only telling me this now, and why the hell hadn’t I been invited? It was almost as if he’d waited until now because he didn’t want me to know about him attending the meeting without me—the soon-to-be alpha.

      I hummed at the thought of Mom inviting Tony to this meeting instead of her own daughter. My phone buzzed again, and I knew it was Mom nagging me about something important. The mind link didn’t work at this distance, and she never contacted me for just anything.

      Mom: The Ironmane Pack was spotted ten miles away from our borders. You’d better be at home.

      There it was again. The Ironmane Pack. Alpha Ares. 

      Get back home now, Aurora. You know you can’t fight. They’ll rip you in half, limb by limb. You’ll die, like the way Jeremy did—in the hands of a monster.

      I put my phone back into my pocket and stared out at the water. Not many people had ever seen Ares up close, and I couldn’t find any pictures of him when I searched this morning. Legend was that he killed so many and so quickly that people didn’t have a chance to even catch a glimpse of him. But the ones who had survived his brutality said he looked like a god with a back sculpted by the Moon Goddess herself, black tattoos that crawled up his forearms, and thick, tousled brown hair.

      But I thought that was bullshit. No alpha ever looked that goo⁠—

      A twig snapped close behind me in the woods. I sat up taller and tensed. Someone had found my little hideout in the Sanguine Wilds, and I really didn’t want to deal with whoever it was. 

      “Tony?” I asked, knowing for damn sure it wasn’t him. I sniffed the air but couldn’t catch any familiar scent anywhere. “I’m not in the mood for one of your games right now. You know I’m here for one thing,” I said, standing up and trying to calm my racing heart.

      It definitely wasn’t Tony, but his name was the only damn thing that could calm my nerves right now. He might’ve been the most aggravating man sometimes, but at least he answered me when I called for him.

      Almost instinctively, my eyes closed, and I breathed in the most captivating scent that I had ever smelled—hazelnut. 

      “And what are you here for?” someone asked in my ear, his voice impeccably smooth and deep. 

      I hopped up, my heart racing in my chest, and gazed at a naked man I had never seen before. The moonlight glistened off his rippling muscles, his hair was a wild mess on his head, and his deep brown eyes were nearly glowing when they gazed into mine.

      Mate! 

      My wolf jumped around inside of me, doing flips in my stomach, acting giddy, like she did under every full moon. But I wasn’t feeling giddy at all. From that small scar running diagonally through his left eyebrow to that captivating stare, I was terrified by how easily he had crept up on me. 

      “You’re not Tony,” I said, my voice smaller than I wanted it to be.

      But of course, he wasn’t Tony. Tony was off at the damn meeting and probably would be all night.

      Something about him told me to run and to run fast, but an alpha didn’t run from just anyone, especially when he wasn’t a threat … yet. He eyed me, his eyes flickering between his brown human color and his wolf’s gold, canines lengthening from his mouth and then disappearing almost as quickly. A torn expression crossed his face, but then he clenched his jaw and stepped toward me. 

      “No, I’m not. But I’m curious why this Tony was planning to meet you here.” 

      He took another step closer, and I sucked in a breath. His scent was driving my wolf wild. All she wanted to do was jump the man, get down on all fours, and let him take us, do whatever he asked.

      He stood inches from me, and I scolded my wolf for all the dirty thoughts running through my mind because … Goddess … they were starting to drive me wild. I pressed my thighs together, so he couldn’t smell me.

      “Was Tony planning on taking what is mine tonight?” He towered over me, his large frame making mine feel so small, and then he grasped my chin between his fingers and forced me to gaze up into his dark eyes. His touch sent tingles throughout my entire body, making me feel things that I shouldn’t feel for a stranger. “Because if he was, I’m going to have to take care of him. Aren’t I?” he asked, fingers digging into my chin. So dominant, so chillingly dominant.

      I gathered all my senses, cocked a brow, and pushed his hand away. “Aren’t you what?” I asked, looking him up and down. “Going to act all ruthless and merciless just because I’m your mate and you’re some”—sexy—“egotistical asshole who thinks he owns me?”

      When he growled, his eyes flashing a breathtaking wolf gold, I forced myself to look away. Dad had told me never to settle for someone who thought they owned me. I had alpha blood and soon I would be the alpha of the Darkmoon Pack; I deserved more than that. 

      “Not interested,” I said, but as soon as the words left my mouth, my heart started thrashing in my chest.

      Maybe it was the way he stared at me, like he wanted to devour me, or the way I wanted to let him, but he made me nervous. More nervous than I had ever been. My gaze landed on the lake again, and I tried to admire the rippling reflection of the moon. 

      He snatched my jaw in his hand this time and stepped closer until he pressed himself into my side. I could feel every muscle of his front. Every muscle. And I inhaled deeply, pushing my thighs closer together.

      He caressed my cheek with his thumb. He was a daunting gentle, the kind that told me that though he wasn’t thrusting himself upon me like any alpha would at the first sight of his mate he controlled this conversation, the kind that told me he could snap at any moment, the kind that made me wet.

      “Cute,” he said against my ear, voice husky. His hand slipped from my jaw to my throat. “Look at you …” He drew his nose up the side of my neck. “My mate acting like she hasn’t been turned on since the moment she laid her eyes on me.”

      I gulped and stared up at him, my wolf purring at his touch. He lightly trailed his fingers down my forearm until he reached the front of my thighs. Heat warmed my core as they lingered right over the front of my pants.

      He brushed his thumb over my pussy. “Acting like she’s not wet for me,” he said. 

      I clamped down harder and cursed the Moon Goddess for my innate attraction to him. 

      He pressed his hardness against my thigh and let me feel every inch of him. “Acting like my possessiveness isn’t making her clench right now.”

      I gathered all the strength I had left in me and firmly pushed my hands into his taut chest. “You know what? I am horny. My pussy is wet. And your possessiveness is over-the-top aggressive alpha right now.” I dug my fingers into his muscle, devouring his wolf’s golden eyes with my own. Then, I tilted my head to the side and sneered at him. “But you’re not going to do a damn thing about it.”

      He chuckled and grabbed my wrists, stepping closer, a strand of his dark hair curling onto his forehead. “Oh, I’m not?”

      “No,” I said, wrapping my fingers around his and inhaling the captivating scent of hazelnut, “you’re not.”

      “Would you rather have Tony touch you like this then?” He released his grip on my wrists, dipped one hand between my legs, and rubbed his fingers against my pussy through my pants. 

      My eyes widened, my pussy aching. 

      When I didn’t answer him, he clenched his jaw. “Huh? Is that what Tony is for? Making my mate come? Making my mate feel good?”

      My heart pounded against my chest.

      He stared down at me with golden embers in his brown eyes and … laughed. I tensed and grabbed his wrist, my core pulsing. 

      Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. This wasn’t what I was expecting.

      “Go ahead, Kitten.” He rubbed sweet, torturous circles around my clit through my pants. His canines brushed against my soft spot on my neck, and I nearly moaned. “Push me away,” he mumbled against my ear. “I’ll let you this time.”

      I squeezed his wrist in my hand, wanting to shove him back but not wanting him to stop. I really, really didn’t want him to stop. Mom had been driving me crazy this past week, and all I wanted was a release.

      “Stop me, or I’ll really give you a reason to push me away.”

      I didn’t know whether to moan, to nudge him away, or to do both. The pressure in my core rose with every moment. I needed something, anything. I stared him right in the eye, wanting to dare him. “What’re you going to do? Throw me to the ground and tear me apart piece by piece,” I said, sarcasm dripping from my voice. “Moon Goddess, I’m shaking in my bo⁠—”

      He growled lowly and plunged his hand into my underwear. Almost instantly, his fingers slipped into my wet pussy, thrusting in and out harshly. I gripped his broad shoulders, nails digging into the thick muscle. 

      Holy—

      My pussy tightened on him, and I backed up until I hit the nearest tree, unable to hold myself together. The pressure in my core hadn’t ever been this intense. He followed, never taking his fingers out of me once. The heel of his palm hit my sensitive clit over and over, sending a surge of pleasure through me.

      “The things I want to do to you,” he said into my ear, watching my body react to him. He curled a hand around my throat and squeezed lightly. “Bend you over my bed and fuck you until you can’t stand. Push you to your knees and watch you suck my cock.” He took my hand and placed it on his hardness. I clenched, slowly stroking it up and down. “Eat your wet pussy until you beg me to stop.”

      I drew my brows together, moaning softly. Another wave of ecstasy.

      “I love the way your pussy pulses on my fingers,” he said. “Imagine how tight you’d get with my cock inside of you. Thrusting in and out. Filling this tight … little … pussy.”

      My fucking Moon Goddess.

      “Eyes on me,” he said, tightening his grip on my throat. I gazed at him, breaths quickening. “Only me.” 

      He brushed his thumb against my clit, and my legs shook as I released myself on him, not breaking eye contact once.

      Wave after wave of satisfaction rolled through me. My entire body tingled. I closed my eyes and moaned, my hips moving back and forth on his fingers, riding out my orgasm. Hell, I had known my mate for two whole minutes, and I was a mess.

      Coming on his fingers. Aching for more.

      Tony never even fucked me this well.

      He continued to thrust his fingers into me, not stopping. 

      I wrapped my hand around his wrist, trying to pull it off of me. “I-I came. You-you-you can st-stop” My eyes rolled back, and I doubled over, resting my forehead on his bicep. Another surge of pleasure rushed through me.

      “Is that what Tony does? Makes you come once and leaves?” He gave me an empty laugh. “I’m not finished with you. Not until you’re begging.”

      I squeezed my eyes shut, the pressure in my core becoming harder to bear. My nails dug into his wrist, and I moaned out again as I released myself on him for the second time. 

      How was he even⁠—

      He smirked down at me. “How long do you think you’ll last?” he asked. “Ten, fifteen times?”

      My eyes widened, and I pushed his hand away. “Please, Moon Goddess, that was enough.” 

      My mind was foggy with that hazelnut scent; my body was tingling in all the right places. He hadn’t even touched the rest of me yet, but my body wanted more. My body was craving more.
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      MARS

      “Seventeen,” I said, lying back in the grass next to the most beautiful woman I had ever seen. With brown locks that lay so perfectly down her back to the way the moonlight bounced off her pale skin, my mate was beautiful. “Not bad.”

      She lay next to me, her chest rising and falling with each heavy breath she took. The water from the lake just barely wet my heels. I watched her close her big blue eyes in utter bliss. She smelled so much like freshly picked lemons—my favorite—and it reminded me of Mom.

      My fingers brushed against her bare hip bone in small, soothing circles. All I wanted was to bring her home with me, let her sleep in my bed, get her away from this Tony and his pungent scent, which was all over her.

      “Alpha,” my beta, Liam, said through our mind link. “We have a problem.”

      “Can’t you handle it?” I asked, pressing my lips together. “I’m busy.”

      There was a pause on the other side of the mind link, and then Liam said, “It’s urgent.”

      Though I wanted to bring her home, I couldn’t. My pack warriors had run to this part of Sanguine Wilds Forest for one reason and one reason only. The Malavite Stone. And we couldn’t leave without it. We needed it more than we needed anything.

      “I’ll be there in fifteen minutes,” I said, staring down at the rippling water.

      My mate shifted next to me, curling her head into the crook of my neck, her breaths warming the spot on my skin where she’d mark one day. 

      “What’s your name?” I asked, desperate to hear her speak again before I left her here alone for twenty minutes, at the most.

      She opened her eyes and smiled up at me. “Aurora.”

      “Aurora,” I whispered to myself so softly, like her name was meant to linger on my tongue for eternity—because it was. 

      I had heard Aurora’s name spoken by some of my warriors before. Smart, sassy, and so damn sexy, she was the soon-to-be alpha of the Darkmoon Pack—the pack last known to have the Malavite Stone.

      But what was the alpha-in-training doing outside her borders, unprotected and alone, meeting this man named Tony, who would definitely need to be taken care of? I might’ve known her name and title, but I didn’t know the first thing about who she really was, and I definitely didn’t know if she would like me when she found out who I was … but I wouldn’t let her go.

      After everything Ares and I had been through, after all the shit we had done, the Moon Goddess still had blessed us with a strong mate. And I wouldn’t take her for granted. She would be ours and ours only. For eternity.

      Deep inside of me, I could feel a dark, sinister rage, my beast awakening. Clawing at our insides to see our mate for the first time, ripping me apart to touch her, growling at me not to leave her.

      And I didn’t want her to be afraid of him.

      “What’s yours?” she asked, her voice softer this time, her eyes closing.

      “Mars,” I said, brushing my fingers against hers. 

      I needed to get out of here sooner than I’d planned. I didn’t want her to see that vicious side of me yet, but something told me that she’d find out who I was sooner rather than later.

      Aurora’s breathing evened out, and she curled into a ball next to me. I pushed a strand of her dark hair behind her ear and savored this moment with her. I didn’t know when I’d get my next one. 

      “They call me Mars.”

      “Mars, like the planet?” she mumbled.

      Something inside of me snapped, and I couldn’t hold back the beast any longer. I possessively brushed my thumb across her jaw. Oh, my Kitten had a lot to learn, but she’d learn quickly. 

      “Like the god.”
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      AURORA

      I grumbled to myself and rubbed my eyes, shifting on the grassy patch. The moon reflected off the still lake, and the forest was a jarring kind of silent. No yelling. No howling. No wolves. Mars and his sweet hazelnut scent were gone, leaving me to inhale the foul scent of Tony’s thick navy sweatshirt.

      My phone lay next to me, in the place Mars would’ve been, and I snatched it—3:03 a.m..

      My eyes widened, and I shot up, some soreness lingering in my core. Mom was going to kill me. I dusted the sand off my back and hurried through the woods, not even bothering to look for him. It was apparent that all he’d wanted to do was fuck. Touch me in places that he shouldn’t have and then leave.

      Sure, there were plenty of wolves like that nowadays, but I hadn’t expected my mate to be one. But who was I to talk? I was supposed to have met Tony at the damn lake to get off for the night.

      I climbed the small cliff and shimmied back through the cave, sneaked right past Mom’s warriors, and sighed in relief when I crawled through my window and an angry alpha mom wasn’t waiting for me.

      Ruffles glared at me when I turned the light on, blinding her. She gave me a hard fuck you meow and stuffed her face back into her paw. After tugging off my clothes and taking a quick shower, I lay in bed with her and stared up at the ceiling.

      From my bed, I could hear Mom and Dad whispering in their room, about tonight’s meeting, about Ares, about how they thought he would tear us down one by one, torture us until we gave him all our riches—not that we had much nowadays. And while Ares might be a threat, all I could think about was the man in the woods.

      Mars.

      I balled the thin purple sheet in my hand and yanked it up my body, so it covered my shoulders. I knew I should’ve stayed away from him. I knew I should’ve run when I had the chance—when he gave me the chance. But I hadn’t wanted to run. My wolf wanted to stay with him.

      I guessed he hadn’t wanted to stay with me.

      But who was he? Possibly a scout from a nearby pack … but how would that explain all those scars? Maybe he was a warrior from Alpha Ares’s Ironmane Pack. Mom would have my head if he was.

      After sulking for a few more moments, I shook the thought away. It didn’t matter anyway. He had left me alone in the middle of the damn woods after giving me the hottest night of my entire life. If he didn’t need me, I sure as hell didn’t need him.

      I was soon-to-be alpha of the Darkmoon Pack, and not even my mate would get in my way of trying as hard as I could to be the leader that Jeremy would’ve wanted me to be.

      There was some rustling by my bedroom window that I’d left slightly ajar. Ruffles lifted her nose and glanced at it, her eyes narrowed in a leave me alone, I’m trying to fucking sleep expression. A tree branch brushed across the glass, the wind picking up outside and drifting into the room. I inhaled softly and swore I smelled hazelnut. But after a few moments, it was gone.

      Just the damn wind taunting me.

      I squeezed my eyes shut and growled. Fuck Mars for leaving me. Fuck Mars for touching me. Fuck Mars for being the egotistical asshole that I had known he was. 

      Moon Goddess, I wanted to fuck Mars.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER FOUR


          

        

      

    

    
      ARES

      “No killing,” I said through the mind link to my warriors, hopping out of the narrow cave and onto Darkmoon’s property. 

      One by one, my warriors walked out and stood behind me in their wolf form, eyes trained on the patrol guards in the forest a mile away.

      The early morning sun filed in around the monstrous trees, hit the forest floor, and created grotesque shadows. These lush greens would turn into a fucking bloodbath soon because I wasn’t leaving until I found that damn stone.

      I’d search for it even if it was the end of me. All these packs in Sanguine Wilds played games, taunted me about it, plotted ways to rid me of something so precious.

      But I was done with that shit.

      I needed the stone, and I needed it now.

      Liam stood next to me with his head held high, saliva dripping from his canines. 

      I growled to silence all my warriors. “We take the stone and then take Alpha Theia’s daughter.”

      Aurora. Her name was Aurora.

      But I didn’t want anyone to know her name yet. She was mine. All mine.

      She was the goddess with the brown hair and eyes as bright as the dawn. An alpha wolf who would rule by my side—whether she wanted to or not. I had waited to find my mate for years, always wanted her to be a strong warrior who could run with me.

      She didn’t know me yet. She only knew Mars. She’d lain with him. She’d touched him. She’d begged for him. Then, she’d disappeared in the middle of the night after I had to head back to camp to deal with pack drama.

      I had traced her scent through the entire forest and used—what seemed to be—her own secret little passage until I found her pack house. Part of me wanted to tear right through her home to find her, scold her for not staying, but it was my fault. I’d left her vulnerable.

      But nothing would stop me from having her this time.

      Now, I stood inside of her borders with the need for her growing stronger every moment. She might not know I was here for her, but when we attacked, when she smelled the fear of her own people, she’d know.

      “We run.”

      I sprinted ahead, the wind rushing through in my fur, rage in my blood, fresh air in my lungs. Our paws hit the ground in a thunderous roar, and I let out a ferocious growl to let the Darkmoon Pack know who had arrived while they slept so innocently in their beds.

      As if they were waiting for an attack, enemy warriors ran at us with their teeth bared. 

      “No killing,” I repeated through the mind link. 

      There would be blood but no deaths. I only did that shit to hounds—those vicious rogues who lingered near my property.

      Claws on fur. Flesh tearing. Blood splattering. We clashed.

      Searching for her, my gaze traveled across the herd of werewolves running at me. As she was the next alpha, I expected her to be here, but I couldn’t smell her scent on any of these wolves. I smelled Tony. I smelled that rotten stench, same as the dirty, used sweatshirt Aurora had worn last night.

      Black fur. Blacker eyes. Teeth dripping with blood.

      He sprinted at me with so much ferocity that, if I didn’t know better, I would’ve thought he was the next in line to be alpha. I stepped out of his way, let him fall flat on his face behind me, and growled.

      They knew what I wanted. They knew all they had to do was hand the stone over, give me any information on its whereabouts. That was all I fucking wanted. And if the stone really wasn’t here, I’d still come out of this battle victorious because I’d take my mate, Aurora, back home with me.

      I didn’t care if she pleaded, screamed, hit, or flat-out refused. She would be mine.
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      AURORA

      Sunlight flooded into my room, creating cute patterns from the shadow of the cherry tree outside my window. Ruffles lay on my chest and licked my face, her breath smelling suspiciously like potato chips. I sank into my sheets and sighed.

      Stupid Mars. Stupid Aurora for giving in to Mars so easily. Stupid feelings for my stupid mate.

      I shifted in the bed, let Ruffles hop off, and sat up. What was wrong with me? Why was I letting this get to me? Maybe it was because when I had been growing up, I’d watched Jeremy and his mate sneak away at night to spend the night together. I had seen those stolen glances and smiles, those lovely words of affection they shared.

      Now that Jeremy was gone and all I heard from Mom were lies about how strong and great she thought I was, I wanted to find my mate more than anything. But, Goddess, not a mate who didn’t seem to care about me at all, not a mate who had left me alone in the forest after getting me off.

      My wolf whimpered, and I knew she still wanted him and his wolf.

      They were fated mates after all.

      In the distance, growling erupted through the woods. I yawned and opened the window wider, breathing in the crisp morning air. Practice didn’t start for another hour. What⁠—

      A patrol guard scurried through the woods toward the direction of the pack hospital, a trail of blood following him. My eyes widened. We were being attacked.

      I threw on a pair of clothes as quickly as I could. 

      “Mom?” I asked, running through the house. 

      Everything was silent, and my heart dropped in my chest. I tried the mind link and didn’t get a response from anyone, which made me think the worst. Mom must’ve been right; Alpha Ares was here sooner rather than later. I could just feel it. 

      “Mom!”

      I raced through the woods, making sure to stay hidden in the trees. Mom had known that he was here, but she hadn’t even bothered waking me up, so I could help fight. 

      My body ached with shame at the mere thought of her shaking her head at Dad and saying, He’ll take her first. She’s the weakest link.

      After a few miles of sprinting in my human form, I stopped. Wave after wave of iron and blood hit me, and I crouched behind a tree, scrunching my nose. Through the woods, I watched the warriors fight. Wolf on wolf. Teeth on teeth. Claws on claws. Flesh and fur being torn off. Blood spewing everywhere. My pack howling for Mom to do something.

      And there he was.

      Alpha Ares.

      Standing in the center of the two enemy packs, he circled Mom like she was some sort of prey. He stood taller and larger than the rest of the wolves, his thick midnight fur glistening under the sunlight.

      There was no doubt in my mind that he would kill her.

      Dad stood a few feet away, holding up a fight against a wolf large enough to be a beta. My heart raced, and I tried to think up a good plan within the next few moments. But Ares moved so fast that I barely had time to think of anything other than a surprise attack. I’d leap at him when he was about to clamp down on Mom’s neck, just when he thought he had conquered another pack.

      It would ruin him. I would ruin him. And maybe it’d prove something to Mom too.

      After sneaking closer to the fight, I tried to analyze his movements. I needed an opening, some type of distraction to get into the center so I could save her. But Mom ruined my entire plan when she suddenly shifted into her human. 

      “Stop,” she said to her warriors and to Ares. “We have a proposition. One that you won’t pass up.”

      Alpha Ares growled, his teeth dripping with sanguine-colored saliva. His warriors stopped their attacks and bowed their heads to him so quickly and so effortlessly that it scared me how much power that man had over feral animals. Ares scanned Mom’s warrior wolves as if he was searching for someone, and then he shifted to his human.

      My eyes widened. Mars—Ares, whoever he goddamn was—stood in front of Mom, his taut chest smeared with blood, his eyes as golden as the sun. 

      “Where is she?” Ares said through clenched teeth. “Where is Aurora?”

      I froze behind the tree, my entire body tense. Anger and betrayal and so much hurt rushed through me. He must’ve followed my scent back through the forest, using my secret route. It was the only way he could’ve gotten on our property and caused this much damage this quickly.

      He’d used me last night to get what he wanted—an unguarded entrance to my pack, an easy way to get past the warriors on patrol, for me to trust him. With that stupid-ass smirk and those stupid-ass eyes and that stupid-ass scent of hazelnut, he had manipulated me, and I’d let him.

      He let out another guttural growl and stepped closer to Mom. “I’m not going to ask again.”

      I dug my fingers into the hard tree bark, peering from behind it and at my mate. Moon Goddess, even when he was angry he was ho⁠—

      I shook my head. Stop it, Aurora. That man is a violent, vicious animal.

      He stepped even closer, and Tony moved in front of Mom to protect her. Ares let out a lifeless chuckle, lip curling into a snarl, and then grabbed Tony by the throat, his entire hand wrapping around Tony’s fragile neck.

      “Release him,” Mom commanded, acting like Ares’s threats didn’t intimidate her. But she glanced nervously at Tony and then at Dad. And I knew she was afraid of losing the next beta of this pack. “And we can talk.”

      Ares turned around with Tony in his hold, gazing through the forest. “Come out, Aurora. I know you’re watching.” He inhaled, and I swore his features softened for just a moment. “I have your precious Tony.”

      I ground my teeth together and walked through the forest to the fight. I might not be good at fighting, but I cared about my pack. They would do anything to protect each other, and I would do anything to protect them.

      When Mom saw me, she growled like she always did when she didn’t want me to listen in on her shitty alpha decisions. “Aurora, get back in the pack house.”

      “Put him down,” I demanded, meeting Ares’s glowing golden gaze. “Now.”

      Mars—Ares’s eyes danced with excitement as he glanced at Mom. “If you don’t have the stone and have absolutely no information on its whereabouts, there’s only one deal that I would ever accept.” 

      Mom stepped forward, regaining her composure, and tried to posture over him. “What?”

      “Aurora.”

      My eyes widened as a rush of adrenaline ran through my veins. “No. Absolutely not.” I shook my head, ignoring the pleas from my wolf. “I told you yesterday that I’m not interested.”

      “You saw him yesterday?” Mom asked, brow cocked at me. “I told you not to go out.”

      Ares chuckled. “She doesn’t listen,” he said, a smirk stretching across his face. “But I can fix that.” 

      His eyes were burning into mine, and my heart was racing even harder in my chest. It was an unspoken promise, a promise to bend me over his bed and fuck me until I listened to every word he said.

      He thought he had control over me, but I knew how to put him in his place. I walked right up to him, standing in a puddle of wolf blood, and stared him right in those golden eyes. “If what you plan to do is anything like your performance last night, you’d never put me in my place.”

      A growl ripped from his throat, and he tightened his grip on Tony’s neck. Tony grasped his wrists, his cheeks flushing red, but Ares didn’t even flinch. 

      “I was going easy on you last night, pup.” He turned to Mom, rage emanating off of him. “Aurora or your pack, Alpha. One way, I take Aurora and leave, never coming back to hurt your people. The other way, I kill everyone here and still take your daughter. Your choice.”

      I crossed my arms over my chest and scowled at him. Who did he think he was, demanding an alpha as his own, personal war prize? Nobody in this pack would ever let that happen.

      Dad looked at Mom, not saying a single word, and Mom refused to make eye contact with me. 

      Instead, she pushed back her shoulders and nodded her head. “Fine.”

      My eyes widened, and I dropped my arms. Fine? What the hell did she mean by fine? She thought that this was fine? She was going to just give me away to my psychotic alpha mate?

      I glared at her, about to call her every possible name in the book, but I held myself back. Now that Jeremy was gone, I was her only heir, and she was giving me away like I was nothing to her. My heart hurt, and I wanted to refuse to go with him, but by the look in her eye, I knew she wouldn’t budge. She’d tell me that this was best for the pack, that we couldn’t afford another loss.

      Before his pack of bloodthirsty warriors, Ares stood like he was a fucking king, praised by every one of them. Then, he smirked, cocked a finger in my direction, and said, “Come here, Kitten.”

      The words sounded so disgraceful. Disgraceful to my whole legacy. To my father, who claimed to have come from the strongest warrior family in all of the nations. To my mother, the first female alpha. To me, Ares’s stupid fucking mate.

      My gaze shifted from Mom to Dad to Tony, who looked so desperate in Ares’s arms. He dangled there with Ares’s claws in his neck, his eyes on me and me only. He looked so pitiful. He looked less than a beta and more like a sorry-ass rogue, begging for forgiveness.

      I didn’t know if I was angry with Mom for handing over the only heir to her pack, with Ares for using me last night, or with myself for actually believing that his name was Mars. I was such a damn fool.

      But for my pack, I clenched my teeth together and stormed to Ares, ripping Tony from him. “You’re a monster.”

      He chuckled lowly, drew his fingers up the side of my neck, and grasped my chin in his hand like he had done last night, making me look into those golden eyes. “And you’re mine, Kitten.” He roughly brushed his thumb over my bottom lip. “All mine.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER SIX


          

        

      

    

    
      AURORA

      I clenched my teeth together and ripped myself out of his grip. “Don’t you dare touch me like that again.” I crossed my arms. “Let’s get one thing straight. Just because I’m going with you doesn’t mean that you own me. And it sure as hell doesn’t mean that you”—I gazed around at his pack, who were all staring at me intently—“or any of you will disrespect me.”

      Gasping for air and clutching his neck, Tony stepped forward, as if he wanted another chance at fighting Ares. 

      I turned on my heel to face him and pointed a sharp finger at him. “No,” I said, my voice coming out stronger than I’d expected it to with all the pent-up anger I was holding back. “War with Ares is over, just like our alpha”—I gave Mom the most bitter side-eye I could muster—“wanted it to be. Go get Ares clothes, so he doesn’t have to walk around here half-naked with his ugly ass.”

      Without another word, I stormed to the pack house, tracking someone’s blood throughout the entire forest. Ares growled behind me, and I growled back. 

      Hit a nerve, did I? 

      I’d hit a damn big nerve. Ares wasn’t ugly, but his heart and his soul were.

      “Aurora,” Mom called, following after me. 

      I rolled my eyes and walked faster until I reached the pack house. I slammed the large wooden front door as hard as I could and hoped it hit her right in the face. It was childish, but at least I hadn’t sold her out to Ares just because I was afraid of him and at least I’d shouted for her before I went out to fight our enemy.

      After kicking off my bloody sneakers, I stormed up the stairs and threw my bedroom door open. Ruffles stared at me with wide eyes from my desk, gnawing on the plastic of a potato chip bag. I opened my closet door, threw my suitcase onto my bed, and angrily unzipped it.

      Stupid. This is so stupid.

      She sold me out. Fucking sold me out.

      To Ares. To Mars. To whoever the fuck he is.

      I bet she did it because she doesn’t think I’m fit to become alpha.

      My bedroom door opened, and Mom walked into the room. 

      “Aurora,” she said softly, rubbing her palms together and acting as if she were really sorry for doing what she had done. But she wasn’t.

      “Alpha,” I said, hurling my clothes into my suitcase. “Excuse my language, but I’m fucking busy, packing my fucking bags to leave this fucking pack.”

      She growled at me and snatched my arm, claws digging into my skin. “Do not speak to me like that. This was our only choice. He had us cornered. He would’ve killed everyone here without a second thought.”

      “There’s never only one choice,” I said, staring her right in the eye. “There’s always another way. You taught me that, but you seem to have forgotten about that since you got Jeremy killed.”

      She glared at me with glowing gold eyes and slapped me hard right across the face. I clutched my stinging cheek, my eyes wide. She’d just … she’d just⁠—

      “Do not bring Jeremy up. This has nothing to do with him.”

      I was done with backing down from her. I was done with being treated like garbage. 

      I stepped toward her. “It has everything to do with him, and you know it. Ever since that day, you’ve been terrified of losing your pack members. Ever since that day, you’ve lost your spark, you’ve lost your edge, you’ve been scared of being an alpha.”

      “He was your brother,” she said harshly. “Don’t talk to me like you know anything about losing a child or like you know anything about leading a pack. I’ve been preparing you for years to become an alpha like Jeremy was going to be, and you—” She stopped herself before she could finish the sentence.

      My heart raced. Shame. All I felt was shame. “What, Mom? What did I do?”

      She pursed her lips together and turned away. “Forget it, Aurora.”

      “No,” I said, heart tightening. “Tell me … tell me how I will never fill his shoes. Tell me how you’ve trained me for years, yet I’m still not good enough for you. Tell me that you’ve never thought that I’d be strong enough to lead this pack.”

      “Aurora, stop.”

      Tears filled my eyes to the brim, but I refused to let them fall. “Tell me, Mom.”

      Her chin quivered. “I never meant to make you feel that way.”

      “Well, you did.” I turned back to my suitcase and stared down at the contents from the past nineteen years. 

      All the memories of Jeremy’s death flooded my mind, and I bit back the cries. Ever since that day, our family hadn’t been the same. We didn’t go out together, didn’t eat together, and didn’t fight together anymore. We were broken, and she was the one who had broken us.

      “Aurora,” she said softly. She placed her hand on my shoulder, but I pulled away from her. “You can’t even shift into your wolf.”

      “I can shift,” I whispered. 

      My wolf whimpered inside of me, feeling defeated. She knew she couldn’t shift like we used to. She knew she was a disappointment to Mom and to this whole pack. If anyone found out, we’d be an easy target.

      “When are you going to admit it to yourself, Aurora?” she asked. “It takes you ten minutes to shift sometimes. Ten minutes, and all I hear is your wolf whimpering the entire time.”

      I stared down at my clothes, curling one of Jeremy’s old high school football jerseys in my fist. It was true. I hadn’t been able to shift easily since those hounds attacked us and my spine broke into a hundred pieces. “It’s not my fault,” I said, my voice raspy.

      I wanted her to admit that this was her blunder, that she was the reason I couldn’t shift, that she had made the senseless decision to fight a group of hounds, knowing we wouldn’t win. Not me. It was a surprise attack, yes. But we could’ve easily retreated to the pack house, made sure all the pups were safe, and come up with a damn plan before we attacked them back.

      But Mom never took the blame.

      She shook her head. “You can’t lead this pack the way that we need to be led,” she said with so much finality that I almost believed it. 

      My heart hurt, and all I could feel was pain. Pain from all the years I’d tried to suppress thoughts of Jeremy’s death. 

      She stared at me with the blankest expression. “And I’m not letting anyone else in this pack die.”

      “So, you decide to never see your daughter, just like you won’t ever see your son again?” I asked, my voice cracking. 

      Hold back the tears, Aurora. Don’t let her see how weak she’s made you.

      She snatched my chin in her hand, squeezing it roughly. Though she had grabbed me in the same place Ares had, her touch felt nothing like his. It felt so … mean. “Sacrifices need to be made to ensure this pack’s survival. Don’t make me feel bad for this decision, Aurora. If I thought he would hurt you, I wouldn’t have agreed to it.” Lie. “From his possessiveness, the second he laid eyes on you, I knew that you were his mate. With him, you’ll at least be safe. He’s one of the strongest alphas around.”

      I glared at her through teary eyes. “Leave.”

      She pressed her lips together, turned on her heel, and walked right out of the room, shutting the door behind her. I growled and let one single tear fall. Then, I sucked it up and continued packing for hell because nobody would save me from this. Dad was too much of a wimp to stop her. Tony wasn’t strong enough. And the rest of the pack … some of them refused to even talk to me anymore when I trained with them.

      I grasped Jeremy’s shirt in my hands. Jeremy’s jersey, stained with dirt from his high school football days, had been the only thing getting me through these past few years. I wanted to double over it and scream at the top of my lungs for him to come back, so all of this would be better, but I’d learned to hide that weak side of me.

      A few moments later, my door reopened, but I didn’t bother turning around. 

      “Leave me alone,” I said, continuing to place my clothes into my suitcase.

      Mom had pissed me off one too many times. I couldn’t handle another minute of listening to her bullshit. I couldn’t do anything about being weak or not being able to shift easily. If it wasn’t for⁠— 

      I shook my head and refused to even think about that day or the harrowing days that followed.

      The door closed, and I inhaled a whiff of Ruffles’s cat litter mixed with⁠—

      I turned around, nostrils flaring. Ares stood by the door, gaze traveling around the room so slowly. He had found some clothes that looked like Tony’s, yet they were a size too small for him. They hugged his tanned biceps, his shoulders, his chest.

      Moon Goddess, why have you given me such a delicious asshole of a mate?

      When his gaze met mine, he gave me an adorably crooked smile, his lip curling a bit wider to the right than the left. It made him look real, like he wasn’t just a divine creature created by the Moon Goddess herself.

      “Not what I was expecting.”

      “You think I was expecting for my mate to show up at my pack as the alpha who’s been murdering everyone in this part of Sanguine Wilds?”

      “Someone’s cranky.” He walked into my room, glancing around at all the photos of my picture-perfect family. We hadn’t taken any new ones since Jeremy died.

      “Don’t talk to me like we’re friends,” I said, turning back around but watching him intently out of the corner of my eye, just to make sure he didn’t touch anything that he wasn’t supposed to. Definitely not because he was leaving his sweet hazelnut scent all over the room and it was driving me wild. “Because we’re not.”

      He walked back around my bed toward me and stepped close. Though he wasn’t touching me, I felt his body heat against my backside. Teasing me. Taunting me even. “How do you want me to talk to you?” He brushed his nose against my hair and inhaled deeply. “As the woman that I’m going to take to my bed and devour until she’s trembling in my hands tonight or as the pitiful alpha traded by her mother?”

      “If you think I’m going to sleep with you, you’re crazy.”

      “I am?” he whispered into my ear, fingertips lightly brushing against my hips.

      “Yes,” I said, tingles running up and down my sides. My wolf purred. “You are.”

      One of his hands trailed down the side of my body, and he grasped my chin in his other. “I’m not crazy, Kitten.” He brushed his thumb against my bottom lip, and I parted them slightly. “Unless you want me to be.”

      When his fingers barely grazed against the front of my pants, I shuddered against him. My pussy tightened, and I tried to calm my wolf, who was raging inside of me, who wanted nothing more than to let him be crazy with me.

      Bend me over the bed and take me right there. Force my legs apart and press his tongue against my clit as I squirmed against him. Whisper all those dirty, filthy words into my ear, making me wetter for him. Hell, I wanted to plunge my hand through his hair and tug on it so roughly until he knew he was mine.

      Control yourself, Aurora. Don’t give in to him that easily.

      I shook my head and stepped away from him. “I hardly know you.” But I wanted to know him.

      Ruffles hopped onto the bed and jumped into my suitcase, snuggling in all of my clothes and making sure her fur was on each piece. I opened my drawer and pulled out my more personal items, watching the smirk on Ares’s face widen.

      “You can get to know me,” he said, reaching out to brush his fingers against mine. “Fire off the questions, Kitten.”

      I arched a brow. Questions, questions, questions. I had so many questions for Ares. But I had one dire inquiry that I needed the answer to now. “What should I call you—Ares, Mars, or Asshole?”

      He chuckled. “Anything you’d like when we’re out in public.” He stepped closer to me, mere inches away, pushed a strand of hair behind my ear, and leaned down. “But when we’re alone, you can call me Alpha.”

      My breath caught in the back of my throat, and I clenched. Wetness pooled between my legs. His fingers dipped between my thighs, and he rubbed my clit gently. I opened my mouth to speak, to tell him to get away from me, to tell him to fuck off, but I couldn’t form any words.

      Someone knocked on the door. 

      “Ares, we need to talk about our agreement,” Mom said.

      I pressed my lips together and growled under my breath at her for ruining the moment and my life.

      “We’ll finish this conversation later,” Ares said. He pulled away from me and walked to the door. Before he opened it, he glanced back at me. “Call me what you want, Kitten, but I’d prefer you call me Mars.”
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      AURORA

      When I turned back to my suitcase, Ruffles had one leg up in the air, her toes stretched out, as she licked her belly. She looked up at me briefly and narrowed her eyes. 

      “Don’t look at me like that, Ruffles,” I said, trying to calm myself down. “My wolf can’t help it.”

      She meowed and glanced past me, her pupils dilating. Someone cleared their throat. Goddess, why couldn’t I be left alone for one damn moment? All I needed was time to clear my head and to figure out how I would survive living with Ares for the rest of my life.

      Tony closed my bedroom door, rubbing the claw marks on his neck. His dirty-blond hair was a disheveled mess with streaks of red blood in it. He cautiously stepped into the room. “Aurora.”

      “What, Tony?” I asked, seething.

      “Come on, A. Don’t do that.” He took my hand. 

      His woodsy scent, which used to be so comforting, suddenly made me shiver in disgust and step back.

      “Don’t do what?”

      He brushed a piece of hair from my face and frowned. “Act all … distant.”

      “My mother just sold me out to the alpha that she’s been terrified of for years.” I growled, realization finally setting in. She’d really traded me, really gotten rid of me like I was nothing. “I can be distant if I want to.”

      He intertwined my fingers with his, brushing his thumb over my knuckles. “You don’t have to be distant with me.”

      “Well, seeing as I’m going to live with Ares, we’re about to be quite distant,” I said, stepping away from him.

      “We can still meet at the lake every night to spend time together.”

      Tony stepped closer to me, and I pursed my lips. 

      “You know the only reason she sold me out was so you could lead,” I said. 

      Tony was beta, second-in-command, the strongest person to lead if there was no successor. There was no other reason and could be no other reason. I was weak in her eyes. So fucking weak.

      After brushing a strand of hair out of my face, he frowned. “That’s not true.” He gave me a small, supportive smile. “She’s been shaping you to be alpha since Jeremy died.”

      “She didn’t ask me to go the meeting that you attended with the other alphas. She didn’t wake me when Ares was attacking. She sold me out without a second thought.” My heart ached. What had I done to deserve this?

      He tilted his head to the side and lightly seized my hips. I could feel his breath on my lips, could smell the sweet scent of his mint gum. He brushed his nose against mine, and for a moment, I closed my eyes and enjoyed it.

      Then, I turned my head away. “I can’t, Tony.”

      “Aurora,” he said, lips brushing against my ear. He pushed his hips further against me, letting me feel his hardness pressed against the front of his pants. “Just one last time before you leave me.”

      “No, Tony, I⁠—”

      He glided a finger across my chin and forced his lips onto mine. Hard.

      I shoved him back, adrenaline pumping through me. “I said, no.”

      He grabbed my hands and held them to his chest. “Aurora, look at me,” he said. 

      I clenched my jaw and gazed over at him. 

      “I’m sorry. What do you want me to say? I can’t make it better. It’s not my decision. I never thought that your mother would ever actually go through with the⁠—”

      Before he could continue, he stopped himself. My eyes widened. All I felt was anger and rage, a need to hurt someone because Mom had hurt me long enough. 

      “This was her … plan, her proposition?”

      “No. This was the worst-case scenario.” He glanced over at my closed bedroom door, pulled me closer to him, and lowered his voice. “Let Ares take you. I’ll ascend as alpha. We’ll buy ourselves time to form a plan and an army to destroy him. And when we do, I’ll take you back, and you’ll become my luna.”

      Ascend as alpha? Become his luna? 

      I’d bet this was his stupid fucking plan all along. He wanted my place, and he wanted me to be his little plaything. 

      “Oh,” I said, nodding as if this all made perfect sense. “What a great plan!” Have a beta who knew nothing about the threats this family had faced and about the stone in my spine, which had helped fix me, become the alpha of this pack and lead us straight into ruins.

      My nails lengthened into claws behind my back. Damn her. Was she stupid? Did she not understand that trading me to Ares wouldn’t stop the hounds from attacking our pack? Could she even comprehend that she’d lose another child?

      Tony smiled at me, nose grazing against mine. “I won’t let him hurt you, I promise.” 

      And then as if kissing me would make up for everything, he pressed his lips to mine, grabbing me harshly and pulling me to him. I pushed him away again, harder this time, my mind all over the place.

      Just as I was about to sink my claws into his neck and tell him to never touch me like that again, he was ripped from me and thrown against the wall. He hit it with a thud and fell right onto Ruffles. Ruffles hissed and swatted at his face, scratching him across the cheek and immediately drawing blood.

      Ares stood in front of me, back muscles rippling against his shirt, staring at the man who had touched his mate. He scooped him up by his neck, thrust him against the wall again, and held him there. This time, he held nothing back. His claws pierced his skin, and blood ran down Tony’s neck and stained his white shirt.

      I narrowed my eyes at Tony and watched him squirm in Ares’s death grip, trying so desperately to breathe and to get out of his hold, but he was too weak.

      And Mom wanted him as the next alpha.

      Pinning him to the wall, Ares stepped closer, his lips next to Tony’s ear. “What did I fucking tell you?” he asked, voice impeccably calm.

      Tony didn’t say anything.

      “I told you not to touch my fucking mate again, didn’t I?”

      Tony grasped his wrists, but Ares just tightened his grip. His biceps flexed hard, and his canines lengthened past his lips. 

      “Didn’t I?”

      When Tony still didn’t say anything, Ares squeezed his neck harder. 

      I yanked his arm away. “Ares, stop.” But he didn’t. “Ares.” 

      His eyes were gold. Pure wolfish gold. I didn’t know what to do to get him to calm down. I wanted to punish Tony for touching me, but I didn’t want him to die. He would be the next alpha of our pack whether I liked it or not.

      “Mars,” I said, hoping to the Goddess that he’d stop. Ares’s eyes softened at the mention of his name. “Let him go.”

      “So you can let him fuck you?” Ares growled.

      “No, so I can kick him out of my room,” I said. “Now, stop it.”

      Ares glared at Tony, whose cheeks had turned purple. “Pathetic.” He gave him one last shove against the wall. “Next time you think about touching my mate, I will snap your fucking neck.”

      Ares stepped back, and Tony fell to the ground again. Ruffles hissed at him, narrowing her eyes and lengthening her claws. She went to smack at him again, but he shuffled out of the room, holding his neck and slamming the door shut.

      “I could’ve handled that myself,” I said through clenched teeth. Why did all of the damn men in my life want to be saviors? I swore they all had damn problems, called being an alpha-hole.

      “Get your things,” he said through his teeth. “We leave in ten minutes.”

      Before he walked out of the room, I grabbed his arm. “You said you wouldn’t hurt anyone in my pack if I went with you.”

      He growled lowly, baring his canines at me, his mate. “I also said that I was going to have to take care of Tony, didn’t I?” He stepped closer to me, towering over me and making me feel terrifyingly small. But something about his possessiveness made me weak for him. “I gave him a chance. If he hadn’t come into your room, touched you, flirted with you, kissed you, maybe I wouldn’t have.”

      “You’re over the top and out of fucking control.”

      “Out of control?” He stepped toward me again, a sinister look in his eye. 

      I never thought I would see it, but it was there. The look of a god, the look of war, the look of utter chaos. I sucked in a breath, never having been turned on at the sight of such a man.

      He snatched my jaw and gently caressed my cheek with his thumb. “Aurora, you have not seen me out of control.” He was deathly calm, and it scared me more than it should have. “If I were out of control, you would be on your knees with my cock down this throat of yours”—he trailed his fingers down the column of my throat—“until you were gasping for breath.”

      My wolf purred at the thought, but I didn’t want her to feel anything toward such a violent, savage creature even if he could make us feel so much while barely touching us.

      “If you are anything like the man you were earlier when you had Tony’s throat in your hands, I’m sure I’d be highly disappointed. That wasn’t dominance; that was called being fucked u⁠—”

      He snatched my throat in his hand, squeezing lightly. “You want to see me out of control, Aurora?” he asked, lips grazing against mine. As his hardness pressed against my stomach, I clenched. “Get on your knees.”

      My breath caught in my throat, and I parted my lips to speak. But I couldn’t say a word. Goddess, I wanted this more than anything. He pushed me away slightly, his eyes a mix of gold and brown. 

      “Knees,” he said. “Before I have to push you down onto them.”

      I boldly brushed my fingers against the front of his pants and swore to myself at how big he felt inside of them. All I could picture was him inside of me, thrusting in and out until I could barely stand.

      He suddenly lowered his hand, and I stumbled down onto my knees, my face close to his crotch. This was wrong. So wrong. But damn, did it make me feel good to be with someone who knew exactly what I wanted.

      “Unzip my pants.”

      My heart was racing, and I didn’t know what to say. All I knew was that my pussy was pulsing and that heat was crawling up my body until I felt like I was on fire. I willingly unzipped his black jeans and stared at his hard cock through a pair of gray briefs.

      I didn’t care how long I’d known him or how much I hated him at that moment. I couldn’t think about anything other than the ache growing between my legs, the heat festering inside of me, my wolf begging me to please our mate like he had pleased us last night.

      He pulled down his briefs, his cock springing out of them.

      My pussy tightened at the sight. “Out of control,” I said, sneering up at him. I wanted him to get angry, wanted him to show me what he looked like when he was out of control.

      “This is out of control, Aurora.” He grabbed his cock and rubbed it against my lips, and then he snatched my chin and the top of my head and pulled me toward him, making me take his length in my mouth.

      He pushed himself into me ruthlessly, immediately hitting the back of my throat. I pushed my hands against his thighs, gagging. 

      But he refused to move, just stayed there and said, “All the way down.”

      I furrowed my brows together and pushed more of him down my throat until my lips were at the base of his cock. 

      “Fuck,” he said under his breath. “Just like that.” 

      He pushed his hips closer to my lips and thrust in and out of my mouth. I dug my nails into his thighs, my core warming. Goddess, nothing had ever felt so good. All I wanted was for him to touch me and my pussy again, rub it until I screamed.

      With every thrust, he became rougher, and he tightened his hand around my neck. “Fuck, my cock feels so good down your throat.” He took my hand and placed it against my throat, holding his hand over it and making me feel him inside.

      I moaned on his cock, a wave of pleasure rolling through me. I pressed my thighs together and moved my hips side to side, trying to ease the throbbing between them. 

      He pushed himself all the way down my throat and stilled. “Let me see your eyes.”

      I gazed up at him through teary eyes and pushed a hand into my pants. 

      His eyes flashed gold, and he pulled his cock out of me. “Look at you. Loved it so much, you can’t even resist touching yourself for me.” He swept his thumb against my bottom lip. “You want more, don’t you, Kitten?” he asked. 

      I growled under my breath—my wolf taking control—and rubbed my clit in quick, rough circles. 

      “What do you say?”

      “Fuck you,” I said, spit dripping down my chin. My nipples were pressing hard against my bra, and all I wanted was for him to reach down and tug on them. Touch me in any way he wanted.

      “You say, Yes, Alpha.” He grabbed my chin harsher in his hand. He shoved himself down my throat, and I clenched. “Let’s try it again.”

      “Ares,” someone said from outside the door.

      Ares curled his fingers in my hair, gently tugging on it. He stared down at me, jaw tight, ignoring the man. My eyes watered when I looked up at him. Moon Goddess, I fucking loved this.

      “Ares,” the man said again. 

      Ares pulled his cock out of my mouth, and I gasped for breath. I posted my hands on the ground and looked down, chest rising and falling. He brushed a finger under my chin and lifted until I was gazing up into his bold brown eyes. 

      Why did I feel so good?

      “What, Liam?” he asked harshly.

      There was a pause. 

      “Charolette’s on the phone, says she needs to talk to you.”

      His eyes immediately softened. 

      Charolette? Who was Charolette? And why was she calling my mate? 

      He released my chin from his hand, redid his pants, and walked to the door. Leaving me kneeling on my bedroom floor for him.

      Ruffles walked over and rubbed herself against me, purring.

      “Ten minutes,” he said, pulling the door open and gazing back at Ruffles and not me. “And no cat.”
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      ARES

      “When will you be home?” Charolette asked over the phone.

      I blew a breath through my nose, hearing her soothing voice, and leaned against the car that the Darkmoon Pack had graciously lent me to bring Aurora home. Tony stood at the edge of the forest, arms crossed over his chest, talking to Aurora’s parents. I let out a growl directed at him. Goddess, he was lucky I hadn’t ripped him piece by piece.

      I’d promised Mars I’d take it slow with Aurora. But when I had seen Tony kissing her, I hadn’t given a fuck about promises anymore. He had been kissing what was and what would stay mine.

      “Hello?” Charolette said again. 

      There was some rustling in the background, and then she yelled to Marcel—my warrior in charge of guarding her and training the pack—to shut up.

      “Soon,” I said.

      “When you get home, come over. I have something for you.”

      Aurora’s mother approached me, arms crossed over her chest. 

      I glanced up at the sky and suppressed another growl. “I have to go, Charolette. I’ll see you soon.”

      She hummed. And before I hung up the phone, she mumbled a sweet, “I love you.” 

      It was enough to calm me down for now, but I knew it wouldn’t last. All I could smell was lemon drifting through the air from Aurora’s bedroom window, driving my wolf crazy. He wanted to run back up the stairs to show her what a true alpha male felt like, to prove to her that Tony was less than nothing, to make her obedient.

      The mere thought of turning such a strong woman into a puddle for me … 

      I clenched my jaw and held back a groan, composing myself as Alpha Theia started talking my fucking ear off about this agreement.

      It was all nonsense I didn’t listen to because I wasn’t going to let her tell me how to treat my mate. 

      All I needed was the answer to one question and one question only. “Why wasn’t Aurora on the battlefield this morning?”

      Alpha Theia and her mate, Theron, glanced at each other. An eerie silence erupted throughout the entire forest, and some of the wolves from her pack stared over at us, waiting for her response.

      My gaze drifted from Theia to Theron. Though Theron was from one of the greatest warrior families, he looked so weak, so exhausted after a short battle. Letting his mate do all the talking. Having no say in any decisions she made. It was pitiful.

      Theia stepped forward and pressed her lips together, dark hair blowing in the breeze, showing me all the scars on her neck and shoulders from years of fighting. “We wanted to protect her from you,” she said strongly, but her gaze faltered.

      Shame.

      Written on her face. Etched into every one of her wrinkles. Shown in her slouched shoulders. Yet she tried to hide it behind her commanding alpha tone, behind her strong eyes. It was pathetic how disgraceful she was, how she could barter a smart and fierce alpha without a second thought.

      “Then, why’d you trade her to me so willingly?” I asked. When neither she nor her mate answered, I growled. “Why’d you not wake her when the battle began? Why didn’t you tell her she would be your pawn? She’s a warrior and an alpha. She should’ve known everything going on in this pack, not just the things you want her to know.”

      I didn’t know how Aurora was treated here, but things were about to change for her. And I’d be the one to change them.
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      AURORA

      I hurled my backpack over my shoulder, rolled two suitcases to my bedroom door, and frowned at the hot-pink pillow that Ruffles always slept on. She never lay anywhere else at night, except on my chest. It was full of fur, old, and raggedy, but it was hers. So, I grabbed it, wanting nothing more than to keep it forever and ever.

      The suitcases were stuffed full of my clothes and essentials, the zippers stretching so much that they were bound to rip at any moment. I picked them up, one in each hand, and walked down the stairs, following Ares’s stupid fucking voice.

      When he saw me, he grabbed the bags from my hands, his biceps flexing, and carried them the rest of the way to the car that he had bullied Mom into giving him since his pack had run here.

      “I could’ve done that myself,” I said, gently setting my backpack down in the backseat and unzipping it a few inches. 

      “I know,” he said, shoving the bags into the trunk. “Is this all your stuff?”

      I pressed my lips together, glancing up at my window, where Ruffles usually sat, and frowned. “Yes.” 

      I pushed past him to the passenger seat, but he caught my wrist. My skin tingled, my heart racing faster than I wanted it to. And I cursed the Moon Goddess. Ares didn’t deserve how my wolf felt toward him. He was a no-good, psychotic alpha who had been destroying the lands for a stone he knew nothing about.

      “And the cat?”

      I growled and snatched my hand away. “She’s sitting on my bed, wondering why my asshole of a mate isn’t letting me take her.”

      Mom walked toward me, stretching out her arms to hug me. I glared at her and walked to Dad instead, enveloping him in a halfhearted hug. After Jeremy had died, he had been the only one to give me a chance, letting me read his books about the War of the Lycans, where a vicious group of hounds were defeated by our warrior family—but that defeat didn’t last long as the hounds have started to torment these lands once again.

      Dad rested his chin on my head, caressing my hair with his hand. “Don’t hate your mother. She’s … doing what she thinks is best,” he said. 

      But even his plea didn’t change my mind. What kind of person traded their daughter to someone known for his blatant destruction, for his vicious killings, for evil? A bad mother and an even worse alpha.

      I rested my head on his chest and expected Ares to break us up, to tell me that it was enough and we had to go, but he waited patiently by the passenger door.

      Dad kissed my forehead. “Stay strong, A,” he said, and somehow, I felt even worse. 

      What kind of warrior would let his mate trade his only daughter? Not any kind of warrior he used to tell me stories about when I was just a pup.

      “I’ll take care of Ruffles for you,” Dad said in my ear before pulling away.

      I forced a smile and bit back the angry tears. “You don’t have to.” I walked to Ares, brushing right past Mom and Tony, who was glaring at my mate.

      “Aurora,” Tony said.

      “Don’t,” Ares snapped. 

      He pushed me into the car and slammed the door, a growl ripping from his throat the moment he turned back to Tony. They exchanged a few harsh words, and I stared at them through the car window, not listening to a word they said.

      So much testosterone. I could only imagine what it was going to be like at Ares’s pack. All the rumors had told me that Ares’s pack was just like him—ruthless, cruel, and heartless. The Moon Goddess and I both knew that I wouldn’t be able to handle everyone thinking with their instincts rather than their brains.

      I blew out a deep breath and tapped my fingers on my knee. Who knew how many hours of hell I’d be in the car with the god of war? It was going to be a fucking nightmare. Ignoring him the whole time, listening to his breathing, smelling that damn good scent of hazelnut.

      Ares walked to his door and scooted into his seat. Then, without turning back, he started the car and drove out of the driveway and off of my property. I watched my pack disappear in the rearview mirror and didn’t see an ounce of guilt on Mom’s face.

      Trees whizzed past us, their leaves rustling together in the wind. I frowned, wanting nothing more than to run through that forest again, to let my wolf free the way I used to before I was hurt, to feel the wind in my fur, to be happy with Jeremy.

      Miles ahead, the clouds turned from cotton white to an ominous gray, looming over Sanguine Wilds. I wondered how Jeremy was as he ran with the wolves up in the clouds. He’d always loved the thunderous storms, rain beating down on the leaves, watching the lightning strike trees from our hideout cave deep in the forest.

      Was he happy? Would he have exchanged me for his pack? 

      Tears welled up in my eyes, yet I didn’t let them fall. Jeremy would never have done that. He’d have stood up and fought or traded his life for mine. I balled my hands into fists. Goddess, I missed him.

      Ares turned to me, one hand on the steering wheel, the other inching closer and closer to my thigh. 

      “Don’t even think about it,” I said through clenched teeth.

      We came to a Stop sign, the road splitting off into two directions. Ares turned right into the fog. Tilted slightly and adorned with large bite marks, a silver stake was stuck into the ground to my right with a sign attached to it, labeled Hound Territory. I tensed and sat up in my seat, gaze flickering across the forest to catch any signs of rogues.

      “Talk to me,” Ares said.

      “No,” I said, keeping my eyes focused on the windshield. 

      Leaves blew wildly around us, and little droplets of rain started hitting against the glass. Out of all the ways Ares could go to get back to his property, why’d he take the rogue route?

      “Kitten …”

      “What?” I snapped, fear and fury rushing through me. “What do you want me to say to you? That you’re a dick for making me leave my family? That I think you’re a complete idiot for destroying packs just for power? That I would rather be at home, continuing my comfortable life without you?”

      Okay, that last one was a bit harsh and totally untrue. After last night and earlier in my bedroom, I was more than glad that I had met him. My wolf hadn’t been this excited since Jeremy was alive. She was doing flips in my stomach, jumping up and down, running around in circles, like his scent was some kind of wolf-nip.

      She was happy, but part of me wished he weren’t my mate. He was an aggressive asshole who killed people for power, and I didn’t want to lead that kind of life. But now that I was being thrust into that lifestyle of pure violence, I had no other choice.

      He growled, his knuckles whitening on the steering wheel. “You know nothing about me,” he said. “Nothing about the reasons I do what I do.”

      “I know that you plucked me right out of my home because you wanted me for yourself. I know that you used me to gain access to my pack. I know that you⁠—”

      Someone ran right out into the deserted street, and Ares slammed on the brakes, sending me forward. My seat belt cut into my collarbone, and I groaned. 

      “I know that you’re completely senseless,” I said under my breath.

      He gazed at me for a moment, looking me up and down, and then turned back to the woman in front of us. She knelt in the middle of the street, clutching her neck. Blood seeped through her fingers and drenched her raggedy red hair. The woman glanced up through the fog lights at me, and I immediately recognized her as a rogue. Her hair was wild, her stench putrid, her skin cut up with scars only a rogue would have.

      Ares parked the car, and my eyes widened. 

      “What are you doing?” I asked, clutching my seat belt. 

      Nobody should ever stop in Hound Territory, not even for an easy-to-kill rogue. Hounds used rogues as bait. Though a type of rogue themselves, hounds were more vicious, stronger, and so much more violent. They didn’t give a damn about anyone.

      Ares opened his door. “Stay here.”

      I undid my seat belt. “Are you crazy?” I asked, grabbing his forearm. “This is Hound Territory, and you want to go out there to help a rogue you know nothing about. Hounds could be chasing her for all you know.”

      “Are you afraid of the hounds?” he asked me, lips curling into the smallest of smirks.

      I growled and released his wrist. Fine, if he wanted to go out there and lose his shifting abilities like I’d lost mine to the hounds, I would get a front row seat. I didn’t care anymore. I’d drive off as soon as they attacked him.

      “Stay here,” Ares said sternly, a bloodthirsty look crossing his face. There it was again—that look of a god.

      He closed the door and approached the woman, saying something to her that I couldn’t quite hear. She shook her head and wiped tears from her cheeks with the back of her hand. She motioned to the forest and crouched down, grasping her stomach. Moon Goddess, this was going to take longer than I wanted.

      What was supposed to be a few hours’ drive was going to turn into an even longer one.

      After glancing around the forest once more to make sure it was clear, I grabbed my backpack from the backseat and unzipped it. Inside, two black eyes gazed up at me, and it meowed. I smiled and pulled Ruffles out along with a bag of Ruffles chips.

      She rubbed against me, like she always did when she wanted food or knew I was worried. 

      “Sorry, girl.” 

      I tore open the chips, and she stuffed her head in the bag, munching on one. Her cute little crunches made me smile and relax back into the seat. 

      “My mate didn’t want me to bring you … but I wouldn’t leave you behind.” 

      She hopped onto the driver’s seat, placed her two paws on the steering wheel, and stared at the scene in front of us with a single chip in her mouth.

      My gaze fell on Ares, who was walking into the woods alone while the woman just stood on the two yellow lines in the middle of the road. I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans. Moon Goddess, he shouldn’t be going out there. He should be in here, with me, where he would be safe.

      After a few minutes, Ares emerged with a young pup on his hip. The pup was crying, his hair disheveled. The woman fell to her knees and reached up for the boy, unable to hold back her emotions. Ares placed the boy in her arms.

      Ruffles glanced over at me and meowed.

      Ares gave the woman a breathtaking smile and handed her the child. 

      My eyes widened slightly, and I nodded my head to Ruffles. “I know, girl. I know.”

      She meowed again and swatted my knee. I looked down at her to see her staring at my passenger window. And just as I looked over, something smashed into the side of the car, the glass shattering all over my lap.

      I screamed and scurried away from the window, my heart hammering inside my chest. Two black eyes of a hound stared right at me as it sprinted straight for the passenger door again.

      A vicious growl exited Ares’s throat and echoed throughout the entire forest. He shifted midair into his wolf and sprinted toward the car like his life depended on it. The hound hit the side of the car again, blood-colored foam oozing from his mouth. He thrust his snout into the broken window, trying to latch his teeth into my shoulder.

      More hounds appeared through the forest, trapping Ares. My heart pounded in my chest, and I threw myself over Ruffles to save her life, like I wish I had done with Jeremy. But Ruffles had other plans.

      She hissed, jumped on my shoulder, and swatted at the hound with both paws, tearing into his skin. It wasn’t hard but was enough to be annoying. Her tail stood straight up, and she caught him in the eye. Thrashing back and forth, the hound howled.

      Goddess, I wished I could shift, so I could kill him instantly. The rogue shoved himself further into the car, saliva dripping from every one of his teeth. I glanced back at Ares, hoping that he, the woman, and her son were okay. But what I saw instead were two hounds lying dead in the middle of the street and Ares surrounded by four more.

      Rain beat down diagonally around him, fog sitting heavily in the air.

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

      I felt useless. Completely useless. My mate was fighting the monsters—the same ones I had dedicated my life to finding a way to eradicate—while I just sat in the car, trying to protect myself and Ruffles from being ripped to shreds.

      This was how Jeremy had been murdered. Surrounded by four wolves. In the pouring rain. Unable to escape. Torn to shreds. The leader of that hound group had killed him almost instantly with a look of pleasure on his face.

      I tossed Ruffles to the driver’s seat and scooted into the seat myself, kicking the wolf’s snout with my heel. He sink his canines into my foot. I fumbled with my backpack, grabbed the silver knife inside the bag—because silver was the Achilles heel for wolves, and shoved it right into his mouth.

      The blade sliced through the back of his neck, and he released my foot, shaking his head from side to side. I kicked him again, crawled over to my seat, wrapped my hand around his neck, and snapped it.

      When I looked back at Ares, he was pulling a hound’s throat from his neck, and the other three were lying dead on the cement with their comrades. Ares’s teeth dripped with blood. He gazed over at me with the darkest golden eyes that I had ever seen and growled lowly.

      I lured Ruffles back into my backpack with the bag of chips before he had a chance to notice her and cursed to myself for ever coming with Ares. We hadn’t even made it a couple hours before shit happened.

      Ares gazed around the forest twice and shifted into his human. Blood gushed out of a bite mark in his chest. He hurried over to the car, opened his door, pulled out a phone that he had gotten from somewhere, and glared at me.

      “Liam. Hounds. North Sanguine Wilds. Get here now.” He threw his phone onto the seat and growled at me. “What was that?”

      My eyes widened, and I pushed my backpack into the backseat. “What do you mean?”

      “He attacked you.”

      “Yeah, and they attacked you.” I pressed my lips together, unable to hold back my rage. “Why the fuck are you angry with me for your stupid-ass decisions? I told you not to go out there.”

      “You didn’t shift.” He clenched the door handle in his fist, muscles flexing. Beads of blood rolled down his naked and tensed abdomen. “You could’ve gotten killed because you didn’t shift, Aurora.”

      I wanted to argue with him, but nothing came out. How was I supposed to tell my mate—one of the strongest alphas of our time—that I couldn’t shift? That I wasn’t the alpha he thought I was. That I was useless to Mom and that I’d be useless to him too.

      My wolf whimpered at the thought. Mate won’t want us if we tell him. Nobody will want us. We can barely even protect ourselves. 

      She disappeared in the back of my mind, and I wrapped my arms around myself. Ruffles would want us. She would always want us. But my mate might not.

      I’d become a lone wolf. Maybe he’d feed me to the hounds himself when he found out. The horror stories of him told me that he would do such a thing. And then we’d cease to exist together.

      “It was one hound,” I said, brushing it off as if it were nothing, but my voice wavered.

      Ares continued to glare at me with eyes so rageful and so hateful that I thought he would kick me out of the car right then and there for not protecting myself. And I didn’t know how to feel about that. Part of me thought that it would be great. I could go back to my pack—my pack that didn’t want me. The other part of me dreaded the mere thought of being without my mate, without Mars or Ares or whoever the hell he really was.

      After a few moments, he gestured to the mother and child. “Get out of the car, so I can watch you.”

      “I can watch myself.”

      He clenched his jaw. “Now, get out of the fucking car. I’m not going to say it again.”

      I grumbled to myself, trying not to touch the shattered glass sprinkled along the seat, and stepped out of the car. Some had cut into my leg, but I hid it well with my dark jeans. It didn’t need to be treated now. I’d deal with it later.

      After Ares found a spare pair of pants in the back of the car, we approached the woman. 

      She turned to Ares, tears streaming down her face. “How can I repay you? I-I don’t have anything of value.”

      “With information and by accepting membership into my pack, so we can keep you safe.”

      My eyes widened. He was going to let her into his pack just like that? While I had sympathy for her and her son, she was still a rogue, and rogues were known for betraying, slaying, and murdering innocent wolves.

      She fell to her knees. “Yes, of course. You’re my savior today. What kind of information do you need?”

      “The Malavite Stone. Tell me all you know about it.”

      I stiffened. I should’ve known he’d ask about that.

      The Malavite Stone.

      The stone he tore apart packs to find. The stone that could really make him a god with all its power. 

      The stone that I had inside of me.

      After the hounds had attacked my pack, it had been used to heal me. Half of it was inside my back, keeping me alive. And the other half was with the hounds—lost forever.

      The stone had powers that not many knew about. Healing properties. Strength properties. Power properties. Properties that hadn’t even been unlocked yet. It was the rarest gem in the entire world. Every alpha wanted to get their hands on it, but nobody knew where it was. Except Elijah—one of my closest allies—and me.

      “I don’t have any information about the Malavite Stone,” the woman said, blood draining from her face. “As far as I know, it’s not even around here.”

      “Don’t lie to me,” Ares said in his alpha tone, so frighteningly deep and stern.

      My wolf purred, heat warming my core at how powerful he sounded. Damn mating bond.

      She stepped back toward the woods. “I-I don’t know anything about it.” She snatched her son’s hand, tongue clicking against her teeth. 

      Her gaze was fixed on the ground, and I knew she was lying. Ares knew it too.

      He snatched her chin hard. “Tell me,” he demanded. His voice was deadly quiet. “What do you know?” When she didn’t say anything, Ares gripped her chin tighter. “Tell me now before I have to make you.”

      After parting her lips a few times and squeezing her son’s hand, she nodded. “Okay,” she said quietly. “I … the hounds have the stone … a man with a large scar down the side of his face rules over them. That’s as much as I know.”

      He glared at her for a few minutes and then shoved her back and released her chin. Wow, what a total bipolar⁠—

      Ares’s beta and a few other warriors pulled behind our car. They sniffed out the forest around us, looking for other hounds but found none. When they returned, Ares instructed them to take the woman and her pup back to his pack and get them food, water, and shelter.

      But something wasn’t sitting easy with me. This wasn’t the Ares I knew. All of the stories I had heard of Ares were about him being ruthless and cutthroat, killing anyone and everyone in his path without a care in the world. This was different, and I didn’t know how I felt.

      Because Ares didn’t save people from disaster. He caused it.
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      AURORA

      Ares grabbed my hand and led me to Liam’s car, tossing my bags in the trunk. Liam and the others disappeared through the forest. And instead of asking Ares why they hadn’t just come with us, I pressed my lips together.

      I didn’t want to speak to him and his annoying ass. He had gotten us into this mess by stopping in Hound Territory. All I wanted was to get away from here and go somewhere I could rest with Ruffles on my chest. Somewhere without interruption, without a mate claiming me, without feeling like shit because I’d almost gotten myself killed by not shifting.

      Ares slid behind the wheel, started the car, and said, “I need to clean off.”

      “Can’t you wait until we get to your pack house?”

      “I’m covered in blood, and my property is hours away by car.”

      I turned toward the window, hoping he wouldn’t suggest running back to his pack, and stared out at the darkness that suddenly engulfed the forest, swallowing the trees, refusing to let the moonlight hit the ground. It was eerie and terrifying, just like the night before the hound attack that had killed Jeremy.

      “Well, whose fault is that?” I asked.

      He growled lowly and continued driving until we finally made it out of Hound Territory. The first dirt road he found, he drove down, tapping his fingers against the steering wheel.

      “Great,” I said sarcastically. “Turn down a dark dirt road. What a good choice.”

      “You always have something to say, don’t you?” he asked, jaw tight.

      “Yes, I do.” I pressed my lips together and glared over at him, trying to suppress the growing urge my wolf had to rip his clothes off right then and there. Moonlight flickered in through the windshield, hitting his perfectly sculpted face, his brown eyes looking hard yet utterly sensual. I swallowed and turned my head away from him, so I wouldn’t stare anymore. “Especially when people make stupid decisions.”

      He parked the car, cut the headlights, and stepped out without saying a word. After a few moments of complete silence, he disappeared into the woods. I glanced around at the darkness. We weren’t in Hound Territory anymore, but we were close. So, I followed after him. Definitely not because I was scared at all. I just wanted to give him a piece of my mind.

      “You know what else too?” I asked, following his hazelnut scent. 

      In the near distance, water splashed gently against a shore. We walked into a clearing, and moonlight glimmered against a lake.

      Ares peeled off his shirt, throwing me a cheeky look. “What?”

      I gulped and tore my gaze away from his muscular back. Last night, I had seen him without his shirt, but I hadn’t known it was Ares. All I could think was how true the rumors were. Ares looked to be sculpted by the Moon Goddess herself, muscles swollen under the light, scars decorating his back.

      Don’t think about it, Aurora. He’s a dick. Remember that.

      “You’re disgusting.”

      He shimmied out of his jeans and underwear. I forced myself to stare at anything but his back, his flexed triceps, and that ass. It all meant nothing if he was always such a dick.

      After giving me a hard look, he stepped into the water. “What did I do that disgusted you so much?”

      “Wanting that stone.”

      “You don’t know what people would do to have that stone, what people have to give up for it.” 

      He submerged himself all the way in the water, and I cursed myself for even being here with him. I shouldn’t have left the car because my wolf wouldn’t stop going crazy.

      While I hadn’t shifted into my wolf in almost two months, she was still as loud and excited as she always had been, maybe even more so now. Since she couldn’t get her energy out in the form of running, she made sure she got it out in other ways, like this.

      When he came back up, he shook out his wet hair, letting it fall into his face. Beads of water rolled down his taut chest. And all I could imagine were my hands gliding over his biceps and the way his fingers would dance alongside my hips if I were in the water with him.

      “Not everyone is who you think they are, Aurora.” He glanced over at me. “Not even me.”

      My wolf purred, just watching him in that water, all alone. She wanted to get in there with him. She wanted him. Now. And no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t control myself around him.

      I dipped my toes into the water. “Then, show me who you are, Alpha.”

      Waist deep in the lake, he grazed a hand down his abdomen, and my gaze followed. “Show you who I am?”

      Maybe I’d gotten ahead of myself. That was a big statement for someone who was supposed to hate him at that moment, for someone who was supposed to not want anything to do with him at all.

      He raked his golden wolfish eyes down my body and smirked. “Take off your clothes and come to me, Kitten. I’ll show you who I really am.”

      My heart pounded in my chest. Moon Goddess, help me.

      “Don’t make me say it again.”

      “And if I want to make you say it again?” I whispered.

      He chuckled, beads of water running down that taut chest of his. All I wanted was his hand around my throat, his fingers inside my pussy, his lips devouring mine like I was his to claim. 

      “Try me,” he said, stalking closer and closer to me, the water rippling around him.

      Damn it. What the hell was wrong with me?

      I forced myself to turn around. If I looked at him for another second, I would jump right into that lake with him and have no regrets. I would do anything that he told me to without thinking it through. I would forget that I was an alpha, too, and alphas didn’t react so rashly … unless they went by the name of Ares, the god of war.

      The water stayed silent behind me, and my heart pounded against my chest.

      It was too quiet. Too fucking quiet.

      Suddenly, Ares snaked his hand around my neck from behind and pulled me toward him. “Take off your clothes,” he said against my ear, raking his fingers over my breast. 

      I shivered at his touch, my nipples immediately hardening against my bra. 

      “Now.”

      Fuck acting cautiously.

      Turning around, I curled my fingers under the hem of my shirt and tugged it over my head. My wolf stirred inside of me, willing to do anything that her mate asked her to do, betraying me and all my deepest, darkest wishes.

      “Good girl.” Ares lightly his lips against my neck. He looped a finger in my bra cup, tugging on it. “Now, this.”

      I unclipped my bra from behind me, remembering how his hands had felt on my body last night. He had made us feel better than anyone ever had. My wolf purred, wanting that again. Goddess, she wanted him to devour us like he had promised he would earlier.

      Ares tore it off of me and groped my breast firmly in his hand. He ran his palm over my nipple, and I clenched.

      Mate. Mate. Mate. Mate. Claim us.

      He plunged a hand into my jeans and rubbed my swollen clit through my panties. “You’re always so wet for me, Kitten.”

      Sucking my bottom lip between my teeth, I brushed my fingers against his hard cock. “Let me finish what I started before,” I said. I couldn’t take this anymore, hadn’t really stopped thinking about earlier since we left the pack house.

      “Needy, are we?” He chuckled against my skin and rubbed me harder. “Take off your panties. It’s my turn.”

      My eyes widened, and I grasped his cock, stroking it slowly. “Your turn?”

      He pressed his lips against mine and stared down at me, knowing that he had full control over my every move. It was like he had some divine aura or power to him. One way or another, this man had been fated to destroy me.

      “Take them off and hand them to me.”

      My pussy pulsed wildly. I just wanted him inside of me, thrusting his huge cock into my tight pussy, over and over until I was begging for him to stop. I kicked off my pants and slowly stepped out of my underwear. He held out his hand, and I placed them in it.

      After tossing my thong toward the pile of his clothes, he pushed two fingers against my clit, rubbing gently. “Tell me how bad you want it, Kitten. Tell me how much you wish my face were between your legs, my tongue on your sensitive little clit, my fingers inside of you.” 

      He slid them down my folds to my opening, and I suppressed a moan. 

      “Come on, Kitten. Don’t be shy.”

      “Ares,” I said softly, eyes closing. I gripped his wrist. Moon Goddess … 

      “What do you want?” He pressed his fingers against my core, teasing me. “Tell me.”

      I furrowed my brows together, watching his fingers rub against my folds. “You,” I said under my breath. “I want you.”

      He growled lowly, picking me up and placing me down on the grassy patch by the lake. He spread my legs apart, and almost immediately, his breath was on my pussy. He inhaled. “Fuck.” He pushed a finger inside of me. “I’ve been waiting for this all fucking day.” He pressed his lips to my folds, his tongue massaging my swollen clit.

      I moaned and arched my back into the grass, thrusting a hand through his hair. Holy⁠—

      “You taste so good.” He gently sucked my clit between his lips.

      My toes curled, and I tried to stop my legs from trembling. Yet all I could imagine was how the great and powerful Ares couldn’t get me off his mind all day, how he’d wanted to taste me, how I had the power. His tongue was driving me wild, sending pleasure through my body, making me crave more. 

      “Say my name,” he murmured against me. “I want to hear my name on your lips.”

      Such a vicious creature, begging me to say his name.

      “Ares …” I dug my nails into his shoulders, trying to displace the pressure rising in my core with each thrust. “Moon Goddess, you’re so fucking good at that.”

      “If we were home”—he flicked my clit with his tongue—“I would eat your pussy all night.” 

      He tugged on my nipple, and my body jerked into the air. My claws dug into his shoulders, my lips parted in pure bliss, my entire body shook with ecstasy.

      I moaned loudly as my body tingled with delight. Wave after wave of pleasure rolled out of me. I took a deep breath and relaxed against the grass, my chest rising and falling raggedly. 

      He gazed up at me with a mischievous glint in his eye. “I’m not finished with you yet.”

      “I can’t do what we did last night, Ares. My pussy is so⁠—”

      Instead of going in for seconds, he picked me up off the grass, threw me over his shoulder, and walked toward the water. My eyes widened, and I struggled in his hold, arms and legs flailing everywhere.

      “Oh no, no, no, no, no, no.”

      “Yes.” He wrapped his arms tightly around my torso, holding me to his chest as he submerged us into the water.

      “Ares!” I shouted, my nipples hardening from the coldness of the water. “It’s freezing!”

      He pressed his body against mine, and his arm wrapped around my waist under the water. He pulled me in closer, lips curling into a smile, and rested his forehead against mine. “Call me Mars, Aurora, please.”

      “Why?” I ran my fingers over his muscles, loving how smooth and big they felt under the water. 

      He was so close, but I wanted him closer.

      “Please,” he said so desperately. “Mars.”

      “Mars.”

      After burying his face into my neck and pushing a lock of my wet hair behind my shoulder, he inhaled my scent. Though the water was cold, being close to him made it bearable. I relaxed under his touch and kicked my legs back and forth under the water.

      I had barely known Mars for an entire day, yet I had learned more about him than any rumor or Lunar Daily Newspaper article could tell me. Though an asshole, he was a fun asshole, a cute asshole, and a somewhat sweet asshole. Helping that rogue when she shouldn’t have been helped. Pulling me into his chest when I hadn’t wanted to be close to him, when I hadn’t wanted to feel these feelings for him. It was … refreshing.

      I wondered how many other girls had fallen under this spell so easily.

      My wolf growled at the thought, and I soothed her by clutching him closer. “Why do you really want that stone?”

      The sudden, playful Mars was gone, and that godly look crossed his face. “Not now.” Even his voice was tense.

      “I just want to know,” I whispered because I had half the stone inside of my body and didn’t want him ripping it out because he had this insatiable thirst for power.

      I couldn’t allow myself to fall for him and let my guard down, only to die by the hands of my mate. When he found out that I couldn’t shift or fight easily, I would become useless to him.

      If Mom thought I was worthless, a god like Ares would really have no use for a cripple like me.

      My entire body tensed, and I pulled away from him. I couldn’t get close. I had to put space between us. I had to forget about whatever kind of goodness I had seen in him today. Because Alpha Ares wasn’t good; he was cruel. And when he found out I had the stone, he would tear me apart, just as he had done to so many packs before me.
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      ARES

      After driving the rest of the way in silence, I placed Aurora’s sleeping body down on my bed, rested her head against the gray pillows, and draped the blankets over her shoulders. Moonlight flooded in through my window, bouncing off her perfect fucking face.

      It had been less than a day, and I had lied to her already.

      Yet I couldn’t help myself. It happened so naturally now, like a fucking protective mechanism or some shit.

      The way she had said my name in the water, the way the moonlight had made her face glow like a goddess’s, everything about her … and I’d had to lie. I peeled off my shirt, hurled it into the hamper, and picked up Aurora’s backpack.

      Little whimpers had been coming from it all day. And when I opened it, two big black eyes stared up at me. I reached in, pulled out Aurora’s cat, and held back a sneeze. “Moon Goddess …” I walked with the cat and Aurora’s backpack to the spare bedroom across from mine and set her on the ground. “I can’t believe she left you in there all day.”

      She walked to the other side of the room, her little butt swaying from side to side, just like Aurora’s did, jumped onto a high dresser, and glared down at me. I shut the door behind us and searched through Aurora’s things, looking for her food.

      Laptop. Chips. Pencil. Notes. Chips. Bloody silver knife that smelled like that hound. Chips. Chips. More chips.

      I stared down at the five small bags of Ruffles chips and glanced up at the gray cat. She licked her lips, stared lovingly at the plastic bags. I picked one up, opened it, and pulled out a chip, moving it from side to side in front of her face. Her gaze followed my fingers.

      After sneezing, I stuck the chip right in my mouth. The cat leaped right off of the dresser, wrapped her arms around my neck, and swatted the chip right out of my mouth. When it fell onto the floor, she hopped down and snatched it between her teeth.

      I waved my hand in the air, trying to get rid of all the cat fur before I started sneezing and couldn’t stop.

      My first lie was that I hadn’t wanted the fucking cat. I didn’t care that she had it. I just … couldn’t take all this … fucking shedding of fur. It drifted in the air and caused me to sneeze again. I took a step toward the door and cursed.

      Damn, I wished that this were my only lie.

      After opening a couple of bags of chips and setting out a box—we’d have to get litter tomorrow—I left the cat in the room and walked to my dimly lit office. It was two in the morning, and Liam was sitting in one of the chairs in front of my desk, glancing through a file.

      “How is the rogue and her son?” I asked.

      He tossed the file onto my desk and stood. “Living with one of the elders. Told him to keep an eye on her for tonight. I’ll watch on her until she gives us something about the stone. She knows more than she’s saying.”

      I ran a hand over my face. Hunting for this damn thing was so tiring. I just needed the search to be over. We didn’t have time to sit around and wait anymore.

      “Did you find any information regarding the stone at Aurora’s pack?”

      “No,” he said. “We need more time.”

      I growled, nails lengthening into claws. “We don’t fucking have time.” 

      Time was running out quicker than I wanted. We needed the stone, and we needed the stone now. I’d destroy the whole fucking world to find it. Packs. People. I didn’t care who or what got in my way.

      “I know,” Liam said.

      I snatched his throat, shoved him against the wall, and growled. “No, you don’t.” I pressed my lips together. Think of Aurora. Aurora. Aurora. My grip loosened on his neck, and I released him, turning my back. “You know how hopeless this all is without that stone.”

      He rubbed his neck slightly and snarled. “Don’t think I don’t know the consequences of not getting that stone. Her life will turn to shit without it. She’ll just get worse.” Liam looked away and into the moonlight out the window.

      What most people outside my pack didn’t know was that I didn’t want that stone for power or strength. I didn’t even want that stone to rule the lands. I wanted that stone for her, for Charolette. The one woman that I cared for the most, the one woman who had gotten me through every hardship, the one woman who I’d sworn to protect from anything—even my mate, if it came to it.

      Telling Aurora that I wanted power … that was me—Ares—lying to her.

      “I know,” I said under my breath. I glared around my office, looking at the leather couches, at the oak desk, and even at the moonflower in a bright yellow flowerpot Charolette had brought over this morning for me. Everything I’d worked so hard to achieve for this pack would all be for nothing without a miracle.

      I needed to clear my mind. Every day that Charolette was sick only stressed me out more. I loved her with everything I had, and I needed her with me. After Mom … I couldn’t let anyone else close to me die.

      “I need to run.”

      Before I could leave the room, Liam caught my shoulder and tugged me back. “We have other problems.”

      “What?” I asked, shrugging him off me.

      “Your mate.”

      I clenched my jaw, narrowed my eyes, and snarled. “What about Aurora?”

      “One, everyone is too excited to meet her tomorrow. Especially Marcel.”

      My wolf growled at the mention of Marcel. That asshole was the best warrior I had but also notorious for flirting with mated women. He didn’t give a shit who he got with or what he said to anyone. 

      “I’ll handle Marcel,” I said through clenched teeth. “What else?”

      “Two, I believe the hounds are tracking Aurora down. The rogue woman said that there was a bounty on Aurora’s head and that the hounds want her dead. Nobody knows why.”

      My wolf growled again, this time aching for blood. “Then, we’ll kill them. One by one.” I wouldn’t let anyone even think about hurting my mate. I’d rip them limb by limb before they had the chance to touch her.

      “Three”—Liam smiled—“I can’t wait for her to get on your nerves.” He walked to the door and pulled it open. “Finally, someone able to test you, Ares. I don’t think you’re ready for it.”

      Oh, I was ready.

      I was ready for anything she could throw at me, for any lie she could tell, for any fight she tried to start with me. Mars and I wanted it all from our alpha mate. We already loved when she back-talked, when she got all up in our face, thinking that she was the toughest wolf we’d ever come across. Our mate was the one thing we could agree upon, the one thing we didn’t fight about … but I knew this calmness between us wouldn’t last for long. Mars probably thought that if she spent enough time with me, she’d start to hate me too.

      It wasn’t always this way with Mars and me. We hadn’t always been two different people trapped in the same body, but after what had happened with Mom, I needed to protect him. The world might’ve been fucked up back then—hell, it still was now—but if it hadn’t happened, I never would have met Aurora, only Mars would’ve.

      No matter who we were to her, neither of us could wait to see her wolf, to run with her up to Caraco Mountain and decide which group of rogues we would hunt that day. I’d bet her fur was soft, just like her hair, her scent even more tantalizing than her human, her strength nearly matching mine.

      I had waited for this moment for twenty-four years, and I’d almost screwed it up already.
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      AURORA

      I snapped my eyes open when I heard Ruffles meow. Sunlight flooded in through the dark curtains, giving—I was assuming—Ares’s room a slight morning glow. I still didn’t know what to call him. Was he that godlike alpha or that man I’d met at the lake a couple nights ago? Maybe he was both.

      Monstrously dark and sleek, the room had an oddly homely feel to it with a couple pictures on the walls and—wait a damn second. I squinted my eyes at a picture of him and a young woman across from me. Frizzy blonde hair, piercing blue eyes, lips the color of cherries, she was beautiful.

      They stared happily ahead, his head on her shoulder, giving the camera the biggest grin I had ever seen. Nothing like Alpha Ares, the notoriously powerful alpha from the Sanguine Wilds.

      My wolf growled, jealousy creeping into my veins. Who was she, and why did she have her arms around my mate like that? Why’d they look so happy and youthful, like they were ready to take on the world together?

      Ruffles meowed again. I gazed around the room and sat up almost immediately. I’d find out who she was later. Now, I had to find Ruffles before he found her and threw her out into the hound-infested forest.

      Ares lay in the bed next to me, one arm draped around my waist, pulling me closer. “Kitten, lie back down with me. You smell so good.”

      “No,” I said. “I need to go⁠—”

      He easily curled me to him, making me fall back onto the bed “That was an order.” He pressed himself closer to me, lips brushing against my ear, making me shiver. “Things are going to be different here than they were at your old pack.”

      “You mean, my home,” I said, wanting to keep him talking so he didn’t hear Ruffles meow. Moon Goddess, what was she getting into?

      He growled lowly in my ear, canines brushing against my neck. “This is your home, Aurora, and you’ll soon find out that this pack is run differently than your mother’s.” His hand slipped under the hem of my shirt, fingers rubbing soothing circles on my stomach. “For instance, you’re not going to disobey me when I give you an order.”

      I snorted and sat back up. “Yeah, okay,” I said sarcastically. “I’ll obey your every command, sit at your feet, worship you to⁠—”

      He snaked a hand around my neck, yanking me back down next to him. “Another rule … you don’t leave my bed in the morning until I’ve eaten.”

      “Moon Goddess, Ares, you expect me to wait until you’re finish⁠—”

      “Yes.” He placed lingering kisses down my neck, disappeared under the blankets, and yanked down my underwear, staring up at me from between my legs. “Every morning, you wait until I’m satisfied.”

      My eyes widened. Oh … he meant … “But you just did it last n⁠—”

      He pulled my folds apart with his fingers and placed his lips on my clit. “I did, and I’m going to do it again.” Ares spread my legs and flicked my clit with his tongue. Holding my trembling legs as far apart as they would go, he gazed up at me and said, “Fuck, Kitten … I can’t wait to be inside of you tonight.”

      Tonight? Oh, no, no, no, no, no, no. Not tonight. We couldn’t do it tonight. 

      I wasn’t ready for him like that. We had to keep as much space between us as possible. I was not falling in love with an asshole after some good sex and then getting my heart ripped out of my damn dead body.

      Yes, we are, my wolf purred in the back of my mind.

      I tensed and let him touch me because it felt damn good, but I didn’t want to be another one of his whores. According to the rumors, this man had a thing for anyone with a pair of tits. And while I didn’t care that he’d had sex before me, he was still my mate. I was allowed to be a tad bit jealous over any other woman who’d had her paws all over him.

      “Does my mate have a problem with that?” he mumbled against me, golden eyes of his wolf staring up at me. He sucked my clit between his lips, pushed a finger inside of me, and hummed against my pussy.

      I furrowed my brows together and clenched, hating how much I loved this.

      “I asked you a question,” he said, voice hard and utterly demanding.

      “Y-yes.” I clutched the sheets in my fists, arching my back as heat warmed my core. 

      I wanted more. I always wanted more of him, more of this. He was too good at it.

      He pushed another finger inside of me, moving them dreadfully slow. “Does she have a problem with me thrusting my cock into what’s mine, or does she have a problem with how much she is aching for it?”

      When he added another finger and stilled, I tightened around him. I’d spent the last two lousy years sleeping with Tony, and he couldn’t even compare to this. Call me greedy, call me a whore, call me every name in the book, but I refused to let Ares stop now. I moved my hips back and forth slightly, needing some friction.

      “So desperate for it,” he said, closing his eyes and inhaling. “So desperate for me.” 

      Wetness pooled between my legs.

      “Show me how you want me to fuck you.”

      “Wh-what?” My heart raced.

      “Show me how you want me to fuck you. Move your hips on me. Use my fingers to make yourself come. I want to watch this pretty little body of yours tremble.”

      My eyes widened for a brief moment. So damn confident in himself. So damn sexy. So damn … I grabbed his wrist, thrusting it closer to my pussy … so damn big. His fingers slid into me with ease. I pulled them out and then rammed them back into me again, moaning.

      “Faster,” Ares said.

      I moved his hand faster, pounding his fingers into me as far as they would go.

      “Come on, Kitten. Is that all you have?” he asked, shaking his head in disapproval. “Let me show you how it’s done.”

      One arm curled around my waist. He thrust his fingers hard and deep into my pussy, the pressure almost becoming unbearable. I grasped on to his shoulders, digging my nails into his skin, and pushed myself back. Needing to create space between us. Needing to breathe for a second.

      But, Moon Goddess, he didn’t stop.

      No matter how much distance I tried to put between us, he followed me. Curling his arm tighter around my waist and thrusting his fingers up into my pussy until I was plastered against his headboard, my feet on his thighs, my legs shaking uncontrollably.

      Someone knocked on the door, and my eyes widened. 

      “Ares,” Liam said from the hall.

      “Come back later, Liam.” Ares kept his gaze on me. 

      “But there⁠—”

      “I said, come back later,” Ares said, growling. 

      A wave of pleasure rolled through my body. I was so close to coming, so close to releasing myself for him, so close to feeling my body tingle with excitement.

      He placed his lips on my stomach, looked up at me, fingers still thrusting wildly, and said, “Come for me, baby.”

      I parted my lips, slapped a hand over my mouth, and moaned into it, coming almost instantly. Dear Moon Goddess. He continued to thrust his fingers into me, slowing down only slightly.

      “Charolette wants to see you,” Liam said again.

      Charolette?

      Ares tensed and then slowed his fingers. “Tell her that I will see her during the party,” he said. He knelt next to me, sliding his fingers out of my aching pussy and sucking them into his mouth.

      Was that who the woman in the picture was? He seemed to respond to her name like he would a mate, always there when she called, alert to her whenever and wherever she was. 

      After a few moments, he stood and nodded toward the door. “Come on, Kitten. It’s time for you to meet the pack.”

      My wolf growled, and I pulled down my shirt to cover my bare pussy, suddenly feeling so … so … distant. I didn’t want to think the worst, but Mom had beaten it into my head that Ares was a no-good, lying, whore-loving man.

      What was the point of me even being here, of me enjoying this, if one day, I’d be less than nothing to him too?

      “I’ll be down in five minutes.” I pulled the blankets up to shield myself from him. 

      If Ares found Ruffles before I did, he’d probably rip her to pieces and serve her tiny little body to me for breakfast.

      Ares pulled on a pair of shorts. “Five minutes. If you’re not downstairs by then, I’ll come and get you. And you don’t want me to come back up here, angry, Kitten.”

      Yes, we do.

      My wolf purred, and I swore at her in hopes to suppress her goddamn hormones.

      I gazed at the door, blinking as I waited for him to leave. “Okay, well … bye.”

      He paused for a few moments, eyeing me, and then left the room. As soon as the door closed, I sprinted to my purple backpack, which sat just below his dresser. It was unzipped, and Ruffles was gone.

      Fuck.

      Where the hell did she go? And how did she get out? Where are all her damn chips?

      She meowed again, and I followed the noise out into the hallway. Since Ares had disappeared into the house, I tiptoed around and peeked my head into each room, noticing how everything seemed so divine.

      Large drapes. Shiny oak floors. Grand hallways.

      Though I used to live in a pack house, it didn’t compare to this. Everything here seemed livelier and richer, mighty and strong, celestial almost. And I wondered how Ares, such a bloodthirsty beast, could sustain such a lavish life. Had he stolen these things from other packs, or had his pack always been this wealthy?

      After creeping down the hallway and finding only spare rooms and a bathroom, I opened the door to a smaller room with yellow curtains and three empty bags of chips lying on the floor. I cocked an eyebrow and entered the room, closing the door behind me. 

      Ruffles lay on the bed, on her back. Eyes closed in pure delight. Whiskers coated in chip dust. Tail curled.

      “Ruffles!” I whisper-yelled at her.

      She opened one eye, annoyed that I’d woken her up, and meowed.

      “What’re you doing in here? And how’d you open all of those bags of chips?” I picked up the bags and threw them in the garbage. “What if Ares had found you?”

      She meowed again.

      I plucked her off of the bed. “Don’t give me that.”

      Breath smelling of salt, she didn’t even protest when I moved her. I hurried down the hall to Ares’s bedroom. It wasn’t safe to keep her in the bedroom in case he found out about her, but at least I would know where she was.

      Moon Goddess only knew what kind of contraptions and people roamed around Ares’s pack house. I expected to run into a couple torture devices and a few warriors who liked to inflict pain on others.

      When I walked into the room, someone shouted from downstairs for me. 

      Damn it. Damn it. Damn it. I told Ruffles not to escape again and that I’d find her a better place to sleep tonight. Then, I slammed the door, leaving her inside the room.

      I hurried down the hall, expecting to see Ares waiting for me, but Liam stood at the foot of the stairs. Instead of saying anything, he just nodded his head and turned toward the back door. After taking a deep breath and preparing myself for the worst, I followed him outside.

      The sun blazed overhead, making me break out into a sweat. We walked through the forest until we reached a small lake. People were gathered around, talking to each other and grilling hot dogs on a wild and blazing fire.

      In the midst of the pack, I stopped and glanced around, trying to figure out how so many people lived here. There must’ve been thousands of people in Ares’s pack, all under his rule and control. I pressed my lips together. And they didn’t even seem like they had such a bad life.

      I’d assumed he treated his people like shit, forced them to do his dirty work. I’d expected cruelty, pain, fear from his pack members. Not … this. Yet no matter how friendly they looked, nobody dared to start a conversation with me. It seemed like they didn’t like outsiders that much.

      When I turned to ask Liam where Ares was, I found Liam had disappeared through the crowd. I raised a brow and walked around by myself, listening to people whisper about me, about why an alpha had been traded in war. Some smirked, and others laughed. I ignored them all and continued toward the lake.

      A group of men—warriors—gazed over at me from the rocks near the lake. When I looked at them, they just kept staring like I was the most fascinating thing they had ever seen. While some looked vaguely familiar, I didn’t recognize the one staring at me with such ferocity.

      “Can I help you?” I asked.

      With long, wavy silver locks and scars all over his body, the young man stepped forward. “Just admiring the latest trophy Alpha Ares has brought home,” he said. “An alpha this time.”

      The guy next to him chuckled. “He always likes to go bigger and better.”

      “At least this one’s hotter than the last few,” one of the older men said.

      I flared my nostrils and growled. No disrespect—that was my only demand I’d had. If one more word came out of their mouths, I was going to⁠—

      The silver-haired asshole stepped closer to me and drew his finger up the column of my neck. “A feisty one, isn’t she?”

      Before he touched my face, I grabbed his finger and bent it backward until it broke. “I don’t care who you are, but you don’t touch me like that.”

      He chuckled lower, as if his finger didn’t even hurt. “Trophies from war are everyone’s property, darling, not just the alpha’s.”

      “Well, I’m not a trophy of war,” I said through clenched teeth. My wolf wanted me to tell him that I was his new luna, that whether he liked it or not, he would have to respect me, but something held me back.

      If we weren’t here, I would’ve already snapped this guy’s neck. But since this was my first meeting with the pack, I wanted to make a good impression and stay under the radar, blend in as much as possible, try to hide the fact that an alpha like me couldn’t shift easily.

      These fools were fiends for power. If one of them questioned my abilities and challenged me to a fight—because I’d heard more than enough stories about Ares’s pack staging battles for fun—and I couldn’t shift … if someone looked into me and my history and found out that I had part of the stone, they would try to kill me.

      And if they succeeded, Ruffles would die here alone.

      Not going to happen.

      “Really?” he asked condescendingly. 

      He glanced into the woods, and I followed his gaze. Through the embers and smoke from the fire, Ares walked toward us with that same blonde girl from the picture in his room. She had her arm looped around his as she grinned up at him, her bright blue eyes sparkling.

      I glared at the two in shock and disgust.

      After she grasped his jaw and placed a kiss on his cheek, he stared down at her with so much love. My hands clenched into fists, claws ripping the skin on my palms. Jealousy and anger bubbled inside me. Moon Goddess, I was seconds away from ripping them both apart.

      For someone who always thought things through before I acted, I couldn’t hold my wolf back from growling. Last night, he had brought me home, laid me in his bed, kissed my forehead, and begged me to call him Mars.

      Not the fierce Alpha Ares who took whores from packs.

      Mars.

      The silver-haired asshole nudged my shoulder. “Didn’t think you were his one and only, did you?”

      I should’ve known that it was all too good to be true. I should’ve thought with my head instead of my heart. I shouldn’t have trusted a man who had used me to get into my pack and taken me.

      He chuckled under his breath, threw an arm around my shoulders, and pulled me in close, his striking silver hair brushing against the side of my face. “You’re just an alpha, here as a trophy to add to his growing collection of whores.”
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      AURORA

      “Don’t fucking touch me.” I ripped myself out of his grip and let out a guttural growl from deep in my throat.

      Without looking back at him, I stormed in Ares’s direction. Some people looked over, whispering, but I didn’t care. 

      Who did that man think he was, calling me a whore in front of everyone? And who did Ares think he was—bringing me home, letting me sleep in his bed, acting as if he wanted a mate when he clearly had a relationship with a pretty blonde already?

      Was I arm candy? Another one of his trophies?

      My wolf whimpered. That’s all we will be, especially when he finds out that⁠—

      Shut up. I was tired of letting my shifting abilities command my fucking life. Whether I could shift or not, it didn’t matter. I wouldn’t spend the rest of my life at the hands of a controlling man who had an insatiable thirst for war.

      Ares would never find out that I had the Malavite Stone because I would never tell him.

      The only other people who knew about it were Alpha Elijah and his doctor—the men who had found me and performed the surgery that saved me.

      Hell, at that time, I hadn’t even known if I would live … but now that life was certain, I wasn’t about to spend it like this. In the arms of a man who obviously had no respect for the mate bond. In a sea of thousands of blood-hungry warrior wolves. Inside a pack that would eventually become my own personal prison.

      I had kept it a secret over the past decade, even from Mom and my pack. I didn’t put it past her or Tony to take the stone from me, leaving me permanently disabled, just to absorb its power themselves. They’d say that if I wasn’t healed completely, then I wasn’t using it right or that the Moon Goddess didn’t want me to have it.

      Ares gazed over at me, that fucking smile falling from his face. He dropped that bitch’s arm and walked toward me. “Kitten, what’s wro⁠—”

      I slammed my finger into his chest, seething. “Don’t Kitten me. I need to talk to you.” I stormed right past him, not daring to look at his side piece, who had the most innocent fucking expression on her face.

      Pushing past people, I continued deeper into the lush green forest, not stopping when he shouted my name and asked me what had happened or when he growled as viciously as he had yesterday morning when he was holding Tony by his throat and calling for me to come out of hiding.

      When we were out of earshot from the rest of the pack, I stopped and glared at him. He walked toward me, eyes a fiery gold. 

      “What do you think you’re doing?” he asked.

      “What do I think I’m doing?” I stepped closer to him, canines emerging under my lips, ready to kill him. “What the fuck are you doing? Taking me as a fucking trophy, bringing me to a fucking party, parading other women around after you say that you care oh-so much for me—your mate?” I said through gritted teeth.

      My wolf begged me to release her, so we could run through the forest, away from him, away from here. But she and I both knew that I couldn’t do that. Shifting was a big, fat no.

      He pressed his lips together, jaw twitching, and crossed his huge arms over his chest. “What are you talking about?”

      “Your warriors, Ares.”

      “Stop calling me that,” he said, growling under his breath.

      “That’s who you are.” I moved closer until I stood inches from him and glared up into his godlike eyes. “Alpha Ares. A god of war. An expert at deceiving others, even your own mate. A⁠—”

      He grabbed my jaw harshly in his hand and pushed me against the nearest tree. His eyes became a dark, murky gold. “I am all those things, Aurora. I have deceived others for control. I have slaughtered entire packs for power. I have taken warriors as trophies.”

      I slammed my hands into his chest, but he didn’t move. Not an inch.

      “But have I done any of those things to you?” he asked with such fury.

      “Take your hands off of me, Ares.”

      He growled, an untamed divine vibe radiating from it. “I do what I want with what’s mine. And that’s not my name.” The last few words came out harsher than the others.

      The mere sentence made me clench, yet my anger didn’t dissipate. Two could play at this fucking game.

      I tightened my fist and grabbed his jaw in my other hand. “I guess that’s why you let that whore kiss you, isn’t it? Is she another one of your trophies too?” I asked. All I could think about was how hurt I was.

      Every day, I felt so fucking useless. Now, I had to deal with this shit.

      He shoved me against the tree harder and shook his head. “What whore are you talking about?”

      “The blonde. Charolette. Who knows if you have more of them?”

      His eyes faded back to their normal deep brown color. That expression of wild ferocity turned into a soft smile, light eyes, and a laugh that I would’ve thought was breathtaking if it were at any moment other than this. He released my chin and chuckled.

      “You’re psychotic,” I said. I pressed my lips together and stared at him. 

      Why the hell was he laughing? What was so funny about this? He surely hadn’t been laughing when Tony was coming on to me. Why was he laughing when she came on to him? 

      “Crazy, just like the rumors say.”

      He placed his hands on his hips, chuckled slowing, and stepped closer to me. “Kitten,” he said, head tilted to the side and a smirk on his face, “Charolette, that blonde that I was with, is my sister.”

      His sister?

      My eyes widened.

      Fuck, he had to be lying. But the lighthearted expression on his face told me that this was the truth, that though he was great at deceiving, this wasn’t a lie. Charolette was his sister. I’d gotten fired up for no reason at all, shown him that I actually cared about him like that.

      I fanned my burning cheeks, staring down at my shoes in embarrassment. I could hear Jeremy’s voice in the back of my mind, telling me that assuming always made an ass out of people and that I was the biggest ass here. In that big-brother kind of way.

      Mars stepped closer to me, one foot between mine, hips pressing into my side. He dipped his head, resting his forehead against mine, and drew a finger up the column of my neck to my chin. “I never thought you’d be so influenced by those rumors. From what I’ve heard, Alpha Aurora always thinks through everything before she acts,” he whispered.

      There was a sudden ease between us. 

      He gently brushed his thumb against my jaw. “Tell me, Kitten, was that little outburst of yours a subtle plea for me to mark you? So everyone knows that you’re mine?” He brushed his nose up the side of my neck, and I shivered. “Or maybe you want to mark me? So everyone knows I’m yours?”

      I paused.

      “Yours, Kitten.” Mars tilted his head to the side, baring his neck and giving me permission to sink my canines into it and claim him as my mate. 

      My wolf went wild, clawing at my insides to let her out, to claim our mate, to make him ours. But I couldn’t … I … not when I was hiding the biggest secret of the century from him.

      All I could do was stare at it, my heart racing fast, my canines lengthening just slightly. Aching to mark him. Desperate to connect to someone, deeper than I ever had with Tony. I just wanted someone to love me for me.

      He grabbed my hand and placed it right on his neck. His pulse raced, and my wolf purred. She wanted all of the wolves here to know that he was hers. Nobody else’s. 

      Mine.

      “This is all yours,” he murmured, moving my hand down his shoulder, down his taut chest, down his abdomen to the front of his pants. “Every part of me. The good, the bad, the big.”

      I stifled a laugh and nearly cracked a smile. Moon Goddess, I didn’t know how I’d survive here. One moment, he was fury; the next, he was peace. One moment, the infamous Alpha Ares. The next, Mars, the man I’d met at the lake. It was like a switch that he could turn on and off when he wanted, when his wolf craved violence or when his wolf craved me.

      “Mark me, Kitten,” he said boldly, but there was desperation in his voice. 

      The same type of desperation I’d felt every day in my pack, when I needed to prove myself, when I needed someone’s reassurance that I was good enough.

      As quickly as I’d heard his desperation, it was gone. And for a moment, I wondered if I’d ever heard it at all because the Mars and Ares I’d seen so far didn’t need any type of reassurance. He was a self-serving asshole who did what he wanted for power, for land, for women, and for himself.

      He dug his nose into my hair and inhaled. “Sink those small canines into my flesh, let your claws dig into my back, purr for me.” He brushed his fingers down the sides of my body, hovering them over the front of my pants.

      I swallowed, trying hard to control my wolf. Marking his neck looked too inviting to pass up. But I couldn’t give in to him. Not yet. Not until I knew the real reason he needed that stone. I wasn’t going to be deceived, nor was I going to be used.

      My lips grazed against his ear, and it took everything inside of me to hold myself back. “Maybe tonight. Depends if you’re a good boy or not.”

      He growled lowly, digging a single finger into my abdomen and drawing it all the way up my body until he reached my chin. “Kitten, you don’t like good boys.” He smirked down at me, his golden eyes as bright as the sun. “You like them rough and dirty and bad, just for you.”

      We hadn’t even known each other but for three days, and he already knew me so fucking well. I didn’t know how long I’d be able to hide all my secrets from him. A few days? Weeks? Was that how much longer I had to live?

      After gathering up all the strength that I had left, I pushed him off of me. “That’s what you think.” I shrugged my shoulders and began walking back through the woods toward the pack house. Green brush grazed against my shins. I stepped over a couple tree branches, looking around the forest and trying to get used to my surroundings.

      Mars chuckled and grabbed my shoulder. “Wrong way.” After turning me around and leading me in the opposite direction, he gripped my shoulder tightly. “Now …” he started, any softness in Mars’s voice disappearing. And suddenly, the enraged Ares returned. “Who told you that I brought you home as a trophy?”

      “Some guy with long silver hair.”

      He growled, the guttural sound echoing through the forest. “What did he say to you?”

      “That I was a trophy to you.”

      His eyes clouded with gold, his jaw twitched violently. “And?”

      In the distance, the forest cleared, and I could see the silver-haired man with that arrogantly youthful look stretched across his face. I parted my lips and then smacked them shut. I could handle that asshole myself and didn’t need Ares blowing this up. I didn’t need to be treated like a baby, and I didn’t need more attention put on me.

      I’d handled things by myself back home; I’d handle them here.

      “Now, Aurora.” His voice was stiff, as if he wasn’t going to let this go anytime soon.

      After sighing deeply, I dismissively waved my hand. “He just said that you do this all the time, that I was another one of your trophies to add to your collection of whores …” 

      I gazed around the party, locking eyes with the silver-haired freak. He had the damn audacity to wink at me.

      And when he did, I said, Fuck it.

      “He even told me that your sister was one of them.”

      Visibly shaking with fury in his eyes, Ares released my shoulder, stormed right up to the man, and grabbed him by the throat. “This silver-haired asshole, Aurora?” Ares asked, his voice eerily calm.

      A deafening silence fell upon the forest. Nobody said a word. Nobody laughed. Even the pups stopped playing. Everyone stared at the three of us, even Charolette. 

      I parted my lips, adrenaline pumping through my veins. “Yes.”

      Ares growled viciously at the man and hurled him across the yard so hard that when the man hit a tree, the tree itself cracked. 

      Before he had a chance to move, Ares grabbed him by the throat yet again. “You’re lucky I don’t kill you right here.”

      Eyes overtaken by darkness, the vein pulsing violently in his neck, large canines glistening with saliva, Ares gazed around his pack. “Let him be a fucking example to everyone here. I don’t care who you are. I don’t care how high you rank in my pack. If you don’t respect your luna, I’ll hang you by your fucking toes, latch my fingers into your pathetic throat, and watch the blood pool out of you, ounce by fucking ounce until you’re lying in my prison. Dead.”

      My eyes widened. Oh dear Moon Goddess.

      “Does everyone understand?”

      “Yes, Alpha,” his pack said in complete unison.

      Ares glared at Mr. Silver Hair, held the man by his throat, and squeezed tighter. “Now, apologize to my mate, Marcel.”

      Marcel grabbed Ares’s hand, desperately trying to claw his way out of the grip of a god, and looked at me, face reddening by the second. He parted his lips, but no words came out.

      “Say it.” Ares tossed him to the ground like he was a piece of trash. “Or I will kill you right now.”

      Marcel rolled onto his hands and knees, staring at the dirt and gasping for breath. “I’m sorry, Luna.”

      Ares growled again. “Look at her when you apologize. She’s your luna, and she’s an alpha. Respect her like you respect me.”

      Respect me? My eyes widened even more, and I gulped. Never in a million years had I expected Ares to tell everyone that I wasn’t just his mate, but that I was also his equal—that my alpha abilities weren’t to be ignored just because we were fated to be together—or to demand respect for me.

      I stared at him, my heart racing. Yes, he was crazy. Yes, he was even fucking psychotic at times. But he was nothing like any man before. Nothing like Tony, who had known about Mom’s plan to sell me out and gone along with it because he couldn’t become an alpha any other way. Nothing like the guys back home.

      Ares was a whole new level of man. Ares was a god.

      Marcel gazed up at me, looking me dead in the eye, jaw clenched. “I’m sorry, Luna.”

      “I’m done with this shit. Party’s over.” Ares snatched my hand and tugged me toward the pack house. “If you wish to meet my mate, you can come to the pack house tomorrow.”
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      AURORA

      After two hours of letting Ares calm down in the pack house, I hopped off of the bed and grabbed my backpack. Inside, Ruffles munched happily on her last bag of chips. I needed to get her cat litter, cat treats, cat toys, and more chips—a growing list to keep this cat happy and quiet.

      “You’re not leaving me, are you?” Ares asked when I walked past his office.

      I peeked my head into the room. “No, not yet.” I threw him a smirk, listened to him growl, and hurried down the grand hall. “I’m going to the store. Why don’t you go talk about the next pack that you’re going to try to take or that stone that you’re looking for while I’m out? I know you’ve been aching to talk to your beta about it since this morning.”

      He walked to the door, arching a brow at my departing figure. “The next pack is the Firegazers. Four days. And that stone … we’re going to find that stone.”

      “And if you do, then what?” I asked quietly, turning around to face him.

      Instead of answering me, he just chuckled and shook his head. “Go shopping. I’ll be waiting for you to return. I have a surprise for you tonight.”

      A surprise? My stomach filled with annoying little butterflies. I hadn’t felt this way in so long, and I knew I shouldn’t feel excited … I knew I shouldn’t get close.

      But the god of war had a surprise for me.

      “I’ll ask Charolette to accompany you,” he said, and my stomach tightened.

      After my possessive outburst this morning, it’d be a good idea to talk to her. But I couldn’t wait for her to come here. I needed to put space between me and him now, and I had to get Ruffles her litter and food as soon as possible.

      “No,” I said. “I’ll go alone.”

      He paused. “Go then,” he urged, a breathtaking smile tugging on his lips.

      I waved awkwardly in his direction, trying to brush off the sinful look he was giving me, and walked out the door. After receiving some gracious help from some pack members who looked beyond scared to talk to me, I stepped into Mad Moon Grocery and opened my backpack.

      Ruffles popped her head out and gave me a loud, drawn-out meow.

      “Yeah, yeah, I know. We’re out of chips,” I said. 

      She mewed again, climbing up onto my shoulder and licking the back of my neck. 

      “Girl, I’m getting you some now. Settle down.”

      I pushed a cart down the aisle and stared amazingly at how big this place was. It looked like an indoor football stadium with about fifty aisles, food stocked on every shelf, and it was crowded beyond belief. Some people smiled at me, and others stepped out of my way and avoided me like wolfsbane, eyeing the cat on my shoulder. 

      When I finally made it to the chips, Ruffles sighed in my ear. I needed to stop feeding her addiction. It was quite unhealthy. I glanced around at the large variety. Ruffles Flamin’ Hot. Ruffles Double Crunch Hot Wings. Ruffles Loaded Chili and Cheese. My gaze landed on the Ruffles Reduced Fat, and I smiled. This one would do.

      Ruffles hissed when I placed the bag in the cart. 

      “Ruffles, come on. You can’t eat the fatty stuff all the time.” 

      She swatted my chin with her paw. 

      “Ruffles …” 

      “Meow.”

      I rolled my eyes and put the Reduced Fat chips back on the shelf, getting her favorite original Ruffles chips instead. She purred delightfully, rubbing her face against mine. This girl was more addicted to chips than Ares was to war.

      “Now, get back into the backpack,” I said.

      She hopped into the backpack, her purrs vibrating through it. Tapping my fingers against the cart, I hummed and continued walking, my thoughts consumed by my mate. Ares and Mars were the same person but so entirely different. I didn’t really understand it.

      It was like he had a dual personality or something—with Mars being so soft and gentle, and Ares being so incredibly savage and ruthless and … sexy. 

      I blinked a few times, trying to get him out of my head. What was I even thinking? I didn’t like Ares. He was too pushy, too arrogant, too fucking dominant and tempting. Why was I so addicted to such a monster?

      Someone bumped into my cart as I turned the corner. 

      “I’m sorry!” Charolette said, running her hand over her pin-straight hair. Her pink lips softened into a smile. “Oh, it’s you.”

      My cheeks flushed. I still couldn’t believe that she was his sister. Not his lover. Not his trophy. His sister. Stupid, jealous me had made a fool out of myself earlier. I’d let my guard down and acted as if I cared about Ares in the slightest.

      She stuck out her hand. “By the way, I’m Charolette!” she said. 

      I took her hand in mine and inhaled the scent of roses. 

      “Sorry about earlier. If I had known that Mars hadn’t told you about me, I wouldn’t have been so close to him.”

      I shook my head, my cheeks flushing even more. “No, it’s my fault. Don’t apologize. My wolf … I …” I gave her a smile. “I let Marcel talk me into getting jealous.” Because I wasn’t jealous. Nope, not at all. I didn’t like Ares. I couldn’t like Ares.

      She rolled her eyes and walked down the aisle with me, a shopping basket hanging off her arm. “Moon Goddess, Marcel. Don’t listen to a word he says unless it has to do with fighting. He’s a major player, and he will probably try to get into your pants more than once. Just avoid him at all costs, trust me.”

      “I’m sure Ares will make sure of that.”

      She giggled, picked up some Fruit Loops, and put them into her basket. “I’m glad Mars found you. You’re going to be good for his crazy ass. Ares can be hella hard to tame.”

      I let out a laugh, trying to figure out if Ares or Mars was just a nickname for him, and smiled at her. Charolette seemed fun, like she’d be a good friend. And damn, did I need a friend to talk to after what had just happened. Besides Tony and Elijah, I didn’t have any friends back home.

      “Amen to that,” I said, glancing at the ground. “I just don’t know if he’s going to be good for me.”

      “He’ll drive you insane, but”—she quieted down—“it’s because he cares about you. It can be hard to deal with both of them, but it’ll be worth it. They love hard.”

      “Both of them?” I asked, hoping to get some more information about his two polar opposite personalities.

      “Mars and Ares,” she clarified. “He has dissociative identity disorder. We met Ares over a decade ago. We rarely see Mars anymore. It was a hard transition for my dad and me, but it was even harder for Mars. He … hurt himself over it and some other stuff.” The last words came in a whisper.

      “Dissociative identity disorder,” I whispered to myself. 

      My mate had two personalities, and I had already seen both of them despite Charolette saying that Mars wasn’t as active anymore, if that was even the right way of saying that.

      It made so much more sense now, but why’d Ares suddenly appear? Did something happen to him?





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.




