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You never stopped asking, so here it finally is. Sorry for the wait.

You guys rock!

We say ‘Aloha, Alora’ once more.


Vampires

The branches and low-hanging boughs skim my face, clawing my fur as I race through the forest, ducking low to avoid overhanging sticks that pull harshly as I follow Colton into the darkness. My heart’s racing, blood rushing through my head, and I can barely keep up with the swift pace of my mate before me. Focused intensely on the darting black slice of shadow that moves so sleekly to lead the way. The zipping noise of foliage passes my ears at speed, yet I don’t slow my pace.


Colton, wait!….. I mind link him with a hint of warning in my tone.


Something internally sends the alarm bells ringing as the stealth shape of my wolf man leaps through the dense forest and disappears into a thick brush mere feet before me. Almost swallowed by the foliage, I lose sight for a second, and my heart rate elevates. A tinge of panic hits me hard in the gut as the feeling of warning grows inside me as we proceed. I don’t know what this feeling is, but I have learned to always listen to my gut lately.

I can hear the others of our pack rushing through the undergrowth in line with us but spread apart, yet it brings me little comfort. Instead, the anxiety increase for my pack grows, and I leap after him again without waiting for his response.


I won’t leave you behind, Baby. Just stay on my tail. Stay close. Colton’s reassuring voice comes through the link inside my head, his usual warm, soothing huskiness, and that internal feeling of unease grows stronger. Normally his words bring me calm, but not at this moment. He doesn’t seem as aware as I am of this feeling, and his confident tone tells me he has no intention of relenting in this hunt. The vampires are on the run, and we are close at their heels after chasing them from the boundary.


No, wait, there’s something off! Pull back. Stop!

I link back with obvious intense caution and almost run into the back of him as I clear the next brush in a leap to catch up. I see him last second and try to midair swerve with a yelp in case I crash down on him. He’s stopped dead on the track where I aim and swiftly side-jumps to let me land beside him without accidental collision.

What is it?

His amber eyes lock on mine as I come level, panting lightly from our high-speed chase, glowing from the black fur framing them in the most sinister ways. He looks eerily devilish out here in the dense wood in the darkness. Standing almost six feet on all fours, he is the most impressive wolf in the pack and a born alpha who still makes me weak in the knees. Yet even as leader and master, Colton has come to trust my instincts over the past months of ruling our pack together as much as his own, and he always listens to me as he seems to be doing now.

I can feel them….. out there. They’re not running anymore. They’re waiting. I swear, I can feel it. It’s almost like they’ve stopped, and the fear they felt before has dissipated.

I don’t hesitate and throw my nose towards the looming shadow of the mountain as though to press the point.

In the last months since I became Luna, we have chased down dozens of the vampires who breached our lines and entered our land to pick off our weak. We’ve killed many, more than I want to remember, yet they still keep coming at alarming regularity. Even after they realized their weapon to immobilize us was useless if we stayed within our boundaries.

The Doc and Mother Luna Sierra devised a frequency to be played over speakers around the homestead, making theirs utterly useless unless we stray out of ear shot. Not that the frequency can be heard, even by us, but our ability to be wolves proves it works fine. Overwhelming the weapon and keeping us safe. We are still inside that boundary, yet they have stopped trying to escape, making no sense. They always run to the outer limit when they know we’re close on their heels.

A trap? I don’t see how…we outnumber them, and in a face-to-face fight, we’re the stronger.


He turns his head towards the darkness ahead, expecting to see them, and mentally tells the pack to stop and wait. I exhale with relief as the responses are obedient ‘Yes, Alpha’ and feel the vibrations of our kin come to a halt immediately. Our subpack is waiting to proceed and standing wherever they have halted in the forest around us. Obedience is their strongest skill, and they won’t budge without Colton’s say-so.


I don’t know. Something feels different. I can taste the anticipation…. There’s a smugness. I don’t like it. Call the pack back. We’re turning around. The landline is just ahead anyway, and we wouldn’t be going much further once we hit the boundary.

As Luna of the pack, I, too, have the authority to make them return via the link between us all, but I respect my mate’s dominance and let him be the one to recall them. The hunt is over; we chased them out and are not jeopardizing any of them tonight. We’ve lost many over the last six months, and I can’t bear to carry the pain of their losses each time. It never gets easier, even if it’s a wolf I never knew. Such is the curse of being the pack's heart. Luna is to love all of them.

Colton hesitates and stares off into the darkness again, thinking, deciding, and then snorts in distaste, shaking his head and making it obvious he isn’t happy, but he agrees. My wolf man has become a hunter, and sometimes I worry the thrill of battle is becoming something he’s getting too accustomed to. Sometimes, when we defend our pack, he has a coldness that makes me remember he is still a Santo. I can almost taste his bubbling energy and will to keep going, the restless aggression because today did not end in a fight.

As my Luna commands…

Colton lowers his head towards me so his nose almost touches one of his paws in a mock bow. Humor to lighten the mood, and then via the link, I listen to him recall the ones we are patrolling with and tell them to return to the home perimeter.

No one argues. Just agreement and the rustling noise as they begin to turn back and head home. An atmosphere of both relief and disappointment comes with mixed vibes. They seem to be too used to this ongoing battle and bloodshed.

Let’s go.

I nod backward into the bushes and turn to go, but Colton stands for a moment, and I hesitate to leave him. Pausing to look back at him and stare at his statuesque figure.

What are you waiting for?

I don’t know…. Something is out there with them. I can sense it now we’re still. I didn’t before, as it’s faint. It’s not just vampires…. I can feel something else.

There’s an undercurrent, an edge to his tone, and then he throws off his inquisitiveness and moves to me.

When Colton turns, I inwardly gasp at the unusual sight of his eyes glowing ethereal blue. It’s not entirely unknown. The witch in him sometimes piques, but it rarely shows in wolf form as it’s more of a human-related gift and usually held down by his Lycan gifts. It’s generally for very specific reasons too, like using his healing powers while Sierra trains him to be more efficient with them or when he has visions and small snippets of the future. Or when he nears his mother in her own state of glow, it triggers him.

Your eyes … they’re blue,

I point out, closing the gap between us to gaze into the almost luminescent color, and he frowns, shaking his head to try and shift it. Making it obvious he isn’t even aware it’s happening, so I guess no visions, nothing from him that is igniting the glow.

That’s new. Usually only happens when my mother is near and using her……

Colton’s head spins back to where he gazed before, immediately silencing him. His gaze narrows to a scowl, and a low snarl emits from his deep throat like a vibration.


What is it? What can you see? I look too, my senses on high alert and body prickling as I can still feel the vampires in the distance, now feeding on his burst of hostility. The downside to my blood being part of theirs is since I opened my gifts, I can always feel them whenever they’re close. Mixed with my mate’s emotions, it’s making me feel nauseous and faint.



It’s a witch… let’s go. Move, catch up with the pack. We shouldn’t linger alone; I need to protect you. Colton’s words are heavy and laced with anger, yet also worry. He takes zero chances when protecting me and is most definitely overprotective.


I don’t argue, but instead, I trust his instinct and turn, pick up my paws, and run like the wind back in the direction we came from. I can feel him close behind me, always steps behind even though I know he’s faster than me at a sprint. He’s staying back in case we are followed by whatever he thinks is out there because he never stops shielding me.

Not that I need it. Colton sometimes requires me to look after him as far as powers go. As my gifts grew and I began to hone them over the months, I found how powerful I could be.  It was almost like sliding into a warm bath after a long hard day: it freed and rejuvenated me. From the first moments of the gifts being free, I learned how to use them almost like a forgotten memory, and even he admits that I can be way more helpful than him at times.

Colton is having a more challenging time with his witch gifts, though. So long repressed and so at odds with how he was raised. He is a warrior and a fighter, but his witch side is to heal, nurture, and care, much like his mom, and avoid conflict. So at odds with who he is. He sometimes has visions and dreams that he cannot separate from fantasy or reality as he tries to navigate what they mean and what he’s to do with them. It frustrates him on so many levels, being a guy who likes to have all the answers to all life’s problems. He hates puzzles and trying to read meanings through vague images. Sierra is trying to expand that ability, but sometimes Colton is too rough and ready to sit down and center himself to his peaceable side long enough to do much about it.

We run back the several miles we covered in the hunt until the homestead looms ahead, high on a hill over the next mound of treetops like a welcome calling haven. We don’t let up and can sense the closeness of the others rounding in as we get home to our safety net.


Why would they have a witch out here? I ask innocently as we slow our paces to a trot and move to the opening clearing before hitting the new village we built around and behind the homestead to accommodate our pack. It’s been a busy few months of creating a proper habitat for our growing pack, and as the houses come into view behind the tall cage fences, I relax and walk. We’re within the perimeter of our haven. We’re close enough now that the other patrols in the pack will still be circling, and we no longer have to watch our backs.


You heard my mother. She told us that some of the witches joined forces with the vampires in this fight and were only too happy to see the downfall of the wolves. Some of them feel wronged by us. I guess this is the first of them showing up to prove her right. It’s been months of sporadic attacks that never succeeded. Maybe they think a witch on side might give them an advantage since their weapon is all but useless now.

I don’t respond as a cold chill runs through my stomach, and I glance back into the dense darkness and try to feel anything beyond the tree line. There is nothing, they never followed us back here, but the uneasiness I picked up first is still there. Almost like we’re being watched. I shudder in subtle fear at the thought of what might be out there. Trying not to let my mind run riot and imagine the worst.


Don’t!


Colton nudges my face with his nose, reading my mind, pushing me away from where I’m staring, breaking my train of thought.

Let’s go inside and change, clean up, and eat. Forget it for now, and we’ll talk to my mom in the morning. We’re safe within these boundaries, even from witches.

His tone tells me he’s worried about what we felt out there, too, but he’s being his usual self. Solid, commanding, and like nothing gets to him. He is brushing aside the current problem and shelving it until after eating and sleeping when I know Colton does his best thinking. He’s a dawn riser who uses quiet time to figure things out. We’re all tired, and it’s almost morning as it is.

Aye, aye, Chica, do what the man says! I’m beyond starving. We have spent half the night out here. I need food and sleep!

Meadow saunters into the clearing, hearing the link conversation inadvertently because we were not shielding to a private mate link, and nudges against me with her brown sleek furry body. As a wolf, Meadow is weirdly similar to her human form. She is sleek yet curvy, smooth-furred with slanted amber eyes that somehow sit well in her face to make her attractive as a Lycan. She isn’t as big as the males, but she is fast and fierce, and despite her slender build, I’ve seen her devastate everything in her wake and not even ruffle her fur in the process. Knowing she’s a half-shifter took away any questions I had about her slight differences from regular wolves. They are subtle, but I see them.

Two more wolves appear in the shadows and walk past, one huge dark one stopping to run his body along the length of Meadow, rubbing his head up against hers as he falls in step beside her. Her mate is as built as mine, only grey and equally rough. He nudges her suggestively, and the two of them take off wordlessly ahead without a second thought, and Colton snorts in humor at their behavior


For some, the Haze is still lingering, it seems.


He pushes up against me to walk side by side with physical contact, and I lean my head into his neck to share his warmth as we cover the last ground. Relaxing into that firm body, he takes some of my weight and guides me onward.

You can talk… I don’t get a single night of peace from you, even before the haze hit.

I laugh and lick him quickly, hitting the lower profile of his jaw with my darted action.

What can I say? My mate is a vixen and completely irresistible! I’m alpha. I can’t be outdone in terms of testosterone and horniness, baby.

Colton’s smug and yet also correct. I know he means it, but it still makes me blush and smile whenever he talks like this and nuzzle him adoringly. Still a little too enamored with my mate, even after months of being his.

The haze was crazy when it hit. We had only been mates for around three weeks when it swept over, and I was almost insane with the need to be joined to him about fifty times a day. I never knew how bad the heat and desire could get when you mated up. Never experienced a haze before turning, so it was a massive wake-up call.

How we got out of our room for more than three minutes daily is beyond me because nothing could satisfy the hunger or the uncontrollable urge to mate constantly. No matter how many times or how good it was, it was just seconds of relief, and I was whining again to have him back on top of me. Colton was only too happy to oblige, given he was in a worse state than me. Males apparently feel it with more vigor, given that it’s meant to make them want to procreate and spread their seed to enable their bloodlines.

Luckily, the haze only lasts two weeks and slowly tails off when mating season dies away. When the constant crazy hunger to be in his bed wrapped around him slowly began to fade to a manageable level of need. Not entirely, though. I don’t think I’ll ever stop lusting after him and needing to feel his touch every second of every day. Since our union so many months back, we've rarely been apart, and I’ve grown and flourished with his love to become the Luna I never thought I could be. I genuinely believe it was the one thing I needed in my life to find myself once more and blossom under his tender care.

The people treat me with respect and love, and I’m growing as a mother to all. By the side of my born leader, him showing me how to command without fear because he’s nothing like his father as alpha. He listens to his people and walks among them as though he’s never been any different from them. He’s hands-on and involved with the building works, overseeing every detail and waking day. We join patrols, make sure we know everything there is to know about the sick, the school, and the community's problems, and rectify them as best we can.

His mother is a good mentor, but she grows restless here, and now she’s recovering well from her time asleep and regaining her gifts slowly. She’s made it clear she wishes to return to the lab where the doctor returned and continue her work with him. She feels lost here, like she has no one to focus her time and energy on. Not that I blame her. Her life isn’t what she left behind when she fell to slumber.

The lab became ours after the Santo pack abandoned it and returned to the mountain under the command of their alpha. With Sierra out, they had no use or interest in it and knew that Colton would send some of his own to claim it to keep all his mother’s and the doctor's work safe. Which Colton did, and Doc could go back with a new, stronger, kinder pack as protection to continue his work into our species. He visits periodically to discuss his needs and findings and keep Sierra updated. Who knew we would have human allies in this new world in which we live?

Waking to find her son grown and mated, her husband a betrayer who still holds her home captive and defends it fiercely. No longer Luna of the pack and no longer required to raise a child. She has no real mate to have another, even though she’s capable enough and still in her prime. She’s at odds with the modern advances of our world, and she finds the noisy, chaotic business of the pack hard to bear. She stays alone in her room most of the time and rarely ventures to see anyone except Colton or me or the maids Colton assigned her to meet her every need. Doc comes and goes to see her, but she is almost a hermit, living in the west corner of the homestead.

This used to be her ancestral home, someplace she visited from time to time, and thanks to her, we found the secret tunnels under the estate that led to the apothecary that belonged to her long-forgotten relatives. The library of grimoires and books that contained histories we had never known. It opened our knowledge of many things, and the Shaman was excited to be given more insight into details he always longed to know.

The homestead had been for generations of witches, but with her father mating with a wolf, he was an outcast to live far away with his wife and half-breed child. Near the pack of his mate, who also rejected her. His ancestors had no other heirs, and this place fell to emptiness when the last of his blood was killed in the vampire wars of old.

This was never truly her home, although she did inherit it and come here over the years. She kept it a secret from Juan and used the protection placed on the land to keep it free from invasion. Those spells work in our favor now. They are still held in place as applied in the ground for generations to keep nonblood out without invitation, which goes for vampires too. Our safe haven is protected in so many ways.

Colton could walk in and invite his pack because he was blood, and the house became his. No one can cross the inner perimeter unless the heir welcomes them. Colton being a witch means, without even knowing it, he keeps the inner sanctum safe by merely refusing non-pack in. He set the spell when he first entered the house.

Later his mother renewed the spell to cover all the runaways from the mountain who found their way to us, but it means Vampires can get close but never in. And his mother assures us it should work for any other being that we don’t welcome to our abode. It’s unbreakable magic. Only the Santo pack of our inviting can cross the inner threshold of the boundary lines now Sierra has adjusted the spell to be more precise.

Hey, earth calling Lori.

Colton breaks into my mind, and I come out of my thoughtful daze to see the opening door ahead of us at the main entrance as we are welcomed home by the guards of the pack.


Sorry was just thinking. I exhale heavily and sigh that we can soon go to bed. It’s been a long patrol tonight and too much running. I’m exhausted, filthy, and looking forward to lying down.


Yeah, well, less thinking, more action. You were practically motionless with the slow pace you were pulling.

He jests and nudges me with his side and sends me reeling a little.

Sorry.

I follow him in, nodding at the human form guards as we pass and still get that warm tingle as they lower their eyes, showing respect for their Alpha and Luna. I quickly trail Colton to the main stair and our floor at hyper speed. I can’t get used to this where no males look me in the eye except those worthy: the sub pack, my chosen femme companions, Sierra, and my alpha mate. I guess the same goes for Colton, too, as only his select few can, while everyone else lowers to the ground as a sign of submission. It’s an old tradition wordlessly passed down, and we never question it.

Since the village was finished, we got the whole upper west floor of the homestead to ourselves. Only the leading pack, us, Sierra, some single warriors who walk the house perimeter at night, and a few of the housekeepers live inside the homestead now. Guards swap every few hours outside, so we always have different faces coming and going. We have a school room in the main hall while an outbuilding to become the education center is being built, and the hospital wing still operates from the first floor. So, there is motion and movement in this vast place at all hours, yet it still seems so eerily quiet compared to the months before the village started to get filled out.

Colton swiftly gets ahead of me first, and when I catch up and follow him into the bedroom, he’s already alone in the inner suite and nakedly walking around in human form, dusting off the muck and debris from the forest. As soon as I see him, I transform into human, and he floors me with that gorgeous, dimpled grin, his eyes back to deep dark brown, his hair ruffled messily on top of that head. My handsome, tanned Latino lover stands proudly in front of me in all his perfection with that devilish look in his eye and runs a hand across his abs absent-mindedly. That body weakens me at the knees in his tall, muscular glory.

Shower?

The cheeky smile makes me smile because I know it’s not an invite but more of a command.

Just like that, you forget about the troublesome witches out there in the forest, and your mind is straight to shower? We both know that isn’t exactly what you mean.

I stroll past him as though I have no intention of getting in there with him and squeal when he grabs me from behind and hoists me up princess fashion into his arms.


Worries will keep for a while. Urges will drive me insane. You know how hot for you I get after we turn and go chasing vampires in the forest. He plants a kiss on my temple, and I know struggling is futile. Besides, I’m not refusing because I too am hot for what my mate does to me.



Colton, I swear, you have about five hundred reasons for being hot for me daily. Yesterday it was because we had ribs for dinner…… and the sun came out after lunch….. and before breakfast, you woke up hot for me because it was Tuesday morning.


I sigh indulgently and slide my arms around him as I try to get comfier in this grip he has me in.

Baby, is it wrong to want to get naked with my mate as much as possible? We’re only young for like maybe eighty years, give or take.

I laugh and bounce him on top of his head with a soft fist and curl my arms around his neck, savoring the unique feel of his skin against mine. Pushing my face into the crook of his throat to inhale everything good about him.

Hmmm … don’t change.

It’s an impulsive lovesick adoration as he carries me to the bathroom, but I mean it. I have never known happiness or this sense of home before him, and being his mate these past months has been every wish and dream I never knew I had.

I wasn’t planning on it. You love me this way….. so, this way I stay. Got to keep my Luna happy.

He smirks, always cheeky, always grinning, and hauls me into the shower unit to get clean while being anything but.


Witches in the Woods

“You felt them, but you didn’t actually see them? Or one, as in singular?” Sierra gazes at Colton, questioning him as we sit across from her at breakfast, something we usually share in her suite as she prefers it that way. Colton slides me the platter of pancakes as he shrugs her way. It’s late for breakfast, but our patrol duties sometimes push us to eat nearer noon a couple of times a week.

“Felt. Possibly just one, but I can’t be sure. I didn’t see them at all, but my eyes turned blue, and I could feel their magic in the air; faint, but it was there. Just out beyond the perimeter.” Colton dishes me some and throws me that soft smile that translates to ‘I love you’ as he adds maple syrup to the stack he’s given me. I help myself to bacon and dig in while his mother stares pensively at his face.

Sierra sighs and looks torn for a long moment as we tuck into the pancakes, bacon, and eggs I insisted I was dying for this morning. My appetite has been huge since we began to turn daily, and he’s always one to pander to my needs.

“I’m not surprised that witches have sided with the vampires, knowing what we do about how this all began. They are the least evil in this war, even if that’s hard to believe. The wolves villainize our kind. The vampires do not. I guess they hope an alliance means they get to come out of the shadows to live free once more. Too many witches have been slaughtered and gone into hiding for hundreds of years.” Sierra picks up her fork, but it seems like she has no appetite now, and twirls it in her hand instead. Her expression is strained, and I can feel her nerves coming through in subtle waves since Colton told her about the witches.

“What does it mean for us if they now have magic on their side?” I butt in, not exactly at peace with this conversation, as anxiety swirls in my stomach, and I glance at Colton, who is not all that interested in his food for once. He’s nervously pushing his bacon around as he glances at his mother. My man is an eater, and his lack of hunger means he isn’t as calm as he has been pretending all morning.

“Within these walls, nothing. It’s beyond the protection stones of our land that we should be afraid. Witches have powers that can hold their own against small numbers. We’re a smaller pack, an easy target. I guess it’s why we’ve had so many attacks in recent weeks. The vampires are trying to pick off the smaller of our kind before we unite to start a war again. In numbers, they’re not a match for us.” Despite her words that should instill a little confidence in our safety, I can only feel her overwhelming sadness.

Sierra has been quiet of late, her powers growing again and spending more time studying the grimoires of the house than venturing outside of her walls. Her unhappiness has been increasing in the last few months the longer we live this way, and I don’t think it’s down to the vampire attacks. I know she’s pining for a mate she hates but can’t be unbound from and a life she lost that she can’t go backward to. Her heart is grieving, and with every new niggle and unrest brought up, she feels even less useful to her pack.

“So, their magic can’t invade beyond the runes buried outside the perimeter?” Colton cuts in, his eyes on his mom, and I can tell he, too, feels her underlying lack of vavoom today. He won’t push her, though; he treats her like precious glass that may shatter should he blow too hard.

“No. My great, great grandfather created and buried those runes under the guidance of the world’s most powerful witch. He was a great sorcerer and made sure this house would withstand magic of any kind that was not borne within from blood. We can use ours and freely come and go, but anyone else touched by spell or gift we don’t invite in can’t pass. I’m not even sure humans can pass without our say-so.”

“That’s something, I suppose. So, they can throw all they have at our walls and outside within the boundary, and nothing gets through?” I raise my brow, finding some peace in that. The first boundary line where the rune stones lie is about ten feet outside the village walls and our sweeping front drive.

“Yes.” Sierra seems confident in it, so I settle, glad of something at least. One less concern. We can sleep at night, knowing nothing gets in, even if the vampires stray close. We still must patrol though, as our power lines and telephone cables all route out with these lines, and our main water supplies come in from the west. They have been targeting those with every new attack.

“We need to reduce the distance we chase from now on. No longer use the frequency as our measure of distance. We must properly mark the rune boundary and forbid any pack straying beyond until we know more about what they intend to do.” Colton places his fork down and frowns, focusing off outside the large double window of the veranda, staring at the looming presence of the distant forest and mountain as though trying to spot the enemy visually. Despite the chill in the air, the sun is bright today, and the land before us looks green and luscious. A far cry from the shadowy danger we faced last night.

“It’s not a bad idea. Safety first. As always.” I smile at him softly, knowing that’s what he’ll do for the good of our people, and tap his plate to encourage him to eat.

“Talking of magic…. I had another dream….” Colton turns instantly invasive, his posture stiffening, and a heavy cold fills the atmosphere around us. I flick my eyes his way in question and surprise. He hasn’t mentioned any dreams to me lately, so I squint at him with brewing doubts.

“When?” I blurt out, hating the thought he has kept something from me. He tells me everything and vice versa. It’s not how we are. We have no secrets and one hundred percent honesty.

“Last night. I figured I would tell you both simultaneously and save the agony of repeating it.” He glances from his mom to me, and that subtle frown appearing on his brow makes me wonder how bad it can be. Simmering my internal pang of betrayal momentarily. Colton is rarely fazed by anything, especially not dreams, even if he thinks they may be visions of the future, so this has to be something upsetting.

“Tell me.” Sierra reaches across the table and covers his hand with hers, that gentle maternal love she smothers us with shining through as she, too, senses unease. Colton sighs heavily, leaning back without breaking her contact, and rolls his shoulders. A sign he’s starting to get stressed, and my nerves pick up, pushing me to lean toward him. Aching for him as his emotions taint mine, and I get equally antsy as I feed from his inner despair. I reach out impulsively, take his other hand, the one on his thigh under the table, and tangle our fingers together to console what I don’t even know yet.

Colton clears his throat and tenses as he exhales his words. He throws me a soft look, a hint of a smile, and a little ‘I love you’ squint of his eyes as he wrinkles his nose cutely. I blush in response, never immune to the faces and messages he sends me, even in a serious moment like this.

“It started in a forest. I think, maybe the north side of the mountain. It was familiar, but not here. I was alone…. Maybe…. I don’t know. I saw no one, but it wasn’t quiet like I was alone. I felt like there were others in the shadows.” He sighs again, flinches, and this time his eyes start to subtly amber out, a sign his emotions are pushing through, and I squeeze his hand tighter to keep him calm. Wolf Colton would not be great at explaining anything, as he has too much hostility in that furry form.

“Go on…” Sierra encourages. Colton hesitates, screws up his face, and blows air as though the words are painful, and I can feel it ebbing from him. I listen intently, the upset, the heartbreak, holding on for what he has to say.

“I was standing still, in human form, but my hands were clawed out like I was half-turned but had no intention of fully doing so. Covered in blood even though I was uninjured, and I knew it wasn’t mine.”

“Maybe it was a past vision. We’ve been up against the vampires and had their blood on our hands so many times these past months,” I interject as his emotions start clawing at my insides, his sense of elevated anxiety making me jittery, and I wriggle in my seat.

“No, this was different. I didn’t feel like myself. I felt ……. I can’t explain, but it was like I was above and looking at me, but it wasn’t me. I was blank… emotionless and disconnected. Nothing was happening in my head, and I tried to rouse myself to some response. There was nothing but this shell of me, going through the motions, and he couldn’t hear or see me, and then ….. I saw you.” Colton’s eyes drop to his lap, and he turns away from me, shaking his head. His sadness and pain hit me full pelt in the stomach like a sucker punch as he sees it in his mind’s eye, and I know that’s not a good sign.

“What was I doing?” I blurt out impulsively, afraid of what he saw if it’s cutting him this way. Colton remains silent for a long moment to compose himself, and Sierra and I exchange concerned glances.

“Would it be better if you shared it with me so I can see for myself?” His mother interjects, but Colton flashes back to her with a brutal headshake.

“No!” I don’t want it in either of your heads. The hostility in his harsh response is so out of character.

“Then tell us….” I coax him, pleading to know what he saw that has him this way while ignoring his outburst. Colton pulls his hands away from us and runs through his hair in agitation, leaning back so his chair balances on only two legs at a precarious angle. I curb the urge to correct it and let him be as he scrubs his fingers on his scalp and sighs loudly.

“You were lying on the forest floor about ten feet from me, partially concealed as though you had crawled to hide. Human, still dressed like you hadn’t even tried to turn……. you were bleeding.” Colton chokes on his emotion, leaning forward sharply to place his face in his palms as he leans on the table, his chair slamming down, rubbing his temples, then wiping a palm over his face as though to shake what he sees. “You were looking at me, crying……. You were scared. Of me! ….. And I walked towards you, so empty, so…unfeeling…. I could see you were hurt, yet I didn’t seem to care or react. And you said ‘Please…. don’t’, as if it was down to me or because of me, or you thought I would hurt you ….. and I woke up.” Colton tenses, shudders, and then stands up quickly to shake the memory out physically as I stare in open-eyed apprehension, and Sierra frowns sternly. He stalks to the patio doors, opens one for air, and shoves his shoulder against the frame to appear at ease despite it being obvious he is far from it. I can feel his confusion and pain, making me momentarily mute as chaos swirls in my brain to try and dissect his vision.

“You think you were the one who wounded her?” Sierra shakes her head at me as I move to get up to console him, telling me he needs space as she notes his eyes are glowing amber before I do. He’s wound up. Better to let him get it out in his own way, and I settle back down. Sometimes when he’s riled, his wolf hates being touched, even by me.

“I would never…. but why was she afraid? Why wasn’t I reacting? Helping her? Why wasn’t she turning? None of it made sense! It’s like she couldn’t turn wolf.” He’s back to pacing, and I watch him with a heavy heart, unsure of what else to say as I try and decipher the dream logically. If he was a half-wolf in the dream, then there was no reason I couldn’t turn. It makes little sense.

“You said not all dreams and visions are literal, right? Maybe it’s more symbolic. Maybe it’s that you feel somewhere inside that you aren’t protecting me enough, or maybe sensing the witches last night somehow made you feel like there’s danger lurking, more than before, and you’re scared I won’t be safe. That you somehow are watching, powerless, while I’m hurt.” I try to explain what he described, clutching at straws, and he turns and narrows his eyes at me thoughtfully. He slightly changes his expression as he grasps the reason in my explanation.

“Maybe…that sort of makes sense.”

“Sometimes they may seem like visions, but they are our intentions, warning of a path we may take and the possible outcomes. Maybe sensing the witches has stirred up chaotic emotions, and as Lorey says, your dreams formed this visual to voice what those are. You’re afraid as a leader you will fail against a new threat, and your mate will be left wounded and unable to defend herself.” Sierra sounds out my reasoning to strengthen the possibility, and Colton relaxes even more. Seeing some hint of logic in the words and looking for a reason to explain what he saw, that wasn’t him hurting me.

“I guess,” Colton’s distracted, not fully believing even if he seems to agree. I know him better than that, and the worry in his eyes betrays that this isn’t an answer for him fully. I did think he was a little quiet when we woke up, and he made love to me this morning rather than having crazy morning sex. He seemed subdued before we came to breakfast, overly touchy-feely and attentive. I thought he was tired, having one of his calmer days of reflection that sometimes happens. I never knew he was harboring all this and picking apart the meaning.

Since starting to get visions, he’s found it both a blessing and a curse, often frustrated with the cryptic confusion they can cause. They are hard to separate from dreams sometimes that have no meaning, and he has started questioning every night terror he has. His powers are growing, but he feels they’re getting more chaotic, invasive, and frequent in recent months instead of harnessing them.

He’s also learning to heal with his touch, much like Sierra can. He can close wounds and cure minor sicknesses, not that he’s had Guinea pigs to try for more. Wolves are too good at healing themselves, and the children don’t often have anything serious. He’s spent time in the medic room practicing on cuts, bruises, and childhood viruses to see what he can do under Sierra's gentle hand, and he’s pretty great at a blue, glowing wave of healing perfection. The worst he has had was the odd broken bone from a clumsy fall of a pup.

“Maybe it was just a dream and not a vision.” I point out, but Colton frowns heavily.

“I never used to dream at all…ever. Not even as a kid. They only started after I unbound my gifts.” He shrugs in irritation, slumps back down in his seat, and picks up his fork absentmindedly. I know he’s told me this before, but it still silences me, and I stare at my food with a little defeat. I don’t know what else to say to put his mind at ease.

“Maybe Alora’s right, though. By binding your gifts, I might have bound your natural ability to dream and work through your problems in the sleep state. Which is normal for all people, and now you can do it. Maybe this is nothing more than Alora symbolizing your whole world, your people, our home, me, your responsibility, this land, and you feel responsible for it all. That in your disconnected state, it was somehow highlighting you feel overwhelmed with the huge responsibility and maybe feel that one little taking your eye off the ball will result in your striking down your heart…your world. Which she was in your dream. Dreams don’t have to be more than that, even visions sometimes.” Sierra must sense his confusion too, and her soft smile and confident expression bring him peace.

“Yeah, my gifts aren’t exactly stable or clear cut. I dream sporadically, and nothing ever makes sense. I thought it would be more like seeing a movie and knowing exactly what to do.” He sighs, leaning my way and sliding his palm onto my thigh as I instinctively take his hand.

“If only. Sometimes they come at you and tell a story with perfect clarity. Most of the time, they’re a mess of figuring it out and second-guessing what it’s meant to be saying. When I was pregnant with you, I saw a white dove carrying a leaf….. multiple times. It never once clicked that it symbolized a new life and path with the purest of love. My son.” Sierra glows at that, and for a moment, it hurts. To know she was denied a decade of that child’s life, and now, she’s stuck here in a mateless bond with no hope of ever being able to produce another child.

Even in her circumstances, it’s forbidden for her to find another mate, and it wouldn’t exactly kill her bond with Juan. Even if she despises everything he has done, she still cries for how her heart bleeds at the separation of her bond. It’s partly why she’s driven to sadness and isolation to try and work through and understand her internal conflict. You can both love and hate someone at the same time.

“Maybe you’re right, and I’m overthinking it. I just need to pull us all together and focus on one day at a time. I would never hurt you, Lorey, not like that. I know I wouldn’t, so it can’t be real or a future vision. It has to be symbolic, and we’ll figure it out.” Colton seems calmer now, relaxed, and he sighs, picking up his pancake with a half-smile as I softly kiss him on the cheek.

“I know you never would.” I nuzzle against him for a second as he slides his arm around me, instead of hand-holding, and hugs me to assure me that he’s the one person in the world who would never do anything in life to hurt me in any way ever again. He loves me, and this is something insignificant.

“Alpha, Luna, Rema, I’m sorry to disrupt your breakfast, but I must speak with my Alpha.” Radar stands at the open door to our breakfast room, eyes on his feet like always whenever he’s in the presence of Sierra. Even though her being changed to Rema, or Mother of the Alpha, and no longer Luna, he has never broken the habit. As Delta to Colton, he has the authority to look even his alpha in the eye, so I always find it weird he can’t break this respectful mannerism for her. I guess knowing he has always had affection for her is partly why. I think he’s too shy to look Sierra in the face.

“I’m coming.” Colton gets up quickly, kissing my temple before sliding out of his seat and discarding his half-eaten breakfast. He passes behind his mother and kisses her on the head as he goes. This is normal in our life. He takes care of everything and is always ready to jump to attention should issues arise. No time of the day is out of bounds except our quiet time before bed.

We understand that he takes care of the security, the military side, and the continual running, and I take care of the people’s everyday needs. Education, food, love, and community. I prefer it to tactical meetings and the ever-rounding up of sentinel patrols to keep our land safe. I help with patrols when he joins them, but other than that, the security is not part of what I focus on.

Sierra watches Radar, sitting a little straighter from the corner of her eye, and pastes on a warm smile before turning towards him fully. She likes him. Not that he will see it, with his eyes fixed firmly on the marble floor, and I wish he would make contact at least once in her lifetime.

“You look well. I like your new haircut.” She smiles somewhat coyly, and Radar stiffens. A hint of pink rosy blushes over his cheekbones and only seems to push his nose further down towards his feet.

“Thank you, Rema Santo.” Radar is curt, a little too quick with his response, while his cheekbones color further as he turns with an almost relieved exhale when Colton passes him with a pat on the shoulder to tell him to move.

They leave with him, pulling the door closed behind them so we can eat in peace and not even a glance in our direction as they disappear between the crack. I glance at her crestfallen face as she returns to her food. Not the first time I’ve seen slight disappointment in her brief interactions with her ex-guard, and I can’t hold my tongue this time.

“You like him, don’t you?” I smile encouragingly as Sierra’s face flames crimson, and she clumsily drops her fork.

“I ..umm, am grateful…he was my Ummm. No, I can’t. I mean, no, I do…of course, I do. He’s truly awesome as a male, wolf, guard, type, sort of guy, um, young man. Not that young, I mean almost my age young, Ughhh………. I owe him my life. It’s just…. He’s very….. aloof. For a guy who used to shadow me and make me feel safe.” Her blushing goes all the way to her roots, and I grin wider. Knowing that fumbling, awkward self-war only too well. Breathless, tongue-tied, fidgeting insanely with her plate and fork, and unable to look me in the eye. The little warm spread through my heart tells me I hit the nail on the head.

“So, that’s a yes, then? …. He’s never mated up. No lovers, no girlfriends. Totally single. I think he’s maybe just shy, and you intimidate him.” I shrug, not even going to pretend she doesn’t like him. For months now, she acts like this nervous virgin type whenever he shows up, and he is hopelessly stiff, curt, unable to formulate any conversation at all, and leaves as quickly as he can. I already know Radar likes her, and it wouldn’t be wholly awful to see the Rema have even some happiness. Even if neither physically acted it out, they just became friends or something. Maybe she wouldn’t be so sad.

“My bond to that……… I can’t do anything with any male. There’s no point leading on anyone with no chance of a future. Radar deserves a nice femme with no complications. He’s loyal, sweet, stable, and completely efficient regarding protection. Should I ever leave this house, I would still have him as my guard.” She turns away and stares out the window listlessly, a little crestfallen, eyes misting with emotion, but it only sparks a little twinkle in my mind.

“I think, as Luna, I believe my Mother-in-law, the Rema of this pack, needs her own guards still. Even if it’s to sit out in the sun and play cards, I’m sure Radar wouldn’t object to picking up where he left off a decade ago.”

“Don’t. I know you mean well, but Juan will never let me go, and this bond will only make everyone miserable if I allow myself to get close to another in any way.” The defeat in her tone silences me, and I know this is futile. After six months of living here, three of those saw her well enough to interact in the pack, and she still chooses to be solitary, separate, and push away all other relationships outside of Colton and me. Sierra is punishing herself for things she couldn’t stop and letting herself wither away in this room at the top of the west wing. I exhale in defeat and sadness for her. My heart is aching that she, of all people, deserves happiness, and the fates have abandoned her.

Juan can jump in a lake for all I care. In the last months, we have had little communication with the mountain. There has been an occasional hemorrhage of runways heading this way to find sanctuary within our walls, and we know Juan is only biding his time while figuring out what to do about us. We don’t give him the opportunity. We never stray outside our land and focus on just living our lives.

Maybe it’s because he’s stayed away and left us be, or perhaps he thinks the prophecy was wrong, and the only rising I’m about to do has already been done in creating our small homestead pack and our new life away from the shadow of our mountain. He’s focused on rallying his army to prepare for the vampires and war, and we seem to have fallen off his radar for now. I haven’t forgotten, though. My family perished at his hands, and I won’t let that grudge ever die. One day we will have our moment.

I pull my mind back to the here and now. Realizing Sierra has stood up and wandered to her balcony window to gaze out as the rain begins to fall and dims down the bright sun which woke us this morning. It’s soft today, overcast now with threats of a rainy day, and a little colder but pleasant. Perfect weather for staying inside and working on some of the details for the schoolhouse.

“Do you really think Colton’s dream is just his eternal stress finding a way to vent?” I ask her, knowing she would never lie to me, especially not while alone. Sierra and I have built a bond these past months, like mother and daughter. I never knew how much I needed it until Sierra woke up many months ago and showed me what it was like to have a mom again.

“The mind is a complex and often frustrating tool, and being a seer is not always what it’s cracked up to be.” There’s distance in her tone, and I frown at her response.

“Do you ever regret your path based on your visions?” I’ve always wondered but never felt it appropriate to ask. She stops momentarily, still as a statue, and I can see her mind turning over as she thinks through my question. She sacrificed so much for my life, and I wonder if she had it to do over would she choose not to see the truth and live in blissful ignorance with her mate and son instead of losing ten years of their lives? Her emotions stabilize, and her mood brightens to an almost steel-like calm.

“No. I can’t say I do. I regret leaving my child to cope alone for so long, but he wouldn’t be the man he is now. He wouldn’t have the happiness he found in you if I hadn’t. I would rather live a lonely existence of truth without that monster as my mate than ignorance, fake happiness, and the demise of these people. Nothing about our bond was true…. It was orchestrated from the second he laid eyes on me. I don’t regret what I did, only that I didn’t do it better and that I left myself no way to be the one to put a knife in that monster’s heart.” She turns boldly, a hint of fierce in her eye, and I nod, knowing her one desire in life is to see Juan fall.

Adoring this woman who means so much to me now in my life, I can’t believe I spent my entire existence oblivious to her importance for so long. I know she means every word, and it’s not the first time she has wished to be the ending blow to her mate. She has often told Colton that if she hadn’t bound us together for eternity, she would march to that mountain and Juan and end herself for good. A true Luna, putting her people before her own life.

“One day. We’ll find a way to free us all. Maybe with magic…. Maybe the fates will figure it out for us. I feel like this isn’t over by a long shot.” I interject to distract her from thinking about that dark shadow on her heart.

“Maybe…. If I could still see the future, that would help, but since I woke up, it seems my son is the only one seeing visions now. I feel like my magic is waning the stronger he gets, and I don’t know if it’s meant to. I don’t know what that means.” Her words trail off quietly as she introverts thoughtfully, and I gasp at her words, my eyes widening, and I get up to go to her with a sickening lurch in my belly.

“Have you told Colton?” This is news to me. The first she has ever mentioned the loss of her gift. This is a major thing.

“No. I will. I didn’t want to worry him that something is wrong. Maybe it’s a natural decline of my gifts as my offspring rises. I can’t say I remember if my mother did, but maybe daughters are different.” She sighs and shrugs it away as unimportant, but I can’t shift the niggles.

“Do you think maybe it’s not that at all, and your sadness and discontent somehow marred the gifts? You have so much of a changed life since you woke up. It’s normal to experience mental backlash at everyone you lost, everything that’s changed.” I have heard that an emotional state can weaken any supernatural gift, and it’s a strong possibility.

“Perhaps… maybe. I guess time will tell.”

Her tone deflates me, but I don’t want to dwell on things that upset her. I know she can still use her magic for now, and I hope we figure it out before she loses what she has. Sierra’s magic is a gift that should be treasured. It saved us from so much, and it would be wrong on all levels to see her lose it.

“Are you really not worried about the witches in the woods?” I ask, derailing our conversation and returning to what brought us up here so bright and early this morning. I know to Colton she said she wasn’t, as long as we stay within the boundaries, but my gut says she isn’t being entirely honest.

“No, and yet… yes. Witches are a whole other breed, and in my time asleep, I don’t know what changes there have been in the world. There are so many forbidden forms of dark magic that most avoid. I can’t say I know they still do. We should be ever more aware and play it safe, more so than before.” She looks me deadpan in the eye, and I nod, a sinking wariness hitting my gut, and for the first time since our life began here, I begin to feel afraid.


The Mountain

After eating with Sierra, I stroll down the main sweeping staircase, feeling heavy with everything we discussed. It’s almost noon, and the house is eerily quiet, but outside noises of the busy village filter through the now open windows on the light breeze. It’s still raining, but it has the promise of a brighter day again, and the schoolhouse is getting its first proper use today, now it’s almost complete. No more children in the great hall from now on, and I squint that way as male wolves begin streaming out of the double doors at the far end of the hall as I step the last tread.

It’s where Colton has convened the sentinels from patrol, his best packs, and they have been discussing everything to do with maintaining our peaceful and safe existence. Supply runs, and financials, as we still have to bear the weight of our pack, even with severance from the main Santo millions. Luckily, Colton had his own inheritance and trust fund that Juan couldn’t touch, and with some of our adopted packs from the mountain, they also brought in funds to help keep us afloat for a very long time. We have investments and shares in the human world, and we seem to be ticking over nicely, despite the loss of Colton’s rightful wealth. Wolves don’t need the things humans do to survive, but it’s easier to feed and clothe a pack than to hunt, forage, and live like wild animals.

I yawn and stretch out as I pass the flood of departing Lycans, receiving the lowered nods and mumbles of ‘Luna’ in passing. Showing their respect, I smile and wait until the passage is clear enough for me to proceed. I will eventually get used to this change in how I’m treated, but it still sits funny in my stomach. I’m getting better at accepting my role now, but I will always be that unworthy girl with her doubts circling in my belly forever. The awkwardness at the respect shown my way is still strange.

I push into the now partially empty great hall, with its multitudes of military straight seats, facing the front podium where our sub-pack lounges around in various positions. On chairs, on the floor, Colton is sitting on the platform's edge with his legs hanging free, looking like a teen boy hanging out at lunch break in high school. They’re huddled close enough that I can tell they’re summarizing their meeting and discussing something further. I wander closer and pick up on their lowered tones easily.

“We limit supply runs to daylight hours, mid-day, only. We must be more alert than before as we don’t know what they are capable of.” Colton carries on, glancing my way with a quick smile to acknowledge me, and it’s clear they are talking about the presence of the witch or witches in the woods.

“Does daylight help?” I ask with a smile as I hop up next to him on the ledge, and he instinctively slides his arm around my shoulders and kisses me on the temple.

“No, but it means they aren’t any straying vamps, and we might hold our own against witches with a little more effect.” He smiles, shoulder nudges me with his cheeky gorgeous smile, and I wrinkle my nose back at him. Always melting at his briefest expressions, I sigh at how lovestruck I still am for this boy.


“Good morning, Hermana.” Meadow cuts in, pulling my attention to the only other wolf in the pack I love spending all my time equally with. Her usual title of sister warms my heart, as does her loving smile, and I beam her way with my obvious affection for her.


“Good morning. So, what was so important that you had to kidnap my breakfast partner from me this fine day?” I lean into Colton’s neck, nuzzling snugly under his chin as I watch the uneasy shift in my pack. The instant change in tension and atmosphere as Cesar and Jesus glance at Colton with a subtle flicker of apprehension. My stomach plummets, my chest tightens, and my suspicion is instantly piqued.

What is it?

I link Colton immediately, feeling his rise in stress levels and knowing this is something I NEED to be told. He hesitates slightly. That raise in his heartbeat has me wide-eyed, and I sit stiffly to eyeball him from my lower position.

“We had new incoming before dawn. Runaways from the mountain. We put them in the guest wing in a room for now, but they brought some news about how things are over there, and we don’t quite know what to believe.” Colton stares over my head at Meadow, and I catch the communication glance. Something neither wants to say out loud, but they are both so obvious it’s painful.

“Is it bad? What is it?” I blurt out, instantly anxious, nerves rising into panic, and Colton tightens his arm around me, leaning in to nuzzle against my temple.

“It’s Carmen ….. She arrived here with her mom this morning, minus their father.” He pauses, waiting for my reaction, and I tense all over. My heart lurches into my stomach, and my heartbeat thumps through my brain as my throat runs dry.

It’s not like I have anything to worry about regarding Carmen. It’s just I hate her, and our history isn’t great. She’s his ex-lover, ex-almost mate, and I almost lost him to her, thinking he marked her months ago. I know I shouldn’t feel anything, but it isn’t very easy with our history, and my green-eyed side shows face. Jealousy consumes me almost in a nanosecond as my body is engulfed in heat and anger. Carmen is a prize bitch and in no way a person I will ever like.

“Send her to go find somewhere else to hide. She chose to stay, and now what? We’re conveniently here when it goes to shit.!” I attempt to pull away, hackles rising, but Colton holds me tight and doesn’t relent. Keeping me lassoed in his embrace and persistent with his hug, I can’t get away from him. He knows how to handle me when I flare up, and he doesn’t let go or shift in any way to give me a slight chance of dodging his grip. He knows I may self-combust if let loose to pace and rant.

“I did think about it. Trust me, I did. She’s not the main issue; I can’t throw her mom out. She never did anything wrong…. Lorey, it’s not about her. My dad has the mountain in chaos. The people are suffering ….” Colton tries to soothe me, but I butt in angrily.

“What about her dad? Isn’t he Juan’s second in command? Won’t he come looking for her and put our people in danger!” I huff impatiently, grinding out words from clenched teeth, knowing I am being stupid over this, but it wasn’t exactly what I was expecting to walk into. She just killed the rest of my mood in one fell swoop.

“She said that’s the reason they left. The wolves have somehow gained access to our memory shares and are passing them through the mountain. All of it…. what he did to your family, my mom, everything. They are starting to see him for what he really is, and Tawna can’t stay by the side of a mate who betrayed the people and supported an alpha who murders his own. They are here for our protection, not our judgment.” Colton’s stern tone, just a step away from his alpha gift, and I glare at him with a threatening dare to ever use that on me. He frowns at me and seems to recoil his commandeering vibe a little, knowing only full well I will erupt if he tries to control me.

“Juan is losing control; the mountain is weak, weakening the rest of our people. He’s so focused on keeping the ones left that he’s ignoring the threat of the Vamps. Their attacks are as frequent as ours, and they’ve lost many from his carelessness.” Meadow pipes in sorrowfully, pulling my heated rage towards her genuine angst-ridden expression, which completely sobers my mood. Her care for those people mirrors my own instinct as Luna to want to help them. The thought of the wolves trusting him to keep them safe yet dying at his hands tugs at my stomach and heart and immediately cools my jealous pang. As Luna of my people, their care and protection are my goals in life, and it pains me to think of the vulnerable left behind who are afraid every second. I know what living as a possession under Juan’s rule is like.

“She said he’s locking them down like it’s a prison camp, and any who get caught trying to leave are punished severely. We’re talking beatdowns in the isolation tank, torture…. He’s unhinged and forcing them to stay with him.” Radar is the one to add fuel to the fire with his snarly tone, rage obvious in his words, and I shake my head in disbelief.

“We always knew he would use any means to retain power.” I nod sadly and try not to picture how many children and femmes we left there to be controlled and abused by them.

“More are coming this way; we gain every couple of weeks, and we won’t have the space to keep them all if it continues. Now we’re limited to the rune boundary; we can’t expand further unless Rema Santo knows how to apply protection beyond the boundaries. The village is full; the house is once again filling as newcomers are faster than we can build. He will be sat with an empty mountain while we’re crammed in here, unable to breathe.” Matteo is the one to bring this detail to light, standing as he moves closer and perches on the back of Domi’s seat as Colton sighs heavily.

“We can’t turn them away. Fractured pack or not, those are our people. By rights, I’m their alpha. It’s my job to care for them even if circumstances made them stay behind. We must find a way to accommodate them and hope more come out before it’s too late.”

“If the mountain is weaker, and Juan has lost control, then why don’t we just take it back? We are strong. Our warriors are many. He lost the majority of the sub-packs when we left, and they’re no match.” Melody stands up, that stubborn jut of her chin and eyes alight with the fire to fight. These past months, the frequent attacks have brought out a ruthlessness in our fighters and a fearless need to take action. Meadow has been a huge asset to the fight against the invaders, and we all have tried to ignore the urge to go home and take back what is ours for many months.

“He won’t give it up without killing him; we all know that’s never on the cards. His loyal will never turn, and I’m not risking a single wolf’s life to fight a hopeless battle. We have enough bloodshed and upheaval. We would also leave the homestead unprotected if we marched against the mountain. We don’t have enough wolves to do both at once. Our priority is and always has been protecting this village and its people. To keep the vamps out and life stable for the pups to grow and feel secure.” Colton is in protector mode; his words make sense, but it’s eating me deep inside. So torn between two halves of our pack and their night-to-day existence. All of them deserve the relative safety and peace we have built here, and my heart wants to chase them down and bring them all home.

“There are children on the mountain who have no choice but to stay. Do they feel safe… are they safe? Or are they just pawns that Juan clings onto to feel he retains some control and would throw them to the vamps in a heartbeat to instill fear into those left?” I verbalize my frustration knowing fully that Juan never cared for his people. Colton exhales heavily, letting me go as he stretches his arms out behind his head and scrubs his scalp in frustration, letting his breath out loudly as he does so, and it’s not hard to tell he’s finding this stressful to talk out. Despite everything that has happened, Colton’s heart still sees his father inside the monster, leaving him conflicted anytime we talk about him.

“Tell me what to do…. I honestly have no fucking idea. We have a split pack. We have two vulnerable communities. Our priority should be here, but I get what you’re saying…they need us too. It’s just …….” He drops his arms and grabs my hand, shrugging as his words tail off, and I pick up on that familiar distress as his emotions war in on themselves.

“Maybe we could recon the mountain, see what’s going on. Figure out weakness, get a lay of the land, and if it’s as bad as Carmen said.” Frustrated with this talk, Remi stands up and stretches out before pacing to the edge of the room where the water coolers are and getting himself a drink. The whole sub pack is uneasy and on tenterhooks. Their emotions are filling my space like a dark, heavy invasion. Sometimes I curse this ability to feel people’s emotions, especially now while drowning in overwhelm.

“You know we’re the fastest in the pack. We could scope it out and return in under two hours before dawn.” Domi agrees with his twin, a brightening glance between the two, and Colton frowns as though thinking about this. His whole posture loosens slightly.

“You know that’s not a bad idea.” Cesar leans in, and I know without looking at Colton that he’ll agree. He listens to his pack, especially Cesar, the wise and influential brother he never had, and now with the others nodding, I can sense his caving. His sub-pack has always held this power over him and, with some gentle coaxing, can influence him for good, no matter the topic.

“Okay, but only to scope it out and keep your distance. Watch, report via the link, and when we have enough of an idea of what’s going down, I want you back here. Fast. Watch your back, be home before dark, and remember that the vamps have witches out there now. Be extra aware.” He commands.

“We won’t make decisions until we know how things are at the mountain, right?” Meadow confirms what I’m thinking, and Colton nods. Sighing again as though this whole thing has made him weary and listless. It feels like a bad dream that we cannot wake from sometimes.

“Right. We see what’s up. Then we figure out our next move. I need to patrol the village and see if we can squeeze more space out of the building works for those we’ve settled in the house today. We need to keep them moving out to accommodate the incoming for now. There are still three times as many wolves on the mountain as here…. We need to think about this. We’re almost at capacity, and from what you said, Carmen thinks more will run soon.” Colton stands and makes it clear he’s dismissing the sub-pack, ending this conversation for the time being. They get up to move as though they somehow agree to leave this as is. I linger, waiting for Colton as they nod their respect and leave in an almost single file until only Meadow trails behind.


“I know you don’t want to fight our people again. Or him. I know how much it hurts to have to do that…. But sometimes, Hermano, you must do horrible things for the greater good.” She pats him on the shoulder, rubbing his clavicle with her thumb for a second before kissing me on the cheek, feather-soft, and departs with a sad smile. We watch her go before Colton turns his attention to me fully.


“She’s right… I don’t want to fight my people again. It was hell to do it once, and I can’t even get my head around doing it again.” Colton breathes out when we are alone, and his despair washes over me, tainting the air I inhale. His pack is always at the heart of his decisions, even those not technically ours. My heart bleeds for him, a tight, heavy pain that constricts my ribs because I understand. I don’t want to hurt our people any more than he does. Most of them never did anything to deserve this.

“You heard what they said…. the people are turning. The memory is being shared. I don’t think Juan has the command to make them fight as he did. Only his loyal would take up arms, which are a lost cause. When you take down the king, you must take down his circle of trust or leave betrayal as an opportunity. Didn’t you learn anything from the history teachers?” I nudge him lightly with my shoulder against his, and he relaxes a little, that cute boy half-smile coming my way as my words amuse him.

“How did I get so lucky in finding a mate who’s beautiful and smart…. You make every day easier; you know that?” Colton leans in and brushes a kiss across my lips, warmly soft, yet he still ignites butterflies, lingering a moment to rub his nose against mine, and my insides melt and combust simultaneously. It never ceases to amaze me how responsive I am to his touch, and I hope it never stops being this way. Six months on, and he still gives me fireworks.

“The fates knew you needed someone to keep you in hand!” I giggle, running my fingers over that squared, clean-shaven jawline, and melt a little when he smiles, all full-on, dreamy.

“Really? Keep me in hand… I think that’s a little backward. I most definitely run a dampener on your temper sometimes, baby. My feisty, headstrong Luna.” He kisses me again, and I can’t say I can argue with that, losing myself in his lips pressing as he lingers longer than the last one. Colton draws back without pushing it further and fixes a serious look on me.

“Are you really not okay with Carmen being here?” There’s a serious glimpse of unease in his eye, and I exhale breathily, making a show of sighing dramatically and shrugging. An inner war is cascading around, and green-eyed jealousy shows face as I try to rationalize my feelings.

“I don’t know. I know she can’t come between us; you don’t have feelings for her…. It’s just …. It was a time that sucked, and she was a major part of it. Maybe I need to get used to her being here. I know I have nothing to worry about at all, that she can’t do anything to hurt us, to separate us. She won’t be half the bitch now that I’m Luna, and she knows her place…. and the consequences for disrespecting me.” I growl lightly with the last six words, venom infused with the real threat I put out there, and Colton chuckles at my show of fierce.

“Baby, that temper, ouch.” He touches me and makes a mock sizzle noise before blowing his fingers dramatically. It does nothing to damper my fury.

“Well, she better take note because I will tear her a new one if she annoys me,” I smirk, simmering, and Colton holds up mock defensive palms. His eyes alight with sudden laughter, seeing as his everyday hobby is teasing and taunting me, and it always brings back his sunnier side.

“Scary! You’re cute when you’re a little feral. Wanna make out?” Colton disarms me with his humor and playfulness, a wink, and aims a grab on me that bursts the mood completely and gets me giggling. He pins me down on the podium, flipping me onto my back so he can lay on top of me, and starts nibbling on my neck and jawline, heading for my face as I squeal and fight him with futility. It’s hopeless as he’s stronger, faster, and completely relentless when he wants to be, plus he weighs twice what I do. I was never a match in human form for this heavy, solid Latino lover.

“Do you ever manage just one hour without needing to molest me?” I bat his face away as he goes in for a kiss, then give up completely and kiss him with a chaste peck to cool his jets. Pressing face to face and smiling as our lips collide. He grins despite being joined at the mouth and chuckles.

“Hour? I can’t manage ten minutes, baby.”


Carmen

Colton is preoccupied most of the day with overseeing the new buildings, checking in with the sentinels on patrol, and keeping himself busy. We have fallen into a routine of doing what we need to do separately first thing in the day and gravitating back by lunch or after to do things together. I guess today was exceptionally busy, as I had lunch with Sierra like we always do and then checked in on the school and some of the smaller workshops without laying eyes on him.

The wolves have started getting life back on track again. With the kitchens being used as a mess canteen and a bakery to provide for the village, we have begun to bring some animals to graze on the surrounding lands to fill our meat, egg, and dairy needs. Although occasionally, vampires kill a few. We have managed to get them within the boundary for nightfall most of the time, but animals like to wander.

In the evening the school runs arts and crafts workshops, drama, and other small hobby interests to keep the people occupied. They know they can’t leave the boundaries if they want to stay safe, and many have adapted to small-town living smoothly. I would say that despite the constant threat from our fanged neighbors, we have somehow created an almost peaceful existence, and the rune boundary enables us to sleep well without fear of invasion. We’re in a safety bubble where nothing can penetrate, and we’re so much luckier than our surrounding packs for it.

At the mountain, we had free reign of the vast space, the valley, the surrounding human towns, and all beyond. There was never a need for this kind of prison-like existence. So, it’s been an adjustment for many, especially those Santos who did have a life, work, and school in the human world and now are confined to our peaceful bubble. I have to say there haven’t been many complaints, and they all try to get on without fuss. Most are grateful to Colton for bringing them somewhere safe and happy to live out the days.

We try to keep this as safe a place as possible and keep disruption minimal so the young and the elders can have a trauma-free existence. In the fight at the mountain, we maybe gained several of the fiercest sub packs, but we also acquired the land-loving peaceful families, lots of femmes, and children. So, most of our numbers are those who want to spend their days in quiet living and never face vampires. Those wouldn’t know how to fight unless their lives depended on it, and even then, I don’t rate their odds highly. Much like my family, they are farmers, not warriors.

Our sentinels are all sub-packs with battle experience, and Juan lost some of his best who followed and respected Colton. He made a mistake dismissing Colton’s right as alpha that day, as those governed by our laws and pride in the pack, the strongest, were those who followed him. They provide our security; without them, I don’t think we would be half as capable of dealing with our enemies swiftly.

When I return from the village rounds, I cross the open gravel drive towards the tree line to oversee the details. I do this sometimes to see if I can feel anything out there, sometimes to flex my gifts and blow off some steam from days of not using my abilities. I’m so bubble-wrapped by Colton that having skills seems a waste as he’s Mr. Protective and over-pampering, and I get little chance to use them. I feel like since becoming Luna, I have better control of them, yet sometimes, less need for them.

I’ve fought the vampires with Colton by my side multiple times in six months, and I have to say that not using my gifts is also a little down to me. We’ve killed many of their kind, which felt awful each time. I can’t explain; even though I knew it was them or us, and they were the enemy, somehow it was wrong deep down inside me. Maybe it’s that part of me is Vampire, and I somehow connect with them on a weird psychic level, but every death has weighed on me heavily since we took them down, and I can still recall the many faces and smells of these creatures that died by my hand.

As opponents, they are not equally matched to Lycans. On their side, they have speed, some strength, and can be vicious. I was shocked to find that most vamps possess very few unique gifts as we do, in fact, barely any. Only their purest and oldest seem to possess abilities like mine, and with their own hierarchy, they never come out to use them. Or show face. That means every Vamp we have come up against has been easy to take down with little effort.

Outnumbering us. I always thought they would pose a bigger threat, but maybe they have vast numbers, and in a battle between two species, in all our glory, they would be deadlier. Once they realized we had counteracted their weapon with our own frequency and stayed within our border to ensure it, they were less eager to try and invade. It hints that they know they are the weaker of our two kinds. It makes no sense to me why they still pursue a war.

It’s no wonder they have come to the witches then to try and get a level playing field. Wolf on Vamp sways to our side more than theirs in every scenario, and even with our lesser population, we have been slaying them anytime they try to come at us. No match at all. Now they have witches in their midst though I have no idea what that will do or even mean. I know very little about witches and magic, only what I have seen from Sierra and Colton, and neither are purebreds. They lean heavily to wolf daily and only have their gifts as add-ons rather than their sole being. I haven’t ever met any real pure witch before.

I stand on the edge of the gravel, facing the dark succulent tree line of our natural wall, and spread my hands out, watching the sway of the trees as I move them from right to left softly and then gently back as I push them out. My gifts are like breathing nowadays; I’m still discovering my limits daily. I never really need to tap into the absorption side, not when my telekinesis is strong enough to disable most things, push out of my path, or create a short-lived protection bubble around me if need be. However, this is almost therapeutic, manipulating my environment, which frees my mind and helps me relax. Watching the trees waving under my command helps ease the tension from my shoulders as I make them dance for me in the afternoon breeze. The rustle is so subtle and yet calming as it surrounds me and drums out the noises of the village in the near distance.

Colton devised a way first to combat the noise weapon when we started getting invasions of Vamps, and they disabled us when we chased them out. He would cover my ears and block out the sound so I could use my gifts to build an external ball of energy. Then much like a sonic boom, I would let rip, exploding outwards, and it knocked out every device within a 5-mile radius, thus rendering their weapon useless if I was with my pack or until they got it running again and we had to repeat. Since the Doc came up with the alter frequency, even that is used less. The Vampires abandoned their weapon as it was useless against us, and I know Juan has something similar at the Mountain to deter them there.

I watch the ripples through the trees and foliage move in satisfying patterns with every turn and twist of my hand, sighing loudly that it’s become this easy, so second nature, and doesn’t thrill me as it did at the beginning of honing my gifts. The downside to having them is the ability to feel others’ emotions beyond Colton. Whether I want to or not, that, too, has been heightened in the past few months, so I must constantly dampen it down. I hate feeling what anyone near me feels, just from being within ten feet. Unlike when Colton and I share moods and emotions, it feels more invasive somehow, but it helps me deal with my people. Feeling when they are hurt, sad, or afraid, I can put them at ease or help in some small way. It’s like being psychic, in a way.

“Who knew you would turn out to be this gifted?” The familiar snooty female voice behind me startles out of my absentminded manipulation of the trees. I turn in surprise, bristling slightly to face Carmen as she stands behind me. Her hands are on her hip as she stares at the forest over my head and seems almost impressed for a moment. I was so engrossed and homed in on what I was doing that I neither felt nor sensed her, which I guess is not good. I tune in on her and sense her tension, locking my eye on her pale blues as she hesitates and looks away submissively.

The tables are turned, and I am no longer fading in her shadow. I experience a ripple of satisfaction and a small glow of smugness that she has learned who not to mess with at least in six months. I’m a force to reckon with.

“Yup, who knew?” I respond drily, hostility brimming and unsure why she seems to have sought me out. Or if she has just wandered here and accidentally bumped into me.

I rarely get any time alone, and the front entryway to the house is usually my go-to for some head space, as no one but the patrols ventures out here normally. The village is out back, sheltered in the homestead shadow, where all life and soul thrive. I focus my full blank attention on her sharp and pointed but annoyingly pretty face, hoping for intimidation and a huge flashing ‘back off’ vibe. I am in no mood for her, and the bubbling green-eyed me is in there trying to slither up and slap her down. Her golden hair shields half her delicate face as she moves her hands to cross over her ample bust on that slender figure, and, honestly, I'm not too fond of the fact she is attractive as a femme. At least I can see what Colton dated her for.

“Look…. I know you and I have had our ups and downs. I just wanted to say that I won’t cause any problems. I know how things are. You’re mates. It’s done. I’m just another femme from the pack now, and I respect your position as Luna. I’m sorry for everything before. I want a calmer life and no drama, and I don’t intend to create any.” Carmen lowers her eyes and nods to show her submission, her posture loosening as though trying to act like she isn’t as stiff and stressed as I can feel, and I frown at her warily. My gut tightens in knots because this is the last wolf on the planet I would ever willingly shake hands with. Well, besides Juan!

“Are you being nice because you’re afraid of what I’ll do if you disrespect me or because you have realized what a bitch you were to me?” Direct and blunt to match my mood. No attempt at being hospitable when really, she doesn’t deserve it at all. I know I don’t have to be civil to her if I don’t want to be. No rules are saying a Luna has to love all. She’s staying with my pack, but it doesn’t mean I have to like her, and it’s not like anyone will challenge me on my coldness. She deserves way more than a moody Alora!

“A little bit of both, I guess. I’m not suggesting we become best friends. I’m just saying…. I’m thankful you let me in and didn’t turn us away, and I don’t intend to give you a reason to be sent back to the mountain. The past is the past, I’m not proud, but you have to understand how heartbroken I was. I’ve had time to let it go.” She turns her face back to me with no hint of deviousness in those pale almond-shaped eyes. Her cheeks are naturally rosy as though she’s blushing or seething inwardly, yet there’s no hint of malice or bad feeling coming from her. I think she’s being honest.

I don’t want to linger on any of the before. I turn my face away and shrug, indicating I don’t want to dwell on it or talk it out with her. It was another time that feels like a lifetime ago, and I don’t want to revisit old hurts where Colton is concerned. We’re happy now. We’re together. That’s all that matters. She needs to stay on her own side of the line and leave us on ours.

“So, what motivated it? Weren’t you a sworn stayer in Juan’s army?” I ask bitchily, not sure I like Carmen’s attempts at playing nice when I don’t trust her. Not softening in the slightest, even with apologies and oaths to play nice.

“I was always going to follow Colton; I was there that day and saw him defeat his dad. I tried to leave with the pack, but my mom wouldn’t leave with me, and by the time I tried to convince her, my dad showed up and ended it. My mom isn’t strong. She lives in his shadow. She’s naïve and maybe a little too innocent. I couldn’t leave her with him to be ground down and trampled over. You don’t know how he is.” Her clear, almost husky voice cracks a little, and I blink her way seeing a tiny chink in the confident armor she wears like a shroud.

I waiver a little in my coolness when I see that soft warmth in her eyes when talking about her mom, and yet there’s something raw and almost painful when she says the word, Dad. Although the most surprising part is how hard it is to believe someone like Carmen came from someone sweet and feeble. She’s a born bitch. I can’t imagine she came from someone weak.

“And now?” I fix her with a direct stare. Not moving an inch in my stubbornness or my haughty tone. Not wanting to dig apart or figure out the puzzles in her emotions. I want her to walk off and leave me to my trees.

“She saw the truth…. One of the pack passed on the memories of your wolves; I guess we had an infiltrator. Then my mom confronted my dad and demanded to see the past in his mind's eye, he refused, but my mom has a gift… she can extract memories of the sleeping and dead without their consent, and I never thought she would be brave enough to do it.” She looks down at the ground in an instant wave of emotion, her eyes brimming with sudden tears, and she swallows hard. “We saw what they did to your family, to your pack…. The actions of one, spreading its poison to the many in the people we trusted. My mom couldn’t take it. She broke, and I knew if we stayed, my dad would send her someplace to ensure she didn’t do anything stupid… like end her own life.” The tear rolls down Carmen’s cheek, her body bristling as she feels it and she stubbornly straightens up and wipes it away harshly. In that second, she looks like a lost child, trying to act tough in the face of adversity and despite everything. I am moved.

The curse of the Luna in having compassion for her people and my own gift of feeling her emotions out. Her pain bruises my heart and winds through my veins like a prickly cold icicle, aching and hurting me deeply. Reminiscent of grieving my mom, my family, and I reach out instinctively and touch her shoulder. Cursing myself inwardly for this insane compassion grows in me the longer I lead our people. I swear at myself mentally for showing her softness.

“She’s lucky she has you. To care for her and bring her here. You did the right thing.” I soothe, moving into a maternal mode of appeasing and gentle with my tone, then bite my tongue for being a weak-assed bitch. I disappoint myself sometimes. Who knew Luna's gifts would be my nemesis when it came to this girl?

“I’m afraid. She’s mentally unstable. She’s always been fragile, and my dad’s part in it all, the betrayal, the moral destruction; she’s not okay. Her Alpha turned out to be a monster she always followed loyally, her world came crashing down, and the safety of our people became lowest on the pecking order. She cries all the time. It’s like her mate is dead, but she got to live. Colton’s leaving didn’t just cause a hole in the pack; it changed everything, and those left behind are prisoners of misery.” It’s a gush of words, and she looks shocked at herself for opening up to me. Swallowing back with a confused and almost dazed expression, I nod in understanding.

I know a Luna has this power over their people, and I never really understood it when Sierra was ours. They are the literal embodiment of a pack mother, and any who needs her feels compelled to confide in her. Looking back, I see that Sierra had this too, that a Luna has a way of lowering walls, making you trust and respect her by merely being close to you.

I motion for her to walk with me along the tree line as sentinels appear to patrol the grounds, and I feel this conversation is not done with. I can’t let this end this way despite wishing she would disappear. I want privacy from prying eyes because I know the second a guard sees us together, Colton will be out here like a shot thinking the worst.

Carmen obediently follows me as I turn and gesture to the shaded overhang of the narrow path which leads far along the side and behind the house. This is just inside the rune border here and the closest to the invisible wall as you can get.

“We can take her to the medbay if you truly feel her mental state is problematic. We can monitor and help. We have human medicines, an understanding of mental health, and a good staff who wouldn’t leave her alone. Maybe she needs time, safety, and the peaceful life we are building here. The village has some community groups and maybe being back among old friends…..” I try to reason as I decipher the pits of angst and anxiety swirling around Carmen now we are shoulder to shoulder and moving at a slow stroll under the outstretched branches. Her mom’s state seems to be where all her focus is, not on anything from before. It makes me relax knowing she has no obvious ulterior motives. Her whole aura and ambiance tell me her heart and mind are where her mom is.

“I don’t know if it will help or if she’ll agree. My mom has always depended on security and the balance of her life. No rocking the boat, no sudden changes. My dad has never known how to handle her, so he avoids her the best he can. It’s always been me and her…… I’m her rock.” Carmen’s distress grows, and tears roll down her face, making her angrily wipe them harder as though she’s embarrassed by her weakness and the genuine fear that she doesn’t know how to help her.

I have a sea of contradictory emotions and pangs running through me, and I try to separate Carmen from the past and the girl beside me in the here and now. I’m not ready to rest my old feelings and let go of hurt, anger, and jealousy. I don’t know how I would handle seeing her approach Colton like this or if I could swallow it down, but I know one thing for certain: I want to help right now. This cursed need in me to ensure my pack, every last one of them, is cared for. Even her.

“Do you want me to get Sierra to come to see her in your rooms? Maybe she could help. She can heal certain things and instill calm with a touch. Maybe seeing her…..” it’s an absent-minded suggestion as my brain strays onto things I don’t want to think about, and I flinch at her sudden exuberant response.

“Oh my god! Sierra! Yes!!! Yes, yes, yes…. she was one of her closest friends. She mourned her for so many years, and I don’t think she believes the rumors are true, that she’s really here. Please, I’ll do anything if she can see her or help…. I love my mom. She’s all I have now.” She croaks the last sentence, her eyes misty, turning to me energetically, and grips my hand. It’s impulsive and without thought, and she seems oblivious to my sudden stiff response as she turns to me, full of new life and energy. The aura of pleading, desperate need, so strong it catches me off guard, and for a second, I’m ashamed of my hatred for this girl.

Carmen has never really been a femme that blended in with the Santo pack; even I knew that all those years. Knowing Colton’s memories of her now, too, seeing she was a loner, brought in because of her father’s ties to Juan and put in his upper circle, down to his position. She stuck with Colton and his friends, lived in his shadow, and didn’t seem to have any true friends beyond what she thought she had in the sub-pack.

It was common knowledge that everyone hated Carmen, and she didn’t seem to give a rat’s ass about it. Her abrasive, spoiled girl behavior, her outward hostility, superiority, bitchy glares all added to her being a girl I know we all avoided like the plague. Not just my kind at the orphanage but most femmes in the entire valley. When she dated Colton, she was with him constantly and acted like she didn’t care about other wolves in the pack, let alone making friends beyond her mate. She was so up her own ass; sure, she was the future Luna that she didn’t bother to make any bonds with anyone.

Looking at her now, feeling her pain from her own depths, I wonder what made her this way. Why she was closed off from anyone except Colton….  Even the sub-pack never really bonded to her as they have me and dutifully endured her presence for him. I can’t imagine what losing him must have felt like if he truly was the only person she thought of as her friend and security, and then she lost the subs around her, which were probably the closest to a real pack she had.

She isn’t as tough or cold as she makes out, and I can feel her fear, insecurity, worry over her mom, and her complete lack of bold now I’m touching her hand to hand. I squeeze it tightly and try to numb the intense feelings I am absorbing from her, and she suddenly yanks her hand away, realizing what she’s doing by holding on to me. There’s a moment of heightened blush on her face as she reels back and pulls herself stiff and cold. A gust of icy cold as her heart clamps shut, and her emotions are clamped down hard to conceal all from me. Like an internal fire door being slammed shut to keep the fire at bay. The armor sweeps back up, and the arrogant exterior comes into play. It’s almost so effortless and speedy that a blink would have made me miss it.

“I can arrange for Sierra to sit with her, send some food, and give them time alone. She maybe isn’t Luna anymore, but as Rema, she still cares for the people and plays a hand in making this home a haven of calm.” I ignore the change in her and don’t draw attention to the fact she’s wiping her hand to remove the feel of my warm touch on her. My brain is firing ahead to a solution for her mom.

I’m sure a little gentle coaxing will have Sierra leave her rooms for a while, especially if, like Carmen said, this was one of her friends from the past. Her friends were kept behind by mates or lost in the war. We don’t have many of those here. Most remember her only as Luna.

‘I’m sorry I ever doubted you as Luna…. as worthy. For everything I said or did. He broke me. I was in pain. It was juvenile, and I’m over it.” She states coldly, icily harsh in her tone as though overcompensating for the weakness she showed me moments before. In that flash, the old bitchy looking, aloof, and haughty Carmen stands in place of the lost and vulnerable soul of seconds back, trivializing her love of my mate once upon a time ago, but this time I see through it.

A broken-hearted, lonely girl, who lost someone she loved, was left to fend alone in a home she no longer recognized and still harbors a world of agony deep inside. As much as I look back and feel like she once deserved my anger, I don’t think she does anymore.

Carmen’s adrift, with no anchor. Her home is gone, her mate went to another, her father’s a betrayer of all she knew, and her mother…. slowly slipping away from her as the days pass. Only devastation and fear are hiding behind cold bitch, and I wonder what she has gone through in the last few months under Juan’s rule to lose the last ounces of soft she used to allow herself to show at times. I wonder what else our people out there are going through right now too, while here we live in a bubble of general safety and happiness.

“The past has passed. Let’s focus on the now and the future and making your mom well.” I utter quietly but with determination. I need to offer her some hope now that I can feel her mood has returned to distant and closed off. It’s like there’s no light in this girl at all, and she has become so accustomed to dwelling in the dark that her very warmth has ebbed into nothingness the second she reels it back to her damp cave with her.

“It’s been so long since I felt like we had any real leader or Luna…. I forgot what it feels like to have someone share the load and make you feel that everything might be okay.” She stares at her feet, a tiny flinch of her jawline and eyebrow, and seems to unfocus for a second as a slight hint of color warms the apples of her cheeks at her words. And then it’s gone just as quickly. A touch of something, maybe gratitude, maybe real genuine hope, then bam, she closed it back down and swallowed her carelessness once more.

I see it now. For the first time, I see what maybe Colton did all these years and why he tried to stay with her before there was us. Knowing him, his hero complex, and how he likes to see the best in people.

The scared little girl in the midst of the hard-outer shell and the signals she gives off so subtly you almost miss them if you are not looking for them. It’s in glimpses when she forgets to pull her mask up, the tiny wrinkles in her armor, the careless words, or the unintended moments of genuine touch. It makes you want to help her, bring her into the warmth, and remove the shackles she has put around herself to keep people out.

The bitch isn’t who she is. The tantrums, the behaviors, and the arrogant outer persona are all a mask to shield this right here. She is more like her mom than I think she knows, and maybe it’s not so unbelievable that her mother is a weaker wolf with no ability to fend for herself. Perhaps that’s exactly why Carmen learned to be this way after watching her mother get pushed around for her flaws.

Carmen is fragile in her own way, yet at the same time, so much stronger than I gave her credit for, in a completely different way. She’s more capable than Tawna and less likely to break into a thousand pieces the way her mom seems, but it’s there alright. The vulnerability. The sadness. She needs a strong mate to give her what she lacks. She needs security, and devotion, loyalty, to find her self-worth and someone who will love her and bring her peace the way Colton has for me. She needs a family she can lean on instead of them leaning on her and making her the one to shield and protect.

Maybe it’s guilt. Perhaps it’s that now I see her in a new light, I truly feel sorry for my part in her unhappiness. The fates disregarded her, cast her aside, and Colton could no longer stomach looking her way when she betrayed his bond. Which I guess now I even understand why she did what she did to him when he bonded with someone else. I can’t even imagine what that did to her mentally and emotionally when all she had to rely on was him.

I took her place in his heart, bed, and pack, and she was left alone on the cold mountain. To weather the storm and figure out how to save her mom. She watched everyone slip away, and her life was turned upside down while she held together the pieces of the wreckage she was left with. Maybe she has more reason to hate me than I ever hard for her. Yet I don’t even find a trace of it standing here anymore. It’s like her emotions have died, and all that’s left is a need to keep her single lifeline safe, or else she has nothing to go on for.

“You’re home now. We’ll figure this out… as a pack.” I try a brighter smile that conveys, ‘it’s okay, we got this,’ and push down every other thought and feeling inside.

Carmen’s eyes mist over, and she turns away, swallowing hard, clearing her throat, and giving off some strong uncomfortable vibes. Unable to produce words, she nods her head and wipes her cheek with the back of her hand in an almost childlike gesture so I don’t see the breaking of another single tear rolling down her face, and yet I feel her shame and disappointment in herself for letting me see her weak. She just never stops fighting.

“Go sit with your mom, and I’ll go see Sierra. I’ll send tea and cake to your quarters, and we can take it from there.” I ignore her behavior and feel somewhat relieved when she moves to walk away from me. Obviously had enough of my company and makes a break for it, thus relieving me of her emotions as she gives me space. I’m glad as this interaction has left me screwed up and confused about my feelings and exactly how and what to do with Carmen now being here. I need some head space to process all of this.

I hope Sierra can help her, maybe soothe and heal Tawna to accept the past better and move forward in a new life with us. Perhaps it will be good for them both. I mean, a femme whose own mate put her in a coma for eight years to keep her silent might be better at understanding the betrayal and hopelessness she feels.

And I need to find my mate and talk this out with him because I am sure as hell feeling weirded out that the girl I told him I didn’t want here this morning is now on my list of top priorities for the day, and I have no idea how that even happened. I still have no clue how I will react when I finally see them together once more in any interaction.


Tawna

“Hey beautiful, how was your morning?” Colton slides up behind me and wraps his arms around my shoulder, kissing me on the back of the head before nuzzling in close and calming all my anxious energy with one touch. My grounding force that enables me to set my worries free, and I almost melt into a warm puddle of soft limbs. In these reunion moments, I realize how badly I miss him all day when we aren’t together.

“Interesting. Carmen sought me out, long story, but I sent your mom to visit with Tawna for a while. She’s not doing so well, and we thought it might help. I haven’t had much else to do today except eat, wander the village, and be lavished with the many gifts I get whenever they see me and feel the need to nap. I’m so tired today, and I have no idea why.” I curl my arms over his and sink back, nestling my head in the crook of his throat, and sigh heavily, closing my eyes as I submerge into my personal heavenly space. Colton’s familiar seductive, masculine scent and hot body temperature overpower my skin and air and further pushes that feeling of being surrounded by paradise.

“Stress, maybe. Carmen, huh… and yet she still lives? " Maybe you’re sick,” He jests, pulling a hand up to cover my forehead in mock testing that I have a fever, and I lightly elbow-jab him in the abs.

“Ha, ha! I felt sorry for her…. She seems different.” I state blankly, not ready to open the can of worms known as my emotions after my encounter with her earlier. I am not one hundred percent certain I even know how I feel about her being here at all.

“I wouldn’t know. I’ve avoided her like the plague since they arrived. I’ve been busy and don’t know how to navigate that mess. I’m being a coward.” He exhales against my temple, impulsively slides one of his hands over my breast for a quick grope, and then heads for my waist to snuggle in tight. My body tingles at his touch and ignites the never-fading libido between us.

“Stop avoiding her. She’s one of the pack! …. She’s not a threat. I won’t get mad at you for interacting with her because I know it has to happen sooner or later. I don’t think her focus lies with us anymore, and she somehow seems lost. I got the impression that you and I are way low on her list of things to fuck up.” Sometimes I can’t fault my mate’s loyalty, and I know the only reason he’s avoiding her is in case it upsets me. He’s transparent as glass sometimes.

I trust him, our bond, and I know he harbors no romantic feelings for her anymore, so I shouldn’t have any jealousy over her. She needs an alpha who cares, she needs to feel she belongs with these people, and if Colton shows her a little kindness, then I am okay with it, I guess. I may feel weird at first, but I’m sure as it happens more frequently, I might normalize it and no longer care.

I don’t doubt where his heart lies; he’s shown me for the last six months how much he loves me, and I have nothing to worry about regarding his ex being on the scene again. He’s mine. He always will be. Our bond is the strongest thing in this world. Just look at Sierra…. even when you don’t want it, it still doesn’t die.

“Well, you’ve let it sink in since this morning, haven’t you? I won’t avoid her; I just think it’s better not to spend too much time around her. It’s only been a few months, and I don’t want you feeling insecure or her getting any wrong signals.” Colton nuzzles my neck expertly, and my knees weaken with his attention as he surrounds me with sexy affection to make the topic less tense.

“What’s her story anyway. I always took her for being spoiled and conceited, but I don’t know… she seems so vulnerable now. It’s like I am seeing a different girl, and I wonder if maybe it was always there, and I never noticed it before.” I push my butt into his groin to let him know his kisses down my neck are good, better than, and he slides my dress across my shoulder a little to access more skin, tracing his lips over my nape and the skin gently. He sets me on fire, and I close my eyes and have to fight the moan deep in my throat as I surrender to tingles and goosebumps.

“Carmen has always been hard to read and figure out…. An enigma, in a way. Her dad mated up for opportunity and not love, which I guess started the whole mess of her family. Her mom isn’t exactly one of the strongest of femmes or capable, but her bloodline is one of the oldest, and the pairing put him in my father’s sights. Marco wanted a son, Tawna gave him a girl, and they have been a fractured, dysfunctional family since. I know from things my father said that he doesn’t put any effort into his own family; he feels they weigh him down and make him look bad.”

“Hmmm,” I half answer, too focused on his breath trailing by my ear, and my hair stands on end as he grazes his lip over the lobe.

“Carmen doesn’t gel with others because of who her dad is; she was always just this kid in the shadows who tried hard to be seen and accepted, but the pack avoided her. Everyone knows he’s my dad’s beta, so there was a fear of getting near her, and I guess over the years, she developed this tough hard outer shell like she didn’t care. She was better than everyone, and she looked down on us. The attitude and the stroppy behavior hide that she hasn’t got anyone, but she’s not a bad person. Not when you get to know her more. She’s lonely and insecure and keeps everyone at arm’s length.” Colton carries on with his words and gentle assault on my senses, his hands skimming my waist and abdomen, and he hugs me even closer.

“She needs a friend, maybe? Someone to get through and see her?” I try to stay on topic, but he’s making it hard.

“I dated her for two years, and I didn’t even get past the mask, but I guess I was the closest other than her mom. I saw glimpses, but no one gets in. I doubt they ever will.”

What he says makes my heart ache and instantly sobers my sizzling hormones as I think about the reality of her existence. I was like her once. Alone, keeping people out, and looking back, was the saddest part of my life.

“I feel bad about how it went and ended and that I hurt her and walked away from it all. Being your dad’s biggest disappointment in life has to have left its mark, and I never gave a second thought to walking off with my new pack and leaving her behind. My focus was on you. I didn’t think what her staying would be like. I guess I didn’t think that she was back to being alone without me and the subs.” Colton’s tone matches my newly found internal heaviness, and he stops his slow tease and hugs me tightly instead. His arms coming around my lower rib cage, and his face is snuggled against my neck and shoulder.

“Did you ever think about marking her? Two years is a long time to be paired up without marking.” I ask curiously, not because I want to torture myself or anything but because I always wondered what held him back, and thinking about it now, I want to know. He cared about her, yet he never moved to mate with her properly. It’s normal in a pairing for the male to make a move and ask to mate up. Femmes don’t tend to do it or have a say until asked. Such is the old-world nature of our pairings. A world where men still rule and females submit.

“Honestly, as bad as this sounds… no. I couldn’t put my finger on it, but it felt like I was holding my breath, and something inside told me it wasn’t the right time. I didn’t realize my gut told me it was the wrong femme. I just thought I wasn’t ready to be tied down. We were young and immature, and I had many more responsibilities. Looking back, I cared about her a lot, but I don’t think I loved her. I didn’t know it until you and felt this way. With you, the need to mark you was a constant craving inside me from the second we bonded.”

“Shame you took so long.” I sass him, lightening the mood a little, and try to ignore the pangs of the green-eyed monster when my man admits to caring for another femme in that way. I’m so stupid with this, but I get my cute boy's frown with full-on dimples and a half-smile in response as he brings his face up to mine from the side to lock eyes. It helps ease my ruffled feelings.

“Baby, the best things come to those who wait.” He smirks at my mock outrage and bops his nose on the tip of mine.

“Never heard of ‘you lose, you snooze’…. You were almost eternally mateless, buddy.” I prod him in the arm getting a tight rib squeeze and a kiss on my nose for good measure.

“Never! I would have searched for you until the end of time. I wasn’t losing you, even if it took me years to find you. That…. I was certain of.” Colton turns me in his arms, so I end up pressed frontally to his sexy physique, and he leans in to kiss me properly. His lips graze mine sensually as his hands find their way under my hair, and he pulls me in for a full-on make-out session with tongues and lots of toe-curling mouth orgasms. I always loved that Colton’s kiss could turn me to putty in his hands and ignite every sensation, tingle, and goosebump my skin is capable of. It’s his magical way of soothing whatever mood I have brewing and instantly clears my rain of stress and worry.
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