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Highborn alpha Christophe Luna carries a paw print shaped
birthmark and with it the prophecy that it belongs to the wolf he’s
fated to mate. After years of searching, Christophe has just about
given up on the idea that fate could be real, until the day he sees the
bloody paw print that matches his fated mate mark. The only problem
is who that print belongs to—Mason Arkentooth, the outlaw omega
with a hatred for anyone highborn, who was caught breaking in to the
Luna mansion.

The powerful attraction he feels towards Mason is undeniable, but to
have a lowborn omega bear his children would be a disgrace to his
family name. When he risks his family’s reputation by bailing Mason
out of prison, will Christophe learn that fated mates are just fantasy?
After all, a lowborn criminal and a highborn heir could never actually
fall in love... could they?
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Christophe

So much ofmy early childhood was a blur in my mind, marked by vivid flashes of
memory that have lived with me until now, unable to be forgotten. | could still clearly
remember the first time | successfully shifted into my wolf form when | was four
years old, Mother and Father watched from the side, surrounded by the silhouettes of
my relatives. Uncle Edsel was there, as was Grandmother. Arthur, my little brother,
was there too. He was just a baby, wrapped up in Mother’ sarms.

The transformation came naturally.Father had told me what to expect, and I’ d already
been experiencing the precursors to a full shift for weeks before; my wolf ears
suddenly sprouting from the top of my head, one foot randomly turning into a paw,
pants ripping due to an unexpected tail, those kinds of things. | stood alone in the
middle of a circular clearing in the woods near the Luna Manor, the eyes of my
family trained on me. | closed my eyes and concentrated on the wolf that | could feel
inside me, straining to be freed. | could feel my bones moving inside my body. They
were changing shape, breaking apart, clicking into new places. When | opened my
eyes and looked down a my hands, my fingertips were drawing backward into
themselves, my nails becoming claws and my skin sprouting dark fur. | was
frightened for a moment, but Father had told me not to be scared, so the feeling
passed quickly and was replaced by excitement. | was awolf. I’d completed my first
shift and started my journey towards my destiny as the first apha of the Lunafamily,
leaders of the Crescent M oonPack.

The memoriesof the shift ceremony were often tangled up with those of visiting the
Teller about ayear later, when | wasfive yearsold.



IrememberedFather’s seemingly gigantic hand wrapped around my own as we
walked through the candlelit passageway to the Teller's chambers. The sanctum
smelled strongly of pine incense, like the smoke from aforest fire, all combined with
the metallic tang of the animal blood often used for divination. | was frightened at the
idea of how the blood would be used—would | be soaked in it? Have to drinkit?

“Christophe Luna,"the Teller said, his voice harsh like gravel. He wore a heavy,
black velvet cloak with a hood that hid everything about his face except for a long
and grizzled snout that protruded from shadow. He was in half-shift form; part wolf,
part man. “First son of Basch and Stella Luna. Comeforward.”

Father releasedmy hand and took a step back into darkness, leaving me aone. | did
my best to be brave, as brave as a five-year-old could be. “Yes,” | said, stepping
forward into the circle ofcandlelight.

“Remove your clothing,”the Tellersaid.

Ihesitated,uncertain about what to do. | looked over my shoulder at Father, who
nodded at me. | slowly stripped out of my clothes and stood naked in the circle,
goosebumps spreading across my skin. The Teller stepped slowly into the circle of
candlelight, and a dance of light illuminated his eyes beneath the hood. | gasped when
| saw them. They were milky white with cataracts—sightless—but | felt that he could
seeeverything. He towered over me and circled a bony, clawed hand above my head,
palm spread open. In his other hand, he held the skull of some animal draped in
golden chains inset with glimmering green and red gems. The skull held incense, and
piney smoke billowed out from the eye sockets. | was terrified, and squeezed my eyes
shut. My ears pricked up at the sound of the Teller moving around me, his feet
shuffling on the stonefloor.

The Teller murmured to himself,growling incantations and prayers in a language |
couldn’t understand. | opened my eyes again. He circled around me, moving like



liquid darkness under the shimmer of the candles, and the smoke from the skull
drifted close the ground, creating an ethereal haze of tendrils that seemed like they
were going to reach up and grab me. He stopped in front of me and dipped a thumb
into a depression on the top of the skull. His thumb returned coated and dripping in
blood. He pressed his thumb to my forehead and dragged it down until it reached the
space between myeyes.

“Yes... Yes, | see”he said. “You will be aloya wolf of high ideals. You will rise

when the occasion calls for protecting what you hold dear. And...” He paused and
cocked his head, sniffing at the air. “What is this? There’'s something... Yourleg.”

“My leg?’

“The mark on your leg...”

“It's a birthmark,”| said, proudly. The mark was a dark coloration on my right inner
thigh about the size of my palm, and looked just like a wolf’s paw print with one pad

missing. “Mother saysit’ slucky.”

“Hmm... Thisis no ordinary birthmark,”the Teller said. He waved the animal skull,
and a drape of smoke drifted down through the air. |coughed.

“What do you mean?’ Fathersaid.

“Thisis... rare.”

“What isit?’ Father askedimpatiently.

“Thisisthe mark of afated mate,” the Teller said to me. “It's a mystical marking, one

of the few that still occur. Somewhere in the world there is, or will be, a wolf whose
paw print will perfectly match thismark.”



“Afated mate?’| asked. | was nervous, uncertain what thismeant.

“Yes,"the Teller replied in his rasping voice. He intertwined his gnarled fingers in
front of him. “A soul mate who you will be drawn to, and fall deeply in love with,
and them with you. The ultimate partnership. The ultimate mated pair. Y our bond
cannot be broken by anything, becauseit is one created bydestiny.”

Father satacross from me in the back of the family car during the drive home. He
pulled out a crystal bottle from the fridge inset into the car door and poured himself a
glass. “There’'s no such thing as a fated mate mark, Christophe,” he told me.
“It" snonsense.”

“Thereisn't?’lasked.

“No,Christophe, thereisn’t. What you have isjust abirthmark.”

“But how didhe know it was there? He washlind.”

“Don’'t underestimatea wolf’s fully developed sense of smell, especially when they
can't use theireyes.”

“Y ou and Motherdon’'t havemarks?’

“Christophe,seeing the Teller isjust a ritual we must perform in respect to tradition.
What you must learn as the firstborn alpha of our family, Christophe, is that there is
no such thing as fate, except for the responsibilities expected of you from your
family. Don’t relegate your purposein life to romanticideas.”

“Yes, Father,”| answered, and for the next twenty-two years of my life | kept my
hope that | would someday find the fated love of mylife.



*
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| strodedown the hallway to begin my morning routine of waking up my brothers, one
that I’d done nearly my entire life. | stopped in front of my youngest brother Vander’'s
door, and held my knock. Vander was gone. It'd slipped my mind that he’'d left home
to go up north on alittle “journey of self-discovery” after failing to get into the Dawn
Academy’s renowned Fighting Arts School. It'd aways been Vander's dream to
become a fighter, so his decision to leave was understandable. I'd be lying if | said |
wasn't just a bit jealous. Being an omega gave Vander certain family advantages that
Mother and Father would never allow for the rest of us alpha brothers, especially me.
| was the eldest, after al. | had a responsibility to my family to take over as clan
leader, and that meant handling many family affairs, including wrangling my younger
brothers on my parents behalf. There'd never been time or the opportunity for
adventure in mylife.

| passedthe door to Loch’s old bedroom. My youngest alpha brother was a married
man now, and had moved out of the family home about three years ago. Nowthat’'d
been a surprise. Loch had always been the least disciplined of the family. It was
always difficult for the youngest alpha, especially when you're the youngest of three
other aphas. | understood Loch’s struggle, but never eased off him. | felt like the
only way | could fulfil my duties as his older brother was to be as strict with him as
Mother and Father would be. In the end, | supposed it worked out. He made his way
through the Fighting Arts School with exceptiona marks, and the omega he'd
initially been wed to through an arrangement between families turned out to be
perfect forhim.

At twenty-seven,l was still single. The eldest, a graduate of the Dawn Academy’s
Alpha Leadership College, and by al rights the most eligible bachelor of the Luna
brothers. In the back of my mind, | suppose | always believed that | would be the first



to find love because of what the Teller had told me about my birthmark, but here |
was, without even one single relationship under mybelt.

I’d never stopped believingthat the mark meant something special, even though | kept
my feelings about it completely to myself. | would look at it sometimes and wonder if
there really was a person out there with a paw print that matched the dark smudges of
skin, like brown ink spilled onto my thigh. It did feel a little ridiculous, believing in
something like that, especialy as | got older. Maybe Father had been right alalong.

Iraisedmy hand to knock on Arthur's door, but he opened it before | could.
“Morning,” he said, and | moved aside to let him pass. The two of us walked together
down to the dining room where we were meant to join Mother and Father for
familybreakfast.

“You know,Christophe, | don't need you to come knocking on my door every
morning. | don’t require any wakeupcall.”

“Aforce of habit,”| said, readjusting the cuffs of my shirt and straightening my jacket.
“Now that Vander and Loch are gone, | don’t have anyone to boss around. Be kind to
me and let me continue to do the one thing I’'m goodat.”

Arthur cracked a smile,and we turned down the hallway lined with tall, painted
portraits of our ancestors, the eyes of whom felt as if they were tracking us as we
walked. When we were children, my brothers would follow closely behind me every
time we had to walk through this hallway, each of them holding on to the other’s arm
or shirt. The paintings made me feel just as uneasy, but as the eldest brother | had to
put on a braveface.

The Luna familywas one of the oldest in Wolfheart, and our clan, the Crescent
Moons, was one of the most powerful. Any anxiety | used to have walking through
this hallway of my ancestors had long disappeared and been replaced by pride. Each



portrait reminded me of the great men and women who had come before me, and who
had worked to protect this family’s legacy. At the end of hallway on opposite walls
were paintings of Mother and Father. Eventually, my portrait would be included here,
along with the portrait of my futuremate.

Ifl ever found one.

It wasn’tlike the chance hadn’t ever come up in the past. I'd had relationships, but
none of them ever seemed to work out. Whose fault it was, | don’t know. Maybe it
was mine. Maybe | was holding on to the hope that my fated soul mate was really out
there,somewhere.

“Excited for lan's party?’Arthur asked. lan was our soon to be four-years-old
nephew, Loch’s little boy. Mother and Father had arranged for there to be a big
celebration for his birthday tonight, and several of the wealthiest and most powerful
alied clans had been invited. For Mother and Father, it would be a chance to
schmooze with the other family heads, make new connections and re-polish old
friendships. For young alphas like Arthur and myself, it meant getting friendly with
al the other eligible betas and omegas from other families. Arthur was teasing me.
He knew my outward stoicism towards romance was a front. Of course | was excited
at the prospect of meeting someone. Meetingthesomeone.

It was difficult being highborn.There were expectations of us to mate with someone
who was worthy, which basically meant other highborn or those with some kind of
status, and now that I’ d graduated from the Academy, it’d been difficult to meet new
potential mates. Also, | was so damn busy all the time with my duties—looking out
for my brothers, helping my parents, learning the skills I’ d need to eventually become
clan leader. It was all so overwhelming, andsometimes...

Sometimes | wishedl could just escape fromit al. Leave it allbehind.



“Nowhere near as excited as you,”| said. “Try to behave, Arthur. It's lan’s birthday
party, not a matchmaking party. Don’t make anyone feel uncomfortable. | know how
damn forward you can besometimes.”

“lhaveno idea what you mean,” hereplied coyly. “I’mfriendly.”

“You'reaflirt.”

He shrugged.“And you're a prude. Lighten up, Christophe. You know Mother and
Father arranged this thing as an excuse for us to meet somehotties.”

“Idon’t knowif I'd put it that way,” | said. He was right, but | was trying to be proper.
Again, force of habit. Maybe | was aprude, but | felt like | had to be one. There was a
lot riding on my shoulders, after al. But Iwasexcited. Who knew, maybe something
would actually happen tonight? I’d do my duty as host and the eldest, but once the
pleasantries were out of the way and everyone was settled, I’d make my rounds just
likeArthur.

Well,maybe notjustlike Arthur. I’ d be morerestrained.

“Good morning, Mother. Father,”| said as we entered the dining room. The two of
them were aready at the table eating their breakfast, staring at theirtablets.

“1t’ s goingto snow up there,” Mother said. “Do you think Vander isalright?’

“He' sfine, Stella,” Father said. “Good morning, Christophe.Arthur.”

“Good morning, boys,”said Mother. “Wow. Look at this.” She pointed at her tablet.
““Mysterious string of break-insin the Blackwood District, third clan estate targeted.’

They still haven't caught this thief? How frightening. And the Blackwood District is
so closetous.”



“Do the police have leads?’ |asked.

“It doesn't seem like it,”she said, scanning the article. “They dip in and out
undetected. It says that sometimes they don’t even notice anything is missing until
weekdl ater.”

“Must not have been stealinganything important, then,” Father said, looking back to
histabl et.

“Brushingup on the current events, eh, Dad?’ Arthur said, clapping Father’s shoulder
on his way over to the serving table. | followed him. The table was stocked with the
usual spread of breakfast items, all prepared by the wait staff of the Luna household.
Cereal, freshly baked loaves of bread, cut fruit, plump sausages, thick cut bacon,
eggs, grilled tomatoes, baked potatoes tossed with caramelized onions, piping hot
soup, and pitchers of milk, coffee and tea. | chose a few of my favorites—I loved the
way our chef made the bacon, crispy, but not enough so that it wasn't dightly fatty
and juicy. Arthur took a bow! of cereal and somefruit.

Father grunted.”Just like you ought to be. You know the Rose Claw, Crooked Talil,
and Golden Forest clans will be here tonight? Along with the Ice River clan, of
course. Three of the wealthiest, most well-bred clans in Wolfheart, and al their
leadingmembers.”

Arthur shrugged.” Just show me to the single ones, and | think I'll befine.”
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“Hounds of Hell,”Father said, looking up from his tablet to give Arthur an
incredulous glare. “Please try to be dignified, Arthur. These are important people. We
don’t want to reflect poorly on ourclan.”

“I"ll behave,” Arthur said with a little smile. “Though let’s not kid ourselves. We al
know this party isfor more than just celebrating lan’s birthday. He winked at me, and
| rolled my eyes, but couldn’t restrain a smile. “Christophe and | will be having our
fun. Too bad Van’'s nothere.”

“Just a second,” Mother said, putting down her tablet. “That reminds me. | received an
e-mail last night from your uncles in Lupania. Your cousins will be coming to

theparty.”

“Cousin Volk and Lukas?’ Arthur said, surprised. “Do they speak English? Last time
we met, they only spokelupanian.”

“No,which iswhy, Christophe, I'd like you to take care ofthem.”
Iblinked.Arthur looked at me, knowing what this meant. Having to chaperone my
fifteen-year-old cousins meant any opportunity to do any rea socializing would be
practically nonexistent. | would need to show them around, introduce them to the
guests, act astrandlator... and | didn’t even speak anyL upanian.

“Christophe?’ Mother said, waiting for myacknowledgement.

Ikept my disappointment inside,as | alwaysdid.



“Of course, Mother,”| said. “1’d be happyto.”

So much formy hopes of meeting anyonespecial.
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Mason

“ldon’t understand,” Mom said, shaking her head. She held the check reverently in her
trembling hands. | was afraid she might accidentally rip the thing right in two. “How
did you get this money together? | thought we wouldn’'t be able to pay Mr. Bellock
ontime...”

“Don’'t worry about it, Mom,”said Jennifer. She crouched down so she could be at
Mom’s height in her wheelchair, and put her arm around her shoulders. “Mason and |
were able to grab some extra work again. Like | told you, you don’t need to worry
about paying Ackson Bellock hisfee” Her tone changed at the word, filled
withvenom.

“That’sright,”| said evenly. “Jennifer and | have things taken careof.”

“ljust don’t knowhow the two of you can be earning this much money. Especially
you, Jennifer, you're only sixteen. You're not doing anything... You're treating your
body withrespect?’

“Hounds of Hell, Mom,” Jennifer said, smacking her forehead. “I’'m not whoring
myself out. Though, Mason on the other hand... Omegasarein high demand.” She
gave me a sylook.

“Muzzle it, Jennifer.”l grunted. “I’'m doing most of the heavy lifting,” | reassured
Mom—which was not entirely true. Even though | was four years older than my
sister, she was more than able to pull her own weight. “ Jennifer isjust helpingout.”



“You shouldn’t even be doingany of this,” Mom said, tears running down her cheeks.
“1’m your mother. | should be taking care of youtwo.”

“No, Mom,”| said. “We're afamily. We take care of eachother.”

Mom said,“ Come here, honey. Come here,” and the three of usembraced.

“Love you, Mom,”Jennifer said. “Don’t worry. Mason and | will take care
ofeverything.”

Apiercing howlfrom outside interrupted our family moment. Mom groaned, wiped
her eyes, and rolled her wheelchair over to the window looking out over the front of
our apartmentcomplex.

“That damn homeless prowler is back,” she said. “We're paying so much in clan fees,
the least they could do is keep this damn neighborhood clean. Oh, he's peeing in the
entrance way again.” She threw the window open and leaned her head out. “Excuse
me!” she shouted. “L eave your mark somewhere else, we don’'t like having to smell it
every time we walk out thedoor!”

lwentover and peeked out the window. On the street three stories below, a disheveled
wolf with wild eyes turned its head up to us and let out another deranged howl! before
shifting back to human form and hobbling off down the street, nearly knocking over a
couple of rough looking teenagers who cursed and spat onto the sidewalk after him.
A helicopter roared overhead, its searchlight flitting back and forth like an erratic
eyeball, and two police cruisers tore down our street with sirens blaring, off to do
absolutely dog shit nothing to stop the overflowing crimes that happened every hour
of every day in South East Wolfheart. | closed thewindow.

“Jenniferand | are going to run out for groceries,” | said. “We're going to make
dinner before | have to head out for myshift.”



“Honey,you don’'t have to do that. | can get out of this thing to at least cook dinner
forus.”

“Mom,”| said, “we still don't know what’s wrong with your legs. Just take it easy,
okay? We'll take care ofit.”

“Please?’ Jenniferadded.

Mom thoughtabout it and nodded, looking away. The helpless defeat on her face cut
into my heart. | hated seeing her this way. She was the strongest woman | knew,
besides my little sister. The worst part was that we could barely afford to even get her
the wheelchair. The clinics we could afford to take her to could only provide
painkillers and a brief examination, which only turned up question marks. Her legs
just weren’t working right, and shifting into wolf form only made it successively
worse, which meant her options for work were now slim tonil.

But maybe...Maybe after tonight, we would finally be able to afford to get Mom
some real help, a doctor who could fixit.

Jenniferand | left the apartment building, gingerly avoiding the reeking puddle of
wolf piss that stained the wall beneath the mailboxes. Just another beautiful day in
theneighborhood.

“This redlly is the big one,” she said as we turned down the sidewalk, walking close
enough so that we could speak at a low volume. We' d gotten really good at it—you
never knew when police ears could be trained your way. “ Security will be focused on
the party. The opportunity will be huge, and we need this. I’'m going to be starting
school again. We can get Mom some better treatment, and take abreak.”

“Or not doit anymore at all,” Isuggested.



She laughed.“| mean, it’s good to be optimistic, but let’s be real. We agreed to keep it
stealth. No more than we reallyneed.”

“Right...”

“1t does bringup the question. How much longer can we dothis?’

“Idon’t know.But I'm not going to lie, there’s a part of me that really likes sticking it
to those rich sons of bitches.”

“Iknow,” Jennifer said. “Besides. They hardly even miss what we take. How many
haven't even realized they’ ve been robbed? What does that say aboutthem?”’

“Yeah,”| said. It was al so annoying to think about. The fact that these smug,
highborn pieces of trash could live up in their estates, bathing in luxury that they
hardly even cared about. It was true. Jennifer and | had infiltrated so many mansions
that hadn’t even noticed anything was missing. Hell, sometimes we found neat stacks
of cash just sitting around on countertops, or precious gemstones in bowls as
decorations, like they were candy. “Still... I've been thinking about it a lot, and |
think we should stop after this one. Every time we go out we're risking everything,
even if it we are taking stuff that’s barelydetectable.”

She stopped walking.“ Are you kidding? How will we afford the clan fees? Our living
expenses? Mom’'s medical costs? I'm still in pre-academy, and it’s not like you went
to an academy or anything. No offense, Mason, but what else could you do
formoney?’
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“I'll find something,”l said, annoyed because she was right. | wasn't good at
anything—except this. “I’ll find another security job. We do thislast job, and we do it
big. Big enough to hold us over for awhile. A fallback while Iwork.”

Jennifer sighed.”We're able to take care of our family thisway. We're surviving. Y ou
know we're going to struggle to make ends meet any other way,Mason.”

Though she worea stubborn expression on her face, | could see the fear that was
hiding just beneath it. Most others would’ ve only seen the face of atenacious sixteen-
year-old, but Jennifer was my sister. | knew exactly how she felt. | went over to a
newspaper box with a copy of thewWolfheart Heraldin the window and pointed to one
of the headlines at the bottom of thepage.

“Look at this,”| said, and read the headline. “Break-ins continue. Blackwood burglar
till atlarge.”

She smirked.“ They think there’ s only one ofus.”

“That’s not the point,Jennifer. We've made it to the front page. We've gone months
without even being in the paper. Soon enough, we'll be up here.” | tapped my finger
against the main headline, printed in big bold letters at the top. “ And thenwhat?’
Jennifer’s expressionsoftened as she digested mywords.

“If we get caught,who will take care of Mom?’ lasked.

She chewedthe inside of her cheek, looked down at the sidewalk, and nodded.



“Yeah.”

“Comeon,”| said. “Let’s keepwalking.”

We wenton down the street, past a homeless red wolf who lay curled up on the
sidewalk. He looked up at us and scratched behind his ear with his rear paw, and then
asked if we had any spare change. | dug into my pocket and tossed him the few coins
that Ihad.

“You said we should go big,” Jennifer said. “What are you suggesting? We take the
family jewels or something? Someheirloom?’

“No,we’ d never be able to resell something like that. In the house floorplans, there's
a dedicated coat room near the front. It’s like a whole room where all the guests will
be leaving theirvaluables.”

“Right,| remember that. Won't it just be jackets and stuff likethat?’

“You'd be surprised.I’ve worked at parties like this before, and the types of things
these people bring in just to show off their money can be ridiculous. But good forus.”

At the grocery storewe bought just enough to make a simple soup for dinner.
Chicken, beans, tomatoes, collard greens, potatoes... It wasn’'t much, especialy not
for two young wolves, but we couldn’t afford to buy much else. Most of our money
had gone to Ackson Bellock and his fucking “clan fees’. In Wolfheart, you were
nothing without a clan. Y ou couldn’t get work, you couldn’'t get a place to live. You
were an open target. A wolf without a pack couldn’tsurvive.

Our family didn't havemuch choice for clan membership. We were lowborn.
Nothing. The Blood Gulch Clan were a bunch of dimy piles of dog shit, but they
were one of the only ones that would accept us, not to mention the only one we could



somewhatafford.

“Thisisdelicious, you two,”Mom said, smiling as she ate a spoonful of chicken soup.
“Thank you for cookingagain.”

“You're welcome,”| said, getting up to clean up my dishes. “I’ve gotta get ready
forwork.”

“Dothey have to have you working that late-night shift?’ she asked. “You must
beexhausted.”

“I"'mused to it.”

“Oh, Mom,”said Jennifer. “I’m going over to Ava's house tonight. We're having a
little Sleepover. |s thatokay?’

“Of course,”Mom said. “That’s wonderful. You should be going out more, enjoying
your vacation. Notworking.”

“Thanks, Mom,” shesaid.

Iwashedmy bowl in the sink and went up to my bedroom. | opened the closet and
pulled out my loot bag, a special backpack designed to fit me in both human and wolf
forms. | put it on the bed next to the old security guard uniform that | used as a cover.
From a special compartment cut into the wall in the back of the closet, | pulled out a
tablet computer and a small toolkit. | slipped the kit into the backpack and put the
tablet on my desk. There was a knock on thedoor.

13 Y ear]?i

“It'sme,” Jennifer said in alowvoice.



“Comein.”

She enteredand shut the door behind her. “Mom is having her glass of wine and
watching TV. We won’t bebothered.”

“Okay,”| said, and sat down at the desk. “Take alook.”
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|powered on the tablet,and Jennifer pulled up a chair next to me. | clicked through the
files on the device and pulled up afloorplan for a house. The Luna estate—ourtarget.

“Okay,” she said. “ So what’ s yourplan?’

“The front coat room.We enter through the ventilation system leading from the roof,
drop in, go through all the guest’ s belongings stored in there, and dlip out.Easy.”

“That'sit?’

“It'll be easierthan sneaking around the house. Everything will be contained to
oneroom.”

“1’m not convincedthere will be anything worth stealing in there,” Jennifersaid.
“Just trustme on this one. I’ve seen someone check in a diamond encrusted handbag
before. There will be a bunch of valuable stuff, and how many people are going to

thisparty?’

“From my research, at least a hundred.” She thought about it for a moment and then
shrugged. “Okay. Let’' s doit.”

“Awesome.Let’s go over what we know about the security system and how we're
going to access theventilation...”
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Christophe

Istoodby as my brother Loch and his husband, Tresten, greeted Mother and Father.
Tresten held their son lan in hisarms.

“Hello, lan,”Father said. “How’s my little grandson? Happy birthday. |I've got
something special for you later during yourparty.”

“Apresent?’ lan askedhopefully.

“Yes,”said Father, smiling. It was unusual to see him smile, but he couldn’t seem to
hide it when aroundlan.

“What isit?’

“Patiencel You'll find out.”He kissed him on the head, and then turned to Loch, his
expression straightening. “Loch.”

“Dad,” Loch said. Father reached out and patted Loch’s bicep, like he was appraising
it for strength. He nodded to himself, apparently approving. Loch had always been a
bit of a black sheep, and even after proving himself by graduating from the Fighting
Arts School, he and Father’ s relationship remained somewhat strained. | knew Father
loved him, but being clipped with his emotions towards myself and my brothers was
just Father’ spersonality.

“S0,l’ve been told you'll be receiving your master’s ranking soon,” Father said to
Loch. “Congratul ations.”



“Thanks, Dad,” hesaid.

“lalways thoughtthat Tresten would reach master beforeyou.”

Loch chuckled.“He probably would've, if not for taking time off due to the
pregnancy. He'll be theresoon.”

“Less than two years,is what I’m hoping for,” Tresten added. He put lan down, and
the little boy shifted into his wolf form and started to bound around theroom.

“lan,”| said, “Aren’t you going to say hello to youruncles?’

He scamperedover to Arthur and me, his paws skidding across the wood floor. “Hi,
Uncle Christophe. Hi, UncleArthur.”

“Hey, little buddy,” Arthur said, ruffling the fur on lan’s head. “Are you having fun,
now that you're able toshift?’

“It' sgreat!” lan said, jumped around, his tail wagging. Then he sprinted across the
room, stopping mid-way to let himself dide. “Wheee!”

Arthur laughed,and | allowed myself a smile. He turned to talk to me as Loch and
Tresten caught up with Mother andFather.

“Cute.Can’'t believe he's aready turning four. Still hard to believe that he's Loch’s
kid. | always figured he and | would be the last of us to get hitched, and he turned out
to be thefirst.”

“Who didyou think would' ve been first?’ lasked.

“Well... You, | guess.”He cocked his head and added, “When we were kids, atleast.”



llaughed.“What is that supposed to mean? Are you implying that [|'ve
becomeundesirable?’

“No,not at all. You've been caught up in al your duties for so long, I’m just not sure
if you even know how to talk to prospective mates anymore.” He stuffed his hands

into his pockets and flashed a grin atme.

Damn Arthur and his charms. That grin could put any girl or any omega right in heat.
| smiled back stiffly, and he patted myshoulder.

“Funny,”lsaid.

“Just joking,Christophe. | know you don’'t have much of a choice. Look, don't get
down about tonight, alright? There's still a chance you could meet someone. What
are you into, anyway? We' ve never talked much aboutthat.”

“ldon’t reallylike speaking about those things,” Isaid.

“Why not? We're brothers.”

“It'sjust... It'sawkward.”

“Loosen up.C’mon, tell me. Maybe | can guide some yourway.”
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“1”m goingto be chaperoning our cousins,remember?’

“Y eah?Some people are into that. You know, mature authority figure? They’'ll see
you'’ re good withkids.”

|sighed.
“S0,” Arthur pressed. “ Females? Or males? Betas oromegas?’

Irealy wasn'tin the mood for this kind of conversation. “Don’t worry about me,
Arthur,” | said. “Redlly.Please.”

lan skiddedover and bumped into my leg. “Careful,” | said to him, sternly. “You'll
get hurt before yourparty.”

“Sorry, Uncle Christophe,” he said, his ears drooping slightly, and he scamperedaway .

“Hey, dow down, kid,” Loch said, laughing as he came over to greet us. “ Good to see
youguys.”

Loch and Arthur hugged,dslapping each other on the back. When he moved to me, our
embrace was stiff and a little awkward. | loved my brother dearly, but he and | had
never seen eye to eye. Being the third alpha, he'd never been the responsible type,
and I'd always had to clean up after his messes. It was till hard for me to relate
tohim.

“Christophe,” Mother called, waving meover.



“Yes, Mother?”

“Perennia and PoltonWhitefang of the White Tree Clan will be arriving shortly,
they’ re one of the ones who' ve arranged to stay with us for thenight.”

“Yes.”Inodded.

“They’ll be goingon to their vacation property up in Diamond Dust afterwards, and
Perennia has informed me that she and her husband are transporting some precious
and very vauable items. She been very insistent that we alow her to store
themsecurely.”

“Okay,”l said. “The coat room has a locked door, and we'll have two of our staff
manning it the whole night,so...”

Mother shook her head.“ She’ sinsisting we let her use the electronicsafe.”

Isighed.” If she usesit, all the guests are going to demand access toit.”

“Iknow,l know. Can you help her store her things there,quietly?’

“Yes, of course.”

“Thank you, Christophe,” she said, and gave me a kiss on the cheek. “Well, I’ d better
go get ready before everyone startsarriving.”

Mrs. Perennia Whitefangwas a massive woman, at least three times wider than her
balding husband and about three heads taller. When their car pulled up to the front of
the house, | was impressed that she was even able to fit into the back of it. The driver
hurried around and pulled open the door and she stepped out, dabbing sweat off her
forehead despite the car’s air conditioning and the day’s cool weather. Her husband



followed after her, cradling a polished wooden box in his stubbyarms.

“Be careful, Polton,”she said, looking irritated. “I know how clumsy you can be.
Maybe the driver should carryit...”

“I'll be careful,”her husband replied in a squeaky voice. “Benjamin is handling
theluggage.”

The driver hauledout several huge suitcases from the car’ strunk.

“Give him ahand?’| whispered to Stephen, our head of housestaff.

“Yes, gir,” Stephen replied and rolled out a cart to help the driver with the bags while |
went to greet theWhitefangs.

“Mr. and Mrs. Whitefang,welcome to the Luna household. I'm Christophe Luna.
How was your drivehere?’

“Oh,dreadful,” Perennia said. She thrust her handbag into my arms and fanned her
face. “Have this taken to my room,please.”

Ihelda pleasant smile on my face and showed theminside.
“My parents are just finishingup with some things and will be down to greet you

shortly. I'd be happy to give you a quick tour of the house? Mr. Whitefang, my father
has told me that you' re quite interested in history andgeneal ogy.”
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Polton perked up,smiling over the top of the wooden box in hisarms,

“You might enjoy our ancestral hall,”l continued, “where we have paintings, books,
and historical records tracing the lines of the Luna familyback—"

“No, no,” Perennia said, waving her hand in front of her, like she’d smelled something
bad. “We're quite exhausted and would like to be shown to our room so we can
freshen up before the party. Now, I’ ve been told that you have a special safe | can use
to store myvaluables?’

“Wedo. It's—"

“Good.Take meto it immediately. It's for someoneveryspecial in Diamond Dust, and
they must be given the utmost attention.” Her cheeks went rosy pink, while her
husband’ s face flashed with quick irritation. | smiled and nodded. | just wanted get
the two of them out of my hair as quickly aspossible.

Ibroughtthem inside the house and went straight to the storage room we used as a
coat room during events. A desk had been installed next to the entrance, where two
members of our house staff would be posted to care for our guest’s belongings. |
punched a pin number into a keypad next to the door, and the lock whirred open.
Why she didn’t think that was enough security asit was, | had no idea. It wasn't like
they were storing their things here long term, and the only guests would be other
highborn clan members. No one would be interested in her things, whatever

theywere.

We usedthe room normally as a kind of vault to store various things, like records,



awards, Mother’s extra shoes, and the keys to all the various vehicles we never
seemed to use, aong with keys to our other properties. The room was lined with
recessed shelving along the walls and one long double-sided shelf that ran down the
center. About half of the room had been cleared for guest’s belongings, and at the
back was the electronic safe where the various keys and important documents
werekept.

“This is your most secure safe?’ Perennia asked. She looked at its gray, metal door
down her nose, like she wanted to say that she'd seen better. The truth was that
Mother and Father didn’t like to store money or anything precious, like jewelry,
inside this safe. They had a separate vault for that down in the basement, one that was
far more secure, but | wasn’'t going to say aword aboutit.

“Yes,Mrs. Whitefang. Y our things will be secure here.” | punched a pin code into the
door, and it swung open. “You can put your box right here.” | placed my hand on an
empty space on the green velvet lined shelf. “Would you like me to put your handbag
in,too?’

“No,I’d like you to put that in my room, thank you very much,” she said, asif it were
something | should’ ve known withoutasking.

Her husband shuffled forwardand slid the box onto the shelf, and | closed thesafe.
“Willyou be checking on it through the night?’ she asked as we |eft the storageroom.
I’d learnedthe art of patience and still mindedness at the Alpha Leadership College,
and had dealt with plenty of irritating people—in my position, there was no shortage
of them—~but | was feeling sore about the party and this woman was starting to really

get on mynerves.

“Don’t worry,Mrs. Whitefang. The room is very secure, and we'll have two members



of our house staff manning it through the night. Now, this is Stephen, our head of
staff. He'll show you to yourroom.”

Stephen,who was waiting with the cart of luggage, gave a quick bow. “Right this
way,please.”

“Seeyou both at the party. If you need anything, Stephen will personally assist you.” |
nodded a goodbye, turned heel, and quicklyescaped.

lentered the main hall, where workers were still setting up the tables and decor for the
party. Getting a glass of something was all that was on my mind at that moment. I'd
need it to get through the rest of theday.

“Sir.”One of our staff raised his hand and hurried over to me. “Quick question. Mrs,
Luna—ah, your Mother—she wanted red flowers for the table centerpieces, but the
company made a mistake and delivered white flowers. What should wedo?’

“I’'m sure whiteisfine.”

“Mrs. Luna seemed very seton having redflowers—"

Istopped walkingand took the frazzled man by his shoulders. “You can pass the
blame onto me if she does. It's a child’s birthday party. White, red, | don’'t think he
really cares. But there is something you can do forme.”

“Oh, yes, sir. Anything you ask.”

“Find me adrink,please? A strongone.”

Soon,| had a glass of bear honey whiskey in my hand, and | fled outside to enjoy it in
the one place that nobody would be able to find me. Making my way through the rose



garden, | placed the glass onto the ground and, after taking a quick look around,
shifted into my wolf form. | gently picked the glass back up with my mouth, and
ducked into a space between two hedges that formed a tunnel of crisscrossing vines
and branches. Sunlight leaked in through the spaces between the foliage, dappling the
ground with pools of shimmering light, like reflections off water. | continued on
through the bushes and into the forest until | came out into a grove of apple trees. |
shifted back into human form, took a sip of my whiskey, andsighed.

Asmall streamchuckled along through the trees, and next to it was a large, flat
boulder—my boulder. I'd made this place my secret hiding space when | was young,
and would sometimes sneak off here when | needed to be alone. I1t'd been along time
since I’d come here. Time and responsibility just hadn’t alowed it, no matter how
much | wanted to escape. | sat myself down on the rock and sipped my drink. |
should’'ve just brought the whole damn bottle, though drinking too much would
definitely not be agood idea. Too many things I’ d need to handletonight.

Iwas privilegedto be the one to handle the family affairs. My father was a respected
man, and | would have his position someday. But sometimes | couldn’t help but be
jealous of my brothers. Loch was married. There wasn’'t much pressure on Arthur
after he'd graduated from the academy, and he was having a grand time fooling
around. Vander, being the only omega, got specia treatment, and he was up in the
north, findinghimself.

Ajourney of self-discovery.
Icouldn’t helpbut laugh. The idea was so foreign to me. The freedom to just up and
leave, and have Mother and Father’s approval to do so... It was something | would

never be able todo.

Not that | needed to.l knew who | was. | was going to lead this family someday. That
was what | was destinedfor.



Iclosedmy eyes and laid back on the rock, spreading my arms out on either side. It
felt like 1I’d been running a marathon, a never-ending marathon, and when was the
last time I’ d stopped to take a break? A long time. | was tired. And more than that, |

felt...empty.
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Sunlight filteredthrough the trees and made glowing spots of red on my eyelids. It
was quite chilly in the shade, and the sun was going down. | thought | could smell
snow on the air—not here, but miles and miles north, the scent carried down through
the wind and on the clouds. A part of me wished | could be away, off in thatsnow.

My handabsently went down to my thigh, where my birthmark was. Maybe I’ d never
meet that special someone. Maybe Father was correct—it was all just a bunch of dog
shit. People weren't destined or fated to one another. There wasn’'t someone out there
who matched the birthmark, and it was ridiculous of me to keep believing that. | was

twenty-seven-years-old. Too old to still believe the stories of old fortunetellers.

In the end,I’d probably be matched up with someone of my parents choosing,
someone right for thefamily.

But that was fine.lt was just the way things had to be. Like | said, that was what | was
destined for. | was okay withthat.

But was| really?

My phone buzzedin my pocket, and | sat up and pulled itout.
Shit,it wasMother.

“Hello?’

“Christophe,where are you? Guests are starting to arrive and they haven't even
finished putting up the banners yet. Whoever it is we've hired is not doing a very



goodjob.”

“I'll be right there,I’ ve just gone out for someair...”

“Well, hurry, please.” The speaker crunched as she muffled it with her hand, and |
heard her muted voice speaking frantically to someone. “Okay, okay. What? They
are? Christophe, your cousins arehere.”

The call disconnected,and | stared blankly at the screen for a moment before slipping
it into my pocket. | got up, and brushed some dirt off my trousers and shirt. I'd need
to change when | gotback.

Normally,this hustle and bustle would’'ve energized me. | would not even have
thought of going out to take a break, let alone coming all the way out here to the edge
of the property, but today | felt different. Maybe it was just because, in a rare
occurrence, I’ d allowed myself to get my hopes up abouttonight.

|downedthe remainder of the whiskey, shifted into wolf form, and headed back to
thehouse.
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Mason

“Look at all of them,”| whispered to Jennifer as | peered through the binoculars from
our vantage spot out in the forest. “All of this for some kid’'s birthday? The way
everyone is dressed, you' d think the kid was the king of Wolfheart. Richbastards.”

“Imean,heispretty much royalty,” my sister whispered back. “ The whole being a Luna
and part of the Crescent Moon Clan thing andall.”

“I'll never get usedto seeing how these people live,” | muttered. “I could never
understand them. As far as I’'m concerned they’re all scum.” | passed the binoculars
to Jennifer. “Things look good. We go around the west side as originally planned.
Most of the activity seems to be concentrated in the ballroom area and the
outerterrace.”

The words came out bitterly.Just the fact that they had ballrooms and terraces and shit
like that pissed me off. Here we were, barely scraping by in our tiny apartment that

could probably fit a hundred times or more in just one corner of that damnmansion.

Yeah,| didn't give a flying flea bite about stealing from these people. None of them
were redeemable as far as | wasconcerned.

“Lookslike they’ re doing a birthday toast now, or something,” Jennifer said. “They’'re
bringing out a birthday cake. Hounds of Hell, that’ s the fanciest cake I’ ve everseen.”

“Let me see,”| said, and she passed the binocularsover.



|peeredinto the broad windows looking into the Luna mansion ballroom, where
everyone was gathered. Two men wearing white chef’s hats were wheeling out a
multi-layered cake that was as tall as they were. Standing in the center of the room,
the attention focused on them, were two men and a little boy. The birthday boy and
his parents, | guessed. | slowly scanned through the rest of the crowd, and paused. A
door leading to the outer balcony opened up, and a figure slipped outside, a glass in
his hand. It was dark, and | couldn’t see him clearly. Apparently, he wasn't interested
in participating in the birthday toast. He was aone, and he came up to the stone
balcony rail and leaned againstit.

As he did,warm light from the ballroom windows highlighted him, revealing his face.
He looked a few years older than me, tall with a well-built but not overly muscular
body. His hair was a deep brown, and perfectly styled. He stared out into the distance
with the large, red eyes of an alpha, alook of longing on his gorgeousface.

My heart did aflip.l felt alump form in my throat, and | swallowed to try and get rid
of it. It wasn't like I’d never seen a hot alpha male before, but | was immediately
drawn in by him. There was just something abouthim.

Noneof these rich assholes were redeemable. And yet, suddenly, here was the most
attractive man I'd ever laid my eyes on. Almostpainfullyattractive. And what was
handsome here thinking about to look so damn melancholic? Hot little rich alpha, sad
about his money and mansion and fancyparty?

“Hey. Hello?

“Huh? What?’

llowered the binoculars.Jennifer was frowning at me. “What do you mean, ‘huh’?’
she said. “What’ s going on down there? Y ou’ ve been staring for like fiveminutes.”



“No | wasn't.”

“Yeah,you were. Your mouth was al hanging open, like this.” She dropped her
jaw,exaggerating.

“Shut up,”| said, and tossed the binoculars to her. “I was only scoping out the party.
C’ 'mon, let’s getgoing.”

Jennifer peered through the binoculars.l thought she was going to spot the guy | was
staring at and tease me about it, but she only shrugged and slipped the binoculars into
her bag and followed afterme.

Just who was he,anyway?

I’d never find out.Better that way. Besides, even though he was hot as hell, | would
bet money that he was uptight, spoiled, bratty, and probably terrible in bedtoo.

Itoldmyself al this and tried to push him out of my mind, but his face was burned
into mythoughts.

How couldsomeone who I'd only seen through a pair of binoculars have this kind of
effect onme?

Don’t worry about it,l thought to myself.You'll forget about him soon. You're just
nervous and excited because of what you' re about to do, that’ sall.

Jenniferand | made our way down the tree line and then shifted into our wolf forms.
Her dark brown fur easily camouflaged her into the foliage, but my white fur stood
out like a beacon and so | had to move carefully, making sure to stay under dense
cover at al times. I'd studied books on ancient pack hunting techniques that
described how to move silently through terrain and to disguise movements, and



Jennifer and | had gotten really good at keepingstealth.

As we came closerto the mansion, the sounds of the party grew louder, and my
shifted ears were able to pick up on individual conversations. | filtered through the
nonsense they were gabbing about, keeping alert only for signs of detection, though |
doubted anyone would notice us. They were al too preoccupied with trying to
impress each other, flaunting their wealth and their dog shit successes. It all made
mesick.

The main floorof the house was raised about fifteen feet above the ground, so we
quickly crossed out of the trees and sprinted up to the side of the building. We paused
there for a few seconds, waiting to make sure that things were clear. | nodded to my
sister and we moved on, sticking close to the wall. There were windows right above
us, and shadows of the people inside played across the ground. We moved towards
the balcony, where | knew we would find a ventilation access panel. Clinging to the
shadows, the two of us were practicallyinvisible.

Washe still standing up there? From our position down below, | could only see one
small portion of the balcony railing. It was ridiculous, but part of me wanted to see
him, just for amoment.

The railing was empty.

Iwas annoyedat myself for feeling disappointed. | shouldn't have been getting
distracted, especially by something sodumb.
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In the darknessbeneath the balcony just ahead, | could see the small rectangular vent
panel that was our in. All we had to do was cross out of the shadows for a brief
moment before dipping under the overhanging balcony terrace. Quick and easy,
especially with no one here. | motioned to Jennifer with my head—Iet’ sgo.

Imoved forward,out of theshadows...

And feltteeth clamp onto my tail. | was suddenly tuggedbackwards.

Ow,fuck!

It was Jennifer.She' d used her jaws to stop me. | looked back, questioning her angrily
with my eyes, and she replied with a silent glance up at the balcony. | followed her
look, andwinced.

He was standingrightthere.

Somehow, |’ d managed get so distracted thinking about him that | hadn’t even noticed
him come up to the railing. He hadn’t seen us. He still had that far off look on his
face, and was absently swirling a glass of what looked likewhiskey.

We stood as stillas statues.Damn, he was hot.But this was the closest | wanted to get
to him. If he looked down and spotted us, it was game over. We'd have to book it,
and everything would be fucked. Last job, busted. No money for Mom’s medical

treatments. No money to get us through the next fewmonths.

My heart was pounding so hardin my chest, | was worried he'd be able to hearit.



The guy tooka sip of hiswhiskey, and set it down onto the stonerailing.

Shit...If he stuck around up there, it'd only be a matter of time before he would spot
us. We were well hidden, but not invisible. All it’d take would be along glance down
at the ground below, and there we'd be. | wanted to look back at Jennifer to see how
she was taking this, but | was too afraid to make any movements.The soonest chance
we got, we needed tomove.

Then,| heard the balcony door open and the sounds of the party filled the night air.
Someone else was comingoutside.

“Oh,shit. Christophe! | didn’t realize you were outhere.”

The alpha—Christophe,apparently—turned around, taken by surprise. | watched in
horror as his elbow caught the glass on the railing. It spun in the air, spiraling
whiskey everywhere, and plummeted down to the ground, where it shattered right at

mypaws.

One glance,and we' d bespotted.
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Christophe

When my cousinswent to get changed, | took that brief moment of time to grab
myself a drink and go out for some air. It was silly of me to believe that | would've
had the time to socialize and flirt with anyone, even if | hadn’t been in charge of
chaperone duty. There were so many things | had to do, to the point where making it
across the room and out the door was a miracle initself.

Idrankmy whiskey and stared out into the quiet darkness of the forest that surrounded
our house. Part of me wanted to jump down from the balcony and run off into the
forest to my secret spot, but of course | wasn’t going to do that. There was atime in
my life when running might’ ve made sense, but that time had passed long ago. | was
agrown apha, and alphas didn’ trun.

An aphafacedtheir destiny with pride and strength, no matter what itwas.

And it wasn'tlike | didiked my course in life. No, | was thankful for the
responsibilities and the privilege Ihad.

It was a quiet night,and the sky was clear and moonless, lit only by a million
twinkling stars. It was gorgeous, romantic, the perfect setting for falling inlove.

That certainly wasn’tmy course in life. Not tonight. Probably not anynight.
Igroanedand made more of my whiskey disappear. | usually didn’t get this damn

melancholic about things, especially not over something so silly. But here | was,
moping. Moping anddrinking.



What would happenif | did run? If | just let everything go and left it allbehind?

Icould do it,just for a night. | could leave this place behind and pretend that | no
longer had any responsibilities. | could live like my brothers, free to find my
owndestiny.

Really,what was stoppingme?

All | hadto do was take thel eap.

My heart hammeredin my chest as | set the glass down on the balcony railing. The
dark edge of the forest was calling to me, filling me with a yearning as powerful as
the draw of a full moon. | could feel my wolf inside me wanting to be released,
struggling to be contained. It wanted to be free, but more than anything else, it
wanted tomate.

Hounds of Hell wasthat it? Did al this just amount to... beinghorny?

| snorted.

If that were the case,l could quickly take care of it later tonight in mybedroom.
Behind me,the door suddenly opened and | was enveloped by the noise of theparty.
“Oh,shit. Christophe! | didn’t realize you were outhere.”

Iswung aroundto see Arthur standing in the doorway, a pretty girl in aglittering dress
on his arm. She looked a little embarrassed; flushed cheeks, like she'd been caught

doing somethingimproper.

“Arthur,”| said, with alittle smile. “I'll leave youtwo—"



Ilheardthe pop of shattering glass on the ground below, and redlized 1I'd just
dispatched my only friend of thenight.

“Shit,” | muttered, and leaned over the bal cony tolook.

Peering down,l saw where it'd broken and made a mental note to have one of the
attendants clean itup.

“Sorry about that,” Arthur said. “Oh, thisis, uh, Miss Melany Dewal of the Rose Claw
Clan. Melany, my brother,Christophe.”

“Pleased to meet you, Christophe,” she said, shaking my hand. “1 didn’t realize all of
the Luna brothers were sohandsome.”

“Didn’tyou say you had a sister, Melany?’ Arthur asked before sneaking me a wink.
“ I’m sure Christophe could use some good conversation for theevening.”

“ldo,”she said, “but | can’'t imagine her being by any kind of substantial dialogue.
That is, unless Christophe enjoys keeping ten-year-oldsentertained.”

11 ”

At that moment,the door flew open again, and out poured Volk and Lukas Luna,
mycousins.

“Christophe!”Volk said in his thick Lupanian accent. “Please, show. We ready!
Show! Show!”
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lheld back a sigh.“Our cousins, visiting from overseas. | have to go.” | pushed past
my brother and his new friend as | wracked my brain for the tiny bit of Lupanian I'd
learned in school. How did | say | needed to get myself adrink? | drew ablank.

“Comeon,”| said, annunciating slowly. “I need to get myself adrink.”

They trailedafter me like two pups following the pack leader as | made my way back
into the ballroom. Children raced around, weaving through the legs of the adults as
they played, and | spotted little lan in his wolf form chasing around a robotic rabbit,
Father's present. | stopped at Julius and Desmond Croc, lan’s grandparents. | turned
to my cousinsto introduce them to their extendedfamily.

“Um,rrekvhek... no,rrekvhak.”l couldn’t remember any damn Lupanian to save my
life. “Nevermind. Julius, Desmond, these are my cousins Lukas and Volk, visiting
fromLupania.”

“Pleased to meet you both,” JJulius said. “Lupania. It's a fascinating and beautiful
country. Did you know it has some of the best healersin that side of the world? What
do you both intend to study when you' reolder?’

My cousins looked at me,puzzled.

“Ah,they don’'t speak much English,” | told Julius. “My parents have assigned me as
their trandator, which was a bit of an oversight seeing as how I’ve only ever taken

one class of L upanian.”

“Oh,”said Julius. “Well, you know who might be able to help you a bit? Mr. Polton



Whitefang. He speaks L upanian quite well. Desmond, have you seenhim?’

“Of course, | have”his husband replied with his trademark, |ouder-than-intended
voice. “Last | saw him, he was in the smoking room. | wanted to talk to him but it
seemed like he' d already had afew too many, uh...” He made a drinking motion with
his hand. “I don’t know if he’d be of any help to you,Christophe.”

“lguessl’ m willing to take that chance,” | said, glancing over at my cousins, who had
deer-in-the-headlights looks on theirfaces.

lledmy cousins towards the smoking room, stopping to greet a few more guests. |
decided against finding that replacement drink. Walking around with a glass
constantly in my hand might not make a good impression on youngerminds.

My father usedthe smoking room to meet with clients and important clan members,
and tonight it was the place where the adults could go to get away from the children’s
festivities. No kids allowed, and that included my two cousins. | felt bad having to
leave them in the hallway, especially because | wasn't sure if | was telling them to
“walit here” in Lupanian or to “get wasted”, but any moment out of chaperone duty
was a welcomeone.

The large,circular room was lined with Luna family curios, including three huge
portraits of three apha ancestors from five generations past. They stared down with
stern judgement, their watchful eyes aways assessing the quality of their
descendants. As a child, this room intimidated me. It was the place | was seldom
allowed to enter, and when | did, their eyes were always on me, questioning my
worth as an alphaluna.

Tonight,the room had an uncommonly jovial atmosphere, and it bustled with the
guests wanting an escape from the noise of the youngstersoutside.



“Mr. Whitefang,” | whispered to the attendant at the door. “Is hehere?’

“Yes,air. Just on the opposite end of the room, by the drinks. Would you like me fetch
him foryou?’

“No, that’ s alright. Thank you.”

Polton Whitefang stoodout like a black wolf on a snowbank. He was slumped into a
leather easy chair, his balding head shimmering with sweat and his eyes listlessly
scanning the room as he clutched a glass of something in both hands. He looked up at
me when | walked up to him, and | could immediately see that Desmond was
right—he wasn’t going to be of any help tome.

“Mr. Whitefang,”| said, taking the seat next to him. “I just wanted to check in with
you to give you my reassurances that your belongings are secure. Are you doing
aright? Would you like me to get you somewater?’

“Idun giveadamnabout those damn rocksss,” he slurred. He reached out to place his
glass down onto an imaginary side table, and | quickly caught it in my hand when he
let go. He put his arm around my shoulder and leaned into me. “Buh thanks. |
appreciate it, young man. Well, my wife will. Issall she damn cares about, those
damn gems. Oh, what' rr y’ drinking?’

He pointedat the glass in my hand—his glass—and then took it from me and started
to sip fromit.

“Ah,let me get a new one for you, Mr. Whitefang,” | said, taking the glass back from
him. | stood and caught the eye of the attendant, who hurried over. “Get him a water

and have someone help him to hisroom,” Isaid.

“Yes, gir.”



“Y’know,” Polton Whitefang said, grabbing my shoulder and pulling me back into the
chair. “Issreally all she cares ‘bout. Alpha' s eyes, they’'re called. And y’know who
they’refor?”’

“No,”| said, really not interested in hearing about his wife’ sthings.

“Johnathan Burnside.”

The wayhe said that name sounded like he was on the verge of vomiting. “I’m afraid
| don’t know who that is,” | toldhim.

“No,”he said. “Course not. Y’wouldn't. You'd only know if you were taking skiing
lessons at the damn Diamond Dustresort.”

“Isee,”| said. Dammit, | wasn't here to listen to his marital problems. | glanced
around the room. It was obvious people were avoiding looking over here so that they
didn’t get roped into interacting with Polton. Where was thatattendant?

“Right under my nose!”Polton said, slapping my arm. “She doesn't even give
adamn.”
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“I'm sorry,”| said. | didn’t know what else tosay.

“We' ve been goingup to that damn resort almost every damn week. All thegifts! And
why mustlbethere?’

Imadea noncommittal noise and gave him my most reassuring smile. His eyes were
glassy and seemed to look through me. Finally, the door opened and the attendant
came in with a bottle of water on atrayand...

Oh,dammit.

With Perennia Whitefang in tow.

“Water, sir,”the attendant said, handing the bottle to Polton. “If you'd come with me,
we' ve arranged a quiet room foryou.”

“1"d prefernot!” Polton cried, throwing his finger into the air. “I’m finerighhere!”

“Polton, you're drunk!” Perennia hissed, grabbing his arm. “Y ou’re making a fool of
yourself. Go with this man!Go!”

She yankedhim to his feet. | was expecting him to put up some kind of fight and
throw a drunken scene, but to my surprise he was immediately silenced, like a
shamed puppy. The attendant took him by the arm and helped him out the room, not
without a fewstumbles.

“My apologies for my husband,” Perenniasaid.



“Not aproblem at al.If you' d excuse me, | needto—"

“Ah,I’d likeit if you' d take me to the secure room to check on my belongings. Just to
make sure everything’ s inorder.”

“lassure you,Mrs. Whitefang, everything is secure. The room is locked and being
watched as wespeak.”

“Locked and watched by whom,Christophe? By whom? | don’'t know these men.
They could be anyone, they could bethieves.”

“Most of thehouse staff have been with my family since before | was born, madam,” |
said. “And an insult to my family is an insult to the Crescent MoonClan.”

Perennia’'s mouthopened and closed like a fish gulping for air, and in the end, she
crossed her huge arms over her chest and huffed a barely-thereapol ogy.

“We'll godown to the room and check on your things, and once you see that
everything is fine | ask that you please trust the security and enjoy the rest of the
party.Agreed?’

She huffed again and nodded.l smiled.

“Please, follow me.”
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Mason

Back in human form,| pulled the vent grate closed behind us and followed Jennifer as
she crawled towards the pitch black darkness of the ventilation duct. My heart was
racing. We would've been caught if it hadn’'t been for that half a second window of
opportunity when he'd turned his back tous.

We stoppedand activated small headlamps that just barely illuminated the passage
ahead. Couldn't take any chances with light leaks that might give usaway.

“Ready?’ Jennifer whispered over hershoulder.
“Let’sfucking do it,”| said, and we made our way forwards, slowly andsilently.

The ventilation systemwas a maze that snaked its way throughout the entire house,
and we'd memorized the path we needed to take to get to our destination. Still,
despite the preparation, it was a little nerve-wracking to move only by memory, never
having actually been here before. Was there someone walking in the hallway next to
us or below us, just afew feet away? Were we being quiet enough? Jennifer and | had
always been skilled at moving quickly and quietly, ever since we were kids. We'd
outran and escaped the bullies in our apartment building enough times to the point
where they stopped trying to catch us. We' d tested our abilities plenty of times during
our little heists. Despite all that, it never got any lessexhilarating.

Jenniferand | should' ve given this up along time ago. Maybe that was why wehadn't.

Our lights gleamedoff of the sheet metal as glowing specks of dust drifted in front of



my eyes like fireflies. We both kept our ears shifted to wolf form so that it'd be easier
to pick up any signs of detection. Even though we were beneath the first floor, | could
still hear the party up on the floor above us, a constant rhythm of dull thudding as
people moved around. Slowly, it grew quieter as we moved away from the
ballroomarea.

After five minutesof crawling we reached what first looked like a dead end, but was
actually where the ventilation shifted ninety degrees vertically, taking us up into the
ceiling of the first floor where we' d eventually be above our destination. Almostthere.

Jennifer stoodup straight in the vertical shaft and raised her right foot. | crawled
forward and secured her foot on my right shoulder, holding her ankle tightly with my
hand. We paused for a moment,listening.

“Coast isclear,”| said. “I don’t hearanyone.”

“Yeah,” she replied, and boosted herself up so she was standing on both my shoulders.
| brought my knees forward and got to my feet, lifting her up into the passageway.
She then grabbed the edge of the horizontal vent above us and hauled herselfup.

Her voice drifted back downto me. “Do you need therope?’

Itilted my head back.The cross vent was about six feet up, not too far. | could make
the jump, but | had to be careful to do it with as little movement as possible to not
give usaway.

“lcandoit,”Isaid.

The space was cramped.l didn’'t have enough room to swing my arms for extra jump

momentum. I'd need to have them already extended above me, like a diver jJumping
into a pool, and make the jump that way. | rubbed my hands together, took a deep



breath, and bent my knees until they touched metal. Then, with a sharp exhale, my
feet left theground.

Shit!Notenough!

My fingers hookedthe edge but immediately began to dlip. | was going tofall!

My right handgave way first, and the left just a half second later. | must’ve actually
been hovering in the air for a split second before Jennifer’s hands shot out and
grabbed my wrist. My body swung forward, and | stopped myself from impacting
against the side of the vent with my free hand. A low, hollowdongvibrated through
the vent. | cringed. Not as bad asit could’ ve been, butstill.

Jennifer pulledme up and | hooked the ledge and hauled myself the rest of the way.
She gave me aook.

“Thanks,”| toldher.

“Next time, use the rope,” she said, and keptcrawling.

As we moved along,my mind wandered back to the man I'd seen standing on the
balcony. The idea of who he was—a spoiled, rich brat with absolutely no worries in
life except for how much money was left in his bank account—pissed me off.
Standing up there, moping around with his expensive whiskey and his stupid suit.
Dammit. | had no ideawho he was and | hatedhim.

But the thingl hated the most about him was how attractive he was. No, how
attractivelfound him. That was on me. | could' ve just put him completely out of my
mind, but his handsome face stuck there, refusing to leave, teasing me. | wanted a
better look at him. | wanted to see his face again so that | could pick out some flaw
and forget abouthim.



He' s one ofthem.What else is there tofind?

For some reason,that wasn’t enough to make me forget abouthim.

Jennifer stopped,and | nearly rammed my face into her heels. She looked over her
shoulder at me and pointed at the floor.Here.

Inodded.

She crawled forwarda few more feet, revealing a ventilation panel that was rimmed
with light leaking through from the room below. She turned herself around at the
opposite side of the panel, and we both peered down through the grating to see a
creamy marble floor. | closed my eyes and shifted out my wolf’ snose.

Smelled good,sounded good. | could hear people talking outside, but the room was
empty. | nodded to Jennifer, and we removed the panel and pushed it off. Light filled
the duct, and Jennifer clicked off her headlamp. She turned herself around again, and
then dlid forward and dlipped down, dropping into the room. | magnetically secured a
line to the vent opening and then followed afterher.
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Jennifer was takingin everything with wide eyes. | grinned at her and made a thumbs
up.Jackpot. The room was lined with shelves and racks filled with belongings. There
were at least two dozen handbags, severa of which looked like there were studded
with diamonds. Fur coats, jackets, and even a few weekend duffle bags. No matter
what, this was ahaul. A majorhaul.

We both dippedour backpacks off, unzipped the sides to expand them, and set to
work. Jennifer went to the purses and handbags, and | went to the coats. We worked
silently, not knowing how much the people on the other side of that door would be
able tohear.

Hounds of Hell,thethingsthese people brought in with them. Several of the men’'s
jackets had clips of cash stuffed into the breast pocket that totaled more in value than
some of our entire hauls. There were solid gold pens, a cigarette lighter that probably
cost as much as a car, and even more cash. The guys really liked to carry wads of
cash with them,apparently.

Imademy way down the row towards the back of the room, my bag already
nearcapacity.

“I'm full,”Jennifer whispered, grabbing the line hanging from the celling.
“Y ougood?’

Istuffeda pair of fur gloves into my bag and zipped it up—and then saw it. “Whoa.
Thiswasn’'t on themap.”

Asafe.



Iwentover to it and looked at the keypad on the door. Jennifer came up next tome.
“It’s electronic.Have you ever tried opening one of these ones?’ | askedher.
“Yeah,”she said, “but I’ ve only done it a couple times, and | don’t know howlong—"
“Did you bring your gear?’

“Of course.”

“We' ve gotsome extratime, let’s see what’ sinside.”

She frowned,and then set her pack on the ground. “I don’t think thisis a goodidea.”
“We havetime,”| repeated. We' d only been there for less than fiveminutes.

“Fine,” she said, and pulled out a small pouch from herbag.

While she worked,| went over to the door to keep an ear out for anyone coming. The
coast was still clear and wide open. Nobody would know we' d been here until the
party was over, and even then, they probably still wouldn’'t realize they’'d
beenrobbed.

“Didl bring my wad of cash with me tonight,honey?’

“Oh, | don’t know.”

“lguess not.”

Ten minutes passed. Thenfifteen.



| startedto pace theroom.

We still had time.At this point, we could probably be here al night without anyone
findingus.

“Stop that,” Jennifer said. “Y ou’ re screwing with myhead.”

“How much longer?’ lasked.

“ldon’t know.It depends on the firmware of the system. Wecouldjust leave, you
know? We didn’t expectthis.”

“lknow,| know. But... It's our last job. Come on, | thought you of all people would
want to know what’ s insidethere.”

“Ido,but... I'm just not used to sticking around for so long. Wait. Wait, | got it. It's
gonnaopen.”

“Yes! Jennifer, you' re amazing.”
lhurried over.The panel on the safe flashed green as a series of numbers scrolled

across the screen, and we leaned in eagerly. The string of scrolling numbers began to
stop, one column at atime, until it was down to one finaldigit.
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“Here we go,” Jenniferwhispered.

The number stopped.The panel turnedred.

And then a siren started,as loud as a how! to themoon.

We looked at each other.Jennifer’ s eyes werewide.

We both spoke at once.

“ Shit.”

“How do you shut it off!” Ishouted.

“ldon't know! We gotta get out ofhere!”

She grabbedher bag from the floor and ran to the escape rope with me on her heels. |
skidded over to a chair sitting in the corner, and jammed it under the door handle just
as | heard the lock release. The door pushed forward and wedged against the chair
and through the opening came the confused shouts of the people on the other side.
Shoulders immediately started to slam against thedoor.

“Christophe, come on!” Jennifer shouted. She was already half way up therope.

“Go!” | shouted back, and she shimmied her way up and disappeared into the vent. |

ran and jumped for the rope, hauling myself up as quickly as | could. Jennifer looked
down at me with wide, frightenedeyes.



The door vibratedwith a heavy kick, again and again. | reached the vent and Jennifer
grabbed at my wrists, struggling to pull mein. | couldn’t move! | wasstuck!

“The bag!” Jennifer screamed. “It’ scaught!”

Swollen with loot,it was caught against the opening. In a moment of panic | strained
and pulled, but it was useless. | knew | had no other choice. Still holding on to the
ledge, | released one hand at a time and let the bag fall from my shoulders. It hit the
ground and burst, the goodies inside scattering across the floor just as the door

explodedopen.

Ilookedover my shoulder and saw two men in suits—part of the house staff—staring
back at usin shocked disbelief. Thenheshowedup.

“What the hell is going on?’he shouted. A woman arrived behind him, saw the mess
inside, and let out a high-pitched squeal of ascream.

My eyes methis for the first time. His gaze pierced mine and an electric thrill coursed
through my entirebody.

Onefina pull,and | disappeared up into thevent.

“Go, go, go!”

We crawled as fastas we could, banging along the inside of the duct, praying that they
didn’t have the system memorized like wedid.

Shit.l"’d gotten cocky and greedy, and | had no idea if we were going to be able to get
out of this. At least they hadn’t seenJennifer.

| strainedto listen to their movements—they could hear us, they were followingus.



“The momentwe get out of that vent, | want you to run,” | said. “Drop your bag, shift,
and run. I'll be right behind. Y ou gotthat?’

“What,are you crazy? I’m not going to drop mybag.”

“They only know about me.We can't risk them coming after you, too. Get out of here
as fast as you fucking can. I’ll take thepack.”

“Mason...”| could hear the fear in her voice. Jennifer was tough, but she was just a
kid. We' d never been in this situationbefore.

“Do what | say, Jennifer,”| said, doing my best to sound calm. “We'll befine.”

We droppeddown the vertical shaft. Almost there. | couldn’t hear them anymore, but
| knew they’d be outside, searching all of the ventilation access panels. It was a huge
house, so maybe, just maybe, we' d getlucky.

Icouldn’t letthem get Jennifer. For Mom's sake. She couldn’t find out that Jennifer
had been doingthis.

Jennifer quickly undidthe screws on the access panel and pushed it open. | could hear
the party upstairs in commotion, the voices of the guests trying to figure out what was
going on. She reluctantly removed her pack, and handed it tome.
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“You gostraight for the woods, before anyone thinks to look here. I'll go around the
way we came and meet you there. It's better we split up.Go!”

She nodded,and in seconds was in her wolf form, sprinting through the darkness
away from the house. | shifted too, white fur covering my body as my muscles
expanded and my bones reconfigured. Jennifer disappeared into the tree line, and
turned to move aongside thehouse.

“Hey, you! Stop!”

Iturned and saw him—Christophe—standingup on the balcony, pointing down at me.
Funny how quickly | went from wanting to get a better look at him to wishing he
never existed. Funny howheof all people would be the one to come after me. Who the
hell was he, anyway? Head of security?

Ibolted,and immediately felt icy sharp pain shoot up my paw. A yelp escaped my
mouth as my leg buckled and | somersaulted across the dirt. When | righted myself, |
saw that I'd stepped right onto the broken whiskey glass. | didn’t know how bad the
cut was, but | knew | was bleeding. | gritted through the pain andran.

Behind me,| heard an impact on thedirt.
Fuck!He was fucking chasingme!
It feltlike molten fangs were being driven into my paw every time it made contact

with the ground, but | refused to slow down. | chanced a look over my shoulder and
saw him in hot pursuit, a huge black wolf with intense red eyes. He was on me, his



body pointed and focused, like a fighter jet. The crazy thing was that | was still
somehow faster than him. | was in better shape than him, but that didn’t mean | could
relax. | was putting some distance between us, but how long could | keep up
thispace?

| snappedthe strap of my pack with my teeth, clipping it loose, and then tossed it back
at my pursuer in alame attempt to create some kind of obstacle. Plus, it was slowing
me down. It was painful to dump it, but | hadto.

Fuck me.Empty handed. | fucked up. Thiswas what happened when you gotgreedy.

The mansion was farbehind us now. | skirted along the edge of the forest, the sound
of my heart pounding loudly in my ears. | didn’t have to look, | could feel him behind
me, slowly gaining. Every step was agony. It felt like a shroud was being draped
around me, darkness closing in, pinholing my vision. Forward. Forward. | just needed
to outlast him. | had to get home. | had to get to Jennifer. | couldn’t let him catchme.

Maintain,Mason. Keepgoing.

Iveeredinto the woods and weaved between the trees, bounding over falling logs and
ignoring the bolts of pain that cut into myleg.

Don’t stop.

Y ou can do this.

Branches caught my fur,like claws trying to drag me down to the ground. The trees
whipped by like signs on a highway. It felt like my legs were carrying me on their
own, like | was no longer in control. The only thing | cared about was getting away,
and getting my sister back home safely. We'd figure the money out... We'd find a
way tosurvive,



I’ll never dothis again.This was the lasttime.

It wasa promise that | released to the cosmos, to whoever might be listening, and the
reply | got was not what | had hopedfor.

As | hurdledover a downed tree, my injured leg seized up and gave way under me,
sending me tumbling to the ground. When | tried to get back on my paws, white hot
pain seared through my body, nearly pulling consciousness from me. | collapsed
again, and for the first time | saw the gash running down the center of my paw. | felt
like | was about to faint. Then | realized that | wasalone.

Abreeze whistledthrough the trees, rustling the foliage and swirling a curl of dead
leaves up from the ground. Slowly and gingerly, | got to my feet, careful not to put
pressure on my paw. My white fur was soakedred.

Ineeded to find Jennifer.| neededto—

Suddenly,he exploded from the thicket, a mass of black fur and hard muscle that |
only caught a flash of before he slammed into me. | felt the breath vacuumed from
my lungs from the impact, and | hit the ground. There was no way 1I’d be able to get
back up, even if he weren’'t pinning me down with his forepaws. He stood over me,
teeth bared in an angry snarl. | wanted to fight him, to teach him how things were
done in my neighborhood, but | could hardly move. | could hardly think. The tunnel
was closing around me, and | was fadingfast.

Sirens cutthrough the silence of theforest.

All | could do waspray that Jennifer had escapedunnoticed.
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Christophe

Iwatchedthe police load the omega into the back of the ambulance while party guests
gawked from their cars as they left. Strapped onto a stretcher and still in wolf form,
the stubborn idiot had refused to shift back to his human form, even though it
would’ ve helped them heal the nasty wound he' d gotten from where I’ d dropped that
fateful whiskeyglass.

If he’'d succeededwith his little heist, he would’'ve made off with an incredible
amount of money and vauables—two full bags worth—including Perennia
Whitefang's precious gifts. She was furious, of course, and if it hadn’t been for her
relatively lower status she probably would’' ve made a larger scene than she had. Her
husband seemed amused about the whole thing, just watching quietly with a smile on
hisface. They’d left not too long after the police showed up, with Perennia saying she
no longer felt safe in our home. | didn’t try to stopher.

Still—shehad a valid reason to feel unsafe. | couldn't believe that we'd been robbed.
Even though we had a state of the art security system, he’d managed to bypass
everything by dlipping into the air conditioning system, and to make things worse, the
coat room didn't have any kind of monitoring system inside it. There'd just never
been a reason for it. There were acres and acres of wild forest on every side of our
home, and that was security initself.

“The guy knewwhat he was doing,” Loch said. He, Arthur, and | stood in the now-
empty coat room, and | went over to the safe and examined it. Nothing of ours had
beendisturbed.



“Obvioudly,”| said. “He knew how to access this room. He must’ ve had information
about thehouse.”

“Not to mentionhe was able to crack the safe,” Arthur said. “Isthis the same thief that
hit the BlackwoodDistrict?”’

“lwonder,”| said. “The Blackwood thief never stole anything big, though. Nothing on
this scale. Though they had to be as well prepared as this guy was, to be able to get
away with being undetected for solong.”

“1bet they’ re the same,” Lochsaid.

“Christophe.”

We all straightenedat the sound of Father’s voice. He was standing in the doorway of
the coat room, his hand on the door frame. The door hung loosely on one hinge,
broken after I'd kicked itdown.

“Yes, Father?’

“Come with me.”

Ifollowedhim out of the room. | couldn’t shake the feeling of smallness, like | was a
child again and Father was about to reprimand me for my mistakes. And | had made a
lot of mistakes. Making sure the party went smoothly had been my responsibility, and
even though the incident wasn’t my fault, | could’'ve arranged for better security.
Also, after leaving them alone, my two little cousins had gone off and somehow
managed to get their hands on some bear honey whiskey, so we not only had upset
guests, a stain on our reputation, and a broken door, we aso had two drunk kids
vomiting in the bathroom. Thankfully, Mother volunteered to care for them. She
seemed shaken by the break-in, and | think she needed something to take her mind off



of itanyway.

“You did well,” Father said, and | looked at him insurprise.

“Thank you, Father,”| replied. “I don’'t feel the sameway.”

“1t wasan unfortunate situation that could’ ve happened regardless of the preparation.
Y ou took care of everything, and not to mention, you caught thethief.”

We walkedout to the front of the house, where a police crew was milling about out
and around the property collecting evidence. Father put his hand on my shoulder.
“You areready to lead thisclan,” he said. “Just as you’ ve been to destinedto.”

“Thank you, Father.” For some reason, his words didn’t make me feel as much pride
as | would' ve expected themto.

“I’'m grantingyou full clan powers on this matter,” Father continued, with a smile.
“Follow up with the chief inspector about thissituation.”

Now Ireallywas shocked.Full clan powers. That meant he was giving me permission
to act on hisbehalf.

“Put the thief behind bars,or have him exiled. Your judgement, | leave the decision
toyou.”

“Yes, Father,” Isaid.

He squeezedmy shoulder and went back inside, leaving me standing alone outside.
The police were spraying down the path the thief had taken, where his injured paw
had left a trail of bloody paw prints. | traced the trail back towards the house, the
prints now nothing but a smeared haze of rust-colored water. | stopped at the side of



the house, near where he' d stepped on the broken whiskey glass. The glass had been
cleaned up, brushed away along with al the other evidence that anything had taken
place here tonight. Soon, everything would be back to normal. The house security
would be upgraded, we' d send condolence gifts to all of the guests, and everything
would beforgotten.

It was nowmy responsibility to deal justice to the scumbag who decided it'd be a
good ideato steal from thel unas.

Ileanedmy back against the wall, feeling the sudden weight of this new responsibility.
These were the kind of decisions I'd be making as clan leader. Real things. Deciding
the fate of people who betrayed the rules of the clan, or those who crossed us.
Determining what was best for not just my family, but for an entire clan. Hundreds
and hundreds of people.

Now | really felt likel could use thatdrink.

|sankdown onto my haunches and buried my face into my palms. | needed to hold it
together. Of course things weren’t going to be easy. | never expected them tobe.

Through the cracksof my fingers, | saw something on the ground that nearly made my
heart stop. | leaned forward to get a better view of the single bloody paw print that the
cleaning crew had missed. It stood out to me, because | knew that print as well as |
knew my own. Was | imagining it? It couldn’t be possible, could it? But no, it really
was there, right down to the single missing pad. It was the same paw print that 1'd
carried on my right thigh since birth. My fated matemark.
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|satin the now empty smoking room, the smell of the party still lingering in the air, a
mix of perfume, cologne, and hors d’ oeuvres. Sinking into the armchair, | swirled a
glass of whiskey in my hand and occasionally brought it to my lips. A fire crackled in
the fireplace in front of me, and the portraits of my ancestors looked down at me. |
felt remarkably like Father in that moment, something that was oddly disturbing to
me. Everything about this day had gotten me out ofsorts.

My thoughts tookme back to when I’ d kicked open the door to the coat room and saw
him about to disappear into the ceiling. | hadn’t given much thought to how he'd
looked at the time, but now | was wracking my brain, trying to remember every detail
of his face. It came as a blur. He was handsome, | did remember that, with pale hair
and intense blue eyes. He looked young. Definitely younger than | was. He was an
omega; his eyes and fur gave that away. He was a crimina and thief, and also the
owner of that pawprint.

Fated mate marksaren’treal.

Ifelt numb.l wanted to believe that it was a coincidence. There had to be thousands,
perhaps millions of wolves with a missing pad on their paw, and it just so happened
that | had a birthmark that carried that appearance. Something deep inside me knew
that wasn’t the case, though. | could fedl it in my gut, that it wasreal.

Hadn’tl wanted to believe it was real? Why was | trying to convince myself
differentlynow?

What did it mean?



The doorto the smoking room creaked as it opened, jerking me out of my thoughts. |
looked over my shoulder and saw it was Arthur. He walked over to the liquor table
and poured himself a glass of whiskey out of one of the crystal decanters, and brought
it over to the chair next to me. He groaned as he satdown.

“What a night,huh? | was this close, Christophe. This close.” He held up his hand,
measuring an inch with his thumb and forefinger. “ The daughter of the leader of the
Golden Forest Clan.Sohot. Refined, with a naughty streak. Y ou don’t meet many like
that very often. Of al the nights we had to get fuckingrobbed.”

| breatheda laugh through my nose that was more just a mild acknowledgement. My
thoughts were as far away from Arthur’ s girl problems as they couldget.

“She askedme if there was a room we could be alone in, and | just said ‘pick one’
We were going for it, and the alarm went off. | could’ vejust—"

“Arthur?”’

“What?’

“Do you believe in fated mates?’

He laughed.” For some people, maybe. Not me, though. | believein... Fated mates for
thenight.”

“Even if youhad a fated mates marking? What would youdo?’

He gave me a look.” Y ouwere told that you have one, and you don’'t believe in that
nonsense. Though, | guess if someone showed up bearing my mark, that'd be
something. That certainly could be a mind changer. If | knew that person existed, I'd
never stop until I met them.” He shrugged. “Or not. Why are you asking me this?



Y ou didn’t meet someone tonight after all, didyou?’

Ishook my head. “No.”

“Mm.” He swallowed his drink in one gulp. “Too bad. Nice job running that asshole
down today, by the way. You were on him for nearly a mile. I'm impressed. Didn’t
know you had that kind ofstamina.”

Arthur stared at me,waiting for me to retort, but | wasn’tinterested.

“Father taskedme to zip up the situation,” Isaid.

“No surprise.”

“He gave me full clan authority,” |added.

His eyes widened.” Damn. First timehuh?’

“Yeah”

“What are you going to do?’

“lIdon’t know.I’ ve never had someone' s fate in my handsbefore.”

“IknowDad would make an example of him. Exile. Orworse.”

He stoodand patted my shoulder. “Gotta say, Christophe. I'm glad I’m not in your
shoes. | don't know how you handle all that pressure. I’ve got a lot of respect

foryou.”

11 M m-ﬂ



Arthur leftreturning me to the solitude of my thoughts. No, solitude wasn't
right.Hewas there, at the center of my thoughts. This man who | didn’t know. This
omega. Thiscriminal.
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The markon my leg seemed to tingle, like it'd been touched with static electricity. |
straightened my pants and brushed my thigh with my palm, unsure if it'd only been
my imagination. That paw print. His paw print. It couldn’'t be real. | was convincing
myself of false things because 1I'd been feeling discontent lately. It was just a
coincidence, it had to be. How could it be possible to be marked from birth? That
kind of magic might’ ve existed along time ago, but not today. Notanymore.

|swalloweddown the rest of my whiskey and started to pace the room. Visiting the
guilty in person wasn't required of me, not for something like this. | could make a
phone call to the chief inspector and tell him what the Crescent Moon Clan’s decided
punishment would be. Almost certainly, the kind of person who went around
breaking into houses wouldn’t have the backing of any clan of influence, so there'd
be no disputes, noargument.

But | needed to know.lneededto see him, and hopefully put this stupid thing torest.

Donning my jacket,| passed Stephen in the main hall. He was with two of our house
staff, the three of them pushing carts of empty champagneglasses.

“I"'m taking the car, Stephen,”|said.
“At this hour, sir?’
“1’m going downtown.”

“Yes,sir... Would you like me to driveyou?’



“No.l won't be long. Oh, andStephen?’

“Sir?’

“Keep this from my parents.”

He nodded. “ Certainly.”

Iroared towards downtown Wolfheart,taking the special restricted roads reserved only
for high clan officials. The brightly lit tunnels passed through mountainsides and
snaked deep underground, bypassing the crowded freeways and packed streets of the
city. A short while later | took the exit that put me right at the police compound, and
drove up a ramp to an elevator platform which brought the car into the compound’s
parking garage. Chief Inspector Burnside himself hurried out to greetme.

“Mr. Luna,| didn’t know to expect youtonight.”

“It's an unexpected visit,” Isaid.

“I’m guessingyou'’ re here to see the man who broke into yourmansion?”’

“That’sright.”

Ifollowedhim through the compound, which despite the hour still bustled with life as
officers worked. | saw a muzzled grey wolf with a scarred face getting hauled away
by two officers, one in human form and one in wolf form. He was dragging his paws,
doing everything he could to make moving him difficult, and eventually he even
lifted a leg and started to urinate on the wall. The officers shouted and yanked the
chain connected to a collar around his neck, and he let out a strained yelp. |
lookedaway.



“Isthis your first time at the compound, Mr. Luna?’ Chief Inspector Burnside asked.
“I’ve only ever met with yourfather.”

13 It iS.”

“Well,welcome to the dog pound. Probably a shock, coming here from your world.
You get used to it. By the way, let me thank you for the donations made from your
clan. Wereally appreciate yourassistance.”

“Certainly,”| said, distracted. | didn't want to schmooze, | wanted to seehim. “So,
what do you know about this man? What’ s hisname?’

“He didn’t turnup in any of our databases. Thisis the first time he's been caught. We
don’t know his name, but it’s only a matter of time. Don’tworry.”

“I'll ask him.”

The Chief laughed."Be my guest, but | doubt he'll tell you anything. Right
throughhere.”

He placedhis hand on a wall scanner, unlocking a door in front of us with a loud
buzz. Inside was a long row of cells closed off with thick glass walls. Unsavory
characters paced or sat in them, some in human form, some in animal form. | made
eye contact with a huge bear with mangy fur who then stood up off of his comically
small cot and towered up to the ceiling. We reached the final cell. In it was a man
curled up on his cot with his back to me, a blanket pulled over him. Compared to the
people in the other cells, he seemed out of place. Even though | couldn’t see his face,
there was just that air about him. He looked small. Vulnerable. | felt a strange tug in
my chest. My heart waspounding.

“Wake up in there,”the Chief said, and pressed a button that sounded a loud buzzing



noise inside the cell. The man jerked and bolted upright. Slowly, he turned around.
He cradled his right hand, which was wrapped up in a white bandage. He stood up,
and the blanket dlid from his shoulders, revealing that he was naked down to the
waist, his small frame carved with muscles. It was no wonder why he was able to
outrun me, even with a hurt paw. His powerful physicality wasobvious.

He narrowedhis glowing sapphire eyes at me, and | felt my heart start to race alittle
faster. He wasgorgeous.

His voice emerged,alow growl from histhroat.

13 You."
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Mason

The buzzof the alarm jolted me out of my thoughts. | wasn’t sleeping—there was no
way I’d be able to fall asleep with everything that was on my mind. | was worried
about Jennifer. | was pretty sure she’ d gotten away undetected because the police still
seemed to believe I'd been aone, but now Jennifer was by herself. And what would
she tell Mom? Eventualy they’d figure out who | was. Would Jennifer be safe?
Would they find out she wasinvolved?

Icouldn’t standto think of Mom finding out what I’d been doing, let alone the both
ofus.

I’d really fucked up,bad. I'd gotten cocky. I'd come up with al the precautions to
keep us safe, and in the end, it was me who’d decided to ignore them. If only I'd just
ignored that damnsafe...

The worst partwas that we had nothing to show for it. And if they found out we were
responsible for the Blackwood robberies...? What would happen to Mom if Jennifer
and | were no longer around? She had no oneelse.

It washot in the cell, so I'd removed my shirt. My right hand throbbed painfully
beneath the bandages. They told me that it would take more time to heal because of
how badly I’d mangled it in my attempt toescape.

“Wake up in there.”

What the helldid they want at this hour? Was this part of their interrogation game?



Never ending questioning, no time torest?

Iturned,and was shocked at who | saw standing with the chiefinspector.

What was he doing here?Christophe. That was his name. I’d thought he might’'ve
been on the security team or something like that, but seeing him again now changed
my mind. He didn’t have that vibe. And judging from the immaculate way he
dressed... He was someoneimportant.

Damn.Was he aLuna?

With that redlizationcame a much heavier one. If he was an apha Luna, then that
meant he had a direct influence on what my punishment woul dbe.

“You,”Isaid.

He lookedlike he was judging me, looking down at me, and it pissed me off. And |
hated that | still found him attractive, even after all of this. It was like my body and
my mind were clashing with each other. He looked fucking perfect, especially seeing
him up close, amost overwhelmingly so. | felt a deep, aching hunger inside, like |
wanted to eat him up. | could feel blood rushing to my cock, and | did everything |
could to fight away the fantasies that had begun to swirl around in my head. This
smug son of a bitch was the enemy. And he was the reason why | was sitting in this
damncell.

He straightenedhis cuff links and said something to the chief, who nodded and left us
alone. We glared at each other, a thick silence settling between us. The man standing
on the other side of the glass seemed to be dightly different from the one I’ d spied on
the balcony. That one had been lost in his thoughts. | remembered seeing something
in his eyes, a longing for something that'd piqued my curiosity. There was none of
that here, now. This man was allbusiness.



“My name is Christophe Luna,” he said, his voice a velvety baritone that | could feel
even through the glass that separated us. “First alpha of the Lunafamily.”

So,he was a Luna, the firstal pha.

“Given | just introduced myself,it’d be the polite thing to give your name,too.”

Ilookedat the ceiling and scratched my nose with my middle finger. He snorted. Was
that alaugh?

“Doyou know who it was you were stealing from?’ heasked.

“Y eah.People who wouldn’t have missed any of thatshit.”

“You stolefrom members of some of the most powerful clans in the country, under
my roof. Do you know who the Crescent Moon Clanis?’

| pretended to think.“ A bunch ofassholes?”’

He sighedand thrust a hand into his pocket. His eyes lazily scanned me up and down,
and he rubbed his chin. | suddenly felt strangely self-conscious. Frowning, | picked
up the white prisoner’s uniform top from the end of the cot and pulled iton.

“I’ve been giventhe authority to decide on behalf on my clan, who you offended,
what your punishment will be. Do youunderstand?”’

“Sure, | do,”I replied gravely. “What will satisfy the clan’s call for blood? That's
what you're gonna decide. In fact, | bet you've already made up your mind. So why
the hell are you here? What do you want from me? Y ou want me to beg? Get down
on myknees?’



|chased awaythe thought of myself getting on my knees in front of him as he undid
his belt. Hounds of Hell, what was wrong withme?

“No,”he said. “I wanted to see you in person. | didn’t want you to just be a faceless
mark on a piece of paper when | decide what they’ re going to do withyou.”

“Got it.Y ou wanted to see what kind of awesome badass could sneak into your house
right under your nose.” | spread my arms. “Here lam.”

His eyes driftedto my bandaged hand. “That must hurt,” hesaid.
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“I’ve had worse,” | said, shrugging. It was alie.
“You're missinga pad on that paw when it’ s shifted. Aren’tyou?”’

How the helldid he know that? | covered my hand self-conscioudly. “It's a birth
defect,” | said. “What does it matter toyou?”

He shiftedhis weight from one foot to the other, and for a split-second, | could’'ve
sworn | saw his expression soften, becoming the one that belonged to the man on
thebal cony.

“Nothing important,”he said. “You left bloody paw prints across my property. It
stoodout.”

leyed him.What was he after? He looked like he wanted to say something more about
it, like there was more he wanted to ask. What aweirdo.

“What, you want to see it?’| asked. “Y ou have some kind of a pawfetish?’
“What? Don’t beridiculous.”

Ismirked.From his expression, | could see that I'd managed to get under his skin. It
probably wasn't the best idea to jerk the leash of the guy who was going to decide my
punishment, but sometimes | just couldn’t help myself. And for some stupid reason, |
was enjoying screwing around with him. What was hiding under that polished,
perfect exterior? What could | say to make that other him that I’d seen come
outagain?



“They tellme that | can't take this bandage off for at least a week. Apparently, all the
running | did really fucked meup.”

“Y ou shouldn’t have run.”

“You wouldn’t have caughtme if | hadn’t stepped on that glass. For an apha, you're
pretty damnslow.”

He glaredat me with a look that made my heart pound faster. Why the hell was |
getting so excited about working him up? It wasn't the same type of pleasure | got
from being a smartass to people | hated, this was something compl etel ydifferent.

“Well, congratulations,” he said. “You're still the one in the cage. Are you going to
tell me yourname?’

“Eat dog food.”

Christophe nodded to himself,and then took a step forward so that he was right up to
the glass. He pressed his palm against it, like he was reaching out to touch me. Part of
me wanted to shift and lunge at him, try and give him a little scare, but | knew he
wasn't intimidated by me. Maybe that pissed me off alittlebit.

“That’s fine,” he said. “Chief Inspector Burnside is going to get me your name sooner
than later, | think it'd be nicer if you could give it to me personaly. A
properintroduction.”

He was right.Eventually, they’ d figure out who | was. But it was going to take them a
while. Aslong as | kept my mouth shut, there was nothing on me that could identify
me, and the longer they went without knowing, the longer my family could go
without this getting to them. Even if it was just afew days, that was fine. Maybe it'd
give Jennifer time to think of something to tellMom.



|leaned forwardtowards the glass so that our faces were just afew inchesapart.

“Eat. My. Asshole.”

Smiling to myself,| retreated back to the bed and wrapped myself in the blanket.
Playing with him was fun, but I'd had enough. Also, | had a gut feeling that if this
kept going, | would eventually let somethingslip.

Iheard him breath out.” Okay, fine. Goodnight, Eat My Asshole.” A moment later, the
click of his shoes echoing away and the clang and buzz of the door signaled he was
gone. It was my turn to exhale. My heart washammering.

Christophe Luna.

What the fuckwas Ifeeling?

The mechanical buzzof the alarm shocked me awake. | had no idea how long I’ d been
asleep for—it only felt like minutes, if that. The buzz didn't stop, and | sat up, the
sleep still clinging to my eyes. | covered my ears to try and drown the sound out, and
looked around for a clock. There were no clockshere.

“Wakey, wakey,” came the voice of Chief Inspector Burnside as he entered my cell,
flanked on either side by two half-shifted police wolves, al muscle and
bristlingfangs.

“What timeisit?’lcroaked.

“Timefor me to ask you the questions. Getup.”



The two officersslapped cuffs on me and muscled me out of the cell. Asthey hauled
me through the compound, | glimpsed morning sunlight coming in through the

windows, and caught the time on a wall clock. | guess I’d gotten more sleep than
Ithought.
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They pushedme into adimly lit room with plain grey walls and one of those two-way
mirrors, and slammed me into ametal chair. My stomach gurgled. | wasstarving.

The chief inspectortook the seat across from me. “The only reason why I’'m wasting
my time with a piece of dog shit like you, is because of who you stole from. Feel
lucky. Most trash don't deal directly with the chief inspector. Now, do you have
anything you want to tell me? Make this easy for us? Because we' re getting what we
want, whether it’s now, orlater.”

“Some breakfast would be nice,” Isaid.

“Breakfast,huh? Right. Right, you must be hungry.” He pulled out a radio and spoke
into it. “Everdeen, they still have breakfast up in themess?’

“Yes, dir,”the radiocrackled.

“Bring me afull plate.Everything. Lots ofbacon.”

My stomach growled noisilyat the mention of bacon, and a few minutes later the
room filled with the thick aroma of eggs, sausage, sugary bacon, grilled tomatoes,
and beans. The officer handed the plate to Burnside, who placed it on the table just
out of my reach. | watched as he picked up a piece of the bacon, and took a bite out of
it. It crunched loudly, and hesmiled.

“Good shit.l’ ve already eaten, but can always go for more bacon, youknow?’

My mouth was watering.



“S0,” he continued. “What' s yourname?’

|closedmy eyes and thought about Mom and Jennifer. | just needed to hold out. Give
her as much time as possible to clean up any evidence she was working withme.

“Jack,”| said, eying the plate offood.

“Okay,”Burnside replied, with a smug smile. “Good. That wasn't so hard. Your
family name, and you can havebreakfast.”

“Inoff.”
The smile slowly disappeared. “Jack Inoff,” he muttered to himself, shaking his head.
Then he burst to his feet and swiped the plate off the table. It hit the wall, exploding

foodeverywhere.

“Listen,you little dog shit. I’'m missing my kid's race because | have to be here with
you, so why don’t you justfucking—"

The door openedand an officer peeked his head inside. “ Chief.”

“What!” he yelled, turning around. The officer flinched, like he was expecting to get a
table thrown athim.

“Um,sorry, sir. Uh, he' s here again. He wants to see him.” He nodded towardsme.

“HeWhat, do you think | can read mindsAWho?’

“Mr. Luna.”

Burnside groaned.“Hounds ofHell. He' s here rightnow?’



“Yes, gir.”

He turned backto me and pointed a fat finger in my face. “ Stay.”
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Christophe

Meetinghim in person hadn’t done anything to settle my mind. | hadn’t gotten to look
at his paw, and | wondered if | had, if it would’ve even made any difference. Aside
from a handsome face, he was contemptible, obviously unrefined, and completely the
opposite of anyone | would' ve imagined to be my fated mate. Admittedly, | had
gotten my hopes up and imagined that maybe something magical would happen and |
would discover somethingamazing.

Irritating.Unrefined. Disrespectful. Just thinking about my interaction with him made
my face hot. But what could | expect from a commonthief?

And that’sall he was. A sneaky raccoon, picking the scraps from the garbage. And
yet, | couldn’t stop thinking abouthim.

Ididn’t knowwhy I'd decided to come back to the police compound the very next
morning. There was no reason for me to waste my time again, but | was compelled to
return. | guess, despite everything, | was intrigued. And seeing him was an excuse to
get away from regular clan affairs. Meetings, meetings, and more meetings. Taking
care of two hungover teenagers. Meetingsagain.

At least he was interesting.

Chief Inspector Burnside appeared,and | could see he was hiding the fact that he
wasn't pleased to see me back again. Still, he put on a smile and extended his hand.
The high clans controlled everything, including his salary. He knew he had to play
thegame.



“Mr. Luna.”

“Chief Inspector.Good morning. Any progress with my littleintruder?’

“I"m working on it,| promise I'll have something for you shortly. But you know, you
don’t have to wait for a name to decide on his sentence. You can do that whenever
you' dlike.”

“And I’d liketo know who it is1’m punishing,” | said. “And I’d like to see himagain.”

His smile pulledinto a thin line. “Well, that’s... I’'m questioning him now, and
making some good progress. | don’ tthink—"

“I"d liketo see him again,” | saidpleasantly.

The chief inspector’ sface turned a dslight shade of red, and he cleared his throat.
“Okay. Sure. Followme.”

“Thank you, Chief Inspector.”

He broughtme to a small interrogation room with a desk in the center, and Mr.
Asshole sat silently behind it, his hands cuffed. The floor was covered in breakfast
food. | stepped carefully over a smashed tomato and sat down in the empty chair
across from him. The chief inspector crossed his arms and stood by thedoor.

“Eat My Asshole,”| said, and the man looked up at me. | couldn’t help butgrin.

“What the hell do you want?’

“Just back to talk.Maybe find out what your nameis.”



He snorted in response.

“What's all that?’| asked, gesturing to the food on theground.

“Chief Burnballshere is trying to starve me to death,” he said. “lI haven't eaten
sinceyesterday.”

“Seriously? Y ou must be starving.”

“Famished.”

|hatedthe idea of him being hungry, regardless of who he was or what he did, and it
angered me that the chief inspector had tried to take advantage of his hunger. It just
wasn' tright.

“Chief Inspector?’Isaid.

“Yes?

“Would you mind leaving us?’

He sputtered a protest,but | cut himoff.

“lingist,”| saidfirmly.
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He gruntedand turned toleave.

“Oh,and have an officer bring Mr. Asshole here another plate of food,please.”
“Now,Mr. Luna, | don’tthink—"

“No,maybe you didn’t. Nobody deserves to be hungry. The food,please.”

He stormed off,and a short wait later, an officer returned with a plate of food. | dlid it
across the table, and he started to wolf everythingdown.

“Thank you,” he said, his mouth bulging with food. It was actually kind of adorable,
watching him stuff hisface.

“You're welcome, Eat My Asshole.”

“Don’'t call methat,” he said as he crunched a piece ofbacon.

“Why not?Eat My Asshole is your name, right? What else should | callyou?’
He sighed. “I hate you.”

“IHate Y ou. Strange name.”

He ignored me.“ Alright, Christophe, what are you doinghere?’

“You remembered my name,”l said. | was genuinely surprised, and it put an



unexpected feeling in my stomach. | didn’t give a damn about him, so why the hell
was | happy he remembered myname?

“Yeah,well, you're still not gettingmine.”

“That's fine.Eat My Asshole, | Hate You, | have plenty of things | can call you. I'm
fine with themall.”

He polishedoff the rest of the food. “ So, what are you doing backhere?’

“lwantto know what would compel someone to rob the house of a high clan. It’s not
exactly the low hanging fruit of targets. And yet, even going through al that trouble
to learn how to break into my home—and | know it must’ ve been a bit of work, you
look like an idiot, but you're obviously very skilled, at least at getting into
places—but out of all the things you could ve stolen, after choosing such a difficult
target, you go for the least important room, with the least valuable things in them.
Wallets? The buttons off of ajacket? Those gemstones in the safe were valuable, but
| get the feeling that was an afterthought. You didn’'t originally plan to go for the safe,
and that’ s how you messedup.”

He shrugged.“What's that saying? One wolf’s scraps are another wolf’s banquet? |
wasn't looking to get rich, just to take what 1needed.”

“Oh, how honorable of you,”| said. “And stealing was the best way of doingthat.”

“Yes,”he said plainly. “Y ou don’t know mystruggles.”

“Okay,well since an honest job is apparently out of the question, why not just rob the
store down the street? Or your next doorneighbor?’

“Because,” he said, glaring at me. “They’re suffering just as much as my family is.



You and your fancy friends wouldn't miss any of that stuff. You have plenty more
where it all came from. My mom is sick, she can’t work. The fucking Blood Gulch
Clan sucks away what little honest money we can bring in just for their protection
fees. We can barely afford to survive. You have no idea what it's like to live in
myworld.”

Ifelta twinge of anger at hearing him mention the Blood Gulch Clan. They were one
of the high clans, but were notorious for dishonorable members and practices. One of
their members had put my youngest brother in the hospital, and | despisedthem.

So,if he was telling the truth, he was stealing to support his family, and taking from
the rich because he didn’'t want to steal from the poor. He was a criminal, and maybe
| should’'ve hated him for breaking into my family’s home, but oddly, | suddenly
didn’t feel anymore spite towards him. Now that | knew this about him, | felt for
hissituation.

Ifit was true.He could’ ve been lying, but | was certain he was telling the truth. Or did
| just want to believe that he was honest, because | thought that we mighthave...

What?

Some unexplainable bondconnecting us frombirth?

Thiswaswhy Father didn’t believe in things like fated mates. Belief in things like that
weakened resolve. It made for poor leaders. And it made you do stupid things. Stupid,
unexplainable, nonsensical, impulsivethings.

“You'reright, | don't,” Isaid.

“Peoplelike you are aways going to fuck over people like me,” he said. “Always,
andforever.”
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“Maybe | could help you.”

He stared at me,hisicy blue eyes narrowing. | could see him trying to figure out what
| was after.ldidn’t even know what | was after. How the hell could | help him? Why
the hell did | even saythat?

“Help me,how? Why wouldyouwant to helpme?’

“Perhaps...ldon’t want to have you put in jail. Perhaps instead, I’ d rather rehabilitate
you. Get you work. The Crescent Moon Clan is nothing like the Blood Gulch Clan.
We gather our strength through honor and integrity. Through assisting the weak, not
preying onthem.”

He twitched.”Right. And to do that, all | need to do is tell you my name. And then
once you have that, you'll conveniently forget about what you just said. All the
highborn clans are the same, they only look out for theirown.”

|grittedmy teeth and fought to keep composed. Just the suggestion that my pack was
anything like those Blood Gulch bastards was enough to get my blood boiling. |
could’ ve argued, but what would be thepoint?

And really,why the hellwasl making an offer to helphim?
|stoodand straightened my tie. “We aren’t all the same,” | said. “I imagine | won't be

seeing you again. I'll decide your punishment once Chief Burnside has your identity.”
| turned toleave.



“I’m not weak,” he said, barelyaudible.

“What?’

“Isaid, I’'m not weak.”

|sthat what that was about? His pride? The smallest smile crossed my lips, but | hid it
well. | probably would’ ve done the same in hisposition.

|left the room,and Chief Burnside was waiting in thehallway.

“We'll takecare of it from here,” he said, irritably. “No need to comeback.”

lignoredhim and made my way out of the compound. Stephen was waiting by the car
in the garage, and he opened the rear door to let mein. | dlid inside. The cool |eather
seat creaked beneath my weight, its light fragrance surrounding me. Stephen shut the
door and the cabin lights slowly brightened. The door to the minibar went
transparent, revealing the variety of choice liquors for my drive home. | was back in
myworld.

The car pulledout of the driveway, and | tapped a button to de-tint the windows so
that | could watch the city pass by as we drove out of Wolfheart.

Ihadn’t really been thinkingwhen I’ d made up the offer to give him work. | guess that
I’ d wanted to prove something to him, to change his obviously jaded mind. Or maybe
it was just that | wanted to keep seeinghim.

It was absolutely ridiculous.l didn't even know his name. | didn’t know a damn thing
about him, other than he was a criminal who'd broken into my home. For most sane
people, that would' ve been enough to never want to associate with a person. That
would' ve been plenty of reason to hate someone. But this damn mark, and the



possibility that it could bereal... It'd gotten a hold of me. He'd gotten a hold of me. |
wanted to know more abouthim.

This feeling made no sense,but it didn’t change the fact that it was there, painful and
strong. Seeing him in person again had only confirmed it for me. | was attracted to
this man. | wantedhim.

“Stephen,”| said, putting down the divider window between the rear and frontseats.

“Yes, sir?

“1’d likeyou to get me that man’sidentity. Full clan assets authorization. Do it quietly
and independently of thepolice.”

“Ican haveit for you by tonight,sir.”

“Thank you.”

“Haveyou arranged for someone to fix that door yet?” Mother asked as we were
eating breakfast. “Not to mention the ducts need to beinspected.”

“I’m working on it, Mother,”| said. “I’ll have someonesoon.”

“It' sunsightly,” she said. “It’ s been two days already. Please have it taken careof.”

“And the personresponsible for all this?’ asked Father. “What did you decide todo?’

“I’m still workingon that aswell,” | replied, as evenly as could.
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“What' s taking so long,Christophe? Just dispense with the sentence and be done with
it. Y ou needn’t take so long on such a smallthing.”

“It's a man’s life,;so | wanted to give it due diligence. I'll take care of it after
breakfast,” | said. “Boththings.”

He exchanged a look with Mother.l knew what he was thinking—that my idealism
wouldn’t last forever. Well, 1I’d hold on to it while | could. Besides, this one was
special. Not that they needed to knowthat.

Mason Arkentooth,twenty years old,omega.

Stephen,using all the resources available to the clan that extended far above the police
system, had gotten me his information in just a few hours. After that, I’d gone and
done my own research. Mason'’s story had checked out—he lived with his mother and
sixteen-year-old sister. His mother had recently been diagnosed with some
unspecified degenerative sickness that’ d caused her to lose mobility in her legs. They
were barely scraping by, but had still somehow managed to pay off Ackson Bellock’s
ludicrous clan fees, despite the fact that Mason hadn’'t been employed in months.
Obviously, our place hadn’'t been Mason’s onlytarget.

Hadit been up to Father, Mason would be locked up for years and his family thrown
to the rabids. | was not going to do that. Regardiess of whatever it was | felt towards
him, | wasn’t going to do that. Thiswas my first leadership act, and | was going to act
in the true spirit of the CrescentMoons.

After breakfast,| retreated to an empty sitting room and made a phone call to Chief



InspectorBurnside.

“Yes,”| sad, finally managing aword in between his angry shouting. “No, you heard
me correctly, Chieflnspector.”

“Listen,we're still working on his identity. | don’ tunderstand!”

“Yes,| understand you're still working on identifying him. You don’t need to worry
about thatanymore.”

“Mr. Luna,this manstolefrom you.He—"

“Chief Inspector,he’s not going to go unpunished. Believe me. I'm simply moving
matters into the hands of my clan. So please, don’t make me repeat myself. He' s to be
released immediately, with no further action on your end.Understand?’

There wasa moment of angry silence. “Yes.”

“Thank you for understanding, Chief Inspector,”| said. “The department can always
count on a generous donation from the Crescent MoonClan.”

lhung up the phone,and was surprised by a warm, tingling rush that overtook my
body. Now | could find out what kind of person Mason really was. | just hoped that |
hadn’t made the biggest mistake of mylife.
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Mason

After the policetossed me out onto the street, | hitchhiked a ride across the city to my
neighborhood. Normally | would' ve just shifted and ran, but my stupid paw was still
bandaged andhealing.

Icouldn’t believemy luck. It just didn’t make any sense—I had no idea why, but for
some reason Christophe had decided to let me go. Maybe he was trying to prove
something to me, that what he’ d said about his clan’s honor was true. | didn’t know, |
didn’'t care. All that mattered was getting home to make sure that Jennifer and Mom
wereokay.

Ipaced aroundon the sidewalk below the apartment, running through all the different
scenarios in my mind. | didn’t have any way of letting myself in, and | was too afraid
to just knock on the door. | was afraid of what Mom would say when she openedit.
Finaly,|l decided to try Jennifer’s window. | picked up a bottle cap from the street
and tossed it at the glass. After a moment of no response, | scooped up a small pebble
and plinked it against the glass. A second later the curtains pulled back and | saw my
sister peering down at me. Her eyes widened and she threw open thewindow.
“Hounds of Hell! Mason!”

Ilheldmy finger up my mouth. “Not soloud.”

“Where have you been?’ she said, lowering hervoice.



“Tell you inside. IsMom okay?’

“She'sfine.l said you' ve been away forwork.”

“You'reamazing. Let meinside.”

lwentup to the front door, and Jennifer pulled it open. She smiled at me, and | could
see she was restraining her excitement to seeme.

“Mom, Mason’'s home.”

“Sorry, | forgot my key,”Icalled.

Mom wasin the living room, sitting in her wheelchair watching TV. “How was work,
honey? L ongshift.”

“Yeah,”| said. | went over and gave her a kiss on the head. “I’'m exhausted. Sorry,
Mom, I'm going to gorest.”

“Go shower. You stink.” She gasped. “And what happened to yourhand?’

“Oh,nothing. Just slammed my fingers in adoor.”

lwentto my room and Jennifer followed, closing the door behind her and squeezing
me in atighthug.

“Y ou haveno idea how fucking scared I’ ve been,” she said. “I’ ve been waiting for the
police to turn up. | thought they got you. | sawthem...”

“They did.They let me go today. Didn’t even figure out myname.”



“What the fuck?They let yougo?’

“You won't believe thisbut the alpha who chased me? The one that was on the
balcony. He' s the eldest Luna alpha. He must’ ve decided to have them let mego.”

Jennifer frowned.“Why would he dothat?’

“The idiot was tryingto prove something about his clan. That they aren’t al like the
Blood Gulch. What a sucker,huh?’

Isaid this,but my feelings weren’'t behind my words. | just didn't want Jennifer to
catch on to the fact that | was in complete awe of Christophe Luna. | hadn’t met many
men of integrity. The fact that he’ d done that without even knowing who Iwas...

Some peopl eweresuckers,but | knew Christophewasn'’t.

“ldon’'t get it,”she said, “But | guess that doesn't matter. I'm so glad you're okay.”
She hugged me again, and | saw that she was crying. “I was so scared, Mason. |
didn’t want you to go to jail. | thought we were donefor.”

“I’'m sorry, Jennifer,”| said, hugging her close. “It was all my fault. | shouldn’t have
made you go for the safe. Especially after all of the precautions we'd taken. |
gotstupid.”

“You're damn right you did.” She pushed away from me. “And | was stupid for
listening to you. We have nothing, now. | don’t know what we' re going todo.”
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“I'll find work.I’ll figure it out, okay? But tell me, did you get rid of everything? All
ourtools?’

“Don’t worry,” she said, wiping her face. “It' s allgone.”

“Good,good. We'll be okay. I’'m going to figure shit out. It's back to a legit job
forme.”

“But,Mason. Legit work won’'t pay enough. That’s why we stole in the firstplace.”

“Hey,I’m trying to be optimistic, here,” | said, pushing her shoulder. “Y ou don’'t have
to remindme.”

That night,I found myself unable to fall asleep despite the amazing comfort of being
back home in my own bed. I'd come so close to the edge, to a fate that would've
destroyed my family. | was ashamed of myself, and it wasn't because 1'd gotten
caught. | should never have taken those risks. Jennifer and | should never have started
stealing to beginwith.

But if we hadn’t,where would we be now? On the street? Would we have been able to
take care ofMom?

Tears welledup in my eyes, and | turned my face into the pillow to silencethem.
Andl never would' ve met Christophe. Though that probably wouldn’'t have been such

a bad thing. As much as | was grateful to him, the guy still pissed me off. And as
much as he pissed me off, | couldn’t deny that | was equally attracted tohim.



My right handstarted to throb, and | gingerly rested it on the pillow. | couldn’t wait to
take these damn bandages off. They were starting to itch, and I’d need full use of my
body if |1 was going to find work. Nobody would hire a shifter who couldn’t walk on
theirpaw.

Whenever | closed my eyes,| found myself thinking of him, and that pissed me off
even more. He was just a pretty face. That was stupidly gorgeous. That | wanted
tokiss.

Shit.

Ifeltlike there had to be something wrong with me. The way that he’d made me fedl,
it just didn’t makesense.

But I’d never seehim again. | should ve been relieved—he was my judge, jury, and
executioner, after all. But | wasn't. | was actually disappointed. | wished that | could
see him one more time, and maybeactuallyget to speak to him, to get to know who he
was. But that was ridiculous. It'd never happen, and for that | should ve
beenthankful .

The insideof the fridge was nearly as barren as our bank account. After making a
mental note of what we had, | pulled out a mostly empty carton of eggs and a small
package of pork belly and set to making breakfast for the three of us. | wasin abind,
and needed to start pulling in money soon. Jennifer had been helping Mom get
washed up, and she came into the kitchen and leaned against the sink as | cracked the

€ggs into apan.

“She's getting worse,” Jennifer said quietly. “I think it's spreading further from
herlegs.”



“We'll be fing,”| said, not wanting to look at her. | didn’t want her to see how scared
Iwas.

“Ican drop out of pre-academy,” she said. “I can worktoo.”

“No,no. Y ou gotta stay in school, Jennifer. I’ll findsomething.”

Iracked my brain,trying to think of options. The problem was that I'd done this so
many times before, and always in the end the answer was clear: whatever | was

gualified for was not enough to support us. It always circled back to the sameoption.

I’d gotten my warning.To ignore it would be to condemn myself, for sure. But what
else wasthere...?

“Good morning,you two! That smells wonderful, Mason.” Mom wheeled herself to
the dining table. “Thank you for cooking.” | could see that Jennifer was right, her
movements looked even more locked thanbefore.

“No problem, Mom,” | said, throwing down the slices of pork belly onto theskillet.
No,| couldn’t go back tostealing.

The doorbell rang,and Jennifer went to openit.

“Let me get it,”"Mom said. “Help your brother with the breakfast.” Jennifer started to
protest, but Mom put her hand up and wheeled herself over to the frontdoor.

“Get me the plates, Jennifer,”| said, turning off thestove.

“Can | help you?’Mom said at the frontdoor.



“Is this the Arkentooth residence?’ came a voice that sent a bolt of electricity through
mybody.



Page 32

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 2:02 am

“Yes?

“My name is Christophe Luna.l’m here to see MasonArkentooth.”

Iturned around slowlyand saw that it really was him, standing right there in my
doorway. He was dressed the same as I’d seen him every time before—crisp suit and
tie, everything polished and fit perfectly. He caught my eye and smiled, and | felt
butterflies in my stomach and even more shockingly, a pulse down between my
thighs. | nearly knocked the pan off the stove. What the hell was he doinghere?
Jennifer looked at me,wide eyed. | shook my head.We' re okay,don’ tworry.

Ihoped.

“Luna,” Mom repeated. “Oh, Hounds! From the Crescent MoonL unas?’

“Yes, maam.”

“Please, comein,” she said. “Mason, you know thisgentleman?’

“Um, yes,”| said, finding my voice. “We,uh...”

“Met through his work,” Christophe said. “ Security. Isn't that right,Mason?’

“Yeah...”| stammered. How did he know I’ d worked insecurity?

“Maybe you' d liketo come in for some breakfast, Mr. Luna?” Momsaid.



“Oh,no, thank you. But if you wouldn’t mind me borrowing Mason for a moment to
talk to him about ajob we' ddiscussed.”

“Of course,” Mom said, looking delighted. “Mason?’

“Uh,sure. Don't wait up for me, the food will getcold.”

IfollowedChristophe down the stairs to the street. There was a large black car parked
at the sidewalk, and a man opened the rear door for both ofus.

“I’m not getting in there,”| said, worried that maybe Christophe was here to take me
to some secret Crescent Moon Clan prison, that maybe | hadn’t actually gotten off the
hook. Then again, maybe being locked in his dungeon wouldn’t be such a badthing.

Ikicked myself.No. Thiswasserious.

“Yes, you are,” he said, and he grabbed my shoulder and pushed me towards the car.
He may not have been a very fast runner, but he did have an alpha's strength. |
thought about shouting, but what good would that do? Nobody would help me. |
struggled, and he tightened his grip and shoved the small of my back with his other
hand. Again, there was that damn jolt of excitement.Don’t get your hands off me,
don’t.It was the first time he’ d touched me, and | should not have enjoyed it as much
asldid.

| pressedmy good hand against the door frame. | could at least make it a little difficult
for him. He pushed harder, and | resisted. It felt so wrong, but | was actually getting
excited from this. What the hell was wrong with me? This was serious, but | was
playing withhim...

“Getin,”he grunted, shoving me forward. | felt his crotch push up against my
ass.Hounds of Hell!Either Christophe was just that big, or | could ve sworn | felt a



little excitement there too. | fell forward onto the leather seat, my face smacking into
the cushion. “We're not going anywhere. We're just going totalk.”

He sat downand straightened his suit, and | could see his face was dlightlyred.

“What do you want?’ |demanded.

“Isthis any way to treat the man who let you out of jail, recordfree?’

Iglared at him,unable to come up with an answer. “How did you findme?’

“The clan has their own resources,” he said. “Look, I’m here because | want to help
you. | want to offer you some work. A chance to redeem yourself. Get your family on

theirfeet.”

“You've aready madeyour point. Your clan is good. Congratulations. | don’'t need
yourhelp.”

He gave me a silent,incredulous look. | stared back at him as defiantly as | could, and
thendeflated.

“Dammit. | feel like afucking failure.”

He leaned in dlightly.” Then let me helpyou.”
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“What do you get of this?’

Christophe thought about it,and | saw a brief flicker of hesitation in his confident air.
In that moment, | saw the face of the boy on the balcony—searching, yearning...
lost? My heart skipped the tiniest beat. What did he want withme?

“lget to confirm something,” he said, finally. “And hopefully put something to rest.
It's not something | can easilyexplain.”

“ldon’t get it,” Isaid.
He smiled.“Me neither. So, are you interested in hearing what | have tooffer?”’
“Tell me.”

“As punishmentfor your robbery attempt, I’m offering you the opportunity to repair
the damage you did to my home. The door that was knocked down will be easy,
repairing what you did when knocking around inside the air vents might take longer.
At the end, I'll have an account set up for your family to help you get back on your
feet. How does thatsound?’

The stubborn sideof me wanted to badly to reject him just because, but | wasn't going
to do that to my family. This was exactly what we needed, and | could hardly even
believe it was beingoffered.

“Okay,”| said, “Okay, fine. It's not like | have much of a choice, anyway. When do
|start?’



He smirked at me.“Well, unless you have something more important to do, you can
start rightaway.”

Fifteen minutes later,after notifying Mom and Jennifer about my new job, | was on
my way back to the Luna residence—the one place | never would ve imagined
myself ever returning to. And the craziest, most ridiculous part about the whole thing
was that he was in my life again. He sat in the seat adjacent to me, his eyes fixed on
the scene flying by outside the car window. | snuck a few glances at him, and
couldn’t help but smile tomyself.

Wasit completely insane of meto actually feel excited to be aroundhim?

“Listen,”| said, breaking the silence that had settled between us. “I don’'t know what
you're after, and it’s hard for me to believe that thisisn’t some kind of setup to screw
me. But...” | sighed, and forced the words from my mouth. “I want to trust you. Not
that | have much of a choice. I guess you know just how bad things are for my family.
My mom isn’t in the best shape, and with my dad gone, I’m the only one capable of
bringing in enough to feed my family. Jennifer, my sister, | can’'t let her drop out of
pre-academy. | made that mistake already.” | gritted my teeth. “So, | guess, what I'm
trying to say is... Fuck. Thank you. I"'m trustingyou.”

Christophe lookedover at me and did something that took me completely by surprise.
He put his hand on my knee. “I’m putting my faith in you too, Mason,” he said. “And
I’m hoping I’ m not making a hugemistake.”
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Christophe

Of course,when I'd announced to Mother and Father what | was going to do with
Mason, they’d thought I’d gone insane. | told them my justification—that it was in
the spirit and duty of our clan, and that this was the type of leader | wanted to be. In
the end, it was probably the hate for the Bellocks and the Blood Gulch Clan that won
them to my side. | knew they didn’treallycare to help Mason. And in the end, | guess
I’d hidden my true intentions for why | was doingthis.

Wouldl have done the same if | hadn’t thought that Mason might bespecia ?
Ididn’t know.And maybe | was aterrible person forthat.

The thing wasthat every second I’ d spent with him, even just arguing with him in the
police compound, had convinced me that hewasspecial, that there was something
cosmic connecting us. How else could | explain the way | felt about him? During
every bit of those few short moments, my attraction to him had grown stronger and
stronger. When | touched him, it was like a jolt of lightning had hit me. | wanted
more. | wanted to feel him against me. | wanted to hold him, to take him, to make
him mine. Maybe |hadgoneinsane.

During that ride home,it took all my strength not to be overwhelmed by his presence.
| had to force myself to look out the window so that | didn’t stare athim.

And yet,despite all this... He was still alowborn omega. That was the worst part. We
could never be together. Not that there was any explicit rule against it, it just was
completely unheard of. Not to mention, Mother and Father would neverapprove.



What wasl expecting from all ofthis?

Ihad no idea.But | knew that | needed to do it, or else I'd regret it for the rest of
mylife.

Mason followedme into the house, and | could see how nervous and uncomfortable
he was being back here. | brought him to the coat room, where the old door still hung
halfway off its hinges. Inside, the vent cover was hanging open, untouched from
when 1I'd seen him disappear into it. The only thing that was missing was the
climbing rope, which had been taken by thepolice.

“Iprobably should ve mentionedthat 1’ve never done anything like this before,” he
said,sheepishly.

“Y ou figuredout how to break in here undetected through a system of vents, so | think
you can probably figure this out. But if you do need anything, let Stephen know. He's
the head of our house staff and can supply you withanything.”

Right on cue Stephen appeared, pushing a cart of tools, a replacement door,
andelectronics.

“Thanks,”Mason said. “Guess I’ d better get to work,then.”

“I'll be backto check on you,” | said. | left him there, staring blank faced at the
supplies in front of him. | went upstairs, and then ducked behind an outcropping
where | could watch him without being seen. He continued to stare the door for afew
minutes, occasionally scratching his head, until he finally picked up adrill and started
to remove the mangled screws that held the thing to the frame. | sighed. | wanted to
find a way to talk to him normally, not with this uncomfortable divide between us.
But what chance was there of thathappening?



Father wasin his office,and | went to report to him that Mason washere.
“I'm still nothappy about this,” he grunted without looking up from the stack of
paperwork he was poring over. “Having a criminal in our home. He could be taking

stock of everything weown.”

“laskthat you trust my judgement, Father. | sense that he's a man of good character,
justmisguided.”

“He triedto steal from us. | think that’s all that needs to be said. But you' ve always
had a good sense for people, perhaps better than I. | just hope you won't regret
thisdecision.”

|do too,l thought tomyself.

“Just havehim out of here as quickly as possible,” Fathersaid.

As | walkeddown the hallway, Arthur passed by me and looked up from his phone.
“Who's the omega?’ heasked.

“Mason Arkentooth,”| said. “He’ s the guy that broke in here the othernight.”
“The hell is he doing here?’ he asked, and | sighed and explained. Arthur gave me a
look. “Weird. Okay. Interesting call, Christophe. Maybe I'll go down and

introducemyself.”

“Don’t flirt with him,”l said, just a little too quickly. Arthur’s eyes narrowed, and a
little smile curled on hidlips.

“No0o0o.lsthatthe reason he' shere?”



Dammit.

“ldon’t knowwhat you mean,” Isaid.

“Hounds of Hell,Christophe. Y ou don’'t have a crush on the guy who tried to rob us,
do you? | knew you were disappointed about the party, but | didn't think you

werethatbackedup.”

“I’m givinghim a chance to redeem himself,” | said. “That’s it. There’s nothing more
tothis.”
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Arthur smiled.“It's okay, man. Relax. You don't need to pretend around
me,remember?”’

| straightenedmy cuffs and took a moment to recover myself. “Not a word to Mother
and Father,” Isaid.

His smile turned to a laugh,and he clapped me on the shoulder. “I’ ve got your back.
But, Christophe, don’t let it cloud yourjudgement.”

“It'snot,”| said, though now | wasn’'t entirely sure. The way | was feeling about him,
the breakneck intensity of it, was like nothing I’d experienced before. What if | had
migudged him? What if | just wanted to trusthim?

No.
|couldn’t doubt myself.And more importantly, | wasn’t going to doubthim.

Arthur’s phone chimed,and he feigned an exaggerated sigh and continued on down
the hallway. “These girlswon’'t leave mealone...”

As | walked along,l realized that | was smiling. | couldn’t believe how good it made
me feel to know that Arthur supported me. Having to hold in my feelings, to keep
them hidden from everyone... it took atoll on me. It'd been that way my entire life. |
was never alowed to be myself, to fully express myself. | was the first alpha, and |
aways had to act as such. Just having this piece of my own feelings out in the world,
finaly, it felt so freeing. | walked faster. | wanted to get back downstairs, to check on
Mason. | wanted to seehim.



Iturnedthe corner out of the hallway and made my way out to the spot overlooking
the coat room, and peereddown.

My stomach flipped in shock.

Mason was gone.

“Oh, shit,”| said under my breath as | hurried downstairs. The broken coat room door
had been taken off of the frame, and | quickly peered inside to see if he was there.
Hewasn't.

The tools were still scatteredon the floor. Stephen. Where wasStephen?

It wasn’'t so muchthat | was worried about Mason stealing anything or running away.
| knew where he lived. | was worried about being wrong. | was worried that he
wasn't the person | sensed he was. That would be worse than anythingel se.

Itookout my phone and dialed Stephen’s number. The front door opened and he
walked in pushing a cart full of wiring. His phone started to ring in his pocket and he

pulled it out, looked at it, and then looked at me. “ Sir?”

“Stephen,”l said, hanging up. “Where's Mason?’ | realized my heart was
pounding.Calm down,Christophe.

“He's outside,sir. Making adjustments to the door. | provided him with more tools, |
hope that’ s fine. Shall | retrievenim?’

“No,no, that’ s fine. Thankyou.”

|lwentoutside and received the second biggest shock of that day. There he was, Mason
Arkentooth, omega, working at a table saw—with no shirt on. The saw whined and



kicked up sawdust from the wood panels he was pushing through it. Sweat glistened
on the curves of his muscles. | felt my cock pulse to life, and without thinking, |
started waving my arms in theair.

“Hey! Hey!” Ishouted.

Mason shutthe saw off and stared at me from behind a pair of safetygoggles.

“What?’ he said, irritated. “What do youwant?’

“What are you doing?’

“Fixing the fucking door,what does it |ooklike?’

“But why are youshirtless?’

He continuedto stare at me like | was anidiot.

“lgot hot,” he said, flatly. “Y ou’ ve got the damn heating blasting insidethere.”

“Yes, well...”Now | felt like an idiot, like seeing him shirtless had caused my brain
to temporarily malfunction. “It'swinter. You... thisis... there’'s a certain standard of
dress expected from people employed here...” | was justblabbing.

“lcan putmy shirt back on,” hesaid.

“No,”| replied, quickly. “Don’t worry about it.” | pointed to his bandaged hand. “Will
you beokay?’
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“Don’t worry.It’ s healingquickly.”

“Okay.Good. Wéll, if you need anyhelp...”

“Stephen. | know.”

“Right.”I’d been about to offer my own help. That would’ ve beensilly.

“Okay,”he said. After a moment of a staring at each other, he asked, “Is there
somethingel se?’

“Carry on,”| said, and he turned back to the saw and started it up again. | went back
inside, feeling like afoal.

Stephen stoodat attention in the foyer. “ Everything alright, sir?’ heasked.

Irubbed my head.” Stephen? | need adrink.”

| satin the downstairs study with a laptop and a glass of whiskey, and stared blankly at
the spreadsheet on the screen. It was data from the last clan census, but it just looked
like a big jumble of numbers to me. | couldn’t concentrate. All | could think about
was the man working out in the main hall. | could hear the buzz of the power drill as
he worked, obviously way more capable than he’ d made himself out tobe.

After an hourof unproductive staring at my computer screen, | shut the laptop and



went to the kitchen to make food. | didn't need to make food, we had top skilled
chefs who could do a far better job than I, but | decided that | wanted to make lunch
for Mason. | made sure that Arthur wasn’'t around—I| knew he would never stop
giving me a hard time if he discovered | was cooking forMason.

Each one ofus brothers had received some sort of kitchen training during pre-
academy, as was customary of a highborn wolf. Surprisingly, Arthur was the best out
of all of us, with Loch coming in second, me third, and Vander the leastskilled.

|decidedto make simple grilled sandwiches, easy to eat while on the job. | had my
own special recipe, and | often made them for myself when | was working. | bustled
around the kitchen, whipping together everything and putting them on a skillet. Last
minute, | decided to make a homemade soup, too. | put everything on atray, enough
for both of us, and brought the foodout.

Mason was still shirtless,but now he looked considerably more frazzled and tired. He
lugged the new door up and rested it against the frame as sweat dripped down his
cheek onto his chest. He frowned and wiped his face with the back of his hand, and
leaned to inspect the doorframe.

“Shit,” he muttered. He let go of the door to get a closer look at a hole cut into the
wall where a jumble of wires was exposed. The door teetered and began to fall. He
turned and saw it, and dived onto the ground to grab it before it hit the floor. He
winced in pain, and | realized that he’ d caught it with hisinjuredhand.

lhurriedover and set the tray of food on the ground, and moved the door off of him.
“Hounds of Hell,” | muttered. “ Are youokay?’

He grittedhis teeth and nodded. “Fine.”

| sawthere was a growing spot of red on his bandage. | grabbed his hand. “Y ou’ re not.



Y ou’ rebleeding.”

He tugged his hand away.” I’ mfine.”

“Let me seeit,”| said, taking his hand again. | took my phone out and called Stephen
to bring afirst aidkit.

“Itold you,l’ m fine,dammit.”

He triedto pull away again, but my grip was stronger than hisand | held him firmly.
“You're under my roof, it's my responsibility to keep you safe,” | said. “So, shut up.
L et me take care ofyou.”

Icould seethat he wanted to protest, but he shut his mouth and looked away. Stephen
arrived with a first aid kit and then quietly disappeared again, leaving us aone.
Slowly, | removed the bandage from Mason’s hand. It was an old bandage, a bit dirty
and now gritted up with sawdust and shavings of metal from working on the door. |
put it aside and inspected his bare hand. A deep gash traveled down his palm. It was
healing, but catching the door had caused it to partially open again. If this was the
paw that matched the mark on my thigh, there was no evidence of it here in human
form. | realized my pulse had started to race. | wished | could see his paw and put all
of thisto rest. But at the same time, | was afraid of what I’ d find—and what it’ dmean.

“Didyou know that bears use their tongues to aid with healing wounds,” | said, out of
nowhere, and immediately felt stupid. | was nervous, trying to makeconversation.

“Good thing we' re not bears,” hegrunted.

Itookout some healing salve from the first aid kit and spread it onto his wound.
Mason growled and grabbed my wrist, his blue eyes flashing as they metmine.



“Ow,shit. You trying to hurtme?’

“Oh, please. Don't cry.”

He looked away again.| wished he hadn’t. | wanted to keep looking into hiseyes.
Itookout a fresh bandage and carefully wrapped his hand, making sure to keep it tight.

“Done,” | said, relinquishing his hand and immediately missing the feel of it in
mypalm.
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“Thanks,” hegrunted.

“You're welcome.l’ve, uh, brought lunch, too.” | retrieved the tray of soup and
sandwiches and brought it over. “ Are youhungry?’

“Imight be,” hesaid.
“Eat.”| put the tray in front of him. “I’m going to help you,” lannounced.
“With what? The food?’

“Well, I’ve gotta eat, too,”| said. “The food, and the work, too. With your hand like
that, | think you need someassi stance.”

“ Stephen can help,” hesaid.
“ Stephen hasother things I’ d like him to do. I'm going to help you.Alright?’

He eyed me,and | thought | saw the vaguest hint of a smile brush across his lips. “I
guess | have nochoice.”

“Good,” replied. “Now, let’s eat. Maybe we can finish getting the door in place
before the end of theafternoon.”

“Okay,” he said. “Have you ever done anything like this? Fixing this kind ofstuff?”’

“Never,”| replied, taking a bite of mysandwich.



For the first timel heard Mason laugh. | real laugh, non-sarcastic, and it was
wonderful. | didn't know | could love the sound of anything so much. | was lost and
completely taken. How had this happened to me? | never thought it could be possible,
but here it was, it washappening.

“Well,”he said. “I guess we're both in the same boat. We'll figure it outtogether.”
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Mason

Ireally didn’t needhis help, but | would've been lying if | said | didn’t enjoy his
company. And it still freaked me out how much | enjoyed it. Christophe came from a
world that | despised, but spending time around him and getting to know him was
starting to make me see things a little differently. Sure, he was snobby and a bit stuck
up, but he was also kind and caring, and | could see how much he prided hishonor.

He' d chosento take a chance on me, to trust me and see the best in me. It was more
than | probably would’ ve done for myself, if | were in hisposition.

The attractionl had for him had grown beyond just physical. There'd aways been
something about him. He carried an intensity about him, a primal and sensual energy
buried deep beneath his serious, prim mask that I’d noticed the moment I'd laid eyes
on him. Now | was starting to enjoy getting to know him. Not that I’d ever admit that
tohim.

“What are you doing?’ he growled. “If you put that there, then the system won’ tarm.”
“Oh, you're an expert, now?’l snapped back. “I read the damn instruction manual,
the same as you. It says you need to ground the coupling to the electrical system first,

otherwise the door won’tlock.”

“Let me see that.Give that to me.” He reached out to grab the piece of the door’s
security system | held in my hand, and | jerked itaway.

“Why don’tyou go balance your check book, or something,” Isaid.



It wasthe second day of working on repairing the broken door, and surprisingly,
despite arguing about everything, the two of us working together had actually been
really helpful. There would' ve been no way | could’ ve done it by myself, not with my
hand the way it was. Christophe could’ ve brought in someone else to help me, but it
did make a difference to me that he’d chosen to do it himself, not that he owed me
any proof of hisintegrity.

“Why didl think this would be a good idea,” he muttered. “1 could do this myself and
I’d already bedone.”

“Hey,you were the one who almost wanted to screw the door on backwards. | don’t
think you’ ve done a day of labor in yourlife.”

| shoulderedhim out of the way and lodged the piece into the bracket inside the wall.
“There, it'sin.” Isaid.

“What doyou want to bet that it’s not going towork.”

“It isgoing to work.”

“lbet you it won't.”

“Alright,”I said. “If it works, then you have to treat me out to dinner at the fanciest,
most exclusive place youknow.

“And what ifit doesn’t? What do Iget?’

“Hell if I know.What would you want fromme?’

Ididn’t knowif it was just my imagination, but for the briefest moment the look in
Christophe’ s eyes changed. It was a mixture of that ook of longing I'd seen him with



before, and something else, something that turned my knees weak. It was a dangerous
look. A hungry look. Had | just imagined it? Had | only seen what | wanted tosee?

“If it doesn’t,then... you need to cook dinner for me. At yourhouse.”
Icringed.Christophe sitting down and eating dinner with Mom and Jennifer? How
embarrassing would that be? The questions | imagined Mom asking Christophe were
enough to make me want to shrivelaway.

“Cook dinner, okay, sure.”

“Shallwe turn this thing on? Y ou can change yourmind.”

“Noway. Doit.”

Christophe reachedfor the control panel on the wall, and | held my breath as he
touched it. The panel lit up blue, then green, and the word “ARM” appeared on the
screen. He tapped it with his finger. There was a whirring sound. Then a click from

inside the door. The screen went blank... and then “ARMED” began to flash onit.

“Fuck yeah!”l shouted, elbowing his arm. “I told you it would work. Told you,
toldyou.”

“Alright, aright,” he said, shaking his head. “Don’t getexcited.”

|putmy hands on my hips. “So. What am | gonna be eating for dinner? Steak covered
ingold?’

Icouldn’t tellif he was just pretending to look annoyed. | could ve sworn | saw him
betray alittle smile as he looked away from me. “I’ll figure it out. Tomorrow night. |
hope you don’t have any otherplans.”



“Nope.And it better be the fanciest, most exclusive place,” | said. “I’ ve got discerning
taste, youknow.”



Page 39

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 2:03 am

How hadthings come to this point? Just a few days ago, the thought of getting along
with anyone highborn would’ ve been a complete joke to me, and now | was going to
go to dinner with one? It was bizarre to think about. In fact, it was so crazy that it
made me want to burst out laughing. The most shocking part about it all was that |
was actually happy aboutit.

After installing the lock system,Christophe disappeared to go take care of what he
called “clan business,” and | spent the rest of the day putting the final touches on
everything before being driven back home by Stephen.

The walilof distant police sirens greeted me as | stepped out from the back of the car
onto the gritty sidewalk. In the entrance of my apartment building, that same damn
homeless wolf raised hisleg and pissed against thewall.

“C’'mon, man,”| said, stepping around him, and he scowled at me like I'd wronged
him somehow. A strained and distant howl pierced the air, followed by an echo of

barks and yips. More sirens. Just another evening in theneighborhood.

Inside,Mom was snoozing in front of the TV in her wheelchair. Jennifer was at the
kitchen table, doinghomework.

“Food’ sin the fridge,” she said, looking up. “How was another day inparadise?’
“Great,”| said, and she gave me alook.

“Great?’



|lwentto the bathroom and removed the bandage from my hand, and then washed up.
The wound had healed well. | threw the cloth bandage away, opting for a regular tape
one instead. Another couple of days and the wound would be practicallygone.

Jennifer appearedin the doorway of the bathroom. “That wasn't the answer | was
expecting to hear. Has it really beengreat?’

Imovedpast her and went back to the kitchen. Inside the fridge was a plate of
spaghetti and meatballs, and | stuck it in themicrowave.

“Mom made it,” Jennifer said, following me. “Took her forever, but she insisted. So,
what’s it likethere?’

“ About what you’ d expect.Y ou saw the place. They’ve got servants to do pretty much
everything for them, even wipe theirasses.”

“Really?

“Nah.Well, | don’'t know. If there is, nobody wipes mine for me. But they do have
servants doing practicallyeverything.”

“S0... it'sgreat?”’

The microwave beeped,and | put the plate of food on the table. It smelled wonderful.
It made me happy that Mom was still able to cook, even though it must’ ve been really
hard for her todo.

“Not the place,| couldn’t give two dog shits about the servants and all that. It's... |
don’t know.” | suddenly felt awkward to be discussing this with my baby sister. We
could break into houses together, but this was uncharted territory for me. “It’'s been
Interesting spending time withChristophe.”



“Why?’ she asked. She pouring herself a glass of water from the sink and sat down at
the table withme.,

“Idunno,”| said as | stuffed my face with spaghetti. “He' s not like what lexpected.”

“It's prettyweird that he's being so nice to you,” she said. “What do you think he's
trying to getat?’

“ldon’t thinkhe' s trying to get at anything,” | said. “I never thought I’d say this about
ahighborn, but | thinkhe's...”

Sexy as hell?

“...actualyjust trying to do the rightthing.”

“Hounds of Hell,” Jennifer said, smacking her palm against the table. “What if he's
got acrushonyou?’

|coughed,and nearly jettisoned a meatball across the room. “What?!”

“Yeah.What if he fell in love with you, and everything he’'s done for you so far has
been because he loves you? Wouldn't that be so romantic? It'd be just like a story.”
Then she burst out laughing and pounded her fist against the dinner table. “ Except
that’ d never happen, because nobody would fall in love with your uglymug.”
“Jennifer,don’t hit the dinner table,” Mom said, halfasleep.

“Sorry, Mom.”

Mom responded with aloud snore,and Jennifer smirked at me. “Or maybe you’ ve got
acrush on him. Do you like him,Mason?’
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|shoveleddown the rest of my spaghetti and stood up to wash the plate. “Is this the
type of stuff that goes through my sister’s mind? Aren’t you too young to be thinking
about that? How old are you, anyway, liketwelve?’

“Uh,I’m only four years younger than you. Hey, where are yougoing?’

“Another long day tomorrow,gonna knock out.” | ruffled Jennifer’s hair. “Finish your
homework,kiddo.”

“Asshole.”
“Jennifer, language,” Momsnored.
“Sorry, Mom.”

| disappearedinto my room and shut the door. My heart was hammering. | sat on the
bed, and took a few deep breaths. It felt weird and exciting to hear it said out loud. It
was true, ldidhave feelings for him. | wantedhim.

|strippeddown to my underwear and crawled in bed. Every time my mind went to
Christophe, my heart started to race. | went over the events of the day, of every
interaction we'd had, replaying them in my mind. What had that touch meant? That
look? Had they meant something more, or was | just imagining what |desired?

Iclosed my eyes,and | saw his face. That damn smug smile of his. Those red eyes.
The scent of the cologne he wore, and how it mixed with the smell of his sweat when
he worked. He looked so hot when he worked. He' d refused to wear anything but his



suit, and I’d given him a hard time about it, but secretly | thought it was sexy ashell.

Ifeltmy cock pulse asit slowly swelled up against the fabric of my underwear. | could
feel the omega inside of me aching for him, for the things that only he, an apha,
could do tome.

My thoughts were goingto dirtyplaces.

My cock was rock hard,and | released it. | imagined Christophe's, and what it might
look like. Strong, powerful, intense, just like him. | imagined how he could take me
with it, how he could fill meup.

Hounds of Hell...

|stroked myself,the warmth of my cock filling my fist. A gasp managed to escape my
lips, despite my effort to restrain my voice. | bit the back of my hand and keptgoing.

He could fuck me,if he wanted to. I'd let him. | wanted him to. He could make me his
omega, he could hold me down with those strong hands and pound me from behind.
He could take me raw, | didn’t care. He could let it go inside of me, | wanted to feel
his knot, | wanted to fedl it al inside of me. He could give me his baby if hewanted.

Oh,shit...
My toes curledas my cock flexed, and the warmth of my come spilled out over my
hand. | gasped for breath and opened my eyes. My cock continued to throb with my

climax, and the haze slowly started to clear from myhead.

“What was that?’| muttered to myself, reaching for atissue. I’d never had such wild
fantasies fly through my headbefore.



Ifell backinto my pillow, my heart still racing. The thrum of a helicopter droned
outside the window, and the light from a spotlight momentarily danced across my
bedroom floor. | heard wolvesyelping.

All | could think about wasChristophe. How had things managed to get thisdeep?

Ididn’t know.All | did know was that | wanted him. And | wanted himbad.

The next dayas | was riding over to the Luna manor in the back of the limo, Stephen
rolled down the dividing window and announced that he would be assisting me with
inspecting the ventilation ductsystem.

“Where is Christophe?’| asked, trying not to sounddisappointed.

“He hasother matters to attend to, but has told me to inform you that he has not
forgotten about the bet. He will join you for dinnertonight.”

“Good.”| nodded, though in honesty | had forgotten about thedinner.

Stephen provideda special electronic cable to look at the inside of the ducts, and it
was strange to follow the pathway I’ d taken to break into the house again. We fed the
cable into the system through vent openings in several rooms, and it was my first time
seeing more of the Lunamansion.

During all myresearch checking out the place before the heist, I'd aways carried a
feeling of distaste for the place, and for every place that | robbed. It was just a place
that rich people lived in. Now, as | walked through the massive hallways lined with
gigantic, antique oil portraits of regal looking shifters, | couldn’t help but feel awed.
There was more than just wealth and money behind this place, there was history. |



could see that, and even | could appreciateit.

“My family,” a voice echoed from down the hall behind me. | turned around, and saw
Christophe walking towards us. He gestured up at the portraits. “Their faces are all
over this house. Ancestors, going back almost to the beginning of the Luna line.
Stephen, I'll take over from here. Thankyou.”

Stephen nodded,and quietly slippedaway.



Page 41

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 2:03 am

“1thoughtyou had work to do?’ | said. Now | was trying to hide how happy | was to
seehim.

“Idid,but the thought of you wandering around aone... | was convinced you'd
breaksomething.”

Isnorted.”| wasn't alone, Stephen was here. And he' s alot more knowledgeabl e about
this stuff than youare.”

Christophe smiled.“ So, what are we doinghere?’

“Ineed to show you?Y ou should pay memore.”

We continuedto work on inspecting the different sections of ducting while Christophe
talked about the history of his family, pointing to different portraits and telling me
who wasdepi cted.

“So,someday you’'ll be up on these walls?’ lasked.

“Someday,” he said. There it was again, that longing in hisvoice.

“Y ou don't sound so pleasedabout that,” Isaid.

He looked at me, surprised. “What?’

“Am | wrong? Y ou sounded unhappy.”



“It'smy destiny to be the leader of this family,” he said, puffing up. “There’s no
greater honor a son could have. It’s everything I’ ve worked for my entire life, what
I’ ve been raised todo.”

“But...?”

Christophe seemedto be looking somewhere far away. He sighed. “There are times
when | wonder if I'm missing something. Like there's still some part of my life that
I’ve yet to find. | don't know if | can be the alpha meant to lead this family
withoutit.”

“What isit?’| asked. “What are youmissing?’

“l... I don’'t know,”he said. “Thisisthefirst time |’ ve ever told anyonethis.”

Iwas unconvinced.He did know, but he just didn’t want to tell me. Not that he needed
to. It was obviously some very personal stuff. None of mybusiness.

“Destiny,fate... That's all way beyond me,” | said. “I have no clue what I’m destined
for. Maybe | don’'t even have a destiny. Maybe that kind of stuff is only for the
highborn. | think I’'m just here to exist. Maybe my destiny is just to get stepped on by
people likeyou.”

“1’msorry you and your family have suffered because of the highborn clans,” he said.
“Honorable clans do their best to care for lowborn people, but there’'s only so much

we can do. And not everyone is honorable, though they may claim tobe.”

Inodded.”| know. | was only half serious. | quickly saw that | was wrong, at |least
about you. I’'m glad you' re not likethat.”

Christophe smiledand squeezed my arm, and | nearly gasped. His touch was



electricity to my skin, and all the fantasies I'd had the night before suddenly surged
back into myhead.

“You have adestiny, Mason,” he said. “ Everyone does. | believethat.”

We continuedalong through the house, following the duct’s path through the walls,
floor, and ceiling, stopping every so often to inspect a new spot. After we ate lunch,
Stephen silently reappeared to takeover.

“1"ve gotto actually take care of some business now,” Christophe said. “I’ll be back in
the evening to pay off thebet.”

“Alright,”| said, having to hide the feelings in my voice for the third time. “Oh, I,
uh... | know | said | wanted to eat somewhere super fancy, but all | have are these
clothes...” | was wearing a t-shirt and a pair of ripped jeans, pretty much the only
things | owned. “And I'm kind of dirty fromworking.”

“That’ s fine,” Christophe said. “No one there willmind.”

Stephenand | worked mostly in silence, but that was fine with me. | was preoccupied,
thinking about Christophe. There was little to no affecting damage in the vents, just
some minor dents from Jennifer and my escape, and as the day went on | quickly
realized that there wouldn’t be much more for me to do. | would be finished paying
off my debt, and it looked like I’ d be done that veryday.

And that meantmy time around Christophe was coming to anend.

For some reason,it hadn’t occurred to me that our time together would be so limited. |
just hadn’t thought about it. This whole thing had happened so quickly, I’d barely had
time to catch my breath, et alone make sense of my feelings for him and what would
happen in thefuture.



The answer was obvious—nothingwould happen. We' d both return to our worlds. I'd
remember his generosity and kindness for the rest of my life, maybe life would get a
little better for my family, and I’ d need to forget about anything | ever felt for him. It
was pointless to hope for anything more than the friendly relationship we had right
now. He was a highborn alpha. He had his destiny. And | was nothing. Wouldn’t ever
beanything.
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Hounds of Hell,was | about tocry?
Iturned awayfrom Stephen and quickly wiped away atear. | nevercried.
No.

Icould never be highborn,but | wasn’'t going to just be nothing. Christophe said that
everyone had a destiny, maybe | just had to claim mine. | had to make something of
myself—I didn't know what, but | wasn’t just going to scrape by for my family, and |
certainly wasn’'t ever going to go back tostealing.

Ifoundmyself wanting to work slower, or to pretend like I’d found something that
needed repair, but it was no use. It was obvious that today would be my last day at the
Luna manor, and my last day withChristophe.

Evening hitwhen | was outside, crouched down on my hands and knees in front of the
access panel that Jennifer and | had entered from. | retracted the electronic snake tool
from the vent, rolling it back up. Stephen stood over the monitor, and shut it off. |
replaced the vent cover and screwed it backon.

“Looks like everything is in order,” Stephen said. “And just on time. I'll go fetch
master Christophe for you, if you'd like to wait by thefront.”

“Thanks,”| said,glumly.

Ifollowedhim around to the front of the house. He went inside, and | waited out by
the huge double front doors and watched the sun set over the forest. | tried to brush



the dirt off my clothes, but nothing really helped the fact that they were old and
frumpy. | suddenly regretted that we were going somewhere fancy. | didn't have a
clue how to be fancy. | was going to stick out like a sorepaw.

Speaking of sore paws,my right hand had started to throb again, even though it was
mostly healed up. | massaged it lightly, hoping that nothing was wrong with it. The
front door opened, and Christophe stepped outside. He'd dressed down dlightly and
no longer wore his usual full suit, just a button up with a cardigan. A specia bag was
slung around his neck, one that could be worn comfortably as human orwolf.

“Hope | didn’t keepyou waiting,” hesaid.

Only half the day,l thought. “Nope. Are we going to be shifting?’ | asked, gesturing
to hisbag.

“Yes,”he said. “Actually... We aren’t going to be going to a restaurant. | hope you
don'tmind.”

“Ah,l see. Probably can’t bring someone like me around to places like that,right?’

“No,that’s not it at all. You wanted to go somewhere exclusive, so | wanted to take
you to the most exclusive spot, with the most exclusivefood.”

“Whereisthat?’

“Well,follow me, and you'llsee.”

His body trembled dlightly,and then transformed. Black fur spread across his skin,
and his shape expanded and grew into the powerful form of an alpha wolf. He

dropped to all fours as his face stretched into along muzzle, his ears shifted to the top
of his head, and atail erupted out from above hislegs.



“Well?’ he said, his voice deep and rumbling, like the engine of a sports car. “I'm
going to leave you behind.” He turned and started to run towards theforest.

|sprinted after him,my body shifting as | went. | dropped to all fours mid-stride, and
quickly caught up to hisflank as my wolf transformationcompl eted.

“You're still so slow,”l said, and without thinking, affectionately nipped at his hind
leg. | cringed inside, realizing the boundary that I'd just jumped, but Christophe only
looked over his shoulder at me, his eyesflashing.

We plunged into the forest,racing around fallen logs and trees. | had a sudden
flashback to the night we first met—if you could really call it a meeting. More like
atackling.

Christophe was moving fairly slowlyand carefully, choosing to maneuver around
obstacles rather than leap over them. Then the trees opened up into a trail cutting
through the forest, and we crossed onto it, going deeper and deeper. | knew the
direction we were going was not going to take us into Wolfheart, so | wondered what
Christophe hadplanned.

After fifteen minutes of running,we slowed down to a trot. The sun was still setting,
but with the cover of the trees, the forest was dark. Then, ahead, | spotted something
that shouldn’t have been there. Lights. Strings of fairy lights strung up into the
branches of a grove of appletrees.

The trail continued straightup to this decorated spot in the forest, illuminated like a
garden with hundreds of tiny hanging lights. In the center was a large, flat rock, and
on it was a fully set table and two chairs. Christophe trotted over to it and shifted
back to human form. He placed the bag down on to the table and unzipped it, and the
smell of roasted meatemerged.



“What is this place?’| asked, shiftingtoo.

“The most exclusiveplace in the world,” he said. “Featuring food cooked by the most
exclusive chef in the world—me.”

llaughed. “ Seriously?’l climbed up on the rock and peered into the bag. Inside were
two containers of steak andlobster.

“Yes,"he said. “Come on,sit.”

|sat down,feeling somewhatoverwhel med.
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“lhope you don’t mind,” he added. “The problem with being a Luna is that everyone
knows it. | wanted to get away from that for an evening, and that wouldn’t have been
possible at arestaurant.”

“That’sfine,” |said.

Christophe removeda bottle of wine and poured out two glasses, and then plated the
meals. They smelledamazing.

“Thisisn’twhat you were off doing all day, wasit?’ lasked.
“Partially,”he said. “I did actually have clan business to take careof.”
“Well, thanks for following through.”

We clinked glasses.

“And thanksfor giving me this opportunity, Christophe,” | said. “I, uh... I'm not
really good at expressing myself, but | want you to know that it means alot tome.”

He nodded.” Eat. The food will getcold.”

Idug in,and it was as delicious as it smelled. | couldn’t believe that it was something
Christophe hadmade.

“S0, what isthis place?’| asked. “Besides the most exclusive place in theworld.”



“1t'smy little spot of solitude. When | was a kid, it was pretty much the only place |
could escape to be by myself. | spent as much time here as | could, which wasn’t
really much. It was hard to get away. Now, | come here every so often to think or
have amea bymyself.”

“It'snice,”l said, which was the understatement of the year. I'd really wanted to say
that it was beautiful, but saying things like that was not really myspecialty.

“ Stephen notifiedme that the job isfinished,” Christophesaid.

“Y eah.Thankfully we were pretty careful moving around inside those vents, so there
wasn't anydamage.”

Christophe raised an eyebrow. “We?’

Ifroze.Oh, shit. “Uh... | mean, me.l.”

“Y ou had someone else helping you,” he said, laughing. “| had afeeling.”

“No, redlly, I...”

He reachedacross the table and put his hand on my wrist. Electricity tingled up
myarm.

“It's okay, Mason,”he said. “I aready told you, everything’'s been forgiven. That
includes your partner. But | hope that this won’t mean someone is going to convince
you to return to this line ofwork.”

Ishook my head.”No. No, we're done. Actualy, it's my little sister, Jennifer. She's
agenius.”



“Seriously?l never would’ ve guessedthat.”

Ididn’t knowwhy I'd told him, but | trusted him entirely. And | guess I’d wanted him
to know that 1 hadn’t been working with someone bad. Or with someone | might’ve
been involved with. Romantically. It was something about the way he'd said
“partner,” like he thought maybe there was someone secretly waiting for me... Or
maybe | was just imagining all of that. | suddenly felt reallystupid.

“Don’'t worry,” he said, squeezing my wrist. “Really, | won't tell anyone. This ends
aftertonight.”

Ifelt my stomach tighten.

“Yeah.Thanks, Christophe. | guessthisisthelast day we'll be seeing eachother.”

We finished eatingthe rest of the mea in silence. Afterwards, Christophe cleared
away the plates and put them into the bag, then refilled our wine glasses. Then he
went and turned off the lights. Up above, through the gaps in the tree tops, shone a
billion stars. Christophe took his glass and lay down on the edge of the rock,
throwing his hands behind his head to make a pillow as he gazed up at the sky. It was
the first time I'd seen him look so relaxed, so casual. It was like seeing a totally
different person. | took my glass and joinedhim.

“lcan’t seethis kind of view from where | live,” | said. “Too many lights. There's so
many starsup.”

Christophe nodded silently.In the continued quiet that’d fallen between us, my heart
started to pulse faster. | could hear it thudding in myears.
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“Maybe,” he said softly, “This doesn't have to be the last day we see oneancther.”
My heart jumped,and | looked over at him. “Huh?’ | thought I’ d misheardhim.

Christophe continuedto stare up at the stars. Then he slowly turned to look at me, his
crimson eyes glimmering in the dim light like molten stars. | could feel my pulse
throbbing in the palm of my right hand. It didn’t hurt, but it felt hot, andstrange.

“Mason,l don’t want thisto be the last day we spendtogether.”

ljumpedwhen | felt his fingers touch my hand, then slowly wrap around it. The
pounding | felt suddenly vanished, leaving my hand tingling, like it'd fallen
asleep.Was this actuallyhappening?

“What do you mean?’| stammered. | felt frozen inplace.
Christophe leaned in.l closed myeyes.

Then | felt him.Softness and warmth against my lips, the tingle of his breath against
mycheek.

Inearly punchedhim in the face in surprise. Instead, thankfully, I kissed him back. My
lips melted into his, and | felt the world begin to swirl and give way, like we were the
only two people in existence. Our kiss started with just small tastes, and slowly grew
stronger and hungrier. We both seemed to not want to be the first to stop. | felt
Christophe’s tongue tease against my lips, and | welcomed him inside, greeting him
with aflick of my owntongue.



Our tongues continuedto trade back and forth, and gradually our kisses became
smaller and lighter until 1 was left breathless, my lips parted and waiting for more
from him. An ache pulsed between mylegs.

“What is going on?’| whispered in adaze.

“Ithought it might be obvious,” he said. “That | felt this way foryou.”

“Not to me.”

“Not even the romantic dinner?’

“This was romantic?’

He smirked.“| thoughtlwasclueless.”

“Shut up.”l kissed him again, and grinned. “Wow.” Still in disbelief, | planted a few
more pecks on his lips, and laughed. “Thisisinsane. This doesn’t feelreal.”

“It doesn't,” Christophe agreed. “Especially because | thought you hatedme.”

“Imean,| kindadid. But to be honest... Oh, thisis fucking embarrassing tosay.”

“Tell me.”

Ihesitated for a moment.”| was attracted to you from the moment | set eyes on you.
I’d never been drawn to anyone like thatbefore.”

“When | cameto the policecompound?’

Ishook my head. “No,”| said. “Even before that. It was the night | broke in. Jennifer



and | were scoping out the house from the forest, and | saw you come outside on the
balcony. That was the first time | saw you. | remember you looked like you didn’t
want to be there. Like there something that was bothering you. It's crazy how vivid
that memory isin mymind.”

Christophe’ s gazeturned back to the stars. After a moment, he asked, “Mason, would
you be willing to believe that there's such a thing as destiny if | could prove it
toyou?’

“How could you prove destiny?’

“When | was a little boy,my father took me to see the clan Teller to have my destiny
read. My father always would tell me that it was a bunch of dog shit, but it was part
of clan tradition and so | had to go. But what the Teller told me has stuck with me my
entire life. Secretly, I've always wanted to believe that what he said would
cometrue.”

“What did he say?’

IwatchedChristophe’s face and saw the waves of emotion that crossed over it as he
stared up into space. His hand, still holding mine, started to tremble dlightly. “He told
me 1I’d one day meet someone who was destined to be my mate. He said that a
birthmark | carried on my body would match the paw of that person. The truth is that
I’ ve been drawn to you from the very beginning, too. And that | think—no—Ifeelthat
there’' s something connecting us. And | think that’s what you felt,too.”

Suddenly,l remembered Christophe asking me about my paw back when | was being
held injail. He' d asked about my missing pawpad.

“And you thinkthat my paw is the one that will matchyou?’



Page 45

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 2:03 am

And what ifit’ snot?

Christophe seemedto read my mind. “It’s true that | pursued you because of what |
saw on the ground on that night. But now | know that whether it isor isn’t, it doesn’t
matter. The pull that | felt towards you was real. | believe that the paw mark | saw
that night was the one that belonged to my fated mate. | don’t need to confirm it. |
aready know it, now more thanever.”

My head spun.Fated mate. And yet, as much as it was to take in, | felt a lightness, a
clarity, like it all made sense. That was the reason for why | felt this way. What else
could explain such a powerful and sudden feeling? What else could explain why it
felt so damnperfect?

Irolled over onto Christophe,cutting his view of the stars off with my eyes. Then |
kissed him again. It was amazing how easy and natural it felt to kiss him. As easy as
breathing. | stroked his cheek with my right hand, and then rested on his chest. Then |
closed my eyes and concentrated on shifting only myhand.

“Ilwant to know,” | said. “Let’s see how full of shit Tellersare.”

He laughed,but | could tell he was nervous. Christophe believed in al of that, after
al. And maybe | wanted to, too. But | wasn’t holding mybreath.

“Are you sure?’ heasked.

“Damn sure. If you are.”



His expression changedas he steeled himself, and he sat up, guiding me back by my
shoulders. “If you don't mind,” he said, and | moved off of him. Where was
thisbirthmark?

His hands wentdown to his belt, and a huge lump rose in my throat as he unbuckled it
and unzipped hisfly. | felt my cock throbbing with my heartbeat, and it pushed firmly
against my underwear. | shifted myself dlightly, hoping he wouldn’t notice the rising
bulge in mypants.

Christophe openedhis pants and untucked his shirt. Then he slowly dlid his trousers
down his thighs, and off his ankles. He folded them neatly and placed them down
next to him on the rock. | immediately saw it, and my heart skipped a beat. On his
right inner thigh was a dark mark that on first glance | could’ve easily mistaken for a

tattoo. It was clear—a paw print with a missingpad.

Suddenly,my paw began to tingle and throb dightly. | kneeled down in front of him,
and then slowly reached out my paw and pressed it again hismark.

The tingling feelingspread through my paw, and Christophe gasped, his
eyeswidening.

“What?’| asked. “Do you feel something?”’

“No, your paw’sjust cold,” he said, and Ilaughed.

“It matches,”| said. “I can fed it. It reallymatches.”

He nodded.”l can feel it too.” Then he dlid his hand around the back of my neck and
pulled meinto akiss.

Ishiftedmy paw back to my hand, and my palm filled with the warmth of his thigh.



Then | felt a firm press against my wrist. | looked down, and saw it was the tented
bulge of his excitement. He looked into my eyes, and | kissed him as | let my
handwander.

Christophe sighedas | made contact, and | explored the shape of him with my palm
and my fingertips. | caressed his bulge as my heart hammered in my chest, driving
blood down to my own aching erection. | slipped my fingers beneath the waistband of
his underwear, and slowly pulled it down to reveal him.

Oh,shit!

He was huge.Alpha sized. Perfect. With the light of the stars above us, | only wished
| could see himbetter.

Iwrappedmy fingers around him. Christophe’s cock, in my hand, right now. | didn’'t
care how fast this night was going. In my entire life, I'd never felt anything as right as
what was happening between me and Christophe rightnow.

He was so hard,practically throbbing in my grasp. Suddenly, a brisk wind blew
through the forest, rustling the branches of the trees. Soft clouds of vapor curled from

our mouths with eachbreath.

“Are you cold?’It felt like a silly thing to ask with how hot his cock felt in my hand.
He shook hishead.

“Areyou?’

1 No.”

|started to stroke him,and he tossed his head back and groaned. He pulsed lively in
my grip, and his head glistened with precome. | lowered my head down to him and



teased him, flicking my tongue across his tip. Then | traced one of his veins down his
shaft until | reached his balls, and lightly danced my tongue across the soft skin of his
sack. He shuddered and moaned, and | felt him pulse in my grip. He looked down at
me, and | smiled back up at him, happy to be getting this reaction from him. Then |
opened my mouth, and a hot cloud of vapor puffed from my lipsas| envelopedhim.

His girth filled my mouth,and | did my best to suck him down to the hilt. He was
delicious. Amazingly delicious. | couldn’t get enough of him. | bobbed and sucked,
gulped and gagged. My cock was aching for touch, so | drove my hand down into my
pants and started to touch myself out of desperation. Christophe saw. He pushed me
off of his cock and drew me into a rough kiss before flipping me onto all fours, my
ass facing his face. Hounds of Hell, | hadn’t realized how strong hewas.

He yankedat my pants and | fumbled to help him get them off. Soon they and my
underwear were around my ankles, and | kicked them aside into the dirt. My cock
hung above his face, so hard and hot | could ve sworn it was giving off its own
steamy vapor. | watched as he slid his hands up my thighs and around my ass cheeks,
and slowly pulled my hips down, down,down.

Imoanedas my cock made contact, pushing past his soft lips into his warm mouth. |
turned my attention back to his dick, sucking him as he sucked me. | was wild for
him. Feral. I’d never felt such a crazy hunger, and not just to taste him but tohavehim.
| wanted that thick cock of hisin more than just mymouth.
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Itook him deep,coating his cock with my saliva as his tongue played up my shaft and
danced across my asshole. | murmured against him, my moans gagged by hisgirth.

“What did you say?’he growled. His voice had changed again. It was the hard,
commanding voice of analpha.

“lwant you,”| said. “ Christophe, | wantyou.”

He pushedme off of him. | crawled on al fours, my knees scraping on the rock. |
didn’'t care. Christophe came forward, and | caught a glimpse of the mark on his
thigh. My pawmark.

Fated mates.

We were destinedfor each other. Marked frombirth.

The thought was insane. Absolutely crazy. But | didn’t care. Everything had changed
for me. | was swimming in my want for Christophe, and | knew that it all was true.

Nothing could' ve changed my mind about thatnow.

Iturned aroundand presented myself to him. Out in the forest on this rock table, | felt
amost like a sacrifice. | liked thatthought.

Everyone has a destiny.

They just hadto grab it. Here was mine, and | wanted to surrender toit.



Christophe came forward,and brought his face down to my ass. | could feel his hot
breath on my skin. “Why don’'t you tell me your name?’ hesaid.

“Huh?’What the hell was he talking about? | was aching for him, dying for him to be
inside me. “Mason,” |said.

“Areyou sure?’He grinned at me. “I thought itwas...”

He swirledhis tongue across my opening, and a shiver of pleasure ran through
mybody.

“So, what’ s your name, again?”’

“E-eat my asshole,”| said, almostbegging.

Christophe answered with his tongue,and | replied with a moan. Soon, | couldn’t take
it anymore. “Fuck me,” | said, now actually begging. “ Stop teasingme.”

He straightened up,and | felt his cock press against me as he leaned over me. | looked
back over my shoulder to meet him, and kissed him. Then he gripped my waist with
one hand, grasped himself with the other, and pushed forward to my entrance. |
realized that | was wet for him there. It was thefirst time I’ d ever experienced that, an
omega’ sexcitement.

Take me...

The words crossedthrough my mind, and then fell from my lips. | cried out as
Christophe entered me. His cock spread me open, pushing all the way to the hilt in
one go. He didn’t take his time or go slowly. He pumped in hard, his abs slapping
hard against my ass as he fucked me. As proper and reserved as Christophe had
always been, he was like a different animal now. And as much as I'd have liked to



fight against him before, now all | wanted was to surrender to hiscock.

Our moansand the sounds of us filled the quiet forest, and | wouldn't have been
surprised if our voices carried all the way back to the Luna house. Christophe pushed
his hand against the back of my neck, pushing my face down against the cold, smooth
rock. He pounded his cock into me, the swell of his head making waves against my
most sensitive spots. | didn’t even need to pleasure myself. His cock was doing all the
work, and | was getting thrown towards theedge.

“Y ou’ re goingto make me come,” | gasped. “Fuck, Christophe, oh,fuck!”

He answeredby pounding in harder and deeper. | looked back at him, wanting to see
him when | came. He gazed back at me, his teeth gritted as puffs of vapor escaped
with every ragged breath. He squeezed me harder and slammed in one final time as
he let out along and satisfied groan. | felt his cock throbbing inside of me as he came,
filling me up with his knot. My eyes fluttered back as | was driven to my climax. The
stars whirled above and then popped and exploded in my head as | came. The orgasm
felt endless, like | was locked in pleasure just as his cock was locked inside of me,
held by his knot as he spilled himself intome.

And then slowly,things came back intofocus.

Silence returned to the forest,accented only by our rapid breaths. Christophe slowly
pulled out of me, and | collapsed onto the rock. My legs had turned to jelly from the
intensity of it al, | could barely move. Christophe lay next to me, and wrapped me in
hisarms.

“Hounds of Hell,”| managed. “ Christophe, that was insane. That wasinsane.”

“Iknow,” he said. He sounded a little shocked. “ That wasincredible.”



Ifound my pants,and we both got dressed and cleaned up the best we could. He turned
the fairy lights back on and examined my face for the first time in the light. | held
him tightly, mostly because | just didn’t want to let him go, but also because it was a
lot colder than I’ d realized. He took my face in his hands and kissedme.

“This was morethan | could' ve hoped for,” hesaid.

Ifoundmy hand wandering down to his thigh, where the mark was. “This is rea,” |
said, still indisbelief.
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“Thisisreal,”he said, and kissed meagain.
The primal intensityof the moment was fading, but the yearning for him was till
there, like an afterglow. My head spun. | didn’t know it was possible for feelings for

someone to get that strong so quickly. The redlity of the situation was starting to
dawn onme.

“Christophe...”

“Yes, Mason?’

“Are we going to be okay?’

Iwas still mehe was still him. We still belonged to different worlds. Would a fated
mark change that? We knew the mark was real, but would anyone else? Would

anyonecare?

“Yes,”he said. “Of course. This can be our place. Our secret place. We'll make things
work. I'll find away.”

Iwasn’tsure what to make of that answer. Could fated mates really stay hidden? Was
that something that could be asecret?

Ihadto trust that this would work. After all, hadn’t fate brought us together? The mark
proved it, right? | had to believe that was true, because | was in too deep. | hugged
him close. | didn’t want him to see mydoubt.
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Christophe

Father dida quick inspection of the coat room door, looking neither impressed
norunimpressed.

“ And the airsystem has been repaired aswell?’
“Yes, Father,”Isaid.

“So,we' re going to be paying thisman?’
“Mason Arkentooth, yes.”

“Remind me again,why are we paying the criminal who caused all this damage to
repairit?’

Ihopedthat Father hadn’t seen my left eyelid twitch in reaction to what he’'d just said.
It'"d been three days since Mason and | discovered our feelings for one another, and
we' d met every evening at my—now our—secret spot in the border forest. It angered
me to think about what Father’s image of Mason was—an untrustworthy, uncouth,
lowborn criminal. | knew, because that was what I’d seen him as too, but it became
so clear so quickly that that wasn't him. | understood the reasons for why he'd turned
to crime, and I’ d fallen for him because ofit.

Father was wrong.Fated mate markswerereal, and I’d found him. After holding on to
that possibility for my entirelife, I’d actually foundhim.



“Masonand his family have been taken advantage of by the Blood Gulch Clan, asI'm
sure many other families just like them have. He's not a bad person, just someone
doing whatever he could to protect and provide for his family. | wanted to give him
an out from that path. And | wanted to prove that not all the highborn clans are
likethat.”

“Right, right,” Father said. “You did well. Though, | don’t quite understand why you
had to personally help him. It becomes troublesome to personally involve yourself in
every bit of business you do. Part of being a good leader is knowing how
toprioritize.”

“Iknow that, Father,”| said. “And | wanted to prioritizeMason.”

Father gave me a questioning look,and then shrugged. “That’s your prerogative,
| suppose.”

That night,] went out to the forest spot early to set the place up for our
meeting—blankets, pillows, a portable heater, and several bottles of wine. In order to
keep this a secret, we couldn’t meet anywhere else, but | was fine with that. Coming
out to a hidden place in the forest to meet Mason was exciting and romantic. Every
moment was athrill.

lopeneda bottle of wine and laid out on the rock, which I'd draped with furs and
blankets, and stared up at the dusk sky. | felt free and light, like nothing could touch
me. When was the last time I'd felt this way? | couldn’t remember. It had to have
been when | was just a teenager, but | couldn’t be sure. Maybe I’d never felt thislight
before. It was like for the first timein my life | wasn't stressing about the future. All |
wanted was to be here withhim.

An hour passed,and the sun had gone down. | switched on the fairy lights and the
heater, and finished a third glass ofwine.



Mason was | ate.

Ichecked my phone,but there was nothing. That should ve been reassuring—we'd
agreed to avoid contacting each other by phone unless it was an emergency—but |
still couldn’t help but beworried.

Another hour passed.l fingered my phone in my pocket as | wondered how long
would be appropriate before | called him. | shifted to my wolf form and sat up on the
rock, my nose lifted to thebreeze.

After thirty minutes,| caught Mason’s scent, and fifteen minutes after that, |1 heard
him running through the forest. | shifted back to human form as he emerged out of
the trees. He shifted to human form too, and wrapped me up in atighthug.
“You'relate,” Isaid.

“Don’t tellme you were worried about me,” hesaid.

“No,”| said. “If you hadn’t come, | would' ve just enjoyed this bottle of Lupanian red
by myself. Would’ ve been anicetime.”

“Shut up,” he said, and kissed me. “Sorry I' mlate.”

“Is everything aright?’

There wasa pause before he replied, “Y eah, everything' sfine.”

Iheldhis shoulders and looked him in the eyes, and he looked back at me with a
stubborn fierceness. | could tell he was hidingsomething.

“What isit?’ lasked.



He sighedand sat down on the fur spread. “Thisis nice Warm.”

“Ifiguredwe ought to make the place a little more comfortable,” | said, and poured
him a glass of wine. “Considering we use it as both a table and a bed. So, what’'s
goingon?’
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He graciously tookthe wine from me and took a long sip. “It's really nothing. Just,
my mom’ s condition is getting worse. She was struggling just to move her wheelchair
around today. Jennifer and | had to helpher.”

“The healers don’t knowwhat’ s wrong with her?’ lasked.

“We' ve only beenable to afford to take her to a small clinic. They weren't trained or
eguipped to diagnoseher.”

“Hounds of Hell,Mason. | can arrange to get hercare.”

He smiled sadly.“Thanks, Christophe. Y ou’ve aready done enough, | don’t deserve
any more help. | don’t want to take advantage of yourkindness.”

“Don’'t be ridiculous, Mason,”| said. “You aren’t taking advantage of anyone. You're
my fated mate,Mason.”

Iwrappedmy arms around him, and he hugged metightly.
“How long, Christophe?’
“How long?’

“Couldyou secretly take care of my family? It's not a big deal now, but how long
could it last? | couldn’t expect that of you. And you know you couldn’t doit.”

Ifrowned. “What do you mean?”’



“lwish | wasn’t lowborn,”he said, and he touched my thigh where the mark was.
“This made me believe that there’ s actually magic in this world. Real magic. But how
can we be fated mates when we can’t even betogether?’

“Wearetogether,” | said. “Right here. Rightnow.”

“Y eah,but will we always meet here, likethis?’

“Thisis our paradise.We can escape from both of our worldshere.”

He laughed.“For how damn smart you are, you can be kind of naive about stuff
sometimes,Christophe.”

“I'm not naive.l want to be with you, Mason. With you, I've finally found real
happiness in my life. | no longer feel like I'm missing something. And once | take
over the clan, we don’'t have to worry about anything. I'll be able to change things.
Wewon’'t have to do it like thisanymore.”

“And until then,we’ ve gotta keep meeting in the middle of the woods,” hesaid.

“Yes”| said. “And I'd keep doing it forever if it was the only way we could
betogether.”

“ldon’t wantto be a secret,” Mason said. “I don’t want to be yoursecret.”

My heart dropped.“Iwish we didn’t have to be a secret. But | don’t know what other
choice wehave.”

Mason nodded sadly. “Right. | know.”He wrapped his arms around my waist and
hugged me, burying his face into my neck. “Sorry, Christophe,” he murmured.
“There’ sjust been alot goingon.”



“Don’t apologize,”| said, and kissed him on his head. He was right. I’d gotten so
caught up in the moment of this thing that had grown between us that | hadn’t
stopped to give any thought to what Mason was going through. It was selfish of me,
expecting that this could be our normal. Selfish, and itwasnaive.

I’d constructedthis idea that this would be our secret to share, but Mason felt like he
wasmysecret. And he was right,as terrible as it was. This had to be a secret because of
my family, nothis.

Mason kissedmy neck as his hands moved across my jacket, tugging it lightly. |
shrugged it off my shoulders as his lips made their way up to my ear, where he
nipped my earlobe and sent a shiver coursing through my body down to my cock. |
pulled his shirt off and pushed him back onto the furs, planting hungry kisses all
along his chest. He moaned as | brushed my lips against his nipples, and when |
brought my hand down between histhighs | felt his excitement waiting forme.

Iwantedthis to be forever. Every day | spent getting to know Mason was bliss. 1'd
never felt so comfortable with another person in my entirelife.

How couldl make this right? What could | do for the man who | knew was my fated
mate? Forus?

|continuedto make my way down his chest, kissing across the landscape of his abs
until | reached the top of his pants. | unbuttoned them, and slowly drew down his
zipper, one tooth at a time. He looked down at me, eagerly waiting for my touch, and
| gaveit to him. | pulled his pants down his thighs and pressed my lips against the tall
bulge of hisunderwear, kissing and caressing his cock through thefabric.

“ Stop teasing me,” he growled. “Or I’ [l beat youup.”

Ismiledat him and slipped my fingers beneath the waistband of his underwear, and



then pulled them down. His cock stood tall and thick, and | drew my lips over the tip
to sample it. His gorgeous blue eyes looked down at me as | slowly lowered myself

down, taking him inside of my mouth. | went slowly, savoring both his flavor and his
little twitches of pleasure.
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Nothingin the clan rules said that a lowborn couldn’t be mated to one of us, it was
just frowned upon, especially for afirst alpha. But there was no rule againstit.

What wasl willing to sacrifice for Mason? Was | willing to lose everything?
Mydestiny?

For nearly myentire life I’d believed my destiny was to lead the clan. It waswhat I'd
been raised to believe.But...

Mason moanedand thrust his fingers through my hair as | took him deep into my
throat. | wrapped my fingers around the base of his shaft, gripping his thickness
tightly as | massaged his balls with my other hand. When | pulled off of him, a thick
line of saliva dripped from my tongue to the glistening tip of his cock. | gasped to
catch my breath, and then dove backin.

But what ifl had adifferentdestiny?

Istill rememberedwhat the Teller had told me, over twenty years ago. He told me |
would become a loyal wolf, who would rise when the occasion called for protecting
what | held most dear. I'd always believed he was talking about leading the Crescent
Moon Clan. But maybe that wasn't it at all. Maybe that wasn’t mydestiny?

What if my destiny was...

“Fuck me, Christophe,”Mason said, his voice low. “I want you to fuck me,
rightnow.”



He pulledhis knees back to his shoulders, opening his legs up to me. | grabbed a
pillow and pushed it underneath his ass, then ducked down, grabbed his cock, and ran
my tongue all the way from his entrance, up his balls and to the tip. | stripped off my
trousers and brought my erection up to hiswaiting hole, and slowly pushedinside.

|couldn’t stopmyself from moaning as Mason’ s tight warmth enveloped me. He threw
his arms around my neck as | began to rock my hips, thrusting deep intohim.

“Ah, fuck, Christophe,” he groaned into my ear. “Don’ tstop.”

His voice mademe even harder, and | fucked him deeper, pushing his legs back by his
ankles as far as they would go. He was so tight, it felt like he was holding onto me,
begging me not to pull out ofhim.

Iwas fightingto hold on, but | knew | couldn’'t for long. It was like were perfectly
made for each other, and every movement of my hips, every thrust and pull, was pure
ecstasy. | kissed him, putting everything | felt for himinto it as | drove all the way in
to the hilt. I was coming to theedge.

“I’m going to come,” Isaid.

“Metoo,” he cried. “Wait for me. Wait forme.”

Ibitmy lip and squeezed his thighs, doing everything | could to stop theclimax.

Mason grabbed at the furs,balling them up in hisfists as he moaned. “ Oh,fuck!”

His cock flexed,and | felt him tighten around me. | was powerless. The orgasm struck

me and wouldn’t let go. | lammed in as deep as | could, pouring myself into him as
his cock throbbed out thick lines of his finish up across mychest.



Ipulled out of him,my head spinning with stars. | collapsed next to Mason, and he
wrapped me up in his arms. “One more thing,” he murmured, and licked his own
come from mychest.

We curledup together in the bundle of furs and blankets, the warmth from the heater
radiating overus.

“Perfect,” Mason whispered, his face pressed into my neck. “So fuckingperfect.”

I kissedhis head and hugged himclose.

What if...

My destiny is...

To bewith him?

|paced nervouslyaround the smoking room. My palms were sweating. It was unlike
me to lose my composition so easily, but this wasn't any ordinary meeting. Maybe |
should’ve picked a different place to ask Mother and Father to talk. | hadn’t felt this
way since | was a child, but all the portraits of my ancestors were starting to feel like
they were judging me, like they were all glaring down in disapproval. If Father
approved, that was all that mattered. His word was the clan word. But getting his
approval was the difficultpart.

What areyou willing tosacrifice?

Itook a deep breath,and found myself going for the tumbler of brandy on the liquor
table. | stopped myself. | didn’t need it. | straightened as | heard the door open behind



me, but when | turned around it wasn’'t who |’ dexpected.

“Oh, hey, Christophe,” Arthur said as he walked into theroom.
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“ Arthur,what are you doing in here?’ |asked.

“Uh,l live here, too. Pretty sure I'm allowed in here.” He went over to a bookshelf
and scanned thebooks.

“I"'m sorry,”| said, shaking my head. “I didn’'t mean it that way. I'm just alittle jittery
rightnow.”

He pickeda book from the shelf and tucked it under his arm. “Everythingalright?’
Isighed. “No. Not readlly.”

“Oh. What' s going on?’

“Thisis goingto seem like it’s from out of nowhere, but... Mason and | aretogether.”

His eyes widened.“No shit? Hounds of Hell, Christophe. | didn’t expect that you two
wouldactualy... Damn. A secret, | guess? Don’'t worry, I’ll keep it tomyself.”

“Arthur,did you ever... When you were young, did Father ever take you to the
Teller? | don’trecall.”

“Sure.l think all of us saw the Teller, right? Clantradition.”
“What did he tell you?’

“ldon't know.Something about having a righteous heart, and making a sacrifice. Blah



blah, just a bunch of dog shit, | guess. Why? What did he tellyou?’

“Y ou knowthe birthmark | have on mythigh?’

Arthur nodded. “Sure. Muddy paw print.”

“He toldme that it was something called a fated mate mark. That it actually showed
the paw mark of the person | was fated to fall in lovewith.”

“Okay,” Arthur laughed. “Yeah, so we've confirmed he was full of a bunch of dog
shit.” He stopped laughing when he saw my expression. “Right?’

“ldon’t know.Father told me it was nonsense, too. | guess | believed that. But...
Y ou're not going to believe this, Arthur, but Mason’s paw matches themark.”

“Oh,come on, Christophe. Van | could see buying into that, but notyou.”

Ishook my head.“I’m positive, Arthur. It's true. And | know the way | fedl
aboutMason.”

He studied me for amoment,and | could see that he understood how serious | was. He
stroked his hair back, and exhaled a long breath. “Wow. Okay. So, what are you
going todo?’

At that moment,the door to the smoking room opened again, and Mother and Father
walked in. Arthur looked me, his eyes wide with realization. “Good luck,” he
muttered, and slippedaway.

“What isit you need, Christophe?’ M otherasked.

“You knowit’s unnecessary to get our permission on official matters,” said Father. “I



trust yourjudgment.”

My palms were sweating again,and my heart was racing. “This is a matter that still
requires yourapproval.”

He and Mother exchanged a glance.” Goon.”

“ldon’t knowhow to deliver this, so | feel | should just tell you outright. When | was
five, you took me to see the clan Teller, and he told me the meaning of the mark on
my leg. He said it was a fated mate mark, and that it would bind me to the person
who | was meant to be matedto.”

“Yes,” Father said. “Iremember.”

“1’ve foundthe person who matches mymark.”

They exchanged another glance,and Father spoke. “ Christophe, the Teller’ s words are
only meant to form a structure on which to begin your life. They don't actually see

thefuture.”

“That’'s not entirely true, Basch,”Mother said, to my surprise. “The Teller told me |
would have four sons, and that one would be an omega.And...”



Page 52

Source Creation Date: July 11, 2025, 2:03 am

Father snorted. “It’s nonsense,” he said, “And you should know it more than anyone
else, Stella. Who is thisperson?”’

Itook a breath. “Mason Arkentooth.”

“Hounds of Hell,” Father said, hisvoice alow rumble. “Y ou can’'t beserious.”
“Mother,Father, you know me. Y ou know that I’m not one to make rashdecisions.”
“Christophe, he's acriminal!” Mother said. “He' s alowborncriminal.”

“No, Mother,”| said. “He' s agood man. He' s strong, smart, and loyal. His Situation is
not hisfault.”

“He madethe decision to become a thief,” Father said. “That doesn't strike me as
veryhonorable.”

“You don’t know him,”Isaid.
“And you do?Y ou’ve only just methim!”

“The mark,Father. | wasn't sure | believed it, but how else can | explain the
connection | feel with him? That I’ ve always felt tohim?”’

“S0,thisis why you wanted to helphim...”

“No,l was honest when | told you my reasons. | decided on that before | fell in love



withhim.”

Mother covered her mouth,and the look on Father’s face just about broke my heart.
I’d never seen him look so disappointed in mebefore.

What areyou willing to sacrifice?Everything.

Ilhad to be.lf | really believed in what | felt for Mason, if | truly believed in the
prophecy of the fated mate mark, then | had to be willing to give it allup.

“We can’'t approve of this,” Father said. “I’m sorry, Christophe. Y ou mustn’t seehim.”

“Father,after all the thought I’ ve given this, | know that thisis mydestiny.”

“Your destiny isto lead thisfamily.”

“With Mason by my side,”l said. “Without him, I’ll be incomplete forever. I'll never
be able to be the leader you think I’m meant tobe.”

“Don’t beridiculous,” Father boomed. “Y ou do your duty to yourfamily!”
Ididn’t budge,but | could feel tears coming to my eyes. “You know how much the
clan means to me. But how can | deny love and fate? If | sacrificed it all for one

person, then | hope you’ d be able to understand just how | feel aboutthem.”

“Christophe, this makes no sense.”Mother said. “What are you saying? Basch,
stophim!”

Iturned to leave.My Father only stood and watched, his face pale withshock.

lhurried downstairs,shifting as | went. Arthur appeared from somewhere, falling into



step besideme.

“What happened?’ heasked.

Icouldn’t bringmyself to look at him. “I have to leave,” | said. “I need to figure this
alout.”

“Leave?Y ou can't be serious. Hey! Christophe!”

|droppedto all fours and threw open the frontdoor.

“Don’t be insane!” he shouted after me. “Don’t forget who youare!”

Iknew who | was.In fact, | knew myself better than | ever had before. For nearly my
entire life, I’d felt like | was missing a piece of who | was. That deep down, | knew
that what I’d come to believe was my destiny was only a part of the picture. I’d been

searching a long time to find that missing piece, and now I'd finaly found it in
Mason. | was not going to let himgo.
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Iran.l didn't care how far he was, my legs were going to take me to him. Miles flew
by, and | dipped onto the hidden access road that led into the heart of the city. The
forest disappeared and became a blur of concrete.

Maybe | had gone insane.Maybe that was what love did to us. Made us do crazy,
stupidthings.

My legs wereon the verge of giving out beneath me, and everything else felt like it
was on fire. Still, | keptgoing.

lhad to keep going.l wanted us to be together, like we were destined to
be. Trulytogether. Bonded mates at each other’ ssides.

| collapsedin front of his apartment building, and slowly, on shaking legs, shifted back
to my human form. | stood up, drenched in sweat and gasping for breath, and called
up to hiswindow.

“Mason! Mason!”

Ipickedup a rock and tossed it at the window. Then | fumbled into my pocket for my
phone, but it was missing. In my haste, I’d left it at thehouse.

“Dammit,” | muttered betweenbreaths.
“Mr. Luna?’

Ilookedup at the window, and saw Mason’s mother’ s face peering down atme.



“Maam,”l said, till trying to catch my breath, my hands on my knees. “Is
Masonhere?’

“Mason isout at the store. Let me come open the door foryou.”

“Oh,Mrs. Arkentooth, you don’t have to,” | protested, but she was already gone from
thewindow.

Iwaiteddown in the building’s entrance, and a short while later she appeared to open
thedoor.

“Thank you, Mrs. Arkentooth.” Isaid.

“Please,call me Eliza. | think you need a towel,” she said, looking up at me from her
wheelchair. “ Are youokay?’

Inodded. “I’'m fine.”

Up in the apartment,she got me a glass of water and a towel, and | wiped off my
sweat-drenched face and sat down on the couch with a gratefulgroan.

“Your daughter’s not here?’ lasked.

“She’s back in school,” she replied with a smile. “Mr. Luna, | want to thank you for
giving Mason work. It's been agreat help tous.”

“Oh, no, it’s nothing,”| managed, still trying to catch mybreath.

“1t’s not nothing.Y ou don’t know how much you'’ ve helped us.” She pushed her chair
so that she was seated across fromme.



“Areyousureyou’ re alright? Y ou look like you' ve just ran amarathon.”
“Well...that’ s not so far from the truth. | ranhere.”

“Why wouldyou do something likethat?’

“It's... complicated.”Looking at her now, | could see what Mason meant—it was
obvious how limited her movements were. | felt terrible for making her come all the
way down to open the door for me, but she seemed like the kind of woman who you
couldn’t say no to. In that sense, she reminded me of my ownmother.

“Okay,” she said, and took my glass. “I’ll get you some morewater.”

“Oh, | can—"

“No,you sit down. Y ou look like you' re about to pass out. | can get you thewater.”
She pushedherself over to the kitchen and | stayed on the couch. A clock ticked softly
on the wall. | stared at it, slowly going over what I’d done. A feeling of shame had

begun to spread through me, like the pressure of deep water. | didn’'t want to have to
decide between my family and Mason. It was ridiculous that | hadto.
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“He's aways working so hard,”Mrs. Arkentooth said from the kitchen. “I know it's
so difficult for him. Mason has had to look after this family ever since his father
passed. And my condition only made things worse. He's sacrificed so much for the
family. | know he'd give everything for us, and that worries me. He needs to live his
own life,too.”

Ifelta painful tightening around my heart. “I understand,” | said. “Family is
everything. I’d do anything formine.”

“Y es!” She came back into the living room and handed me the refilled glass of water.
“Which is why I’ ve been trying for so long to convince Mason of the importance of
starting his own, of looking to the future. The boy needs to get out and meet
someone. A mate becomes your family, afterall.”

“That’sright,”| said,stunned.

“Anyway,that’s why I’'m so thankful you’'ve given him an opportunity to work, Mr.
Luna. He' Il aways be reliable to you, | promiseyou.”

She seemed worried,and | suddenly realized that she must’ve thought I'd come to
deliver badnews.

“Mrs. Arkentooth—Imean, Eliza—please. Listen... You must think I’m here to speak
to Mason about his work, but the truth is... Well, the truth is that there isn't
anywork.”

“Oh,” she said, lookingflattened.



“No,no. What | mean is, Mason... Heandl...”

At that moment,the lock to the front door turned. We both |looked over as the door
pushed open and Mason walked in, bags of groceries hanging from hisarms.

“Mom, I'm back—"

The moment he saw me,he lost his grip on one of the bags and it fell to the floor,
sending oranges and potatoes rolling across the floor. | stood up and strode over to
him. | was unable to stop myself. I'd wanted to see him and hold him so badly that it
all just came out. | wrapped my arms around him, pulling him tightly against my
body. He stood there in stunned silence for a moment before lowering the other bag
to the ground and slowly returning myembrace.

“What are you doing here, idiot?’ he askedsoftly.

Itookhis face in my hands and kissedhim.

“Oh,”| heard Mrs. Arkentoothutter.

“Ineeded to see you,” | whispered back to him. “No more secretmeetings.”

He raised an eyebrow at me,and Mrs. Arkentooth cleared herthroat.

“Someone mind explainingwhat’ s going on?’ shesaid.

“Sorry,Mom. | know it’s out of nowhere but, well, Christophe and | are together.” He
gave me a questioninglook.

“We're together,”| said, taking hishand.



“Thisis al so sudden,” she said, looking shocked. If she wasn't already sitting down,
| would’ ve been worried for her safety. “A surprise. A nice surprise. But sosudden.”

“There’'s alot to explain,”Mason said. He gave me another look, and | knew exactly
what it meant.Let me do the talking. | gave him a slight nod. Telling her exactly how
we' d met would probably not be the wisestidea.

We satdown on thecouch.

“Mom,have you ever heard of something called a fated matemark?’
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Christopheand | walked down the street to a nearby park, where we sat and watched a
group of kids chase each other around in their wolf forms. | was still feeling a bit of
shock that Christophe had showed up at the apartment and eager to find out why,
especially after the talk we' d had the nightbefore.
“What’ s going on, Christophe?’| asked. “No more secretmeetings?’
“Itold my parents about us,” hesaid.

My stomach did aflip.“Y ou did? Whathappened?’

Aflameof excited expectation lit up inside me. If Christophe had come here and told
Mom that we were together, then maybe,somehow...

He shook his head.“ My parents don’t understand what it is that weshare.”

Ishrunk down, deflated. “1 see.”

“They don't understandwhat us finding each othermeans. The importance ofit.”

“No,”l said. “I guess we can't expect them to. It's not something that would make
sense to anyone, unless they felt it themselves. What does this mean for us?’ | was

afraid of what his answer wouldbe.

“My parents can decidewhat will happen with the clan. Either Arthur takes over as



second eldest, ormaybe—"

Igrabbed his arm.“Hold on. You're not saying you're planning on leaving
yourfamily?’

“If that’swhat | must do, then I'll do it. For the first time in my life today, | walked
away from my parents’ orders. They know I’ mserious.”

“Youcan't be.”

“lam,” he said, frowning. “Of course lam.”

He said this,but | could see the conflict in his eyes. “I understand how important
family isto you, Christophe. | could never expect that ofyou.”

“Doyou believe we're fated mates?’ heasked.

“Yes,”| said emphatically. “I don't think I've ever been so sure about anything. |
think I’ve known it from the verybeginning.”

“Then that meansyou are my family. Y ou and me and ourchildren.”

“Our children,”| repeated. | felt tingly just sayingit.

“Yes,”he said. “And as long as we're together, that's what | care about. That's
thefuture.”

Ilheld back tears.Christophe’s willingness to sacrifice everything he cared about the
most just for me had me overwhelmed. Everything about us had me overwhelmed,
likeit didn't feel real. I'd never been in love with someone until now, until him. That
love made me want to run away with him forever, but it also made me pause. | smiled



and took Christophe’s hand. “I’m sorry,” Isaid.

“Why?’

“Because it'smy fault you're in this shitty position. If I'd just kept my mouth shut
about meeting secretly... Look, I'd much rather continue to keep our relationship on
the down low than force you to make such a fucked updecision.”

“Oh,Mason. No, no. Y ou were absolutely right. My mate should never be a secret. It
was completely unfair and selfish of me to ask that ofyou.”

“And it'sunfair and selfish of me for you to be forced to give up something
soimportant.”

“What wouldyou have me do,then?’

“Don’t abandon your clan,Christophe. They need a man like you to guide them. The
kind of man who gives people second chances, and sees the best inothers.”

He lookedat me with those ruby eyes of his, the spark of flame in them glimmering
with intensity. | could see him trying to think of a solution to this, and coming up
empty. | could see the flickering sadness there, and that longing. That same look of
longing I'd seen for the first time just over a week ago. Had we really only known
each other for such a short time? There was something about Christophe that felt like
I’d always known my entirelife.

“If 1 haveto be with you in secret, then I’ll live withthat.”
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When we came backto the apartment, Jennifer was home from school, and as we
walked through the front door she jabbed a finger at me and shouted with a giant
smile on her face, “I knew you had a thing forhim!”

We made dinner,and after eating we sat in the living room and explained the situation
to her and Mom. Christophe was obviously unhappy about the whole thing, and | was
upset too, especially because | understood how painful it must’ve been for him to turn
his back on his parents, but | knew he realized he had to go back. If | had to stay in
the shadows, then | could deal with that—even if he was forced to openly take a
highborn mate. We were fated mates. Nothing could ever changethat.

Christophe stayedthe night at our apartment, and after | was sure that Jennifer and
Mom had gone to bed, | turned the light off and locked my bedroom door. Our lips
met, and our hands reached and explored in the darkness, tracing and finding each
other’s excitement. | bit into my pillow, doing the best | could to muffle my cries as
he thrust deep inside of me, our bodies heaving together, damp skin on skin as fingers
intertwined and lips |eft desperate kisses. He didn’t tell me he was going to come this
time, but | could hear it in his breathing and feel it in the way his cock swelled and
filled me up, leaving me full of hiswarmth.

This washow we would have to do things. Always in the dark, two worlds
alwaysseparate.

But at |eastwe weretogether.

“Christophe,”| murmured into his ear as we lay in each other’s arms. It was the first
time we' d been in bed together, and the first time we' d ever go to sleeptogether.



“Mason.”

“Trouble.”

“Hm?’

“Ithinkl just might’ve fallen in love withyou.”

Ilheardhim exhale a soft laugh, and he squeezed his arms tighter around me. “You
have no idea how badly I’ve fallen in love withyou.”

Over the following months,Christophe quietly arranged a new house for me, Mom,
and Jennifer. He' d wanted to get me my own place, and Mom and Jennifer their own
home in a highborn neighborhood, but | refused and insisted on a “modest” upgrade.
Modest to him, but to me it was luxury and already made me feel uncomfortable.
Getting to know Christophe had helped me come to terms with my bias against
highborn wealth, but | knew that he was an exception. | doubted if I'd ever be able to
get used to that world. With financials taken care of by Christophe, our family was
able to finally be free from the Blood Gulch Clan, and became unofficially sponsored
by the Crescent Moons. None of it was on paper, but Christophe made sure we were
taken care of. Even though we no longer had to worry about money, | didn't feel
good about relying on Christophe, and decided to enroll at a community academy to
study leadership and law arts. Jennifer transferred into to a prestigious pre-academy,
andexcelled.

His parents knew about mebut still refused to officially acknowledge our
relationship. It was difficult sometimes to feel like | was a secret, but Christophe did
everything he could to make me feel comfortable and not like our relationship was
something shameful. Even his brothers did their best to welcome me, though | could



feel that they were skeptical. Christophe and | did our best to create some kind of
normalcy in our relationship, despite thesecrecy.

Two monthsafter we'd moved into our new house, Christophe arranged for me to
bring Mom up north to Ursidcomb, the bear shifter town where his brother Vander
and his mate Pell were living. The bears were extremely good healers, and Pell was
apparently one of the bestaround.

|sat alonein the lobby of the clinic, staring up at a painting of a grizzly bear catching a
samon in a river. Ursidcomb was a small town surrounded by dense forest, and all
the buildings were constructed of wood and smelled like fresh pine. It was probably

the most soothing place I’ d ever beento.

Mom was inside being examined.The front door opened, and | stood up when |
recognizedV ander.

“Good to meet you finally, Mason,”Vander said, shaking my hand. His belly was
swollen withchild.

“You too, Vander,”| replied, and gestured to his pregnant stomach. “Congratul ations.
How much longer do youhave?’

He smiled.“” Not much time, now. A month, at themost.”

“That’ s great.I’ m excited foryou.”

“Thanks,” he said. “Are you and Christophetrying...?’

My face went hot. “Uh, umm...”

“None of my business,” he said. “Sorry.”



“No,it's aright. You know, we've never actually talked about it, but | don’t think
there’s anything we really need to say. | know we both would love for it to happen.
It'sjustdifficult...”

He nodded.“1’m sorry you guys have to go through all that dog shit with my parents.
Itisn’t fair. They’ restubborn.”

“lunderstand,”| said. “It’s not like Christophe and | met under the best circumstances.
| can’'t expect them, or anyone, to understand what we have between us. | am who |
am, and | did the thingsthat | did. I’ ve got to live withthat.”

“ldon’t know your background,”Vander said. “But | think that highborn, lowborn,
wolf, bear—all of that is dog shit. All that matters is who you are inside. Your
quality. Christophe may be a stuck up dick—nooffense—*

“Hetotally is.”

We both laughed.
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“But he also is thebest judge of character that | know. So that’s why | know you must
be agood guy. It's a shame my parents refuse to get that. But that’s fine, you know? |
didn't think they’d approve of me being with Pell. They had to deal with it.
Eventually, they’ll have to face up to the fact that you and Christophe are together
forgood.”

His words mademe feel warm inside. “ Thanks,” Isaid.

The doorto the examination room opened, and Pell pushed Mom out in her
wheelchair. She wore awide smile on her face, and | perkedup.

“Well,” Pell said. “We have some news. Ah, maybe Eliza, you'd like to tellMason?’

“Yes, doctor. Mason, it’s treatable,” she said, beaming. “Doctor Darkclaw says I'll be
able to walkagain.”

My mouth dropped open.| ran over to Mom and hugged her tightly. “ That’s amazing!
Mom, | can’'t believeit.”

“It'll takeseveral months of treatment and therapy,” Pell said. “But | believe it can be
done here with us inUrsidcomb.”

“That’s so wonderful,”was all | could say. | was overwhelmed. Mom hugged me as
tightly as she could, and | could hear her cryingsoftly.

“1’msorry you’ ve had to go through so much for me, Mason,” shesaid.



“No,Mom. No. I'd do it al again in aheartbeat.”
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Christophe

Mother,Father, Arthur, and | sat around the dining table for another mostly silent
breakfast. Ever since Mason and | got together, almost every meal had been like this.
Arthur was always the first to finish and excuse himself from the tense awkwardness,
and | delivered terse updates to Father about work and affairs, but that was it. | was
still too angry for anythingel se.

It wasridiculous that | was still even living in the Luna manor. | should ve been living
with my mate and working on starting my own family. | was no longer a bachelor,
though my parents refused to acknowledgethat.

“We receiveda challenge from the Arctic Falls Clan,” | said flatly. “I had it
addressedpeacefully.”

“Good work,” Fathergrunted.
“Anything else?’
“Nothing.”

I1eft the dining room.l had some free time, so | was going to go and visit Mason at his
house. He had the place to himself during the day, now that his mother was receiving
care up in Ursidcomb, and up until now it'd been shockingly difficult to find time
when we could be aone in private together. Those moments were precious—just
being able to do normal household things together, not to mention being able to make
love. We still met often at my place in the forest—it was the best place for us to be



alone—but doing it on top of arock wasn't always the most comfortable. Sometimes
we just wanted abed.

Or couch.

Or chair.

Or bathtub.

Ifetchedmy jacket from the coatroom when | heard Mother call myname.

“Christophe?’

[turned around. “Y es, Mother?”

“Going out?’

“I"ve business to take of,”l said. | could ve just told her that | was going to see

Mason, but | preferred keeping both of my parents on a need-to-know basis about all

of that, which essentially meant | never told themanything.

“Okay,” she said. Her typically cold expression seemed softened. She straightened my
jacket and picked a bit of fluff off myshoulder.

“What isit, Mother?’

“How’s Mason?’ sheasked.

Ifrowned.She hardly ever asked about him. “Mason is fine. Still my mate, just
asbefore.”



“How arethe treatments going for hismother?’

Isighed.The only reason she knew about that was because Father had made a big deal
about the healingexpenses.

“They'refine,”| said. “ And she'll continue to receive them until she'swellagain.”

“I"m not challenging you, Christophe,” she said. “I just want to know how everything
isgoing.”

“Why do you care?’

“Icarebecause you're my son. And by extension... That makes Mason my son too. So
| want to make sure everything isalright.”

“It's fing,”l said, trying to hide my shock. Mother had taken a mostly silent
disapproving stance on the whole issue, and | thought she saw Mason as nothing
more than a lowborn thief who had somehow corrupted me. | lowered my voice.
“Where is this coming from? | know you don’t approve of Mason.”

“I’m still tryingto understand this whole thing. | can’t say | do approve, but it doesn’t
change the fact that he is your mate. And... Well, | never told you this, but I’'ve
always disagreed with your Father about the fated mate marks and his opinion about
theTeller.”

“You have?’

“Yes.You see, Christophe, I... also was born with amark.”
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Now | couldn’t hideit. My mouth dropped open. “What? Y ou and Fatherare...?’

“Your fatherand | were mated to strengthen clan and family bonds, like your brother,
Loch,was.”

“You had an arranged marriage?’

“Somewhat.We' d known each other since we wereyoung.”

| processed this.” Father’ s paw doesn’t match your mark,” Isaid.

She shook her head.“For along time, | was convinced that maybe there was someone
out there who did. | eventually realized my fantasies weren't fair to your father, and
nor would they be fair to my future children if 1 wasn’t fully invested. So | forgot
about it all. Let it go. And do you know whathappened?’

“What?’

“The mark disappeared.And | moved on, and fell in love with your father. But | think
that perhaps, it hurt him quitedeeply.”

“That’ swhy he doesn’'t believe in them,” | said, and Mothernodded.

“S0,l believe what you and Mason share is special, despite him being lowborn. And
I’ ve been doing what | can to turn your father’s mind aboutit.”

“Hounds of Hell, Mother,”l said softly. “I hope... we haven't hurt you and



Father’ smarriage.”

She smiledand squeezed my arm. “Like | said, I'm over al that now. If there had
been someone out there who matched my mark, they’'re no longer my fated mate.
Your father is. And | believe thatentirely.”

I nodded,and then after a brief hesitation, embraced Mother. We both were not used to
hugging one another, and she returned the hug, stiffly at first, and then morewarmly.

“Thank you,Mother. Y ou have no idea how much this means to me. | hope Father can
come to understand us the same as youdo.”

“Someday,” shesaid.

Idroveto Mason’'s house filled with an incredible lightness. I’d been unaware of the
weight that’d been on my shoulders, and having Mother’s support had relieved some
of it. It'd also given me strength. Not that I'd had any doubt about our relationship at
al, but Mother’s story had reminded me just how special Mason and | were. One
thing different, and we could’ve ended up missing each other. The scariest part was
that | could ve put Mason in jail or something worse, but the universe had been on
our side and brought ustogether.

Mason answeredthe front door and pounced on me, wrapping his legs around my
waist. | grabbed him and kissed him and carried him to thecouch.

“Someone' sfeisty,” Isaid.

“You're damn right,” he grinned, pulling me down on top of him. He threw his arms
around my neck and kissedme.

“llove you,” | toldhim.



“llove you t00.Y ou seemhappy.”

Inodded.“l am. This day got off on the right paw,surprisingly.”

“lcan say the same thing.”

“Isthat right? Tell me.”

“Mm. You go first.”

“Alright.”

Ilay downon the couch and wrapped my arms around him, hugging him against my
chest, and then told him what had happened back at the house. To my surprise,
Mason's eyes started to water, and he hid his face in myarmpit.

“What?’| asked. “What' s thematter?’

“That just...It really makes me happy to hear,” he said. “And it’s perfect, Christophe.
It's so perfect for what | |earnedtoday.”

“What did you learn?’
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He looked up at me,resting his chin on my chest. His eyes sparkled and his smile
widened into a broad grin. “We're going to have ababy.”

My jaw dropped. “ Are you serious?’

“Ofcoursel’m serious,stupid. You and | ae going to be fathers. I'm
pregnant,Christophe.”

All | could do waslaugh. | hugged him and kissed him andlaughed.

“We're going to be fathers,”| said in awe. “Hounds of Hell, Mason. Thisis amazing.
Thisisfantastic. We're going to have afamily. The nextLunas...”

“And with thisnews about your mom, maybe this means that things are going to
change.” The hope in Mason'’ s voice brought me back down toearth.

We still were livingthis separate life. Mother had come around, but Father was still as
stubborn as ever. | didn’t want to raise a child like this. A child wouldn’t understand.
Not to mention, my child, assuming they were an alpha, would be the next in line to
inherit the Crescent Moon Clanleadership.

Imadethe decision in my mind at that moment that no matter what, this child would
not be raised as a secret. If Father didn’t acknowledge us, then there would be no
more argument. | would leave to be with myfamily.



That night,] met my parents in the smoking room with a newly steeled resolve. Just
like the time I’ d told them about Mason and I, | walked around the room and looked
at the portraits and ancestral artifacts that lined the walls. This time, though, | wasn’t
nervous at al. The eyes of my ancestors no longer seemed to be glaring down at me
with disapproval, but instead were looking at me with encouragement. With pride. |
was a Luna. Mason was a Luna. Our child would be al_una.

“Mother, Father, please have a seat,”| said, as | sat down in one of the leather
armchairs. “1 have some wonderful news to give you both, and | hope you can share

in my happiness andexcitement.”

Something in Mother’ seyes flashed. Father was stone faced and folded his hands over
his stomach. “Go on,” hesaid.

“Mason is pregnant.I’m going to have achild.”

“Christophe, that’s fantastic!” M othersaid.

Father exhaled a long breath.

“Basch?Are you not going to say anything to yourson?’

“Thereisn’'t anything to say.”

“Basch!”

lheld up my hand.” That’s fine. Father, this is no longer in your hands. You won't
decide the fate of my child. Whether you decide to be a part of your grandchild' s life
is your decision. But my child will be raised as a Luna. And | will be with Mason.

The clan can wait for my leadership once you’ ve passed, or Arthur can take over as
next in line, it doesn’t matter to me. You've aways told me that family comes first,



so I’m going to be with my family,regardiess.”

Father looked away.As prepared as | was, it till hurt. Silently, | stood and left the
smokingroom.

Mother followed me. “ Christophe,” shesaid.

“I’m sorry,Mother. I’ ve made up my mind this time. No turningback.”

“Iknow.Y ou do what you must. | told you | was working on him, and I’'ll continue to
do so. When the baby comes, please don’t forget aboutus.”

| softenedand took my mother’s hand. “I won't,” | said. “I’ll always be in touch with
you. I’m not shutting anyone out. | just need to be there for Mason from nowon.”

She nodded.“ Continue your duties to the clan. Nothing will change. Y ou’'re still to be
the leader, I’ [l make sure ofthat.”

|gave my mother a hug,and left. As| walked down the steps towards the car, a part of
me wondered if today might be my last day ever living in the Lunamanor.

Mason was aloneat the house, and greeted me with a tight hug. No words needed to
be said; he could read on my face that it hadn’t gonewell.

“Jennifer wentto visit Mom up in Ursidcomb for the weekend,” he told me. “So...
you'll be moving in,then?’

“Hope you don’t mind,”| said,smiling.

“Hey. You paid for the place.”He grinned. “You can do whatever you want. Are
youhungry?’
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“Starving.”
He went into the kitchen,and | followedbehind.
“I’ve gotsome leftoversin the fridge, |can—"

Igrabbedhis wrist and spun him around to face me. “No, I'm hungry for
somethingelse.”

His eyes flashed,and a smile crept across hislips. | pushed him up against the fridge,
pinning his wrists above him with one hand, and gently bit his neck. He moaned in
my ear and squirmed against me, and as | kissed up his neck to hislips | dropped my
free hand down and gripped his stiffening bulge. Then | flipped him around, releasing
hisarms so | could get his pants off. He pushed his ass out, grinding it eagerly against
me. | was hard, and | pulled myself out and without any delay, pushed my cock up to
his opening and enteredhim.

He criedout and pressed against me, taking me all the way inside. | grabbed his waist
and slammed in deep, going all the way to the hilt. After fucking him like that, |
pulled out, spun him around again, and picked him up. He straddled my hips and |
carried him over and laid him down on the dining room table. He pulled his legs back
to open himself up for me, and | grabbed my cock and thrust into him that way too.
The table creaked loudly under our rhythm, and Mason’s cock bounced with every
push. | reached down and wrapped my fist around it and began to stroke him in time
with mymovements.

“Fuck!”he moaned, and | felt him tighten around me. “Just like that. Just likethat.



Ohhhshit!”

Icould feelthe spasms of his oncoming climax rocking around me like waves in the
sea, pulling my own orgasm from me like the tide. Mason’s cock flexed, and thick
lines of come spurted across my hand. | came too, slowly rolling my hips and
allowing his tightness to milk every last drop out of me. | withdrew from him, and
then leaned down to kisshim.

There wasa loud popping sound as all four of the table's legs snapped and gave out.
The table crashed to the floor, and at the last minute, Mason threw his arms out and
grabbed me as he wrapped his legs around my waist. | stood there with Mason
attached to my front, the two of us staring at each other wide eyed. He looked back
over his shoulder at the decimated table, and we both started tolaugh.

Mason's motherwas discharged from Pell’s clinic a month later, shortly after Vander
and Pell’s little girl was born. Living together with Mason and his mother and sister
was such a big, but welcome, change in my life. Coming from my home, it took a
while for me to get used to the new dynamic. | couldn’t help but be overly formal
with Mrs. Arkentooth, despite her prodding and urging to be casual. She demanded
that | call her by her first name, but that was just so far removed from how | was used
to treating my elders, not to mention my mother-in-law.

Mason continued at his academy,but decided to put his studies on hold at five months
into the pregnancy to rest and prepare. Pell had determined that we were going to
have alittleboy.

Contactwith my parents had been limited, though Mother came to visit when she
could. | held on to the hope that Father would eventually come around. A good sign
was that he hadn’t done anything to impede my continued work for the clan, nor had
he restricted my access to the family and clan resources. Officially recognizing my
son as heir to the Luna estate and to the Crescent Moon Clan was a different story,



however. | had no idea what would happen after his birth, and when he came of age,
but | was prepared to fight. Alpha, omega, or even beta, my sonwouldbe a full-
fledgedL una

It wasthe start of summer, nearly a year and a half after we'd first met, when we had
ourson.

At three in the morning,Pell delivered our boy, Kota Luna, into thisworld. As| sat at
Mason's bedside and held my little boy in my arms, | was filled with the most
overwhelming sense of awe. Mason and | had created him. He was my son, the
physical proof of our love. The result of fate, of the universe bringing two souls
together in perfectharmony.

“Hello, Kota,”| whispered to him. | tickled his cheek, and he reached up with his tiny
hand and grabbed my thumb. “Welcome to thefamily.”

| passedhim back to Mason and kissed my mate on his forehead. He smiled at me, and
| could see how exhausted hewas.

“Y ou should sleep,”| toldhim.

“Not yet,” he replied. “I’ve been working my ass off to pop this little guy out, | want
to spend some more time withhim.”

llaughed.“You' I have years to dothat.”

“It’'s still hardfor me to believe,” Mason said, cradling Kota in his arms. “We have
akid.”

Istroked Mason’s hair.“| know. It samazing.”



“lhonestly could never have imaginedmy life turning out this way. Breaking into your
house turned out to be the best decision | ever made in my life” He gave me a
cheekyqgrin.

“It was fate,”| said. “It is hard to imagine how vastly different my life would be as
well, if | hadn’t met you. Honestly, it hurts me to think about it. I’d be lost, probably
for the rest of mylife.”

To my surpriseheavy tears started to roll down Mason's cheeks. Kota cooed and
yawned, blowing a bubble from hismouth.

Iwrappedmy arm around his shoulder and hugged him to my chest. “Mason? What
isit?

He shook his head.“It’s just what you said. Thinking about you being lost... being
hurt... | can't stand it. Damn, since when did | get soemotional ?’

Iwipedthe tears away from his cheeks and kissed him, and then kissed Kota on his
forehead. “It only makes where we are now that much more special, and incredible.
Everything was against us finding one another, right down to the end, but we still did.
We still met, and we still fell inlove. I'll never take what we have for granted,ever.”

“llove you,”he said. When he smiled, a few more silvery tears streaked down
hischeeks.
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Ishould’ ve been morenervous about meeting Christophe's parents than | was, but |
was too preoccupied with making sure that Kota was comfortable to think about
anything else. | sat on the couch and cradled him in my arms as | murmured baby talk
to him and tickled his chin. Mom had taken Jennifer and her school friends out to go
swimming, so we had the house tooursel ves.
Christophe wasthe most nervous I'd ever seen him. He kept a serious face and
insisted he was fine, but he kept pacing around the room, occasionally sitting in a
chair only to move to the couch, and then back to another chairagain.
“What,are you testing al the furniture out?’ | said. “Take it easy,huh?’
He nodded,and sat back on the couch. “ Sorry.”
“It'll befine,”I said. “No matter what happens. We'll befine.”
He answered with a distracted smile,and then chewed on afingernail.
Iwentover and sat next to him. “HoldK ota?’
“Yeah.”He took Kota from me and bounced him gently. Kota gurgled and reached
out towards his dad’s face. “Hello,” Christophe said. “Ready to meet Grandmother

andGrandfather?’

Kota burped and giggled.Christophe laughed and kissed him on the head, and Kota



reached up and patted hischeek.

The doorbell rang.Christophe straightened. “1I’ll get it,” Isaid.

“No, | should greet them first,” he said. He passed Kota back to me, straightened his
shirt, and went to the door and opened it. “Hi, Mother. Hi, Father,” Christophe said.
“Welcome. Please comein.”

Now | was nervous.

Mrs. Luna gave Christophe a hug,and then came over to me. “Congratulations,
Mason,” she said, and | was surprised when she moved in to kiss me on the cheek.
Her eyes turned down to the little bundle | cradled in my arms, and widened with

delight. “And this must beKota.”

“Wouldyou like to hold him, Stella?’ | asked, and passed Kota to her. “Look,
sweetheart. It' sGrandmother.”

Kota lookedup with wide eyes, and Mrs. Luna beamed down at him. “I’m proud of
you both,” she said. “Y ou’ ve donewell.”

“Father,” Christophe said, and after a moment of hesitation, extended his hand. Mr.
Lunatook it and shook it. Mrs. Lunaand | stared on,tensely.

“Christophe. Y ou’ ve been well?’

“Yes,Father. | have. Would you like to meet yourgrandson?’

Mrs. Luna walkedover to him with Kota, and as Mr. Luna s gaze turned down to rest
on his grandson’ stiny face, | saw his expressionchange.



“Oh,” he saidsoftly.

“Take him,”Mrs. Luna said. “HoldK ota.”

Mr. Lunatookhim into his arms, and a smile slowly spread over hislips. “He reminds
me of you, when you were ababy,” he said. “ The same eyes. He' s going to be strong,

| cantell.”

Christophe nodded,and with some hesitation, reached out and put his hand on his
dad’ s back. “I think so too,” he said. “I can fedlit.”

“You'rethe future of our family, little one,” Mr. Luna said to Kota. “1 hope you're up
for thejob.”

|could seethe relief shimmering in Christophe’ seyes.

“How precious,”Mrs. Luna said. “Look, he’ slaughing.”

Kota giggledand reached up towards Mr.Luna.

“He’ shappy to meet his grandfather,” Isaid.

Mr. Luna passedKota to Christophe, and came over to me. | straightened up and
offered my hand. “Sir,” Isaid.

I’d never once before caredto give respect to anyone who hadn't earned it from
me—especially not someone highborn—~but things had changed. | could never be
highborn myself, even as Christophe’'s mate. Being highborn was more than just
money, it was a lifetime of upbringing that | didn’t have. But as someone who now
lived on the edge of both worlds, | was going to do my best to learn, to be an
ambassador. And that startedhere.



Mr. Luna lookedme up and down with an intense and penetrating gaze, as if he were
looking right at my very character. | stared back firmly, resolved. | was no longer the
same man who' d once tried to steal from hishome.

He reachedout and took my hand. His grip was firm. He didn’t say anything to me,
just shook my hand, but | was fine with that. | could feel receptiveness in his
greeting, an openness to see my worth. And | was ready to prove myself, to show that
| was worthy of being a part of thisfamily.

Christophe came over to me,and | slipped my arm around his waist and gave him a
kiss. Kota cooed and giggled, and | smiled down at him and kissed him on his
tinyhands.

Christophe had toldme that everyone had a destiny, and | believed that now. Fate had
brought us together, and now we'd move forward together as one. This was the

beginning of our lives together, the beginning of our newfamily.

The beginning of a new destiny.
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Epilogue - Christophe

IwatchedKota play with his puzzle, his eyes focused intensely on the little cube
shaped device that his Aunt Jennifer had given him. At five years old, Kota was a
little smaller than his classmates, even for an omega, but where he lacked in size he
made up in spunk and brains. He was far beyond his peers when it came toacademics.

Ilooked out the window,watching as the passing skyscrapers of downtown Wolfheart
thinned out. As we moved closer to Old Wolfheart the architecture changed, almost
like we were stepping back in time, and | could see enormous stone temples where
the all the ancient rites were performed. | settled back into the chair, and | felt Mason
take my hand. | looked over at him and smiled. Kota laughed and held the puzzle up
tous.

“Dad, Papa, | finished it!”

“Good work, Kotal”Mason said. “ That was a hard one, wasn’tit?’

“Not too hard.”

The car turnedoff the private access road, and the temple grew even closer. Ever since
Father had passed the clan leadership to me two years ago, the number of my visitsto
the temple had grown tremendously since | was required to be present for various

ceremonies. Today, we were here for Kota, to hear the Teller’ srites.

Ayearafter I’d assumed |leadership of the Crescent Moons, Mason had graduated from
his academy, and this year he’d started an organization for lowborn neighborhoods to



monitor and assist those who had been taken advantage of by predatory clans like the
Blood Gulch. Jennifer had graduated pre-academy and was two years into her
program at the Dawn Academy’s School for Shift Technology. She was one of the
school’s few lowborn students, which had resulted in some unfair treatment from
instructors and even a few physical fights with other students—all of which she'd
won. I’d had to step in afew times on her behalf, but it was clear from her marks that
she belonged there as much as anyone else. And with the advanced healing
techniques of the bears, Mrs. Arkentooth had fully recovered, save for some minor
joint stiffness in the mornings. Last year, she decided to do shift marathon
competitions, where she’d run for miles in wolf form around thecity.

The car pulledinto the templ€e’'s lot, and Stephen rolled down the divider window.
“Here, sir,” hesaid.

“Thank you, Stephen.”

He openedthe door for us, and | unbuckled my son from his car seat. He took
Mason’'s and my hand, and the three of us walked towards the templ€e’ s gigantic door.
Kota craned his neck to look up at the huge stone wolves that sat on either side of the

entrance, his mouth agape inawe.

Inside,the air was hazy with smoke, and | was greeted by that familiar smell of pine
incense and candle wax. | felt Kota' s little hand squeezemine.

“What’ sthe Teller going to do, Dad?’ he asked. “What’ s he going tosay?”’

“He' s goingto look into yourfuture.”

“The future?’

| crouched downand squeezed his shoulder. “Are youscared?’



He shook his head,but | could see that he was. “What did he tell you,Dad?’

Ismiled at him.“He told me aboutyou.”

Kota' s eyes sparkled,and he broke into agrin.

“Ready?’ Masonasked.

“Y eah,” Kotasaid.

We walked together,hand in hand, towards the shroud of smoke that held the mystery
of thefuture.



