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    Author's Note 
 
    My spouse and I are into the more spiritual side of things, and we have long been dedicated to our totems, or Spirit Animals. Mine is Owl and Donna's is Wolf. If you ever come and visit us, you will see we have owls and wolves scattered all over our house. 
 
    Donna is very much like her Wolf totem: protective, playful, caring, and completely devoted to family. As an author who loves paranormal fiction, I've always been fascinated by tales and stories of shifters, so Under the Moon grew in my head from a combination of those two things. 
 
    The area around Hidden Cove Springs is very real, even if the fictitious town itself is not. It's quite easy to imagine that shifters might hide in the shadows of the swamps and wetlands of Florida outside Homosassa Springs (which is one of the few places you can actually see a red wolf in Florida). The land of Mickey Mouse and white sand beaches does not apply here. 
 
    If you like shifter stories, you may want to check out the free story on my website called Kotza House at www.tiffanyetaylor.com/bookshelf. 
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 Five Years Ago 
 
   T he lights of the midway burned hot and bright under the early May night sky. The Atlanta evening was cool, but the heat and excitement of the Mid-County Spring Festival generated enough warmth to keep the attendees warm. Sound exploded from every direction as the games and amusements heated up, the festival packed with people looking to unwind and have fun on a Friday night after a long week of work. 
 
    Fallon Conroy and her best friend, Hannah Lessing, took a deep breath and grinned at each other, feeling the stress and arduous work of the past four years falling behind them. 
 
    “Can you believe it? We are finally done with college, sister mine,” Fallon exulted, narrowly missing a half dozen festival attendees as she spun around and swung her arms wide, her long black hair following the arc of her arms. Hannah giggled and pulled her friend to the side out of the way, before she knocked anyone over. 
 
    “I know. It seems almost too good to be true. I never thought I would make it through finals, but here we are.” 
 
    Fallow bowed to Hannah, her exuberant mood too much to contain, as her unusual silver-gray eyes sparkled with excitement. “Congratulations to you, Ms. Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering.” 
 
    Hannah bowed back, Fallon’s energetic humor catching. “And congratulations to you, Ms. Bachelor of Science in Computer Engineering.” The two childhood friends beamed, laughing like high school girls, before stopping to look at the sights around them. 
 
    Fallon and Hannah had just finished four grueling years at the Georgia Institute of Technology—better known as Georgia Tech—and were enjoying a night out before the graduation ceremonies the following week. Both had graduated with distinction and had landed exceptional jobs in the private sector: Fallon, at a local Fortune 250 company as part of a specialized team to integrate the technology platforms and data centers the company gained through acquisitions; and Hannah, with another large company as an environmental engineer and project manager of clean water and energy solutions. 
 
    “It’s a shame Olivia can’t be here,” Hannah sighed about her new girlfriend, who had graduated from Georgia Tech two years prior with a Bachelor of Science in Civil Engineering as well. Olivia currently worked for the city of Atlanta as a Civil Engineering Manager. 
 
    Hannah had met Olivia at an engineering recruitment expo recently and had fallen head over heels for her immediately. Unlike other women Hannah had previously dated, Fallon had liked Olivia right away, and thought the two of them made a perfect couple. 
 
    “I know,” Fallon tugged on Hannah's arm, eager to explore. “It’s a shame her department head called a late meeting, especially on a Friday. I mean, she works for the government—who does that? Isn’t there some kind of law that says civil servants have a hard stop at 5:00 p.m. on Fridays?" Fallon huffed, then sighed. "I’m sorry, Hannah, but let’s go explore. We can always bring Olivia tomorrow night.” Fallon linked her arm through Hannah's, and they set off down the fairway. 
 
    Fallon and Hannah had been best friends since the fourth grade, when Fallon’s family had moved from Washington, D.C. to Atlanta. They had become fast friends almost immediately and had been inseparable ever since. 
 
    When Fallon’s adoptive parents had died unexpectedly in a boating accident during her junior year in high school, it was Hannah and her family who had taken her in and made her a part of their family. 
 
    The two women spent the next two hours playing games and eating a copious amount of greasy fair food. “Diet starts tomorrow,” Hannah joked, “so we can fit into our graduation gowns.” They ran into some fellow students, who were also out celebrating, and made plans to hook up at a local club later for drinks and dancing. 
 
    On their last pass down the midway, Hannah spotted a sign they hadn’t noticed on their earlier trips past: Madame Yordana, the World’s Most Extraordinary Fortune Teller and Palm Reader! The small tent structure was draped in gold and green fabric with mysterious symbols scattered over the canvas, conveying mystery and secrets. Laughing, Hannah grabbed Fallon’s hand and tugged her toward the shadowy entrance. 
 
    “Come on, Fal—let’s go have our fortunes told. Maybe you're destined to meet a tall, handsome lesbian in your near future,” the little blonde teased. 
 
    Fallon snorted but felt a sense of unease stirring within her. Her adoptive parents had been adamantly opposed to anything that had to do with the mystical or magickal, preferring to raise their only child in an atmosphere of fact and logic. 
 
    She vaguely remembered having dreams of a beautiful magickal lady when she was small, excitedly sharing those dreams with her mother. But Mrs. Conroy had only gently explained to Fallon that, while imagination was good, it could also be overdone. Fallon needed to realize that magick wasn’t real. 
 
    Fallon loved her parents and didn’t want to disappoint them, so when the beautiful lady had visited her in subsequent dreams, Fallon had pretended not to notice her. She had never told her mother about the lady's visits again. The dreams she'd had over the years had disappeared altogether when she was a preteen. Fallon soon forgot the beautiful magickal lady who had been so kind to her and had told her she was destined for remarkable things when she grew up and became a woman. 
 
    Fallon hesitated at the entrance of the fortune teller's tent, feeling a sense of—she wasn’t sure what. It wasn’t dread, exactly, more like an anxious anticipation. 
 
    “Come on, Fallon,” Hannah repeated. “It'll be fun, and I’ll even go first. What’s the harm in it? It’s not like it’s really real, right? Grab your big girl panties and get your ass in gear. I’m about ready to leave and go to the club. Let’s do this one last thing before we go.” 
 
    As she was about to go in, Fallon looked over her shoulder, swearing she heard a soft, but clear voice behind her. 
 
    "Go in, precious one, and know that no harm will befall you. But there are things it is time for you to know," the beautiful voice urged almost soundlessly. But no one was there, and Fallon chalked it up to her imagination. 
 
    Shaking off her odd feelings, Fallon stepped into the structure with Hannah. The interior was decorated in what Fallon imagined was typical festival fortune telling style, with spangles and odd figurines everywhere. Behind a round table draped in a dark crimson cloth sat an older woman, who was undoubtedly Madame Yordana. She had long, curly chestnut brown hair bound with a kerchief, a dusky complexion, and deep brown eyes that appeared almost black in the dim light. 
 
    Although the fortune teller was seated, Fallon doubted the woman was much over five feet tall, making Fallon surprisingly self-conscious about her own 5’9” height. Fallon hadn’t let her height bother her in years—not since Hannah’s brother, Jason, had knocked the hell out of one of their classmates in high school, who liked to taunt her by calling her the giraffe. Although she secretly yearned to be more like Hannah’s petite 5’3”, she was resigned to her taller height and had learned to make the best of it—even indulging in high heels on occasion. 
 
    The fortune teller greeted them in a low, dramatic voice. “Welcome, young ladies. To whom do I have the pleasure of greeting?” 
 
    Hannah was delighted by the authentic-looking woman in front of her. “I’m Hannah and this is my friend, Fallon. We'd like to have our fortunes read, please. Can we do this while we're together, or do we have to have our fortunes read separately in private?” 
 
    “I have no objection to the two of you remaining together... as long as neither of you is worried about hearing the fortunes of the other and seeing what the fates have in store for you.” The two girls shook their heads, grinning, and Madame Yordana gestured for them to be seated in the two chairs in front of the table. 
 
    After they had paid her, Madame Yordana looked back and forth between the two of them. “Who would like to go first?” 
 
    “It was my idea, so I will.” Hannah said, looking at the fortune teller expectantly. 
 
    “Are you right- or left-handed, my dear?” 
 
    “Right-handed.” 
 
    “Give me that hand then... that is the hand that will tell us of your present life.” Hannah placed her right hand into that of Madame Yordana. 
 
    Madame Yordana spent a few moments tracing the lines of Hannah’s palm. 
 
    “I see that you are content with your love life and are happy with the lucky suitor in your life at the moment.” Hannah blushed and smiled. 
 
    “You have the gift of being able to freely express your emotions and feelings. That is hard for so many people to do, so you are blessed in that. You have an enthusiasm for life, but you sometimes have a short attention span, so that is something you need to guard against.” 
 
    Fallon laughed and winked at Hannah. She knew this was for show, but it was uncanny how Madame Yordana was right on the money about her best friend. Although, by looking at Hannah’s sparkling eyes and cheerful but fidgety demeanor... It was probably not much of a stretch to figure that out about her, Fallon thought. 
 
    “You have a lot of good energy, and people are attracted to you,” Madame Yordana continued. “You are sociable and talkative, but you must guard against a tendency to be superficial at times with those around you. 
 
    “You also tend to do things in too radical of a way sometimes. Your friends and family mean a lot to you, and you are loyal almost to a fault.” 
 
    She gestured to Hannah’s other hand. “This hand represents your future life, and what the fates have in mind for your destiny.” The diminutive blonde laid her left hand into the hand of the fortune teller, plainly enjoying herself. 
 
    The older woman peered at her hand for a moment and smiled. 
 
    “Remember, the spirits are showing you the potential of your future life and what could be, not necessarily what will be. And life will be good for you, little Ms. Hannah, provided you do not let too many external forces dictate what you should or should not do or be. 
 
    “You have a good handle on your emotions, you have a wealth of mental strength, and you have a good and healthy relationship with your young suitor. May the spirits bless you and yours with health, wealth, and a long life, my dear.” 
 
    Hannah shook the fortune teller’s hand and thanked her for her reading. “Okay, Fallon, now it's your turn.” 
 
    She turned to Madame Yordana and teased, “Although I don’t know what you will possibly find out about her. She doesn’t date, doesn’t go out much at all actually, and seems destined for a life as a hermit or a nun.” 
 
    Fallon nudged Hannah’s leg and narrowed her eyes at her playfully. 
 
    The fortune teller laughed. “No one is immune to the power of fortune and destiny, my dears,” she said dramatically. “It is just a question of what the spirits and the goddesses wish for us to know.” 
 
    Fallon handed Madame Yordana her right hand. 
 
    “I’m right-handed, too, Madame. So here goes.” She ignored the sudden flutter of her stomach, telling herself it was just nerves and an overabundance of funnel cake. 
 
    Madame Yordana looked at Fallon’s palm. The smile slowly faded from her face as she looked at the lines intently. She was so still for so long, Fallon started to get nervous. 
 
    “Madame Yordana? Is everything all right?” Fallon asked hesitantly. She felt a tingle ease its way down her spine and she shifted uneasily. 
 
    The dark-haired fortune teller took a deep breath. “Everything is fine, my dear. It’s just...” She paused again and looked up at Fallon with an inscrutable look on her dark face. “We need privacy for this.” 
 
    Silently, she got up, placed the "Closed" sign on the door to the tent, then shut it, sealing out the noise and lights of the festival. Fallon and Hannah stared at each other in confusion as the fortune teller reclaimed her seat. 
 
    What the fuck? Hannah mouthed at her, but Fallon shook her head, trying to ignore the pit in her stomach that was growing larger. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Luminara, Fallon?” Madame Yordana asked gently, making no attempt to take Fallon’s hand again. Gone was the deep, dramatic voice as she spoke in ordinary tones. 
 
    That freaked Fallon out more than anything else that had happened thus far. 
 
    “Luminara? No, I can’t say I have,” Fallon answered slowly. “What is that? And what does it have to do with me?” 
 
    “Let me ask you another question, dear... and please, try not to be upset by this. This is the first time I have ever seen this in person, and I am trying to make sense of it as well. Do you...” The fortune teller hesitated for just a moment before continuing. 
 
    “Do you have a mark at the base of your neck, at the juncture of your shoulder? A small strawberry mark that looks like a wolf’s head?” 
 
    Fallon’s hand flew to the right side of her neck as she gasped in astonishment, her eyes going wide. 
 
    She was wearing a high-necked shirt that completely covered her neck and her shoulders. There was no way, no way, Madame Yordana could have known about her birthmark, unless she had met Fallon previously while she was wearing an outfit that exposed her shoulders. Fallon didn’t think she would have forgotten meeting the exotic woman if she'd done so before. 
 
    “I see by your reaction that you do,” Madame Yordana said calmly. The more she spoke, the more she seemed like someone’s kindly grandmother, rather than a mysterious fortune teller. She sighed and looked toward the heavens, as if for guidance, before looking back at the two young women in front of her. 
 
    “I have a tale to tell you, one that is remarkable and unbelievable at the same time. I am not asking you to take this on blind faith, Fallon... but I will ask you to listen to me closely, so that you remember everything I have to tell you. What you do with it is up to you and the spirits, but I have been chosen as the emissary for this information. It is therefore my duty to tell you the story of the Luminara.” 
 
    Fallon and Hannah looked at each other again with unease before turning back to Madame Yordana, steeling themselves for what she was going to say. 
 
    “First, my dear, you need to understand there are many creatures in this world that are not necessarily visible to humans. The fairytales of shapeshifters, vampires, Fae, druids, and other supernatural creatures have always had a basis in truth, stretching back through the millennia.  
 
    “Every culture has their tales, tales of beings who are not human, who walk in the night and hide in the shadows. The swamps and wetlands of Georgia and Florida are no exception to this. One of the oldest tales includes that of the Lycans, the wolf shapeshifters. The Lycans are often thought of as being the same as the werewolves, but they are far more advanced as a species. They have much more developed thought processes, and they can control their shifts. They also retain their human personalities and intelligence during their shifts, whereas common werewolves do not. Additionally, Lycans are pack creatures, while werewolves are solitary and often destructive... only shifting during the full moon and wreaking havoc wherever they go. 
 
    “There are quite a few Lycan packs in the southeastern seaboard states. Virtually all of them stay away from the big cities, and instead choose to live and work in more rural, sparsely populated areas. They look and act totally human. Were you to meet one, you would have no idea you were talking to a Lycan, unless they chose to make that known to you. 
 
    “Lycans are stunning creatures, both the males and the females. There is a great grief that exists among them, however: All Lycans are born infertile, and the packs cannot flourish and survive as a result. While Lycans are exceptionally long-lived, they are not immortal, and they are in danger of dying out. The story of why they are infertile is a sad one, and I shall not go into it at this time, but there is only one hope of a Lycan pack being able to have children. 
 
    “Many years ago, Luma—the Moon Mother and the Goddess of the Lycans—created a special female from among the human population as a mate for the Alpha, or the leader of the pack. She called these females 'Luminara' or 'Guiding Lights.' When a human female with recessive Fae genes is born, those genes combine in a distinct way with her human DNA, to form a female who is capable of triggering a pack’s fertility if she is mated to the pack’s Alpha. 
 
    "This is even true with the purely female packs—of which there are more than a few—where the female pack Alpha and some of her pack mates carry an intense masculine energy within themselves. Because I can sense from your energies that the two of you are uninterested in hearing about what we call the ‘cis male’ Lycans, we will stick to the various females of the species for this tale." 
 
    Fallon and Hannah listened incredulously, both fascinated and disbelieving. “How does that happen?” Hannah asked curiously. "Females can't have children without the participation of a male, in some capacity. I would assume Lycans are no different than humans in this." 
 
    “I am getting to that, my dear,” said Madame Yordana. She paused and took a sip of water before continuing. 
 
    “When a Lycan Alpha who is fearúil—what humans refer to as butch—meets a Luminara who is baineann or femme, she claims the Luminara as her mate. She then bonds the Luminara to herself and to the rest of her pack leadership—her doyen, they are called. Usually, the doyen of a pack consists of the Alpha, her Beta, and her Senior Enforcer. Once the Luminara has been claimed and bonded by the doyen, their joining will trigger a pack bond, one that activates the fertility of all the Lycans in the pack. It is a ritual that is old and mysterious, and the details of how that is completed are a mystery to anyone outside of pack. 
 
    “What you need to understand is that Luminara are exceedingly rare and very difficult to find... the Moon Mother did not create many of her daughters. Not only are they difficult to find but finding one for her pack is every Alpha’s top priority. As a result, Luminara are aggressively hunted, and can often be in danger if they come into the sights of rival packs at the same time. This can also be even more dangerous for the Luminara, since most of them don’t know what they are in the first place. They can wander into harm's way without realizing it.” 
 
    Fallon wasn’t sure she liked the direction this conversation was going. “This is really interesting, Madame Yordana, but... what does all of this have to do with me?” 
 
    Madame Yordana looked into Fallon's eyes with a hint of sympathy in her own. “I am telling you this, Fallon, because you are a Luminara,” she said softly. Hannah gasped as her eyes flew to her best friend, who turned pale with shock. 
 
    “I’m a Luminara? But that’s... that’s ridiculous,” Fallon’s voice stuttered in disbelief. “That’s just not possible. What would ever lead you to say such a thing?" Her voice became more strident. "I’m a college student, for the love of all that's holy... not some supernatural creature’s mate or trigger or whatever the hell else these Luminara are!” 
 
    “You are tall, Fallon. That is one hallmark of the Luminara.” Madame Yordana held up her hand as Fallon opened her mouth to interrupt her. “Let me finish, dear one, please. 
 
    “You have unusual gray eyes, eyes that become a moonlight silver in appearance when you are upset or angry or fearful or experiencing any kind of strong emotion. Just as they are starting to do right now.” Fallon was unable to do anything but sit and stare at Madame Yordana, incredulous and more than a little bit afraid. “The Luminara also carry the scent of the rain with them, in addition to their natural scent. I noticed it the minute you walked in the door but attributed it at the time to the perfume you were wearing.” 
 
    “Fallon never wears perfume,” Hannah whispered, who had been sitting in equally stunned amazement. “She’s allergic to scent in just about everything, even in soaps and shampoos. Holy shit, Fal... how many times has Jason or Mom or anyone else told you that you smell like you just got caught in a rain shower?” Her blue eyes were wide with trepidation and fascination. 
 
    “And then, there is your birthmark,” Madame Yordana concluded. “You don’t have to show it to me, Fallon... your reaction was enough to tell me that it is there. It is apparently extremely important to the bonding ritual—the bondmark, the Lycans call it. All Luminara are born with one in the exact same place.” 
 
    Fallon was almost faint from shock, and she wasn’t sure what to do. The whole tale was outrageous and unbelievable. Shifters? Fae? Human women who could suddenly make a whole pack of wolf shifters able to have children? 
 
    There was no fucking way any of this was true. But... if it wasn’t true, then how did Madame Yordana know about her birthmark? Or the fact that her gray eyes did indeed turn completely silver when she was feeling a strong emotion? 
 
    Suddenly, Fallon had the sense she and the others were no longer alone. Rather than feel fear, however, the feeling was warm and comfortable, loving and safe. The lovely voice she thought she'd heard as she entered Madame Yordana’s structure suddenly sounded in her head again. 
 
    "My beautiful daughter, do not fear. I am with you always and I will never allow you to come to harm. Just trust—and believe." 
 
    Fallon shook her head to clear it, the evening’s events almost too much to bear. 
 
    “Let’s just say—theoretically—I'm willing to accept this tale. I live in Atlanta, one of the busiest cities in the United States, and probably not a place the local pack would be willing to hang out. Are you saying I'm safe as long as I stay in or near a big city?” 
 
    “I would most certainly stay out of unpopulated rural areas where pack might live unless you want to be claimed. You will be safest in big cities, which are typically shunned by them.” She paused and looked Fallon directly in her eyes. “But my spirit guides tell me that, five years hence, you will be found and claimed by a Lycan Alpha and her doyen, at a time when you least expect it. 
 
    “Be warned, little Fallon... you won’t be able to escape your destiny forever. You are fated to be joined with an Alpha Lycan shifter at the will of Luma, the Moon Mother.” On shaky legs, Fallon and Hannah rose from their seats and turned to go, anxious to have the reading at an end. 
 
    The dark eyes of the fortune teller followed them as they walked out the door and closed it behind them. She whispered a prayer of thanks to the spirits for their guidance, along with a prayer to keep the young woman safe. 
 
    Fallon’s destiny was far greater than she knew, and Madame Yordana prayed the goddesses and the spirits would keep watch over her as she moved toward its fulfillment. 
 
    Outside, Fallon and Hannah stared at each other in silence. Hannah turned back to look at the closed door, and then back at her best friend. 
 
    “Did that just happen?” she asked, still feeling disoriented. She put her hands on her hips and stared, stricken, at Fallon. 
 
    “Oh, my Goddess... and I joked about it, Fal. Right before we went in, I said that maybe there was a tall, handsome lesbian in your future. I cannot believe...” Hannah ran her fingers through her blonde hair, unable to continue. 
 
    Her words served to break Fallon’s near paralysis. She could not, would not, believe the words of the fortune teller, although every instinct in her body screamed that the prophecy was true. 
 
    “It did happen... but it doesn’t mean anything,” Fallon said determinedly. She held up both of her hands to stop Hannah from saying anything else. “No, Hannah. It doesn’t mean anything. I won’t let it mean anything.” Tossing her hair behind her, she walked away from the tent in long strides, as Hannah struggled to keep pace with her much shorter legs. 
 
    “Fallon! Jesus, slow down!” Hannah panted. Fallon slowed her pace, trying to calm her agitation, before stopping again to turn and face the little blonde. 
 
    “Hannah. Listen to me.” She reached for her best friend and held her gently by her upper arms, her resolute gray eyes looking down into Hannah’s anxious blue ones. 
 
    “Just because she said it, it doesn’t mean it’s real. Remember what she told you when she read your palm? The readings only show the potential of your future life and what could be, not necessarily what will be. 
 
    "It certainly doesn’t mean I'm going to let it affect my life. I mean, really. Shifters? Fae? It was a silly fortune by a festival fortune teller who knows how to entertain. And that was all it was. Got me?” 
 
    Fallon took a deep breath with a determined smile. “Now. We're going to go home because I think both of us are too tired to go to the club tonight. We're going to get a good night's sleep instead. 
 
    "We're going to graduate next week, and then start the lives we were meant to live—the ones based in reality and logic, not fairytale and myth—and we will never, ever speak of this night again. Pinky promise?” 
 
    Hannah couldn’t help smiling at the childhood ritual she and Fallon had shared for almost as long as she could remember, and the worry faded out of her eyes. 
 
    “Pinky promise.” The two young women hooked their pinkies together and shook on it, each knowing the other would keep her word, and would never again refer to what had happened with Madame Yordana. 
 
    Linking arms, they made their way to the festival exit and disappeared into the dark Atlanta night. 
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 Five Years Later 
 
   R ian MacNiall, the Alpha of the MacNiall pack, looked at her assembled pack members and sighed. The mood was grim, and she wasn’t sure there was anything she could do to relieve the tension. 
 
    Their customary Saturday night get-together at the main house had started off as usual, with people eating, talking, and laughing. 
 
    Until Justine Brinkley, who had just returned from a business trip to South Florida, mentioned that a fellow Lycan at the conference she'd attended said their pack had finally found their Luminara. 
 
    The news put a damper on everyone's mood, and everyone in the pack fell silent. Justine's mate, Julia, finally broke the somber quiet. Tears welled in her eyes as she looked at her Alpha. 
 
    “Why, Rian?” Julia's voice choked. “Why? We are such a good pack. We try so hard to live good lives, and to prove to Luma that we are worthy to have pups. Any sacrifice would not be too great if she would just give us her blessing and allow us to have little ones.” 
 
    Justine wrapped her upset mate in her arms and held Julia's head against her chest. “Hush, baby. You know the Alpha has done all she can so that we will find favor in Luma’s eyes. It is the will of the Moon Mother.” She buried her face into Julia's dark hair, so Julia wouldn't see her distress at Julia's sobs. 
 
    Rian stood next to Julia and stroked her bent head soothingly. Her green eyes were grave. 
 
    “I know, sweetheart. This is hard on all of us. I try not to get angry, and I always try to give my gratitude to Luma for what she has given us. We have thrived and prospered here in Hidden Cove Springs because of her mercy. 
 
    "I can only hope and pray that she has blessed us this way in preparation of her real blessing yet to come: a Luminara of our own.” 
 
    A scornful exhalation sounded behind her. Rian turned to see Dixie Boudreau sitting on a low sofa by herself. The newest wolf of their pack was a beauty, with her dark brown hair and dark blue eyes, but her superior attitude and spiteful comments often provoked discord within the pack. 
 
    Rian knew the others tolerated Dixie because she often shared Rian's bed, but she was not a pack favorite. 
 
    She raised an eyebrow at Dixie, and the baineann—the femme—was smart enough to lower her gaze and turn her head slightly to the side in submission. 
 
    “I am sorry, my Alpha,” Dixie said smoothly, the false note of apology in her tone not fooling anyone. “But it seems silly to hope and pray for something that will most likely never come to pass. 
 
    "There are many packs out there, and so few of them have found their Luminara. Who are we to think we are better than another pack to be given this... gift?” A faint note of derision colored her voice. 
 
    “You mock the Mother, bean.” The chiding voice of Winnie Reinhart, the pack’s Elder, was clearly heard over the murmur that had run through the room at Dixie’s words. Winnie moved closer from where she had been standing on the other side of the room as she chastised Dixie. 
 
    That Winnie had only addressed her as bean—female—without also using Dixie's name, was proof enough of the Elder's contempt and her displeasure. The pack held its collective breath. 
 
    “It is up to Luma herself to decide who is worthy—and who is not—to receive the blessing of one of her daughters. With your careless words, you jeopardize the good of what this pack has tried to do to win her favor.” 
 
    Winnie turned and bowed her head to Rian. “I do not mean to overstep, Alpha. But Luma must not think there are those among us who would do harm or mock her blessing, lest she overlook us once again for another pack she deems more worthy.” 
 
    Rian acknowledged Winnie's words with a nod of her head. “You're right, Winnie.” She then looked at Dixie contemplatively, her next words measured. 
 
    “Why are you so opposed to our having a Luminara, Dixie? Is the fate or the life of the pack not important to you? Is our inability to have pups something you feel we deserve, or do you think we haven’t worked hard enough to have the Mother look upon us with favor?” 
 
    Dixie’s face blanched, as she realized she'd gone too far. “N-no, my Alpha,” she stammered. “I meant no disrespect.” She looked at Winnie, quickly dropping her eyes before Winnie could see the dislike shining in them. 
 
    “I would be just as happy as the rest of the pack should Luma look upon us with favor. It just seems unlikely, is all. I did not mean to mock the Mother.” 
 
    Kerry MacNiall, Rian’s fearúil—butch—sibling and the pack's Beta, snorted at Dixie’s words. Her hazel eyes were contemptuous. “Butter wouldn’t melt in your mouth if it guaranteed you a way to evade responsibility for your words or actions, would it, bean?” 
 
    She made no attempt to hide her derision for the brazen wolf, who was careful to keep her eyes downcast to hide the anger brewing within her. Kerry then turned to her sibling, dismissing Dixie as unimportant, and raised her voice so the rest of the pack heard her. 
 
    “Rian, I know—as does every other member of this pack—what you've done, and how you have guided us in an effort to find a Luminara of our own. No one here doubts your determination to bring our pack to the attention of the Moon Mother for her blessing. Know that we support you in your efforts and will do everything we can to help you in your quest.” Kerry embraced her sibling, her emotion clear. 
 
    With a wicked look at Dixie, Caitlin, their baineann sister, stepped forward and wrapped her arms around the tall, muscular bodies of both of her siblings. The petite red-haired beauty looked up at them with tears in her eyes. 
 
    “We're here for you, Rian. Always and forever, no matter what the Mother decides. We are family, and we will always love and support each other. The entire pack, our entire family... we will stick together until the end.” Voice raised all around them, echoing Caitlin’s words, the love the pack felt for their Alpha and each other plainly evident. 
 
    Rian kissed her little sister on the head. “Thank you, sweetheart. And thank you to all of you, my beloved pack.” She stepped out of her siblings' embrace and turned to face her pack, almost unable to keep hold of her emotions from the caring on their faces. 
 
    “On that note, I think I will go for a run and enjoy this beautiful night. Springtime in Florida is short, and I want to enjoy the last of the cool evenings before the summer heat hits. Good night, everyone.” Rian walked out of the great room and toward the front door. 
 
    Dixie left the room with speed, and boldly intercepted Rian when she was about halfway to the door, a come-hither look in her dark blue eyes. 
 
    “I am sorry, my Alpha,” she hummed, standing directly in front of Rian and halting her in her tracks. “I truly did not mean to upset you or anyone else.” 
 
    She reached up and placed her hands on Rian's broad, muscled shoulders, letting her body rest against Rian with a suggestive grind of her hips. “Why don’t you come to bed with me, my Alpha? If it is restlessness you feel, I can think of something far more enjoyable than a run to get rid of all that excessive energy of yours.” 
 
    Rian gently disengaged her arms and stepped away from her. “Your apology is accepted, Dixie, but I’m afraid I’ll have to decline. I have too much on my mind. Perhaps later.” Rian went to the door, then went outside without a backward glance. 
 
    Dixie looked after Rian, her displeasure clear on her beautiful face. She spun around in a huff, only to find Caitlin standing behind her, her arms crossed and a smug look on her face. 
 
    “I don't know why you feel the need to keep chasing after my sibling. You have to know Rian would never mate you, not while there's even the slimmest chance of finding our Luminara. 
 
    “And,” Caitlin said spitefully, every ounce of dislike she felt for Dixie coming out in her tone, “not even if we never find our Luminara, because Rian could do so much better than you if she ever does settle for a non-Luminara companion. You're nothing but a convenient fuck for Rian, and everybody knows it.” 
 
    Dixie's face turned red with rage, and her hands curled into fists at her side. 
 
    “I know you don't ever want us to find a Luminara, because that means your days in Rian's bed will be over,” Caitlin continued, an uncharacteristically venomous look on her face. 
 
    "You don't care about the future of this pack... you only care about yourself and the power you know you'd get by being Rian's companion. You're a selfish, horrible bitch!" Caitlin's voice rose in a shout as Kerry and Shane Pritchard, the pack’s Senior Enforcer, came over to separate the two of them. In a curt voice, Kerry told Dixie to rejoin the others before she turned and faced her sister. 
 
    “God, I hate that bitch,” Caitlin burst out after Dixie had stormed away, her anger still evident on her face. “What the hell does Rian even see in her?” 
 
    Kerry hugged her agitated sister to her. “You know Rian feels nothing for her, sweetheart. They are sexually compatible, and Dixie is willing, so Rian takes what she offers. I know she hopes to be Rian’s permanent companion in the absence of us finding a Luminara, but Rian would never take her as one. She is too unkind—and too selfish—to make a good Alpha’s companion. Rian goes to Dixie purely for the sex, and nothing else.” 
 
    “I hate that she upset Rian. I hate that Rian’s upset at all.” Caitlin’s voice was muffled against her younger sibling’s broad shoulder. 
 
    “I know, little wolf. I am, too." Kerry stroked the back of Caitlin's head gently. "Rian's a good sibling and a good Alpha, and she's done so much for our pack. 
 
    "But she feels the failure to win a Luminara keenly. Not only for the pack, but she herself is more than ready for a mate. We can only hope and pray that Luma finds favor with us and sends us a Luminara of our own soon.” 
 
    Kerry kissed Caitlin and stepped back. “Now, go rejoin the others, sweetheart. Rian will be back soon... you know she just needed some space to run and think. She'll be all right.” 
 
    Shane caught Caitlin in her arms and kissed her in turn, smoothing her shining red hair with a tender touch. Shane put her fingers under Caitlin's chin and tilted her head, so Caitlin looked up into Shane's magnetic clear blue eyes. 
 
    “It will be okay, love. Don’t worry your beautiful head about it. I’ll see you in a little while, okay?” A look passed between the two, one that Kerry could not fail to miss. The tall wolf watched the departing figure of Caitlin with concern and something more. 
 
    “Everyone is feeling the stress, Kerry.” Shane was blunt when Caitlin was gone. 
 
    Kerry sighed, running her hands through her shoulder-length light brown hair as she looked at her close friend. “Tell me something I don’t know, cara mór. It's only gotten harder, since so many of our wolves have mated within the past several years. 
 
    "They want pups and it's heartbreaking to know they can’t have them, not unless we're blessed enough to find a Luminara.” 
 
    “I don’t think it's a surprise to either you or to Rian that I have extremely strong feelings for your sister, and she feels the same for me.” Shane sighed in turn. “I want to mate Caitlin, but I can’t unless we find a Luminara. The rest of the pack can mate if they choose, even if we don’t have one. 
 
    "But, by the decree of the Moon Mother, the doyen must stay unmated until the Luminara claiming ritual is complete. I love Caitlin, and it’s so hard not to make her my own.” 
 
    “I know, Shane.” Kerry sent out a mental call to her sibling through their pack link. “Rian? Is everything okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” came the answer. “I just need to clear my head for a bit and run in wolf form for a while. I won’t be long.” 
 
    Reassured, Kerry headed back into the great room with Shane to rejoin the others. Kerry reached over and gripped her friend’s arm. 
 
    “All we can do is pray to Luma, Shane, and hope. By the light of the Mother, though, I really wish there was something more we could do to help Rian.” 
 
    Outside, Rian had closed her ears to the argument between Caitlin and Dixie and leaned against the porch railing. It may have made her a bad Alpha, but she had scented Kerry and Shane moving to intervene, so she ignored it. 
 
    Good, her doyen could handle the baineanns. 
 
    Rian stripped off her clothes, folded them neatly, put them onto a porch chair, then sprang from the porch steps. She shifted into her enormous white wolf as she did so and bounded away into the bright moonlit night. The full moon was almost upon them, and Rian felt the strength of its rays as she disappeared into the woods surrounding her den. 
 
    She ran through the woods until she came to a shallow grotto on the far side of the pack property, a shrine to Luma, their Moon Mother and the Goddess of the Lycans. 
 
    The MacNiall pack owned 2,000 acres on which they lived and worked. Rian occupied the huge main house as Alpha, with Kerry and Shane sharing the den with her. 
 
    The other wolves, both mated and unmated, had dens of their own, but spent a lot of their time at the main house with Rian and the rest of the doyen. The wolves were very social, and they didn’t like spending a lot of time alone. 
 
    In front of the grotto was a clearing where the trees ended, bathed in moonlight. Grassy and soft, surrounded by flowers, it looked almost otherworldly. It was where Rian and her pack went to rest, to pay tribute to the Mother, and to find comfort in times of need or stress. 
 
    Inside the shallow grotto was a statue of Luma herself, the silvery folds of her marble dress draped over a graceful, outstretched hand. Her long hair was bound back into a braid, and the expression in her eyes—even rendered in marble—was one of acceptance and love. 
 
    Rian lay down in front of the statue, her nose on her paws, and she drew in a deep breath. The peacefulness and serenity of the place settled into her, and she let the calm wash over her. When her mind had cleared a bit, she looked up at the statue of Luma with love and longing in her heart. 
 
    “My beautiful, beloved Mother. I have tried so hard to be a good Alpha. I have tried to take diligent care of my pack. The Lycans of my pack are good wolves—kind, loving, generous—and they would make such wonderful parents. 
 
    “We understand and accept the responsibility of atonement, to try and make right the evil done by our ancestors. We have cheerfully shouldered that burden for a long time. Please know how much we love you, and how much we have tried to respect the life around us in your name. 
 
    “It's hard for me to see my pack suffer so. Their sadness and their despair reach deep into my heart. I would do anything, bear anything, to take away their suffering, and to give my pack the blessing of one of your daughters. 
 
    “My Mother, by the light of all we hold holy, I humbly ask that you smile upon us, and give one of your precious Luminara into our keeping. Send us your pups to love and protect. I promise on my life to be worthy of their care.” 
 
    She lay still and felt the magick of the night in all its beautiful glory. Suddenly, the moonlight around her brightened, until Rian felt almost blinded by the radiance of the moonbeams that suddenly flowed from the heavens. She felt the most overwhelming feeling of warmth and love come out of the light. A silvery voice cut through the still of the night to wrap her in its beauty and its care. 
 
    “My beloved child. Your words have been heard, and I am touched by your love and your devotion... both to me and to your pack. Go home and continue to be the worthy Alpha you are and have always been. 
 
    "And know that no life of sacrifice and commitment to the Moon Mother ever goes unrewarded.” 
 
    Rian's tears flowed. She had been heard. She didn’t know if that meant they would be blessed with a Luminara of their own, but she at least knew the Mother had heard her prayer. She turned to go back home but decided she would tell no one of the Mother's words tonight. She didn’t want her pack to go through the bitter heartache of disappointment just in case what she'd heard tonight didn’t come to pass. 
 
    Six months later 
 
    “This is the last stop, Fal. Another forty miles and we’ll be in Hidden Cove Springs!” 
 
    Fallon smiled at Hannah as she climbed out of Hannah's car in front of the car rental agency. "And that's marvelous, because my ass is totally asleep, girl." Hannah laughed, then told Fallon she was going to get gas while Fallon picked up her rental car. 
 
    Hannah had moved to Florida from Atlanta a few months back with her wife, Olivia. Fallon could not believe how much she missed Hannah—as well as Olivia, who had become a dear friend to Fallon since she and Hannah had married several years ago. 
 
    A year ago, Fallon had quit her job as a computer engineer and had started her own business. Not long after getting her bachelor's degree, she'd gone back to Georgia Tech to get her master's degree in human-computer interaction, betting the direction of the industry would keep placing more and more emphasis on the interaction between a person and a computer. Now, at 26, she had a formidable reputation as a leader in the design, implementation, and evaluation of forward-looking computer interfaces, including artificial intelligence. Her new business had exploded, and she had far more work than she could ever possibly handle. 
 
    Because she could run her business from anywhere, Fallon had decided to move closer to Hannah and Olivia, who were both thrilled by her decision. 
 
    Except for Hannah and her family, Fallon hadn't had any family of her own left for a long time. She had other friends besides Hannah and Olivia, of course, but had never really gotten very close to anyone other than the two of them. Now that Hannah and Olivia were gone, there was nothing keeping her in Atlanta. Fallon had come down to visit for a week and would use the time to find a temporary apartment in Hidden Cove Springs while she was visiting. Then she would return to Atlanta to pack up her old apartment and take care of things there, before making her permanent move. 
 
    "Hidden Cove Springs," Hannah had explained to Fallon, "is about two hours north of Tampa, and about 30 miles from Gainesville." She'd grinned. “The land of white sand beaches and Mickey Mouse doesn't apply here, sis. It's a very sparsely populated area, with a lot of rivers and swamps and marshes. It's not typically what most people picture when they think of Florida. 
 
    "Since the nuclear reactor in Crystal River—which is about ten miles away—was decommissioned, there is ample opportunity for sustainable energy contracts and economic development planning in the area, for both me and Olivia. Plus, it's so much less expensive to live here than in Atlanta. It was a good move all around for both of us." 
 
    Late that afternoon, the two women finally arrived at Hannah and Olivia's home. Olivia was out of town on business but was expected to fly home the next day. Fallon and Hannah made themselves a light supper, chatting even more the whole time, and then made plans for what needed to be done before Fallon returned to Atlanta the following week. 
 
    The next day, Fallon made some phone calls, looking for an apartment, while Hannah put together a care package of resources and information on the Hidden Cove Springs area for her. In the early evening, Hannah departed for the Gainesville Airport to pick up Olivia, telling Fallon she would probably be gone for several hours, but should be home in time for them to grab a late dinner. 
 
    After Hannah had left, Fallon decided she was going to cook for all of them as a surprise. She liked to cook, but was so busy, she didn't typically have much time to do it. Since Hannah would be gone for quite a while, there'd be plenty of time for her to put together a delicious meal for all of them. 
 
    As Fallon was poking around in the refrigerator, looking for what she needed to make her famous shrimp scampi, she saw they were out of butter. With a huff, she remembered seeing a Kwik-Stop convenience store just down the road, so she snatched her keys and jumped into her rental car to make the quick trip. 
 
    However... 
 
    She didn't realize the long-ago prophecy of Madame Yordana the fortune teller, the one she'd put out of her head for years, was about to be fulfilled. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Winnie Reinhart, the Elder for the MacNiall pack and the owner of the Hidden Cove Springs Kwik-Stop, was putting away a delivery, when the bells above the front door rang, signaling a customer. Winnie stood up, smiling automatically, but was startled when the scent of the most wonderful rainfall in the world hit her sensitive nose. 
 
    She froze in a moment of shock and disbelief because, walking through the front doors into her store, was a Luminara. 
 
    The Luminara was beautiful: tall and curvy, with a long sheet of black hair, enormous silver-gray eyes, and scenting of the country air after a rainstorm. She smiled shyly at Winnie as she made her way to the refrigerator, taking out a couple of pounds of butter, then came to the counter to check out. 
 
    Hiding her shock, Winnie greeted her warmly. “Is there anything else I can help you with today, sweetheart? I'm sorry, but I don't think we've met.” The Elder Lycan extended her hand. “I'm Winnie Reinhart, and I own the Kwik-Stop.” 
 
    “Fallon Conroy.” Fallon shook the hand of the sweet older woman. “I'm from Atlanta, but I am visiting Hannah and Olivia Markham for a week. Hannah went to pick up Olivia from the Gainesville Airport, so I decided to cook a late dinner as a surprise for them when they got back. Luckily, I discovered we didn't have any butter before I got started. You can't make great shrimp scampi without butter." Fallon laughed shyly. 
 
    Her voice, Winnie decided, sounded like the most beautiful bells Winnie had ever heard in her exceptionally long life. "That's true, sweetheart, that's true," Winnie agreed. She thought fast. 
 
    "Here, we have some homemade bread over there that was just made this afternoon. I would consider it an honor if you would allow me to send a loaf home with you. Now, hush," she said as Fallon started to demur. 
 
    "That's how we do things here in Hidden Cove Springs. Hannah and Olivia are lovely people, and it would make me happy to know I was able to contribute to your meal in some small way." 
 
    As Fallon thanked her and went over to the counter to look at the bread, Winnie quickly contacted Rian through their mental link. 
 
    "You aren't going to believe this," Winnie said, her shock still clearly evident, "but an unclaimed Luminara just walked through the doors of the Kwik-Stop, Alpha. I almost had a heart attack. 
 
    "And oh, she's just lovely, and so sweet. She's tall, has black hair, silver-gray eyes, and smells just like the rain in the Mother's moonlight. 
 
    "I made sure she didn't notice me looking, but she has an unaltered bondmark on the side of her neck, at the juncture of her shoulder. It's not covered by her sundress, so I was able to see it clearly. Her name is Fallon, and she's here from Atlanta visiting Hannah and Olivia Markham for a week. 
 
    “There is no mistake, Alpha. She is definitely a Luminara, and she has not been claimed.” 
 
    Rian was just as shocked as Winnie had been and froze herself for a moment in sheer disbelief. She immediately swung into action, however, after filling a stunned Kerry and Shane in. 
 
    “She's not safe,” Rian said, as the doyen instantly prepared to leave their den, hurriedly changing into shorts and T-shirts. “If any other pack catches wind of her, especially those belligerent fools from the Cordova pack down the road, she'll be taken and lost. We need to get to her right now. We’ll shift and run to the Markham house and intercept her there. 
 
    "Winnie, you shift and run behind her when she leaves, to make sure no one tries to stop her. It's not far, but I'm taking no chances with her." Winnie murmured her understanding through their link. 
 
    Rian felt the love from Luma pour into her soul as she, Kerry, and Shane hurried outside. 
 
    “That night back in the spring, when Caitlin and Dixie had their altercation, and I went for a run... I never told any of you I heard Luma that night.” Rian felt their bewilderment. 
 
    "The Mother told me she'd heard my prayers, and that no life of sacrifice and commitment to the Moon Mother ever goes unrewarded. I never told any of you because I wasn't sure what she'd meant by that, and I couldn't stand to see any of you disappointed again." 
 
    "Rian." Kerry was quiet for a moment. "I love you for protecting the pack, just as you always do, but you need to understand we're all in this together, my sibling. Always and forever." 
 
    Rian smiled with joy in her heart as she stripped and prepared to shift, her doyen preparing to do the same. Although it was not something they had to do often, they would carry their clothes in sacks around their necks until they reached their destination. 
 
    "It appears our blessed Luma has answered our prayers at last, mo theaghlach. Now, let's go get our Luminara, and bring her home where she belongs." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon returned from the convenience store and pulled around to the back of the house, where the driveway curved into a three-car garage. It was getting dark, but the moon—already giving off a decent amount of light since they were only four days away from the full moon—provided enough illumination for her to see by. 
 
    Fallon climbed out of the car and locked it, then headed to the side door of the house with her grocery bag. As she moved up the driveway, she saw a large shadow slowly detach from the house and move toward her. 
 
    It was, Fallon realized in some shock, the handsomest, most virile butch lesbian she'd ever seen in her life. 
 
    She was probably an inch taller than Fallon's 5'9", and her thick, pale blonde hair was cut quite short. The closer the stranger came, the more clearly Fallon could see her intense green eyes, framed with thick black lashes. She was well-muscled, her sinewy arms and muscular legs clearly apparent in the shorts and T-shirt she wore. Fallon was mesmerized, until she realized the stranger was looking back at her with an expression of awe, mixed with a fierce desire. 
 
    Coming to her senses, Fallon felt her flight response kick in. Even though she was sensing no menace from the stranger, she still turned to run, only to realize she was being surrounded on three sides from three butches in total. All of them were incredibly handsome, with an extremely strong masculine vibration. 
 
    Fallon spun back around to face the first female, now totally panicked, when the stranger spoke. 
 
    "I mean you no harm, little one," she said softly in a voice that was dominant, yet tender. "Please don't be afraid. I know you don't understand what this means yet, but you need to know that every single one of us would die to protect you." 
 
    Despite the stranger's reassuring words, Fallon started to back up, but realized she would back right into the other two if she continued, and she stopped. Still terrified, her mind raced to figure out an escape plan as the stranger continued walking toward her, halting not two feet away. 
 
    Rian was spellbound by the beautiful bianeann in front of her. She was so lovely, everything Rian had ever wanted in a female. Her wolf immediately recognized the woman as her mate and growled impatiently, wanting to claim the Luminara immediately. 
 
    Because Rian's wolf could see perfectly in the dark, she could also see the silver moonlight sheen that had fallen over the woman's gray eyes from her fear. Her wolf, as well as the wolves of the others, hated the fact that she was afraid of them. Rian uncurled a small tendril of her Alpha power and sent it toward the Luminara, to help calm her. 
 
    Fallon suddenly felt a measure of peace come over her and wondered why she felt less terrified. She looked at Rian as the Alpha started to speak once again. 
 
    "I'm Rian MacNiall, Fallon. I'm the Alpha of the MacNiall pack." Seeing that Fallon was startled by the fact that Rian knew her name, Rian sent another pulse of calming peace to Fallon. 
 
    "You are my mate, and my pack's Luminara. Do you know what this means?" Fallon's eyes grew huge as the memory of her reading from the fair fortune teller years ago came roaring into her mind. 
 
    "I heard the story of the Luminara years ago," Fallon admitted slowly. "But you're mistaken about me. I don't live in Hidden Cove Springs, and I'll only be here for a week. I live in Atlanta and have lived there since I was in the fourth grade." Fallon ignored the fact that she had been planning to move here. 
 
    Rian shook her head. "I'm afraid that's not possible now, Fallon," she said gently. "You're much too valuable to lose, and it's too dangerous for an unclaimed Luminara to be living in the human world on her own. 
 
    "Just the thought of what could have happened to you up until now, without the security of a good Alpha and her pack..." Rian paused, shuddering, as all sorts of horrible possibilities entered her mind. "You belong to us and you're now under our protection. The Moon Mother has given you into our keeping, Fallon, and I plan to take the gift of you very, very seriously." 
 
    Rian moved forward and wrapped her arms around Fallon, while Kerry and Shane moved up behind her to encircle and protect Fallon from all sides. Rather than feel terror, however, Fallon was startled to discover she felt nothing but safe and cared for. 
 
    Rian brushed Fallon's long black hair to the side, exposing her neck, then leaned down and kissed her birthmark reverently. "The bondmark," Rian whispered in wonder. Fallon whimpered unexpectedly, wondering why her core suddenly felt like it had been struck by lightning. 
 
    Shaken, Fallon tried to marshal her defenses. "Rian, I'm leaving at the end of the week," she tried to insist. "I have a business in Atlanta, with a ton of clients I need to get back to. Hannah and Olivia—my best friends—will go insane with worry if I up and disappear. You can't do this to people. You just can't." 
 
    Rather than argue with a frightened Fallon, Rian unleashed another tendril of her power. She touched Fallon's face reverently before she whispered, "Sleep, mo chroí." Rian scooped up Fallon gently and cradled the beautiful Luminara in her powerful arms, as Fallon fell into a deep sleep on Rian's command. 
 
    "Shane. Can you collect Fallon's belongings from the house?" Rian's voice was low. "Kerry, I want you to wait for Hannah and Olivia to get home, and then alter their memories so they think Fallon had to return to Atlanta earlier today." Memory alteration was a talent all Lycans had inherited from their ancestors. 
 
    "Shane and I will return to our den with Fallon and her rental car, and you can shift and return to the den when everything is settled here." Kerry nodded. 
 
    "We'll arrange for a couple of our pack members to return the rental car tomorrow. Right now, however, our biggest priority is to get our Luminara back to our den and to safety." 
 
    When Rian and Shane arrived at their den with Fallon, they discovered word had already circulated around the pack like wildfire... that their Alpha may have finally found their Luminara. 
 
    When the three dozen excited pack members crowded in for a closer look, excited buzzing running through them, Shane, Rian's Senior Enforcer, sternly admonished them. 
 
    "Her name is Fallon. She's asleep, and she's frightened." Shane crossed her muscled arms over her chest, making it clear she expected everyone to back down immediately. Abashed, the pack backed up and the buzz of chatter stopped. 
 
    Rian looked down at the beautiful sleeping Luminara in her arms, then back up at her pack. "There will be plenty of time to meet her tomorrow. She's been through one hell of an ordeal tonight, she needs rest, and there's still much the doyen needs to explain to her. 
 
    "She's lived her entire life in the human world, she believes she's completely human, and—while I understand she learned about the Luminara when she was younger and was even told she was one of them—she rejected that story. She has refused to think about it ever since." 
 
    "She's so pretty," Julia whispered, awestruck, unable to take her eyes off Fallon. 
 
    Caitlin chimed in, weeping. "My Alpha, I pledge I'll do everything in my power to make her feel comfortable and welcome here." Tears started to run down the petite redhead's face as she addressed her sibling formally. "I know this has to be so scary for her, and I promise I will do my part so that she's not afraid." 
 
    Rian smiled at her, as Shane kissed Caitlin's forehead and then hugged Julia, who was standing right next to them. "I know you will, baineann," Rian said, smiling with love at her sister and Julia. "Now, I need to get my mate settled, so she has a proper night's rest. 
 
    "Tomorrow, the doyen must concentrate on making Fallon their own, claiming her for the pack, in accordance with the ancient way. Tonight, however, Fallon needs to sleep and recover her strength. While she's resting, the entire pack must shift and go to Luma's grotto... to thank her for this incredible blessing, and to pledge the pack's protection and love to her daughter always." 
 
    As Rian carried Fallon to her quarters, all but one face looked excited and eager to meet her. Dixie Boudreau looked jealous and angry as she watched Rian’s tender care of Fallon. 
 
    Knowing her absence would be noticed if she didn't go with everyone to the grotto, she filed out the front door with the rest of the pack. 
 
    She vowed, however, that she would do whatever it took to get rid of this bitch interloper, so Dixie could have Rian for her own. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
      
 
   R ian took Fallon to her suite and laid her on her bed. She removed Fallon's shoes, covered her with a light blanket, then slipped in bed next to her, taking Fallon into her arms. 
 
    She couldn't take her eyes off Fallon. She kissed the Luminara's beautiful sleeping face and held her even more tightly, unable to resist caressing her. She was so beautiful, so perfect. Her heart full, Rian prayed to Luma, thanking the Moon Mother from the bottom of her heart for this precious gift. She promised to be worthy of Fallon, to protect and defend Luma's daughter with her last breath, and to raise the pups given to them—and to the rest of her pack—with honor and love. 
 
    Pups. She and Fallon would be parents. Rian could scarcely believe the blessing that had come to her. 
 
    It was quite possible for two female Lycans to have a pup together without needing a male once their fertility was triggered by a Luminara. A fearúil Lycan's masculine essence took the magick given to her by the Luminara's Fae DNA through their pack bond and allowed her to impregnate her baineann mate during the act of love if it was a true mating. 
 
    It was a magickal, mystical secret in the supernatural world that few knew about. Once the full bonding of a Luminara to her pack had taken place, the true mates in any pack could have pups. 
 
    Soon, their den would be ringing with the laughter of children. Winnie would be beside herself, teaching the ancient ways to their young; Kerry would help the pack teachers educate their pups on how to be good and productive members of the pack; Shane and her Enforcers would teach them everything they needed to know about how to defend themselves and the rest of the pack. 
 
    If they stayed with this pack, they would never have to worry about not being able to have young ones themselves either. Should they choose to leave, they would take on the fertility status of the pack they joined. But within the MacNiall pack, the pups they had could grow up and eventually raise families of their own right here. And it was all because of the beautiful Luminara lying next to her. 
 
    In her sleep, Fallon sighed and instinctively nestled closer to Rian, as if hearing Rian's thoughts. Rian smiled and pulled Fallon's body closer. Fallon's human side may not have understood her draw to Rian, but the Fae part that made her a Luminara was naturally reacting to Rian as her mate. 
 
    Rian closed her eyes and went to sleep with Fallon wrapped up in her arms, thanking Luma again with all her heart for the blessing she had given to them. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon's eyes fluttered open and she frowned, confused and disoriented, trying to remember where she was. She felt a firm body pressing into her back, and a pair of muscular arms surrounded her, holding her close. 
 
    As her memory started to return, Fallon stiffened and tried to pull away, but whoever was holding her was strong and held her tight. A warm mouth pressed into the bondmark on her neck, making Fallon shiver. Flames shot into her core once again. 
 
    Her memory came flooding back. She was in the bed of the Alpha of the MacNiall pack, the strong, powerful Rian MacNiall. Despite herself, Fallon squirmed in equal parts desire and fear, and her heart started pounding. 
 
    "Good morning, mo chroí. My heart," Rian whispered to her gently as she nuzzled Fallon's neck. "Please don't be afraid. We are in my den, surrounded by those who would defend us with their last breath. You are safe here, Fallon. I vow it. Nor do you have anything to fear from me or my pack. Hannah and Olivia think you went back to Atlanta earlier yesterday, and they'll be content with that until we have everything worked out." Fallon gasped in surprise. 
 
    "We have so much to discuss, mo chroí. So much you need to understand about everything that's happened. I had Kerry bring your suitcase from Hannah's house and it's in the bathroom. Two of my pack members will return your rental car this morning. 
 
    "I'm going to suggest you take care of your morning needs, then come back to bed. I'll have one of the pack members bring you a cup of tea, so we can talk. I don't want to overwhelm you, but there are things you need to know as soon as possible." 
 
    Rian kissed Fallon long and hard before she let her up, and Fallon escaped into the bathroom. She looked at herself in the mirror, unable to believe the glowing beauty she saw was herself. She thought about Rian and shivered. Where did this desire for her come from, she asked herself with apprehension, after having absolutely no interest in anyone before in my entire life? 
 
    She did her business, brushed her teeth, washed her face, pulled her hair back into a ponytail, and put on fresh clothes. 
 
    The corner of Rian's mouth lifted in a slight smile when Fallon came out of the bathroom, and she gestured to a large, comfortable sitting area in the corner of the massive bedroom. 
 
    "I suspected you would be more comfortable getting up and getting dressed," she said wryly. A hot, steaming cup of tea was waiting for her on the small coffee table in front of a comfortable-looking sofa. 
 
    Fallon slowly made her way over to the sitting area, giving Rian a wide berth. She sat down on the sofa and looked up at Ryan in trepidation, not knowing what to say. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian slowly moved toward her. She sat down next to Fallon, obviously trying to keep from scaring her any further, but also making it clear she wouldn't allow Fallon to avoid her either. 
 
    "Let me repeat. You are safe here and there's no one in our den who's going to harm you." The fearúil Lycan had a gentle look in her eyes. "But first, I need to know what you already know about the Luminara, and what you understand to be their role in our society. 
 
    "I know you're still trying to wrap your head around the fact that Lycans do exist, Fallon. You've denied that fact for a long time, but—as you will see—we really are real. We're wolf shifters, mo chroí, and you—as a very rare, very important Luminara—play a pivotal part in all of this. 
 
    "Now, why don't we start at the beginning? Tell me when you first heard about the Luminara." Rian reached over slowly and grasped one of Fallon's hands in both of her large strong ones. 
 
    Fallon closed her eyes for a long moment. Then she took a steadying sip of her tea with her free hand, drew in a deep breath, and whispered, "Okay." She repeated the story of how she and Hannah had gone and had their fortunes read at a carnival, when they had just graduated from college. 
 
    "It was frightening," Fallon admitted, although she felt herself relaxing a bit. "She was fine with reading Hannah—typical fortune teller stuff—but then it was my turn. Her demeanor totally changed with me. Madame Yordana was silent for a long time, then said we needed privacy for our conversation. She closed her booth, so that the three of us were alone, before she proceeded to tell us this crazy tale. 
 
    "Madame told Hannah and me all about the legend of the Luminara then. She told me Lycan wolves in a pack were infertile, unless their fertility was triggered by the presence of one. She said if Lycans didn't have a Luminara in their pack, they couldn't ever have babies... actually, she called your babies pups. She said the story of why you were infertile was a sad one, although she didn't tell it to us. 
 
    "Madame Yordana knew I had a wolf's head birthmark at the bottom of my neck, at the juncture of my shoulder, even though I was wearing a shirt that covered it up that night. She said my birthmark was just one of the hallmarks of a Luminara: a woman born with a wolf's head birthmark, who was tall, had silver-gray eyes, and always smelled like she'd just been caught in a rainstorm—to the point of being allergic to wearing any other scent. 
 
    "I had every one of those markers." 
 
    Then Fallon smiled, a bit cynically. "When Hannah and I left Madame Yordana's tent, I forbade Hannah from ever mentioning that night again. Madame had told us pack in the southeastern United States typically stayed in the very rural areas and wetlands of Florida and Georgia. 
 
    "I told her we lived in Atlanta, so the chances of us ever meeting a Lycan were slim to none. But Madame informed me I would meet a Lycan Alpha in five years' time. I didn't believe her because, at the time, I had no intention of ever leaving Atlanta." 
 
    Rian spoke for the first time, soothingly massaging Fallon's hand between her own. "So, why did you, Fallon?" 
 
    Fallon sighed. "Because Hannah and her wife, Olivia, moved here. Hannah's been my best friend since we were in fourth grade, when my family and I moved to Atlanta from Washington, DC. Her family took me in when I was a junior in high school, after my adoptive parents were killed in a boating accident." Rian squeezed her hand gently in sympathy. 
 
    "By the time we graduated from college, Hannah and I had been best friends for over ten years. She met Olivia right before we graduated, then Olivia and I became extremely close. Now, she's one of my best friends, too. 
 
    "They had both found amazing jobs not far from Hidden Cove Springs, just a few months ago, and fell in love with the area down here. Living in Atlanta has gotten so crazy and so expensive, they had jumped at the opportunity. I started my own business last year, which is completely online, so the two of them kept hounding me to come down and take a look at the area, too. They know I could live anywhere in the world, doing what it is I do." 
 
    Rian squeezed Fallon's hand. "And here you are," she said softly, looking at Fallon with reverent eyes. 
 
    "And here I am," Fallon, who had calmed considerably, agreed. "But you need to understand, Rian: I can't stay. I've worked my tail off for almost ten years... first with school, then with my job when I graduated, then with graduate school, and then building my business over the past year. 
 
    "It's not fair for you to ask me to give all of that up. You're asking me to give up my whole life for you and your pack, just so you can have babies. I feel for you, I really do... but why isn't my life and what I want important in all of this? It's like you're looking at me like I'm nothing more than some kind of broodmare trigger, without any hopes or dreams or ambitions of my own." Fallon was trying hard not to get upset. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian was firm. "Nothing could be further from the truth." To hell with it, she thought to herself. She pulled Fallon to her and wrapped her strong arms around Fallon's body. Rian was gratified to feel Fallon's rigid body start to relax with Rian's touch. 
 
    "Do you really think we would ask that of you? To give up everything you've worked so hard for? The baineanns in this pack—what humans would call femmes—would annihilate any fearúil who would dare to do so." 
 
    "Fearúil? Is that the Lycan equivalent of butch?" Fallon asked slowly. 
 
    "From my understanding, it is. We are not so different from the humans, in that some of us carry a masculine energy that was given to us by the Moon Mother, and some of us carry her feminine energy. 
 
    "There's plenty of room here in the den for you to have your own office, Fallon. We can set it up anyway you'd like. We have some extraordinarily talented wolves in this pack, and they can make sure you have everything you need. It would be absolutely unacceptable to any of us that you would have to make such a sacrifice in order to fulfill our destinies. 
 
    "You also need to understand it's something the Moon Mother herself would never ask you to do." 
 
    Fallon was silent for a long moment, thinking. 
 
    "What would I tell Hannah and Olivia?" she asked finally. "I met someone in Hidden Cove Springs and poof! Now I'm suddenly living with her? Hannah knows me, Rian. She knows I don't do things like this, and she'd never believe me. In fact, I've never..." She stopped abruptly and her face turned scarlet. 
 
    "She knows you've never really dated, let alone given yourself to anyone before." Rian's voice was gentle as she tilted Fallon's face up so she could look directly in her eyes. "It is the way of the Luminara, mo chroí. It is physically impossible for you—or for any Luminara, for that matter—to give yourself to anyone other than a Lycan Alpha. What Hannah or Olivia or any of your friends would have taken for extreme disinterest was actually something you were literally unable to do." 
 
    "Yes," Fallon whispered, her eyes wide. "I would immediately get sick if someone put their hands on me. I never understood it, and I just figured there was something wrong with me. But you're saying it's because I'm a Luminara?" 
 
    "It's because you're a Luminara," Rian confirmed. "There's nothing wrong with you, mo chroí. It's more like an extra layer of protection, so you're kept safe for your pack. And," Rian smiled slightly, with heat in her eyes, "kept safe for your Alpha." Fallon blushed again and didn't know what to say. 
 
    "As for Hannah and Olivia, that's easily taken care of. Lycans are born with a gift for memory alteration. It's something we inherited from our ancestors, a gift given to us to help us hide from the human world. It causes no harm or brain injury to humans when used, I promise you. We will simply plant the memory that you and I met when they first came down to Hidden Cove Springs, you had come down to help them, and I've been going up to Atlanta to see you ever since. 
 
    "I don't think it will upset them that you decided to move down here and in with me so quickly. They want you down here and they know you'd already decided to move. Considering you've never shown any interest in anyone before, they'll think you finally met your one during all of this... even if it appears to be rather fast. 
 
    "We have a beautiful home we specifically keep for human visitors on our land, far away from our dens." Rian, unable to keep her hands from Fallon, ran her hands up and down her mate's arms and back. "We can have them over as much as you like. The pack is used to dealing with human visitors, and I'm sure everyone will be more than ready to meet the best friends of their Luminara." 
 
    "Rian…” Rian stopped her words with a kiss that Fallon felt down to her very soul. 
 
    "Tell me about your parents, mo chroí." Rian deliberately changed the subject when she released Fallon's mouth, not wanting Fallon to shut down when they were making such substantial progress. "You said you were adopted?" 
 
    Fallon took a deep breath and pulled herself together, still reeling a bit from the potency of Rian's kiss. "Yes. I was abandoned as an infant and was adopted by my parents when I was almost two. I have no idea who my biological parents were, and neither did they. 
 
    "In hindsight, though," Fallon hesitated for a moment, "I think my adoptive parents must have known something about the legend of the Luminara, or someone told them about it. Mom was adamantly against anything that wasn't based in logic or reality. Both of my parents rejected anything they thought encouraged fantasy, fairytale, or myth. 
 
    "The reason I think they knew about the Luminara, though, is because they tried to have my birthmark removed when I turned thirteen. But it came back, not six months later." 
 
    "They did what?" Rian was shocked, then appalled. Her green eyes sparkled with an anger she was unable to control, and she had to force her hands to relax so she wouldn't crush Fallon's fingers. 
 
    "Fallon... the bondmark is sacred. It's an integral, irreplaceable part of the mating ritual between Alpha and Luminara. Without it...” Rian struggled to bring herself under control. "Without it, the bond between a Luminara, her Alpha, the pack doyen, and the pack itself can't be formed." 
 
    "I don't understand what doyen means." Fallon was tentative, feeling Rian's anger. 
 
    Rian immediately hugged Fallon and nuzzled her cheek to calm them both down. "I'm not angry at you, little one. The doyen is a pack's leadership. In the MacNiall pack, that would be me, the Alpha; my sibling, Kerry, who is my Beta; and Shane Pritchard, who is my Senior Enforcer. Shane will be mated to my sister, Caitlin, soon. 
 
    "Although she is not technically a part of the doyen, Winnie Reinhart, whom you met at the Kwik-Stop, is the pack's Elder. We aren't a huge pack, Fallon. There are about three dozen of us, but I prefer how small and intimate we are." 
 
    There was silence between them for a moment, until Fallon finally spoke. 
 
    "Rian. Is it okay for me to ask you to tell me the story of why the Lycan are infertile? Fallon was hesitant. "And how a Luminara can change that?" 
 
    "You can ask me anything, Fallon." Rian paused for a moment. "I'm not proud of our history, mo chroí, and I hope you can understand my pack has always done whatever it takes to atone for the past evil the Lycans have done." 
 
    Fallon felt a stab in her heart at the look of deep sadness on Rian's face. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    "Many years ago, the Lycans offended Luma, the Moon Mother, with our reckless disregard for life," Rian began. "We procreated carelessly and didn’t take good care of the young we bore. We were also arrogant and proud, believing that every other creature—supernatural or human—was far inferior to us. 
 
    "After many warnings, Luma finally pronounced a terrible fate upon us: She took away our ability to breed. She then created an incredibly special kind of human female from among the Fae, whom she called a 'Luminara' or 'Guiding Light'... a human female with Fae blood who held the very life essence of the Lycan shifters in her hands. 
 
    "She decreed that the packs could only give life if their Alpha was mated to a Luminara, to whom the Alpha must pledge her—or his—life and her devotion, with Luma's blessing. The ritual for claiming was set up by Luma for the Luminara's protection, for the Luminara of a pack must be protected above all others. Even the Alpha. 
 
    "When our claiming is complete, a pack bond will form between all of us, Fallon... you, me, and every member of the pack." Rian got down on her knees before Fallon. "It's unbreakable, mo chroí, and the Fae essence that's within you will spread throughout the pack and restore the entire pack's fertility." Fallon was quiet. 
 
    "And I have to give myself to you for this to happen." Fallon's voice quavered anxiously as her heart started to pound. 
 
    From her position on her knees, Rian reached up and stroked Fallon's face tenderly. 
 
    "No, mo chroí." Rian was calm. "You have to give yourself to the doyen. To all three of us." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon froze in absolute fear, and she thought she was going to faint. 
 
    "I... I... I have to have sex with all three of you?" Fallon was terrified. The rapid-fire pounding of her heart intensified, and she felt herself start to shake in fear. "You... I... No, Rian! NO! I can't do that! Not now, not ever!" Fallon burst into tears from the shock. "Why would your Moon Mother ever make me do something like that? When I've never... I don't... It's... It's..." 
 
    In a flash, Rian was off her knees and back on the sofa with Fallon. She lifted the panic-stricken Luminara onto her lap and wrapped her arms tightly around Fallon's crying body. 
 
    "Hush, mo chroí." Rian soothed her in a gentle voice. "Be at ease, little one. No one will ever force you, I promise. Kerry and Shane are heartsick at the distress this is causing you. My sibling says it's better to keep things the way they are right now, rather than to hurt and frighten you the way this is doing." 
 
    Fallon's breath came in little gasps, and she calmed a bit at Rian's words. "She's not here, so how do you know what she's thinking?" She hiccupped with her emotion. 
 
    "I have a mental link with all of the members of my pack, Fallon. As their Alpha, it's my duty to be reachable by them at any moment." Rian kissed Fallon's forehead and held her closer. "They don't have the capability to link with each other, only to me. They'd only be able to do that with a Luminara bond." 
 
    Rian held up her hand, cutting off Fallon's words before she could say them. "And I don't say that to coerce you into accepting the bond, Fallon. I feel the same way Kerry and Shane do. There's nothing in this world that's worth this level of trauma to you. Nothing." 
 
    Fallon lay quietly in Rian's arms for a while, as her heart rate came down and she started to feel a bit more normal. When she could think more clearly, she realized Rian and her doyen never would hurt her. Fallon, however, acknowledged the enormity of what was being asked of her. She didn't know if she would ever have the strength to give herself to the three wolves. 
 
    Just then, a silvery voice sounded in her head. 
 
    "My precious daughter," the voice said, a cherished tenderness infusing her words. Fallon felt the warmth of a mother's love spread through her heart and soul, and she suddenly knew it was Luma, the Moon Mother. 
 
    "You were created especially for this, Fallon. You are a rare and precious child, created to give the Lycan shifters I deem worthy the chance to atone for their past carelessness and disrespect for life. 
 
    "Your human side may not understand it, but your Fae side does. Your destiny is to give the gift of life to Rian’s pack... and how you do that is by forming a bond between you and the doyen. 
 
    "It is not just sex, daughter. Each of the doyen will take your essence inside of herself, and your Fae magick will spread within her. A special link will then form between you and the doyen, sacred and unbreakable. 
 
    "You will be able to communicate fully with each other, although you need to understand this is not an intrusive link. Just like the link Rian has with each of her pack members, no one can hear your thoughts unless you open up to them." 
 
    The warmth Fallon was feeling from Luma intensified. 
 
    "When you have formed the bond with the doyen, on the night of the next full moon—or what is called the Luminessene—the entire pack bond will snap into place, the pack's fertility will be restored, and you will be safe from being taken by any other pack. 
 
    "However, beware, daughter. 
 
    "You will not be completely protected until after the entire ritual is complete. It will still be possible for another pack to claim you, until the Luminessene is fully over." 
 
    Rian—seeming to sense Fallon was talking to the Moon Mother—stayed silent, letting Fallon process things at her own pace. 
 
    Fallon couldn't deny the pull she had to Rian. In her heart and in her soul, she admitted Rian was her mate. As fast as it had been—as unbelievable as it seemed—she and Rian were what Rian had called true mates. The other two Lycans, however... 
 
    "I will try to do this for you, Mother, but I honestly don't think I can. It's just so much, and it's happened in such a short time. 
 
    "I'm scared, and I'm overwhelmed, and I've seen the other two for all of five minutes. Rian and I clearly have some type of bond at least, even though I don't understand it. 
 
    "But I'm supposed to give myself sexually to two Lycans I don't even know? When I've never given myself to anybody before in my life? It's... It's too much, Mother. I'm sorry." 
 
    Luma spoke again. "Kerry and Shane would very much like to come and see you, daughter. They are extremely worried about you, and this will give them the opportunity to reassure you." 
 
    Fallon heard the smile in Luma's voice. "They've already told both their Alpha and me—and in no uncertain terms, I might add—that they absolutely refuse to do anything that makes you uncomfortable or afraid. 
 
    "Hurting you or frightening you in any way, no matter what the benefit may be to the pack, is totally off the table as far as they're concerned." 
 
    A silvery laugh floated through Fallon's head. "Protective little wolves already, aren't they?" 
 
    After a moment of silence, Fallon addressed Rian out loud. Her panic was gone, and she felt strangely calm. 
 
    "Can I meet them? Kerry and Shane? It's more than evident we have things to discuss, and it will be easier if we're all face-to-face." 
 
    "Of course, mo chroí." Rian's strong hand pressed Fallon's head gently onto her shoulder. "Kerry and Shane would love to meet you. They're anxious that there aren't any misunderstandings between us." 
 
    Rian called for the two Lycans through their mental pack link. 
 
    "My baineann would like to meet you both. She's still extremely skittish, but our beloved Luma has done much to calm her fears. We're in my suite, and I'm going to tell Fallon now that you'll be here shortly." Rian felt them respond to the summons with relief. 
 
    "They're on their way, mo chroí. Please, don't be afraid." Rian played gently with Fallon's hair. "Kerry and Shane have more integrity than any other wolves I know. Whatever you decide, they will defend you to the death. I promise." 
 
    They sat in silence until a knock came at the door. Fallon felt her heart give a great leap as the door opened, and the two extremely handsome butches came into the room. Fearúil wolves, Fallon reminded herself. 
 
    "Fallon, this is my sibling, Kerry. My Beta, or my second-in-command." The tall wolf with light brown hair and hazel eyes smiled and nodded at her, a peaceful, gentle look in her eyes. 
 
    "And this is Shane, my Senior Enforcer." Shane looked like a California surfer, with her muscled body, blonde skater cut hair, and blue eyes. "Hello, Fallon," Shane said, her voice quiet. 
 
    Fallen nodded back at them, unsure of how to start the conversation. But Rian's Beta wasted no time. 
 
    "Fallon," Kerry began, getting straight to the point, "we both want you to know you have nothing to fear from us. Nothing. We're both quite aware of what our Moon Mother is expecting... but we've told her we couldn't live with ourselves if you thought you were being forced into something you didn't really want to do. 
 
    "We'll wait for as long as we must, baineann. The fact that you're here with us at all is gift enough right now." 
 
    Fallon felt tears pricking behind her eyelids at Kerry's sincerity, and the look of devotion on her face. 
 
    Shane agreed. "I don't know how much you know about Lycan culture, Fallon. Wolves are typically very affectionate with each other. We touch our pack mates a lot, and body contact is very important to us. Not in a sexual way either, but because we love our pack mates very much, and we are very demonstrative within the pack. 
 
    "As soon as you're comfortable, my wolf and I would like the biggest hug we can get from you. You're a miracle for us, Fallon." Shane 's eyes held nothing but affection. “I know we have other challenges we must deal with eventually, but for right now... I just want you to feel as safe, happy, and loved as we know you're going to be here." 
 
    Fallon felt an almost overwhelming love from Luma and the doyen. Unbidden, she slipped off Rian's lap and went to Shane, no fear in her heart. Wrapping her arms around the blond Lycan and hugging her tightly, Fallon whispered, "Thank you, Shane," as she relaxed in Shane's arms. 
 
    Shane cupped the back of Fallon's head, then laid Fallon's head on her shoulder. "You're welcome, little Luminara," she whispered back, with clear emotion in her voice. Fallon felt Kerry and Rian come up behind them, wrapping their own arms around Shane and Fallon. 
 
    The four of them stood together for a long moment, feeling the beginnings of their bond begin to take hold. 
 
    Without warning, however, Fallon felt an unfamiliar stirring in her core that reached into her very soul. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Before she could think about it too deeply, she whispered to the Lycans, "How does this work? What do we have to do to form the bond between us? I know nothing and feel completely out of my depth here. Help me, please." 
 
    Rian gently took Fallon from her pack mates. "Each of us will need to make you orgasm, Fallon, and drink from you as you do. It's in that way the Fae magick living within your body can be pulled into us to take root. We'll each bite you on or near the bondmark to mark you as well. 
 
    "When that's done, all four of the doyen—me, Kerry, Shane, and now, you—will feel the bond the Moon Mother will form between us. We will be forever linked. In four days' time, during the night of the full moon—the Luminessene—that bond will spread throughout the pack and the pack's fertility will activate." 
 
    Rian's eyes were intent. "We are not a polyamorous society, Fallon. This is the one and only time you will ever have to share your body with anyone but me, your mate. The bonding ritual forms a connection between all of us that will keep you safe always. However," she smiled slightly, "wolves are possessive and mate monogamously for life. We typically do not share our mate with anyone. Not ever. 
 
    "Luma, in her mercy, granted us the ability to not suffer jealousy during the bonding ritual. The bond is created for the Luminara’s safety and protection, and to bind her to the pack. But this is the only time I'll ever be able to watch another Lycan touch you sexually and not feel jealous rage and the desire to rip out her throat." Fallon's eyes were huge. 
 
    Rian nuzzled Fallon's temple. "It won't be unusual for them to touch you, or to platonically kiss you. As Shane said, Lycans are very affectionate with each other. But they'll do that with you as their pack mate, their Alpha female, and not in a sexual way... as they will when they form the bond with you. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian drew back and looked at her solemnly. "Is this something you want to do now? Are you feeling the pull to us? If you need more time, you can take as much as you need. We are not in the least bit interested in rushing you in any way." 
 
    Fallon took in a deep breath. "I know I need to do this for you. I'm petrified," she admitted. "But not of you, and not of Kerry or Shane. I'm scared of the unknown, Rian, and I don't know what to do. I've never done anything like this before." 
 
    "You don't need to do anything," Rian kissed her deeply. "You just need to feel, to let your body relax, and you are to let us worry about everything else. Okay?" Even through her anxiety, Fallon felt an indisputable peace slip over her, and she nodded. She knew, without a doubt, that she was doing the right thing, even though she was still quite nervous. 
 
    Rian swept Fallon up into her arms and brought her over to the massive bed. She gently set Fallon on her feet—then tenderly, reverently, she started to remove Fallon's clothes, keeping a laser focus on Fallon and her state of mind. When Fallon was naked, Rian kissed her again with a deep passion, until Fallon felt an unfamiliar desire bloom in her core. Moisture started to trickle out of her, and an ache that was demanding to be satisfied started to grow. 
 
    Rian lifted Fallon once again and put one knee up on her bed, guarding her precious Luminara as she climbed on the massive surface with her. Lowering Fallon, Rian whispered, "You are everything we've ever wanted, mo chroí. Everything we've ever needed. We have been so blessed by the gift of you... and I will thank Luma for her mercy from the bottom of my heart, each and every day, for the rest of my life." 
 
    Kerry and Shane climbed onto the bed with them. "I will guard you with my life forever, Fallon," Kerry vowed, caressing her face. "I will prove myself worthy of your presence. Now and always." 
 
    Rian claimed Fallon's mouth once again, running her hands all over her body. Her mouth started to descend, kissing Fallon's neck, and licking over the bondmark. Fallon whimpered as Rian continued her slow descent—touching, kissing, caressing—until Rian's breath hovered over her core. Rian buried her mouth between Fallon's legs as Fallon cried out, almost unable to withstand the lightning flashes of desire that swept through her. Dimly, she felt Kerry and Shane's hands on her body as Rian's mouth worked its magick. 
 
    Suddenly, Fallon felt a huge tidal wave of desire building and building within her as Rian devoured her with her mouth—until it let go with a crash, taking Fallon with it. Fallon cried out as the floodgates opened and her orgasm hit its peak. The essence of her Fae self flooded into Rian's mouth, and Rian tasted the potent magick of Fallon's Luminara Fae spirit within the sweet taste of woman. 
 
    Fallon felt a strong hand replace the mouth between her legs, continuing to draw her orgasm from her. A moment later, she felt something nuzzle her neck—then it struck without warning, sinking a pair of fangs into her bondmark. Fallon screamed from the sharp pain, but a moment later, a huge shudder rumbled through her. As her breath calmed and the pain subsided, she felt Rian as clear as day within her, as Rian's voice whispered in her head, "Mine." 
 
    After a few moments of rest, Rian gently gave Fallon over to Kerry, who took Fallon into her arms. 
 
    "Fallon." Kerry's voice cracked with her emotion. "You have my love and loyalty always. I swear on my life I will protect you forever." She buried her face into Fallon's neck for a moment, breathing in her scent. "I'm already feeling love for you, mo deirfiúr, my sister. I am so overwhelmed and so grateful for your presence in our lives. My sibling has done much for this pack through the years, and there is no one who deserves to have her mate by her side more than she does. 
 
    Kerry licked Fallon's bondmark over her sibling's bite, and Fallon cried out with the arousal that seemed to erupt everywhere. Just as her sibling had, Kerry moved down Fallon's body until she reached the secret place where Fallon's heat resided. Again, Fallon trembled and cried when Kerry's mouth took possession of her. Kerry licked the moisture that flowed from Fallon, pushing Fallon up higher toward her peak once more. 
 
    Fallon arched her back toward that seeking mouth and moaned as she balanced on the precipice. She felt her legs shake as her orgasm claimed her, her hips lifting and driving in reaction. Kerry captured the Fae essence leaving Fallon's body and pulled it into herself, before rapidly moving up to bite Fallon's other shoulder, as Fallon's orgasm flamed out. 
 
    Fallon gasped with the momentary agony and then, as with Rian, she felt and heard Kerry's presence in her head. "I love you, mo deirfiúr," Kerry's voice said softly inside her, as Kerry held onto Fallon for a brief moment with a warm, comforting hug. 
 
    Shane was the last one. She took Kerry's place and held Fallon in her arms as if she was some fragile piece of spun glass. "You have my love and fealty forever, Fallon. You are a gift to every single one of us. You're the answer to our prayers, and I hope someday you come to realize the hope you represent to us." Shane nuzzled Fallon's jaw just as Rian and Kerry had. "The entire pack is looking forward to having you here and loving you as our Alpha female, mo deirfiúr." 
 
    Shane brought Fallon to orgasm just as the others had, licking the flood of her essence, then biting her next to Kerry's mark, leaving the mark of her fangs. After holding Fallon tightly for a long minute, Shane kissed her on the cheek and gently returned Fallon to Rian's arms. 
 
    "It's done," Rian said softly, with joy in her heart. She felt the pack bond between the four of them more intensely than she'd ever felt a link before. "Kerry? Shane? Fallon?" she asked mentally through their new link. "You can feel and hear each other now as you can with me?" 
 
    "I can." Kerry was almost too overcome to respond. "I can hear Shane's thoughts in a way I never could before. Before, it was only you, Rian, but now you're all there, in my consciousness. It's... It's..." her voice faltered. 
 
    "Fallon." Shane's voice in her head was warm and sincere. "I don't want you to feel like we did anything wrong because we didn't. The bonding between us was absolutely necessary and had to be done according to the ancient way, as commanded by Luma." The three Lycans could feel Fallon's confusion. 
 
    Shane continued aloud. "Rian and Kerry's sister, Caitlin, is my beloved, mo deirfiúr. We were never allowed to mate, because the doyen must stay unmated, according to Luma's law, until the pack's Luminara is found. In that way, there are no obstacles to the proper bonding of the Luminara to the pack, her Alpha, and the other doyen... and no violation of a true mate bond." 
 
    Rian added, "Human ways are sometimes much different than those of the Lycan." She held her mate, soothing her before she could become upset. "I don't want you to feel what you and Shane did was bad, or you think Shane was forced to be unfaithful to Caitlin because of what happened here today. That's not how this works, mo chroí. Our bonding today brought all of us nothing but joy. 
 
    "You also need to understand there is no one who will be happier than Caitlin, that the path to parenthood for all of us is that much closer because of our bond." 
 
    "Okay," Fallon whispered. Suddenly, she felt as though her entire body had been depleted of energy, and she couldn't stifle a yawn. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
      
 
   R ian stroked her head gently. "You need to rest, mo chroí. I feel your exhaustion. Kerry, Shane... will you please tell the pack Fallon and I will see them later today?" After kissing Fallon a final time, then hugging Rian tightly and telling her they would take care of everything, the two wolves departed. 
 
    Rian lifted a sleepy Fallon into her arms and took her into the massive bathroom. She sat Fallon down as she prepared a warm, deep tub scented with herbs for her. Fallon sighed as she slid into the wonderful water and felt every muscle in her body relax. Rian bathed Fallon and washed her hair, then lifted her out of the tub when she was done. She dried her off, braided her damp hair, then carried her back to the bed, tucking Fallon snugly beneath the covers. 
 
    "Go to sleep, mo chroí," Rian whispered, sliding into the bed next to Fallon and pulling Fallon into her arms. "I'll be here when you wake up." 
 
    When Fallon awoke, after a restful, dreamless sleep, she could feel it was much later in the day. Her fatigue was gone, and she smiled as she felt someone nuzzling her neck. "Do I get to wake up like this every day?" she whispered, loving the feeling of intimacy between her and Rian. 
 
    "For the rest of our days, mo chroí," Rian murmured back. "You are my true mate, Fallon, the baineann of my heart, and I want nothing more than for us to have a beautiful, peaceful life together with our pack." 
 
    "I'm not a Lycan, Rian," Fallon said, voicing something she'd been wondering. "I can't shift into wolf form and run like you all do. Is that something that's going to cause us issues? How can I go places with you?" 
 
    Rian chuckled as she propped her head up on one arm so she could look at her mate. "I'm large enough in my wolf form that I can carry you wherever we want to go, mo chroí. You only need to slip onto my back and put your arms around my neck. Trust me, we will be taking many walks and runs together, both alone and with our pack. 
 
    "Now," Rian leaned over and kissed Fallon. "The pack is all but rioting in anticipation of meeting you, beloved. I think I've kept you to myself for long enough today. It's almost time for supper, so why don't we get dressed and go out so you can meet everyone? Don't be nervous, Fallon." Rian sensed her worry as Fallon stiffened slightly. "Everyone is so joyful... and so anxious to meet you right now, you'll feel like you walked into the middle of a family you never knew you had. Okay?" Fallen nodded and felt herself relax a small bit. 
 
    "One thing, Fallon, that I need to tell you now, that you need to be aware of." Rian turned serious. "The pack bond will not be complete until after the Luminessene. That's our name for the full moon that takes place during a Luminara's claiming. Our Luminessene is in four days' time. Our pack bond will not be complete and unbreakable until then. I don't want to frighten you, mo chroí, but you need to know another pack could steal you and claim you for themselves right now, unless we keep you safe. We have rival packs all around us, and they would do anything to have a Luminara of their own." 
 
    Rian glowered. "One of them—the Cordova pack—is especially aggressive. Samuel Cordova, the pack’s Alpha, is a mean son of a bitch, and his brother Peter, the pack’s Beta, isn’t any better. They'd steal you and claim you in a heartbeat if they knew about you. It's doubtful any of them will find out about your existence, since only my pack knows you're here, but I'm taking no chances." Rian stroked Fallon's face. "You need to promise me you'll stay inside and won't leave the den unless you're with me, Kerry, or Shane." 
 
    "I promise." Fallon was grave, feeling Rian's concern. 
 
    Rian kissed her again, satisfied. "Then, let's get dressed and go meet our pack, mo chroí." 
 
    When Rian and Fallon walked hand-in-hand into the great room, the noise from the chatter cut off, as if someone had muted the volume of a sound system. You could have heard a pin drop. Fallon looked around and was disconcerted to see three dozen pairs of eyes fixed attentively on her in awe. 
 
    Rian squeezed Fallon's hand reassuringly, then said, "Mo theaghlach, my beloved family, this is Fallon. Luma, in her mercy, has sent Fallon to us as our Luminara. My doyen and I formed the first part of the bond between all of us with her this morning. The rest will be done during the Luminessene in four days' time." 
 
    The elation on everyone's face was unmistakable. 
 
    "Although we've just met, I've already discovered Fallon is one of the most wonderful baineanns it's ever been my privilege to meet. I know Kerry, Shane, and Winnie feel the same way. Everything we've ever been told about the Luminara—about their grace, their warmth, their beauty—is true and more." Fallon felt a faint flush color her cheekbones. 
 
    "However..." 
 
    "All of this is extremely new to her, mo theaghlach.” Rian’s voice was firm. “While she has made great strides in understanding and accepting everything she's learned within the past day, she still has much more to learn. Be at her service as much as you can, for I've promised Luma—on behalf of the MacNiall pack—that her daughter will be safe in our care." 
 
    Fallon felt a huge prickle of discomfort run down her spine. Immediately, she felt Rian, Kerry, and Shane jump to attention in her head. 
 
    "Mo chroí? What do you need? What's bothering you?" she heard Rian say through their mental link, as she physically wrapped her arms around Fallon's waist. 
 
    Still unused to communicating this way, Fallon took a deep breath. "Rian, I don't want your pack to think of me as someone who needs to be venerated or anything like that. The thought makes me hella uncomfortable, like I have to tiptoe around your pack members... or even worse, worry about what I'm saying and how I'm saying it. 
 
    "Yes, I understand how critically important the Luminaras are to the Lycans, but by the same token... I'm simply Fallon Conroy. I want your pack to get to know me as Fallon Conroy, which they won't do if we don't put a stop to this nonsense right now." 
 
    Kerry laughed mentally, her amusement apparent as she addressed Rian. "Have I mentioned I love her already, mo deartháir?" 
 
    Fallon could feel Rian's grin. "I think it will probably take the pack a little while to settle into that, mo chroí... but this is something that will carry more weight if it comes directly from you. There's no pressure to address the pack, though, if you don't want to." She squeezed Fallon gently. 
 
    Fallon knew she really didn't have a choice if she wanted to set the right expectations up front. Here goes nothing, she thought to herself nervously. She cleared her throat, and the pack looked at her with astonishment when they realized she was about to speak. 
 
    "I want to thank you all so much for the welcome you've given me so far. This has been a complete shock to me... but I also know this has been a shock to the rest of you as well." Fallon's voice was soft, but clear. "Until five years ago, I lived in the human world, thinking I was purely human as well. I didn't know I was part Fae. I found out about the Luminara and my destiny," Fallon made air quotes in the air with her fingers, "from a fortune teller, who scared the absolute crap out of me at a fair. 
 
    "And," she laughed a bit, "I then proceeded to ignore it, until three Lycans showed up at my door the other night, and kind of made me face it." The pack laughed with her, their formal demeanors easing. 
 
    "As far as I'm concerned, we're all in this together,” Fallon continued. “This is something new to all of us, there's plenty for everyone to learn, and I'll be honest with you. I'm not going to be comfortable and feel like I belong here unless you can treat me like I'm one of you. I want to get to know each of you… but I can't do that if I'm constantly worrying that I'm making someone nervous, or if I know someone doesn't feel like they can talk to me because I'm a Luminara. That would make me so sad." Fallon looked around at the pack earnestly. 
 
    "As far as I'm concerned, I'm simply Fallon, your newest pack member. Okay? Can we do that?" 
 
    In the silence that followed, a pretty wolf with red hair and eyes that were almost as green as Rian's stepped forward. 
 
    "Mo deirfiúr. My sister," she said softly, as she approached Fallon and Rian. "I am Rian and Kerry's sister, Caitlin. First, I want to welcome you to the MacNiall pack from the bottom of my heart. 
 
    "Second," her green eyes brightened with tears, "Kerry and Shane told us how extraordinary you were this morning, and they were so right. You're lovely and warm and everything we've dreamed our Luminara would be." Tears were openly running down Caitlin's face. "Shane told me you have no family of your own left, Fallon, and that hurts my heart. I hope you can find a new family here, with us. 
 
    "Despite your words, you need to realize, though, that you are a very big deal to each and every one of us. You represent a hope this pack hasn't had in more years than I can remember. That said, however, I would love to be your friend, and I think I can do as you ask, mo deirfiúr. Welcome to the pack." 
 
    Fallon, her own tears running, held her arms out to Caitlin, and the crying wolf went into them without another word. The two baineanns hugged each other tightly and wept. Before Fallon knew it, she was being surrounded by pack, everyone wanting to hug and touch their Luminara. Fallon remembered what Rian had said about the affection of the Lycans, and responded in kind, hugging and crying along with the others. 
 
    After a while, Fallon found herself being swept into a strong pair of arms as her mate took possession of her. 
 
    "Mo chroí needs to eat, mo theaghlach. We all do. I know our amazing pack cook, Belinda, and a few others have been hard at work, cooking an absolute feast for us today, so let's help them get the food out. We can worry about formal introductions after we eat because I, for one, am starving." 
 
    Everyone pitched in to help, with Fallon insisting on doing her part. She couldn't believe how easy and comfortable she felt with everyone, as if she'd known them for years. Amid much laughter, they got the food out and set it up buffet-style, then everyone waited as Rian offered a prayer of thanks to the Moon Mother. 
 
    "Beloved Mother, we thank you from the bottom of our hearts for your gifts of good fortune, blessed health, abundant food, and—most of all—the gift of your daughter, Fallon. With her, our family is now complete. We promise to love and honor one another—whether human and Fae, or Lycan—in your name, and with all you hold sacred. Under the Mother's light, áiméan." 
 
    "What does that mean?" Fallon whispered to Shane as everyone started to talk again. 
 
    "Áiméan?" Shane responded, escorting Fallon to the buffet, where they were met by Rian and Caitlin. "It's Irish Gaelic for let it be so... not to be confused with Scottish Gaelic, incidentally. We traditionally end our prayers to the Moon Mother in that way." Then Shane grinned. "I suspect you'll want to take lessons in speaking Irish Gaelic, Fallon, although you may well pull your hair out. It's not the easiest language to learn, baineann." 
 
    As Rian took Fallon's hand and pulled her mate into her side, Fallon noticed a lone wolf standing off by herself, a bit away from the rest of the pack. She was very pretty, with dark brown hair and stunning dark blue eyes, but she sneered at Fallon almost imperceptibly—with a potent dislike that left Fallon wondering what she'd done to her. 
 
    Next, Fallon saw the brunette wolf sweep her eyes up and down Rian's body covetously. Fallon then understood immediately why the Lycan had a problem with her. 
 
    Is she a former girlfriend of Rian's, or whatever the Lycan equivalent of a human girlfriend is? Fallon wondered as she filled a plate with food. Or has she been wishing she could be the one to attract Rian, and is angry because now I'm in the picture? 
 
    Not knowing if there would be trouble down the road, Fallon decided to ask Rian about the pretty Lycan after dinner, if she could find a moment alone with her. She then promptly forgot about it as she talked and laughed with her new pack mates, feeling the blossoming joy and camaraderie between them. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Unseen, Dixie Boudreau slipped out the back door of the Alpha's house, then stripped off her clothes and shifted, disappearing into the dusk. 
 
    She was so angry, and so jealous of Fallon. Bitch, Dixie seethed as she ran, wishing she could rip out the Luminara's throat with her teeth. She knew Rian's claiming of Fallon meant that what Dixie had shared with Rian had ended. She'd known she'd never become Rian’s bound mate because she wasn’t a Luminara. Only Luminaras could become the true mates of a pack Alpha, according to Luma's law. 
 
    But Dixie also knew she could have finagled her way into becoming Rian's permanent companion if they never found a Luminara for the pack. That damn bitch, however, had ruined it, and had pushed Dixie out of her rightful place. 
 
    Rian needed a strong companion, not a simpering, fragile mate like that weak Luminara was. Dixie would have whipped the pack into shape in no time, making it clear to insubordinate Lycans like Winnie Reinhart—or Rian's sibling, Kerry—that the Alpha's companion was not to be trifled with. 
 
    She needed to get rid of Fallon but harming one of Luma's daughters was a death sentence. Dixie Boudreau may have been many things, but stupid wasn't one of them. 
 
    She reached the edge of the MacNiall pack lands, where the territory of the Cordova pack began, and lay down with her nose on her paws, brooding. She had to get rid of that bitch Luminara without triggering Luma's rage. But how? 
 
    After some time spent lost in thought, she suddenly yipped in excitement, knowing exactly how she was going to eliminate Fallon Conroy. Without even thinking about it, she ran onto the Cordova pack lands, certain she'd be challenged within moments by a patrolling Enforcer. Soon enough, a large, gray Lycan intercepted her, growling warningly. 
 
    Dixie shifted and dropped into a submissive stance, baring her throat to the Enforcer, who then also shifted, wanting to know why she was trespassing on Cordova territory. 
 
    "I have critical news for your Alpha regarding an unclaimed Luminara in the area," Dixie told the Enforcer, keeping her throat bared. "I need to speak with him immediately." 
 
    "What trickery is this, female?" The Enforcer, a large male with cold light blue eyes, growled skeptically. "Am I to believe you wouldn't bring the attention of an unclaimed Luminara to your own Alpha first? I know for a fact there are no packs in the area who've already found their Luminara." 
 
    "If I could just speak to your Alpha, I promise all will become clear. You have my word there is no trickery here." Dixie waited, barely able to contain her excitement, and was aware the Enforcer could scent her eagerness. 
 
    There was a moment of silence as the Enforcer contacted Samuel Cordova through the link he had with his Alpha. After a moment, in which he was clearly focused on listening to Samuel, he looked at Dixie. 
 
    "Come with me, female. The Alpha has agreed to see you. But I warn you... one trick, one hint that you're some sort of spy for Rian MacNiall, and I will rip your fucking throat out." 
 
    Dixie followed the Enforcer to a nearby secluded spot, where Samuel Cordova, his brother and Beta, Peter Cordova, and his Senior Enforcer, Bruce Canford, were waiting. 
 
    "Female." Samuel Cordova was a large, cruel-looking male with beady brown eyes and a cold expression. "You told my Enforcer you had word of an unclaimed Luminara in the area. Why shouldn't I believe this is nothing more than a trick by that worthless piece of shit, Rian MacNiall? The MacNiall pack is as desperate for a Luminara as we are. You can't expect me to believe they would so easily give one up. What's your game?" 
 
    Dixie was blunt, although she kept her head lowered in submission. "There is no game, Alpha Cordova. Alpha MacNiall doesn't know I'm here. 
 
    "The Luminara's name is Fallon Conroy. The MacNiall doyen found her yesterday, and then completed the first part of the bonding ritual with her this morning. It's not yet irrevocable, however, until after the Luminessene in four days' time." 
 
    Dixie dared to raise her head to look at Samuel Cordova. "I'm offering to help you take the Luminara before the Luminessene, so you can claim her for yourself." 
 
    Cordova considered her for a long moment without speaking, before he said, "Why are you doing this, female? How is this of benefit to you?" 
 
    "Because." Dixie was frank. "I want that bitch out of our den and out of our pack. Rian MacNiall is mine, and she would have stayed mine if Fallon Conroy hadn’t taken her away from me. I want the Luminara gone, and I will do anything to make that happen. I don’t want anything in return. I just want her out of my life and out of Rian’s life.” 
 
    "You know the penalty if you are caught, female." Cordova was impassive. “Death. And it will not be a merciful death at MacNiall's hands, of that you can be sure.” 
 
    A look that was just as cold as Cordova's spread across Dixie's face. "Rian won't ever know, Alpha Cordova. The only person who would know is Fallon Conroy herself. If she disappears into your pack, no one will be the wiser." 
 
    There was silence as Samuel Cordova considered everything Dixie had said. 
 
    "Very well, female. What is your plan for bringing the Luminara to me? I assume you've thought this out?" 
 
    Dixie didn't tell him this had been an impulsive move on her behalf, letting him believe she'd given the matter great consideration. 
 
    "In three days' time, I will lure Fallon from the MacNiall den and take her to the spot where your Enforcer first found me. She is brand new to the pack, she has no idea where our territory boundaries are. She'll be completely unaware she's on Cordova land. 
 
    "I'm positive Rian, Kerry MacNiall, and Shane Pritchard have given Fallon strict instructions not to leave the den without one of them. But I plan to use the next few days to become friends with her and obtain her trust. It will be a simple matter for me to lure her out then." 
 
    A cruel smile spread across Samuel Cordova's face. "You're telling me you truly want nothing in return for giving us the Luminara?" 
 
    "Nothing." Dixie was vehement. "I just want Fallon Conroy to disappear and to never come back. Ever." 
 
    "Then disappear she will, female." Samuel laughed and gestured to the rest of his doyen, who wore the same self-satisfied smiles on their faces. "The Luminara will soon be ours." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    After Fallon's fourth yawn while she was talking to Caitlin and Julia, Rian grinned and swept Fallon up into her arms. 
 
    "Mo theaghlach, I think my mate has had enough excitement for today," Rian told her pack. "Humans are a wee bit more fragile than Lycans, and Fallon has had an intense couple of days. We will see you tomorrow." 
 
    Fallon laughed and settled herself more comfortably in Rian's arms before she addressed the pack. "Thank you all so much, my beautiful new family. It was so wonderful spending time with you tonight. I know I didn't have nearly enough time to talk to everybody the way I wanted to, but I will definitely make up for that in the next few weeks." She waved goodbye to everyone as Rian carried her out of the room. 
 
    Back in their quarters, Fallon sighed as Rian set her gently down on her feet. With her arms wrapped around Rian's neck, Fallon ducked her head down and whispered, "I'm sorry, Rian. But I have something I really need to discuss with you right now." 
 
    Rian, whose sharp eyes had caught Fallon's quick glances at Dixie, caressed Fallon's face. 
 
    "I'm sure you want to discuss Dixie Boudreau with me." Rian smiled calmly at her suddenly uncertain Luminara. "You're right, this is something we need to talk about, mo chroí. Why don't you get yourself ready for bed while I do the same? Then we'll talk." 
 
    Once in the bed, Fallon looked at Rian expectantly, as Ryan pulled Fallon into her arms. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau and I were involved, although I don't think involved means the same thing in the human world as it does in the Lycan world, mo chroí. Lycans are highly sexual. Not only is physical touching critically important to us, but sex is also important as well. Unlike most humans, however, a Lycan can have a purely sexual relationship with another Lycan without it meaning more." 
 
    "Dixie and I have been involved sexually, on and off, for some time now. But I've never cared for her the way I already care about you, Fallon. She was just the means for a mutual physical release, no more." 
 
    Rian caressed Fallon's body. "There is something in the Lycan world called an Alpha's companion, which is kind of like a mate without the mating bond. In the absence of a Luminara, an Alpha will sometimes take a permanent companion from within her or his pack. In all honesty, I think Dixie thought she stood a chance of becoming the Alpha's companion... but the truth is, I'd already grown tired of her even before you came. 
 
    "She only wanted to be my companion because of the perceived power she gained over the other pack members by assuming that role, not because she genuinely loved me. Dixie is not particularly nice to the other wolves, especially the baineann Lycans, and she constantly wanted more of my attention than I cared to give her." Rian continued running her hands soothingly up and down Fallon's body. 
 
    "She hasn't been with us very long, maybe about a year. Her old pack was attacked, and Dixie was the sole survivor." Fallon gasped in shock. 
 
    "It's amazing she made it out alive, mo chroí, the carnage was so bad. That's why I took pity on her and said yes when she asked to join our pack. She, however, is not a pack favorite, because my other wolves see her as selfish and mean. Kerry, Shane, Caitlin, and Winnie absolutely can't stand her." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    "So... you're telling me you and Dixie were only involved with each other on a sexual level? No other way?" Fallon, who was taken aback to find herself jealous, wanted to make sure she understood everything clearly. 
 
    "Mo chroí, I promise you from the bottom of my heart that's all it was. Just in case you think I'm blind, I did see the way she was looking at you, and then at me tonight. She's going to have to accept how things are now, however. If she can't, then I'll find a place for her in another pack. I never made her any promises, and she knew she'd never be my mate." 
 
    Rian leaned over and kissed Fallon deeply. "I refuse to have my true mate upset because Dixie can't admit I've found the female who's meant to be mine. 
 
    "About six months ago, she tried to start some trouble by insinuating Luma would never give the MacNiall pack the gift of a Luminara. I don't ever think I've ever seen Caitlin verbally smack someone down as hard as she did Dixie that day. And I thought Winnie was going to have an apoplectic fit over Dixie's disrespect. 
 
    Rian then waved the subject of Dixie away. "You're not to worry about her, mo chroí. Like I've said... she's not a pack favorite as it is, and she will come to accept this. She has no choice if she wishes to remain here." 
 
    Fallon knew Rian's words should have eased her mind, but there was still something about the way Dixie had looked at her that made Fallon uneasy. Deliberately, however, she chose to accept Rian's reassurances, and shivered when Rian nuzzled her neck. 
 
    "Now, love of my life, I think we have some reacquainting to do. Or, I suppose I should say, we need to get acquainted in the first place. The bonding with the doyen is different than when the Alpha takes her mate in all the delicious ways I intend to take you right now." 
 
    "I've never done this before, Rian." Fallon's nerves had her slightly sick. "I don't know what to do, or how to touch you, or how to know what will please you, or...” Rian stopped the flow of Fallon's words with her mouth. 
 
    When she finally raised her head, releasing a dizzy Fallon, Rian said, "You don't need to do anything but feel, mo chroí. Let your body tell you what it wants to do, how it feels it needs to respond to me. There is no right or wrong in this, Fallon. Only what our bodies tell us to do." 
 
    Slowly, sensuously, Rian started to remove Fallon's clothing, letting her lips trail over every soft patch of skin she uncovered. She licked over Fallon's bondmark as she bared her Luminara's shoulders. Fallon shivered violently. 
 
    Lower and lower Rian descended, nibbling the soft, creamy skin she discovered with every inch she uncovered. Fallon's breath grew rapid as delicious, unfamiliar feelings assailed her. When Rian's strong hands cupped her breasts, Fallon moaned as her nipples tightened into diamond-hard peaks. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Rian then slid a large hand to the middle of Fallon's chest, right over her frantically beating heart. She kissed Fallon again, a hot, intoxicating meeting of their mouths that drove Rian insane. Moving her hands even further south as she used her mouth to gently bite Fallon's nipples, Rian inhaled Fallon's delicious scent as she stripped off the rest of Fallon's clothes. Licking and biting Fallon's nipples harder, she felt a swell of moisture escape Fallon's body, as the beautiful baineann female responded helplessly to the fearúil Lycan's touch. 
 
    Rian ran her tongue across Fallon's belly as Fallon moaned, more liquid arousal escaping her body. Rian gripped Fallon's hips, holding her Luminara firmly in place so she couldn't move, and let her hot breath paint ribbons of want on Fallon's increasingly desperate body. 
 
    "R-R-Rian," Fallon stammered, moving her body to try and find some release. "I... I don't know how to act. I don't know what to do. I feel like I'm about to come out of my skin, and I can't stop it!" 
 
    "Sshhh, baineann," Rian soothed her, even as she ran her tongue across Fallon's lower abs. "Just feel, beloved. That's all you have to do. Let me please you, mo chroí, and let the touch of your fearúil Lycan mate give you what you need." 
 
    Rian moved her mouth even lower until her sensitive nose was saturated with Fallon's delicious scent. "Your fragrance intoxicates me, beloved. I want to feast on you and drink from you for days. I'm already addicted to you, Fallon. I want to make you come, and I want to hear you screaming my name. I want to make you come over and over and over again, shrieking and crying until you're hoarse, until your body can't move from exhaustion. 
 
    "I want to hear you whimper in your helplessness, mo chroí, when I've wrung every bit of energy from your body, and you are completely defenseless... yet your body still craves my touch." 
 
    Fallon mewled from Rian's erotic words as a great flood of arousal poured out of her to soak the bed below. 
 
    Rian gave a low, wicked chuckle as she lowered her mouth, nuzzling Fallon's labia and inhaling her Luminara's heady essence. Gently, teasingly, Rian dropped light butterfly kisses all over Fallon's labia, flicking her tongue with barely there licks. Fallon's entire body caught fire, and she clearly did not realize the begging tone she heard was her own. 
 
    "Rian! Oh, Rian!" Fallon begged, shaking with her desire as she arched her hips toward Rian's mouth. "Please... please make me come! I... I…” She cried out and clenched a long, strong finger with her body as Rian slid it into her. 
 
    As Rian started to stroke in and out of Fallon's tightness, careful not to hurt her, she wrapped her lips around Fallon's clit and began to suck her hard. Fallon screamed, rhythmically moving her hips in response to Rian's expert touch. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon, almost mindless, felt her body soar higher and higher, her desire an almost living, tangible thing as it wrapped itself around Fallon's core. Frantic, Fallon cried out again, sobbing and pleading for release until she thought she would burst from the pressure. 
 
    Suddenly, everything seemed to stop. Fallon balanced on the edge of an enormous precipice, a huge chasm of the unknown yawning beneath her. Fallon's body detonated as her orgasm tore through her, her screams of release filling their cozy hideaway until they faded, and Fallon fell into unconsciousness. 
 
    Fallon awoke a short time later to find out that Rian had bathed her, changed the sheets, braided her long hair, and had curled protectively around her. 
 
    "How are you, mo chroí?" Rian's voice was gentle. 
 
    "Overwhelmed. Trying to understand what exactly just happened. But I think... I think I'm okay, Rian." Fallon was shy, hesitating for a moment. "Are... are you?” 
 
    Rian nuzzled her hair. "I am beyond okay, beloved. You are everything I've dreamed of my entire life. You're warm and you're passionate and you're beautiful, and you make me feel like I'm invincible." 
 
    "Sshhh." Rian shushed her when she tried to speak. "You are exhausted and, yes... you are overwhelmed. Tonight is no time for deep thoughts, my beautiful Luminara. Rest in my arms and go to sleep, mo chroí. We have all the time in the world to talk tomorrow. 
 
    "Thank you for the gift of you tonight, beloved. You make me feel as if all of my dreams have finally come true." 
 
    When Fallon woke up the next morning, she discovered that she was alone in the bed, and that Rian was no longer in the suite. She frowned as she tried to come fully awake, wondering where the Alpha had gone. Her breath caught as her sore body made itself known to her and she stretched carefully, making sure her muscles were fully relaxed before she tried to move. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Suddenly, Fallon heard Rian's loving voice through their pack link, startling her a little. "I'm on patrol with Shane. I'm sorry I couldn't stay to kiss you awake this morning, but a few pack members have reported sightings of some dangerous wild hogs in the area. 
 
    "We're bigger predators than the hogs are, so they'll usually avoid us like the plague. If they're rabid, however, they may be losing their natural instincts to avoid danger. Shane and I want to check it out, just to make sure. We shouldn't be too long." 
 
    "Okay." Fallon was warmed by the love and caring she heard in Rian's voice. "I'm going to go to the great room to see if I can't find some breakfast then. At the very least, I'm sure I can find someone to keep me company until you get back." 
 
    "Oh, I'm fairly certain you can." Ryan's voice was amused. "Go have fun, mo chroí. I'll see you soon. 
 
    When Fallon went into the great room on her way to the kitchen, she hesitated when she saw Dixie Boudreau was the only one in the room. Rian had said Dixie was disliked, however, so it would make sense that the other pack members would want to avoid her. 
 
    She smiled and nodded at Dixie politely, then headed for the kitchen entrance. Dixie surprised her by moving to intercept Fallon, wearing a neutral smile. 
 
    "Fallon. I'm so sorry if I seemed less than welcoming yesterday. Everything was just such a shock, you showing up the way you did." 
 
    Fallon didn't respond, unsure what to say to that. 
 
    Dixie continued, looking slightly resentful, although it was evident she was trying to mask it. "I know Rian told you she and I used to be lovers. I wasn't expecting our relationship to end so abruptly, frankly, so I wasn't as gracious as I should have been. For a pack to find their Luminara is a great blessing from the Moon Mother." 
 
    Dixie smiled, although Fallon detected a bit of falsity in her manner. "I'll be honest and tell you I'm still struggling a bit, and I know I'm going to need a bit of time to fully accept this. I've been so used to thinking of Rian as mine, and I hope you can understand. 
 
    "Perhaps you and I could spend some time together and get to know one another, to make that transition easier? I know everything will be fine, but I want to do my part to make sure everything is as it should be." 
 
    Fallon dismissed her misgivings—despite her sixth sense telling her Dixie wasn't being completely honest—and decided if Dixie was going to make an effort, then so was she. 
 
    "I'd like that," Fallon said. She chalked up her feelings to Dixie's apparent struggles with her jealousy. Fallon couldn't fault her for that, since it did look like Dixie was trying to be open. "Would you care to join me for breakfast?" 
 
    "I already ate but thank you. Perhaps I could sit with you while you're eating? I'll get myself another cup of tea." 
 
    The Lycan and the Luminara sat together in the dining room, an awkward silence falling between the two. 
 
    Fallon finally broke it. "Rian tells me you haven't been with her pack for very long." She took a bite of the delicious omelet Belinda, the pack's cook, had cheerfully made for her. 
 
    "No. Just under a year. I'm sure she's already told you, but my old pack was killed in an attack. I was lucky to escape with my life." Dixie cast her eyes down, apparently still struggling with her grief. 
 
    "I'm so sorry, Dixie." Fallon's voice was soft. "I can't even imagine what that must have been like." 
 
    Dixie took a deep breath. "Thank you, I appreciate that." She deliberately changed the subject. "So... you grew up human? You didn't know you were a Luminara until you met Rian and the other doyen?" 
 
    "Not until I graduated college, no. My adoptive parents died in a boating accident when I was in high school. If they knew, they never told me." Fallon didn't tell Dixie she suspected her parents had certainly known something, since they had tried to have her bondmark removed when she was thirteen. 
 
    "I see." Dixie sipped her tea. "You're going to have a great deal to learn then. Lycans typically avoid humans, and humans are unaware we exist. I'm sure the pack will do everything they can to help you adjust, though." 
 
    The two females sat in silence while Fallon finished her breakfast. After a while, Dixie laughed a bit without humor. 
 
    "I think I'm going to need some more time, to be honest. Don't get me wrong, Fallon... I admire you for being open enough to talk with me today. I for sure want to spend more time getting to know you. But please don't be offended if we need to take this slow, okay?" 
 
    "Dixie." Fallon's voice was gentle. "We can take as much time as you need. Please don't feel any pressure on my account. When you're ready to talk, you come and find me." 
 
    Dixie gathered up her empty teacup and stood up, giving Fallon a faint smile. "I wish you a good day then, Fallon." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    In the woods, Dixie's wolf tore through the thick underbrush until she finally dropped to the ground in exhaustion, panting with her exertion. 
 
    She didn't think she'd ever hated anyone the way she did Fallon Conroy. Dixie had had to leave the breakfast table where she was sitting with Fallon before the hatred in her eyes became apparent. Dixie only calmed down after reminding herself she only had a few days before that bitch was out of her life forever. 
 
    Rian MacNiall was hers. 
 
    She'd display the same shock and horror the rest of the pack would when they discovered Fallon was missing, but she'd also make sure Rian knew Dixie was there for her during this sad time. She'd even make sure she threw a little drama into the mix by telling Rian that Fallon had admitted to her she was very overwhelmed. But she'd seemed so happy with Rian and the pack, Dixie would tell her, that Dixie had dismissed Fallon's words as just nerves and didn't think any more about it. 
 
    Let Rian and the pack think Fallon had run away because she couldn't deal with being a Luminara but was then taken by another pack because of Fallon's own stupidity. 
 
    Dixie knew the minute Samuel Cordova bit the Luminara, Fallon's link to Rian and her doyen would be severed. Samuel had promised to keep Fallon sedated until then, so Fallon couldn't contact Rian, Kerry, and Shane through their link to tell them what Dixie had done. 
 
    Samuel, however, wouldn't be able to give Fallon the claiming bite until she was conscious. Luminara had to be fully awake and aware, else the bonding wouldn't take hold. Luma would not allow an unconscious Luminara to be bonded. 
 
    Also, genetically male-born wolves like Samuel were different from fearúil Lycans like Rian, in that they had to complete a full physical penetration of their Luminara for the claiming bond to form. 
 
    However, it didn't matter if Fallon struggled or fought while the Cordova pack doyen fucked her to complete the claim. She only had to be conscious and in full command of her senses. Fallon would be fully aware of everything Samuel Cordova and his doyen did to her during the claiming process. 
 
    Dixie felt her anger melt away as malicious satisfaction took its place. Samuel Cordova was many things, but a gentle male wasn't one of them. The rending of Fallon's virginity by him would not be a pleasurable experience, Dixie was sure. It was pretty much a guarantee that rough males like Peter Cordova and Bruce Canford wouldn't be any gentler with Fallon, either. A low, pleased growl rumbled from her at the thought. 
 
    Just a few more days, Rian MacNaill, before that bitch is gone, and you finally see I'm the one who's the perfect companion for you. Just a few more days.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
      
 
   T his week, Fallon thought to herself, had been among one of the most hectic ones she'd ever known. Since she'd been claimed by Rian and bonded to the entire doyen, it seemed like she had been living amid a whirlwind. 
 
    The Luminessene was the next night and the pack had been enormously busy getting ready for the full moon ritual. Belinda and several others had been preparing a huge feast, while a few members had been ensuring Luma's sacred grotto was in readiness for the ritual that would take place. 
 
    In the meantime, Fallon had found an area in the den that would be perfect for her office. She'd been working with several other pack members who had construction backgrounds, and they'd been busy building out Fallon's office space so she could run her business from the den. Fallon had called Hannah, who had squealed with joy when she found out Fallon and Rian were now together, and Fallon was living with Rian in Hidden Cove Springs. Fallon had promised to have Hannah and Olivia over just as soon as she was settled, and to tell them the (abridged) story of their rapid courtship. 
 
    "I don't care." Hannah was still beside herself at the news. "Fal, for as long as I've known you, you've never been interested in anyone. I figure if your feelings for Rian hit you this hard and this fast, it was meant to be." After crying a bit, the two best friends promised they would get together soon. 
 
    The entire pack had joyously welcomed Fallon and, thanks to Fallon's heartfelt speech on the night they all first met, were quite comfortable with her, treating her just like any other member of the pack. Rian's pack, Fallon discovered, was filled with Lycans who were playful, fun, and giving, and Fallon immediately felt the same level of familiarity with them. 
 
    All except for Dixie Boudreau. 
 
    Dixie had made it a point to speak pleasantly to Fallon every day and engage her in superficial conversation, but the faint acerbic undertone in her voice did not go unnoticed by Fallon. Fallon had kept her misgivings to herself, figuring she would give Dixie the benefit of the doubt, since Dixie did appear to be trying. If Rian had left her for someone else, Fallon had decided, she was sure she would be bitter and resentful as well. She saw no need to put Dixie in Rian's crosshairs, which was most assuredly what would happen if Fallon told her. 
 
    She noticed the pack seemed to go out of their way to avoid Dixie and she felt bad for her... even though she knew from Rian it was because of Dixie's own behavior. Still, Fallon made sure she always had time to talk when Dixie approached and hoped the pack would pick up on her refusal to treat Dixie as everyone else did. 
 
    That morning, Fallon had gone through the back door of the main house to throw out a bag of trash, when Dixie came racing around the side of the house, her face tearstained. 
 
    "Fallon… oh, Fallon," she cried, her voice quavering, "can you help me? Please don't tell anyone, but I've been trying to nurse one of those boars Rian and the doyen are tracking back to health. He’s hurt, but he's not rabid, I promise you. Rian and the others will destroy him before even giving me a chance to explain." 
 
    Tears continued to spill down Dixie's face. "It sounds so stupid, I know, but I was extremely attached to a boar shifter when I was with my old pack. He had been stuck in his shifted form all his life, which happens sometimes with shifters. My old Alpha took pity on him and let him stay with the pack, even though he wasn't a wolf. 
 
    "He was killed during the massacre and, I don't know, but there's something about this boar that reminds me of him, even though he's not a shifter. Please, Fallon. He's not dangerous, but I can't get him to eat or drink by myself. I know no one else in the pack would help me if I asked them." 
 
    Dixie continued to cry. "Rian and the rest of the doyen would simply have him put down, I know it. I can't stand the thought of anything happening to him; I've lost too much. Oh, Fallon… will you help me feed him without letting anyone else know? He's not far away." 
 
    "Of course I will." Fallon started down the back stairs. "And when we're done, we'll come back and tell the rest of the pack about him, and I'll ask for volunteers to help. I'll talk to Rian, too. I know there's bad blood between all of you, and maybe this will be an effective way to heal the breach." 
 
    She hesitated for just a moment. "He's still on pack land?" Fallon relaxed when Dixie nodded. "Then lead the way." 
 
    Fallon followed Dixie through the woods until they came to a little clearing. Fallon thought to herself that it may not have been a long way by wolf standards, but for a human, they'd made quite a hike. 
 
    "He's right by that clump of trees over there, right behind it." Dixie said. Warning bells suddenly peeled in Fallon's head at the excitement in Dixie's voice, and she turned to find Dixie looking at her with a malicious smirk on her face. 
 
    The rustling of leaves made her turn back around. Fallon gasped and froze as three very large males stepped out from behind the trees. Before she could free herself from her paralysis and contact Rian through their pack link, however, one of them moved quickly to grab her, and stuck a needle into the side of her neck before she could do anything. 
 
    As the world around her went dark, she heard the man laugh as he caught her falling body. 
 
    "Well, hello, little Luminara," Fallon heard him say before she knew nothing else. "I'm your new Alpha, and you are now mine." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    "Have you seen Fallon recently, Dixie?" Rian asked Dixie Boudreau, who was sitting alone in the great room, as she, Kerry, and Shane came through the front door. "She must be taking a nap because I keep trying to contact her through our pack link, and she's not responding." 
 
    "I saw her taking out some trash a bit ago," Dixie volunteered, hesitant. "But I haven't seen her since." 
 
    "Thank you. She's been so busy, I expect she probably IS taking a nap." Rian disappeared in the direction of her and Fallon's room. She appeared a couple of minutes later, looking worried. "She's not in there. She's never not answered me when I've tried to reach her through our link before unless she's been asleep." 
 
    As Rian was trying to figure out what had happened, she noticed Dixie was looking down at her hands, refusing to look up. "Dixie, if you know something, now would be a really good time to tell me," Rian growled menacingly as the pit in her stomach started to grow. 
 
    Dixie blanched. "I don't know anything, Alpha. Truly. She was fine when I saw her. But," Dixie hesitated again for a brief moment before continuing, "I know you're aware Fallon and I have spent a little bit of time together, getting to know each other over the past few days. In the beginning, she told me she was really overwhelmed with everything. She acted shell-shocked, to be honest. However, she seems to have settled in so well here, Alpha, I chalked it up to nerves and didn't think anything more of it. 
 
    "Maybe she took a little walk just to clear her head? She's had to process a lot in the last few days." Rian shook her head no, too worried about Fallon to catch the subtle false note in Dixie's show of concern. 
 
    "Fallon promised me she wouldn't leave the house until after the Luminessene. She knows how dangerous it is for an unclaimed Luminara to be wandering around by herself. She wouldn't do that unless it was an emergency, and only then if she had an escort of some kind." Rian contacted her pack through their pack link to let them know Fallon was missing. Within minutes, the pack house was overflowing with worried Lycans, all of them anxious to know what they could do to find their missing Luminara. 
 
    "Spread out and search the woods," Rian ordered, a cold look in her intense green eyes, as her anger grew until it turned into rage. "I don't know why she would have left the safety of the pack house. She knew the danger, plus she promised me she wouldn't. There's something wrong." 
 
    The Alpha's power then rolled through the pack, sending every Lycan to her knees in the face of Rian's fury. 
 
    "Know this." Rian's voice was steel wrath. "If Fallon is injured, and I find out someone here was responsible for the harm done to my Luminara, I will rip their throat out and kill them." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon slowly felt herself come back to awareness, feeling an unfamiliar fuzziness. Before she could stir, however, a silvery voice sounded in her head. 
 
    "Be still, daughter. It is vitally important that you pretend to still be unconscious now. Do not move even one inch." 
 
    Fallon, recognizing the Moon Mother's voice, froze and did as she was bid. 
 
    "My precious Luminara, you are in grave danger," Luma's lovely voice continued. "You have been taken by Samuel Cordova, the Alpha of the Cordova pack, and his doyen. You have been gone from Rian's den for many hours now, and Rian is in a frantic rage over your disappearance. 
 
    "It is imperative you contact her through your pack link immediately, but there are a few things you must know first." 
 
    Fallon listened, scarcely daring to even breathe, as she pretended to still be unconscious. 
 
    "It is Samuel Cordova's intention to claim you for himself as soon as you are awake and conscious, my daughter. It has always been my decree that my Luminara must be fully aware when they are claimed, or else the bond will not take. Therefore, an Alpha may not attempt the claiming ritual while a Luminara is unconscious. 
 
    "For your own safety, you must continue to pretend to be sedated until Rian comes for you. The link you have established with Rian, Kerry, and Shane will cease to exist, if the doyen of another pack claims you between now and the Luminessene. 
 
    "Any bond you have with any pack doyen will become permanent at the end of the Luminessene, no matter who it is, Fallon. If Samuel and his doyen can claim you and their bond is intact on the night of the Luminessene, Rian will be lost to you forever." 
 
    Fallon felt an unbearable anguish in her soul at the thought of being mated to an Alpha other than Rian. 
 
    Luma continued with sadness in her voice. "You were betrayed by Dixie Boudreau, my child." Fallon could scarcely stop the gasp that arose in her throat. "She is determined to have Rian as her own and to become her permanent companion, along with inheriting all the prestige of that position. 
 
    "It is not about love with that one, it is about power and control. Rian and her pack are powerful, and Dixie wants to own that power and use it for herself." 
 
    Fallon felt the truth of Luma's statement, knowing she had pushed down her misgivings about Dixie. She had tried to convince herself that Dixie was attempting to forge a relationship with her, and just needed some time to accept the end of her relationship with Rian. Because Fallon had ignored her gut instinct, however, she was now in this position. 
 
    The beautiful Moon Mother went on. "Dixie was the one who contacted Alpha Cordova and told him there was an unclaimed Luminara in the area. She was the one who told Alpha Cordova she would lure you to a place where he could take you for himself." Dixie's treachery grew larger with every word Luma spoke. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau was quite aware that if Rian took a Luminara for herself, Dixie's aspirations would be lost... but Dixie was not about to lose all she had worked for. And another thing, Fallon." Luma hesitated for the briefest of moments before she dropped her final bombshell. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau was the one responsible for the massacre of her old pack." 
 
    The horror in Fallon's chest swelled until Fallon had to fight the tears that sprang to her eyes. 
 
    "She did not raise a hand to any of their doyen herself, but fostered much bad will between the Alpha, his Beta, and his Senior Enforcer. Dixie played the Alpha and his Beta against each other, until the Beta—a much younger Lycan—ultimately issued a challenge. 
 
    "The Beta killed the Alpha... but then the Senior Enforcer unexpectedly attacked the Beta, who was the new Alpha. Total chaos and bloodshed ensued. 
 
    "The Van Horn pack was small, its Alpha had been older, and they had never been a violent pack. This explosion of violence came as a complete shock to the rest of the Van Horn Lycans. 
 
    "Dixie had appeared several years prior, out of nowhere. From the beginning, her plan had always been to manipulate the Beta into killing the Alpha so she could take control of the pack through him." 
 
    "Then she is not truly baineann?" Fallon was heartsick at the thought of Dixie using Rian like that. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau is whatever she needs to be in order to amass power, my daughter. She herself had killed the few female Lycans of the Van Horn pack, just as the Beta was issuing his challenge." Fallon felt bile rising, and she was afraid she would throw up. 
 
    "She thought by ridding the pack of its females, then ridding the pack of its old Alpha, she could become Alpha companion to the former Beta, and assume control of the pack with him as the new Alpha. She had already been secretly meeting him, luring him to her, until he was completely besotted with her. 
 
    "Dixie misjudged, however. When the Senior Enforcer killed the new Alpha in a fit of rage, all the males in the pack then turned on each other with fangs and claws... violently attacking each other, until apparently no wolf was left standing." 
 
    "How do you know all this, Mother?" Fallon still couldn't believe the depths of Dixie's evil. 
 
    "Everyone thought that only Dixie had survived that massacre, my child. All who knew the story had assumed they were attacked by an outside force, and that only Dixie had made it out alive. Dixie had let people believe that as well, embellishing her pain and her terror. 
 
    "She used her misfortune to make Rian MacNiall feel sorry for her, too, until Rian offered Dixie a home in her pack when she asked for one... because Rian is a good and noble wolf. 
 
    "But Dixie saw another opportunity to become an Alpha's companion, in a pack that was even more powerful than the one she was responsible for destroying. 
 
    "It turns out there was a survivor of the massacre, Fallon." Luma's voice was grave. "One of the Lycans of the Van Horn pack lay extremely near death, barely alive, but he was found in time to save him. 
 
    "He has been in the care of another pack all this time. They have quietly kept all knowledge of his survival hidden, thinking only to protect him from what they had assumed was a rogue, rabid pack. 
 
    "He has only just now been able to tell the truth about what happened that day, and his tale has condemned the actions of Dixie Boudreau in the eyes of the Moon Mother. She will be called to account for her crimes. 
 
    "Contact your mate, daughter. Tell her where you are, tell her everything you and I have just discussed and, above all, keep yourself still and calm until Rian arrives to rescue you from Samuel Cordova." Fallon felt a flood of warmth and peace flood over her. 
 
    "I love you, my child. I promise you, you will get through this. Forever and always, I will be with you."

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
      
 
   H ours had passed since Rian had discovered Fallon was missing, with no sign of her Luminara mate anywhere. Everyone in the MacNaill pack had scoured the woods surrounding the pack house. Rian felt her temper become increasingly more violent as time went on. She couldn't understand how Fallon had disappeared the way she had, without a single trace. 
 
    "Alpha?" Is there anything I can get for you?" Dixie Boudreau was solicitous, fixing her big blue eyes on Rian. "I hate to see you going through this. Please, is there anything I can do to help you get through this? Anything at all?" 
 
    Rian bit down on her impatience. "No, Dixie, thank you. All anyone can do right now is continue to search for Fallon. Why don't you see if Kerry or Shane need any help?" Dixie departed, although the look on her face was not pleased. 
 
    Rian contacted Kerry and Shane through their pack link. "I'm sorry, mo theaghlach, but I sent Dixie to you. I told her to ask you two if you need any help. I can't take her suffocating presence right now." Her irritation was readily apparent. 
 
    "That's all right, mo deartháir, we'll take care of it," Kerry responded. "We know how annoying she can be. Why don't you go for a run, Rian? Go to Luma's grotto and speak with the Moon Mother? I know you have been praying, but this way you'll have a chance to communicate with her privately, without anyone else around distracting you." 
 
    Suddenly, that sounded like the most wonderful suggestion in the world to Rian. "Thank you, mo deartháir, I think that's exactly what I'll do. We won't tell the rest of the pack where I'm going, but you and Shane can reach me through our link if you need me." 
 
    Outside, Rian shifted into her white wolf, and sped off through the woods to Luma's grotto. She prayed as she ran, asking the Moon Mother to tell her something, anything, about her beloved Luminara. Rian was angry and afraid, going through all the scenarios in her head again, as she tried once more to figure out what had happened to Fallon. 
 
    As she reached the grotto's edge, however, a tearful voice filled her mind. 
 
    "Rian? Rian? Can you hear me? Please answer me." It was Fallon, sounding very scared and on the absolute edge of panic. 
 
    "Fallon!" Rian skidded to a halt in shock. "Mo chroí, where are you? What has happened? Are you safe?" Rian felt the fur raise down her back as she unconsciously bared her fangs. "Talk to me, beloved." 
 
    "Rian. Oh Goddess, Rian." Fallon was clearly trying to keep calm, although it was clear she was frightened and didn't feel safe. "I have been sedated all this time. Luma has been with me for this last little bit since I woke up, and she's told me things you need to know right now." 
 
    "Mo chroí, where are you? I'm going to link Kerry and Shane to us, so they can hear this, too." After their initial astonishment, hearing Fallon had finally contacted their Alpha, Rian's Beta and Senior Enforcer sent waves of love and relief to Fallon through their link. 
 
    Kerry let Rian know they were coming to meet her in the grotto immediately. They listened to Fallon's story as they shifted and started to run at top speed toward Luma's sacred retreat. 
 
    "I'm in the Cordova pack house. Samuel Cordova and his doyen had every intention of giving me the claiming bite, and still do, but Luma told me to pretend to still be unconscious until you got here to rescue me. The Mother said the claiming won't work unless I'm awake." The rage that filled Rian was unlike anything she'd ever felt before. 
 
    "How did they get to you, mo chroí?" she asked gently, despite her rage. She paced frantically, waiting for Kerry and Shane to reach her. 
 
    "Dixie." Fallon's voice was filled with tears. "She tricked me while I was taking out the trash. She said she was trying to nurse a boar that reminded her of a boar shifter from her old pack back to health. She said she was afraid you would destroy the poor boar before she had a chance to explain. 
 
    "I said I would go with her to help, and then we would come back and talk to you about the boar. When I got to where she said the boar was, though, the Cordova doyen was there, waiting for me. 
 
    "The Alpha stuck a needle in my neck before I could call out to you, and I didn't remember anything until I started waking up in his pack house. That's when Luma told me to pretend I was still unconscious and not to move. 
 
    "Dixie is evil, Rian." Fallon told Rian, Kerry, and Shane everything Luma had told her, about every heinous thing Dixie had done through the years. "She was pretending to get over you, but she never had any intention of doing that. She made it possible for Samuel Cordova to kidnap me, and the only thing you would have ever known was that I disappeared one day without any reason. 
 
    "She was going to bide her time, then find a way to become your permanent companion once I was out of the picture. In the meantime, Samuel Cordova would have mated me, and I would have been held captive in his pack house for the rest of my life." 
 
    Kerry and Shane ran into Luma's grotto just in time to see an enormous, nearly feral white Lycan snarl a deafening, dangerous warning that caused the birds in the trees around them to take flight. 
 
    "Mo deartháir." Kerry stayed well away from her enraged sibling, trying to keep her own anger under control as she tried to calm Rian through their link. "Mo deartháir, your mate needs you right now. We must make a plan—and rapidly—to rescue Fallon and bring her back home." Kerry's words start to penetrate the red haze of wrath in Rian's mind. 
 
    "Mo deirfiúr is bravely doing everything in her power right now to prevent Samuel Cordova and his doyen from giving her the claiming bite. However, it's only a matter of time before he wakes her, then forces her to take him when his patience ends." 
 
    "Rian." Shane spoke up next. "Alpha Cordova's Enforcers are scattered all over his pack's territory. We need to create a diversion to draw them away from the pack house, so that a few of us can go in and rescue Fallon. 
 
    "My Enforcers can create such a distraction, while the three of us take advantage of the breach and storm the pack house. A few of our pack members can stay back at our den to confine that traitorous bitseach, Dixie Boudreau, until you pass sentence on her." Shane growled viciously. "Death is too good for that bitch." 
 
    Rian came back to her senses, pushing her rage deep down inside of her. Carefully blocking Dixie from their communications, Rian sent out a call to the rest of the pack. 
 
    "Mo theaghlach, I need you to not react at all when I tell you this next bit of news, because Fallon's safety and welfare depends on it." Rian took a deep breath. "My mate has been found, but there is a traitor among us who betrayed her and made it possible for her to be taken from us. Right now, Fallon is currently being held inside the Cordova pack house and she needs to be rescued." 
 
    Rian felt the enormous anger and shock that rumbled down the mental link she had with her pack. 
 
    "Chris, Keeley, Georgia, Ramona—I want the four of you to apprehend Dixie Boudreau and secure her in the segregation chamber when the rest of the pack leaves." The segregation chamber was a steel-walled locked room in the rear of the house typically used to secure a feral Lycan. 
 
    "You will stay behind to guard her and ensure she does not escape. She betrayed me, Fallon, and this pack in the worst possible way, and I will deal with her when I return." The mental swell of anger and outrage from the Lycans became almost overwhelming. 
 
    "The rest of you, meet the doyen in the grotto. Enforcers, be prepared to create a distraction that will draw the Cordova Enforcers away from their pack house." The MacNaill Enforcers—Evangeline, Lyn, Sinéad, Marty, Toni, and Indy—sent Rian their mental acknowledgement. 
 
    "We have very little time. Fallon was sedated right after she was lured from our pack house, and she has been unconscious for hours. Under the direction of Luma, she has pretended to be unconscious this whole time, even though she did wake up a very short time ago. 
 
    "Samuel Cordova is going to run out of patience very soon, however, and deliberately wake her up so he can force the claiming bond on her." 
 
    Rian's voice was like ice. "It will be over my dead body, mo theaghlach, that Samuel Cordova will touch one single solitary hair on my mate's head. Let's move." 
 
    The pack quickly stripped and shifted, tearing out of the pack house, and headed for Luma's grotto. One of the wolves assigned to take down Dixie Boudreau hit her with a tranq dart as Dixie was coming out of the kitchen to see what the commotion was. 
 
    The four Lycans in charge of Dixie's confinement dragged her unconscious body roughly to the segregation chamber and dumped her in the middle of the room, before closing and locking the door. 
 
    "The traitor is secure, Alpha." Rian heard Georgia's voice through their pack link. "We'll keep her monitored until you get back." Unless we can't help ourselves and kill her before you do, Ryan heard the pissed wolf mutter under her breath. 
 
    Knowing Georgia would never lose control like that, Rian sent a pulse of calm to her riled Lycan, and merely communicated a mental, "Thank you, baineann." She sensed the easing of Georgia's spirit as she did. 
 
    When the pack arrived at the grotto where she, Kerry, and Shane were waiting, Rian told her pack, "You all know what to do, mo theaghlach. May the Moon Mother go with you and keep you safe in her love and care. 
 
    "Now go, so we can bring our Luminara home." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Rian soothed her frightened mate in her head as her wolves departed. "My Lycans and my Enforcers are creating a distraction and drawing the members of the Cordova pack away from their pack house right now, mo chroí. In a few minutes, I'm going with Kerry and Shane to breach their den when the perimeter is clear. They will take care of the wolves inside the house while I come to get you. It won't be very long now, beloved, I swear to you. Just hang on for me a little while longer." 
 
    Just then, Sinéad, one of the MacNaill Enforcers, spoke to Rian. "We've distracted and engaged their Enforcers, Alpha, and the rest of our pack has drawn their wolves away from the den. You should have a clear shot right now, at least as clear of a shot as you're going to get. Go!" 
 
    Rian leapt over the border of her territory onto the Cordova pack lands, Kerry and Shane following closely behind her. As Rian closed in on the Cordova den, she saw there were no wolves loitering outside as she raced to the front entrance. Kerry and Shane immediately moved in front of her, protecting their Alpha, as the three of them burst through the front door. 
 
    Kerry went left and Shane went right, to meet the few wolves in the house who were ready to engage them in battle. Rian paused for the briefest moment, sniffing the air, until she latched onto Fallon's scent, which drew Rian toward the rear of the house. 
 
    Suddenly, a piercing scream from that direction split the air. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon felt like she had been huddled in the same position for days, pretending to be unconscious. Her legs were cramping, but she dared not move, fearing even the slightest movement or sound would bring the Cordova doyen to claim her. 
 
    Suddenly, she heard Samuel Cordova come into the den and slam the front door, bellowing at the top of his lungs. He vehemently cursed the unlucky recipient of his rage, and Fallon heard a yelp as Cordova apparently kicked the hapless wolf in front of him. 
 
    "Get your fucking useless ass out there and get those fucking mangy pieces of shit off my territory! I knew that conniving Boudreau bitch was going to fuck this up in some way!" 
 
    Samuel Cordova continued his tirade, stomping through the great room. "There's no way MacNiall and her pack could know the Luminara was here, unless that stupid idiot opened her big mouth. I should fucking kill the bitch for that alone. 
 
    "Peter! Bruce!" He screamed for the rest of his doyen, who came running from the back of the den. "We need to fuck and bite the Luminara, and we need to do it now. I don't care if she is still asleep... she's going to wake up and she's going to open those long legs of hers." Samuel calmed slightly at the thought. 
 
    "She can't be unconscious for the claiming itself because of Luma's edict, but there's nothing that says she has to like it when we fuck her. You two can hold her down and hold her legs open while I bite her, then I'll take her. Then it will be Peter's turn, and then Bruce, until we wipe out any bond the MacNaill doyen have with her and replace it with ours." 
 
    Fallon was paralyzed momentarily in terror, knowing time had run out for her, and that the Cordova doyen were coming for her right now. She opened her eyes and flew off the bed, past all pretense of unconsciousness. Looking around frantically, she snatched up the first thing she found to defend herself: a short hardwood stick she'd seen used in martial arts demonstrations while she was still in school. 
 
    She held it down at her side so it couldn't be easily seen and held her breath, her heart pounding in fear, as Samuel and the rest of his doyen burst through the bedroom door. 
 
    "Well, well, look who's awake and waiting for us," Samuel sneered, a cruel smirk on his face, as he paused just inside the door. Peter and Bruce crowded in behind him, slamming the bedroom door shut. "If I didn't know better, Luminara, I'd say you were eager to know what it was like to be taken by a real male." 
 
    The two Lycans with Samuel Cordova guffawed. Bile rose in Fallon's throat as she glared at them. 
 
    "Don't fight us, and this will be much easier for you," the Cordova Alpha advised as he slowly started to stalk her from across the room. "If you fight, you'll probably get hurt. Of course, my wolf likes it rough, so he's probably hoping you do fight, to make it more interesting." 
 
    As Samuel Cordova drew closer to her, Fallon let out an ear-splitting shriek, brought up the fighting stick, and whaled it across the Alpha's head for all she was worth. 
 
    Crack! Samuel staggered back and fell to his knees, stunned. "You fucking bitch!" he roared in anger, struggling to get to his feet after a moment or two had passed and he had regained his wits. 
 
    "I'm going to fuck you with that escrima stick before I stick my cock in you, whore!" Samuel was frothing at the mouth, his face red and the veins on his temples standing out. His face was pure evil. "Then we'll see how much you like being clawed and constantly bitten as I'm pounding into you. You'll fucking wish you were dead by the time I'm done with you!" Once he was fully standing, he started menacingly toward Fallon. 
 
    Just then, the door to the bedroom burst open again and a huge, livid white wolf tore into the room, with two other large, snarling wolves close behind. 
 
    Before Peter Cordova and Bruce Canford, who were still in human form, could react, the two wolves behind the white one attacked the males and tore out their throats, letting their bodies fall to the ground. Blood gushed from their gaping wounds as they fell, while the white wolf looked briefly at Fallon, as if checking to be sure she had sustained no injury. 
 
    Fallon felt faint from the abrupt violence, but her sense of relief at having her own doyen near her was enormous. She returned Rian's glance and drew in a deep breath, nodding to reassure her mate that she was okay. 
 
    Samuel, with hate in his eyes, took advantage of Rian's distraction to quickly shift into his rust-brown wolf, not bothering to remove his clothes. Seams tore as he burst through them, and he gave a loud, threatening growl as he faced off against the MacNiall Alpha. 
 
    The other two wolves—one with a light brown coat; the other, with a cream coat—moved in front of Fallon to protect her, keeping themselves between her and the Cordova Alpha. The two Alpha Lycans circled each other, growling and snapping, each looking for an opening to attack. Samuel, impatient to battle, suddenly charged Rian, clearly going for her throat, but Rian easily dodged his attack. 
 
    Rian struck back with an unmistakable fury, attacking Samuel with claws and fangs in a whirlwind of rage. Samuel fought back just as brutally, biting Rian's flanks, and gouging into her muscles as he sought to drag the white Alpha wolf to the ground. 
 
    The room grew thick with the smell of blood as the two Alphas fought more and more savagely. With no hesitation, however, Rian's claws laid open dozens of deep gashes on Samuel's back, chest, and sides. Her fangs clamped down on his muzzle, leaving bloody fang marks, before Rian let go—only to rip off one of Samuel's ears in her quest for vengeance. Samuel Cordova was no match for Rian MacNiall, who had all but lost herself to bloodlust in her determination to avenge her sacred Luminara. 
 
    Samuel, growing weaker and weaker under Rian's brutal rage, still managed to inflict damage on Rian as he fought. However, it was as if Rian didn't even notice her wounds, so intent was she on destroying the Lycan who had stolen and threatened to harm her mate. 
 
    When Samuel finally fell, Rian ripped out his throat, a huge spray of blood arcing across the room. A strident victory howl filled the room as Rian stood over Samuel's dead body, her mouth and fangs dripping with the blood of her enemy. 
 
    After a long minute, Rian shifted back into her human form. Fallon's eyes widened when she saw the deep lacerations on Rian's body from Samuel's claws, but before she could even gasp, she was taken fierce possession of by a naked, bloody, and still rage-filled Rian. 
 
    Fallon gave the faintest shudder when she saw all the blood that covered Ryan and oozed from her mouth, but she stood still and let Rian wrap her arms around her, knowing Rian needed the connection and the possession to start coming back to herself. 
 
    "I'm sorry, mo chroí," Rian finally murmured into Fallon's hair after they'd stood in silence for a while. "I shouldn't soil you with the blood of my enemy, but I needed to feel you in my arms. I came so close to losing you, beloved. It would have destroyed me if Samuel Cordova would have succeeded in taking you away from me." 
 
    "Luma promised me she would be with me always, Rian." Fallon pulled back to look Rian in her eyes. "I was scared, but I knew between her and you, I would be protected and that things were going to be all right. However, Dixie..." Fallon hesitated, not knowing exactly what to ask. 
 
    "She's back in our den, being held in our segregation chamber by a few of my Lycans, awaiting judgment. Every Lycan den has a segregation chamber, mo chroí, in case a wolf turns feral and needs to be contained." Rian gave her a grave look. 
 
    "You need to understand that what Dixie has done has earned her a death sentence, Fallon. Even if we would have never known what she did to her old pack—the lives she was responsible for destroying there, both directly and indirectly—I would have pronounced death as her punishment for what she's done to you, and to this pack. 
 
    "I know you insist you're just one of us, beloved... but you're special, even though you're too modest to admit it. The future of this pack, and of the Lycans in it, depends on you." Rian held Fallon tighter. We already love you because you're you... but having our dream of families and pups is possible now, because the Moon Mother has blessed us with you as our Luminara. 
 
    "Because of Dixie Boudreau's selfishness, greed, and lust for power, however, she almost cost me and my wolves the one thing we've yearned for all of our lives. She had already destroyed another pack because of that greed and selfishness, and there's no telling what additional damage she's done throughout the years." A cold, forbidding look crossed Rian's face. 
 
    "Therefore, her sentence, mo chroí, will be death." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Fallon sat on Kerry's back as they made their way back to MacNiall territory from the Cordova pack lands. Rian was still too injured to carry Fallon herself, although her healing would be much more rapid since she had shifted back into her wolf form. 
 
    "I have my new sister, mo deartháir," Kerry had assured Rian before they had shifted into their wolves for their return trip home. "Shane will be guarding all of us from the rear in case we run into some hostile stragglers from the Cordova pack before we get back to our territory. I also called the Shifters' Council to report on what happened here, and to let them know there's now a pack without a doyen. They are sending someone immediately and asked that I let the Cordova wolves know they are on the way. 
 
    "Samuel Cordova may have been a Lycan without honor, but he was their Alpha, and it's natural the wolves of his pack will feel adrift until there's a new doyen in place." 
 
    Rian walked beside Kerry and Fallon on their return journey, still sharply alert despite her injuries. Shane safeguarded everyone closely from the rear and they made it back to the MacNiall den without incident. 
 
    Despite their obvious relief, a murderous quiet fell over the pack when they saw their Alpha and their Luminara covered in blood. Rian shifted back into her human form, while Fallon told everyone she herself hadn't been harmed. The blood they saw on her belonged to Rian. 
 
    "Mo theaghlach," Rian said quietly when she had finished shifting back, unconcerned with her nakedness. Fallon was still adjusting to how completely natural being naked was for the Lycans; they rarely gave it a second thought. 
 
    "Samuel Cordova, Peter Cordova, and Bruce Canford are all dead. The Shifters' Council is on their way now to the Cordova pack territory to take care of their wolves, since they no longer have a doyen. Fallon is safe and the rest of my injuries will be gone by tomorrow, in time for the Luminessene. 
 
    "We, however, still have one more unpleasant task to take care of." Rian's face was like granite. "Bring the traitor to me immediately. 
 
    "She will face me while I'm painted in Samuel Cordova's blood. While I hardly expect remorse from her, let her see firsthand what her treachery has wrought." 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
      
 
   F our of the Enforcers went to the back of the den to the segregation chamber, then came back out, dragging an unrepentant Dixie Boudreau between them. Her face was blotchy with anger, and the sneer on her face told the assembled pack exactly what she thought of them. 
 
    Sinéad shoved Dixie to her knees in front of Rian, unable to prevent the small growl that escaped her. She backed up next to Shane and the rest of the Enforcers, crossing her arms and waiting with everyone else in the deathly silence. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau." Rian broke the silence, her voice frigid and filled with wrath. "You have been condemned as a traitor to the MacNiall pack. You conspired with the doyen of another pack to steal our Luminara before our bonding was complete. You used trickery to lure our Luminara from our territory and placed her in harm's way.[image: ] You jeopardized the blessing given to us by the Moon Mother, with every intention of condemning those in this pack to a life of infertility, without remorse." 
 
    Rian's face grew even colder. "Before I pronounce sentence on you, do you have anything to say?" 
 
    "I would have made a better Alpha female for this pack than Fallon Conroy could ever hope to be." Dixie was defiant. "She is a sniveling weakling who doesn't have the first clue about how to lead a pack. I was doing you a favor by getting rid of her. Just look at her." Dixie waved her hand at Fallon in unmistakable contempt, derision on her face. "Weak, ineffective, and more concerned with everyone's feelings," Dixie sneered, "than in making pack members follow orders, so that the pack stays strong and successful. 
 
    "You'll fail, Alpha Rian MacNiall, and it will be the fault of that useless Luminara you seem to think is the savior of your pack. Go ahead and banish me," she snorted, "so I can leave this pathetic place and find a pack where the Alpha actually has some balls." 
 
    Rian's laugh was cold and mean, something no one had ever heard out of her before. A ripple ran through the pack at the sound. 
 
    "Why should I do that, Dixie? So you can simply do this again somewhere else and destroy yet another pack? Did you think I wouldn't find out about the Van Horn pack, bean?" Dixie stared at Rian in shock, shaken out of her smug, defiant demeanor. 
 
    Rian continued, a look of loathing on her face. "Did you think I wouldn't find out about what you did to them, bitseach? How you manipulated and ensnared the Beta, so he killed his Alpha—with your encouragement—before the Senior Enforcer killed him? How the entire pack then turned on each other, massacring their fellow pack brothers because of you? 
 
    "How you slaughtered the females of the pack yourself, just so you could start fresh and build your own little fiefdom, where you could play the role of the Alpha female without challenge?" 
 
    Dixie's face turned white, and her mouth gaped open as dangerous growls of anger filled the air. 
 
    Fallon had been standing quietly next to Rian, saying nothing. She could feel nothing in her heart for Dixie—no anger, no sadness, no regret. Dixie had destroyed two packs by her actions: the Cordova pack and the Van Horn pack. There may have been more—Fallon didn't know. All she did know was that Dixie could no longer be allowed to wreak the destruction she always had, because of her own greed and selfish motivations. 
 
    "Dixie Boudreau." Rian's voice was terrible. "In accordance with the law of the Lycans, and with the guidance of the Moon Mother, your sentence is death." 
 
    "Nooooooo!" Dixie shrieked with an unbelieving look of shock on her face, before turning toward Fallon with an expression of hatred that was vicious in its malice. "It's that bitch's fault! She's nothing but a weak, pathetic Luminara who's ruined everything! She's the one who should die, not me!" Dixie shifted, quick as a flash, and raced across the great room, her fangs bared as she headed for Fallon, fully intending to rip the Luminara to shreds. 
 
    But Rian was evidently expecting one last act of treachery from Dixie, for she immediately shifted into her white wolf and leapt to meet her, tearing Dixie's throat out before she could get near Fallon. Blood sprayed across the great room, soaking Rian's already-bloody torso and legs. 
 
    Rian looked dispassionately down at the wolf's body that had fallen at her feet, then up at her pack. "Dixie Boudreau does not deserve the honor of a proper memorial. Burn her body and we will let the Moon Mother decide what to do with her spirit." 
 
    The next thing Fallon knew, she was being seized by Caitlin, who threw her arms around Fallon and burst into tears. "Oh, Fallon! I was so worried! We all were. I hope that bitseach burns for all eternity in the Underworld." Her voice trembled as she tried to bring it under control, holding onto Fallon tightly. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Shane appeared and took possession of Caitlin, gently loosening Caitlin's arms from Fallon. "The Mother will see to it that justice is done, and that Dixie's spirit will have to atone for all of its offenses. The only thing you have to worry about, beloved, is getting your new sister ready for the Luminessene tomorrow night." Shane kissed Caitlin passionately, calming her mate. 
 
    Before Fallon knew it, she was being surrounded by the entire pack... everyone hugging, crying, and giving emotional, heartfelt thanks to Luma for protecting their Luminara and returning her safely to them. 
 
    "Mo theaghlach." The exhaustion in Rian's voice was readily apparent as she held up her hand for silence after a while. 
 
    "My mate and I are utterly exhausted, and must bathe, eat, and rest. In the meantime, I know my pack will have everything ready for the Luminessene tomorrow night, when we will finally realize the full blessing of the Mother. I love you all more than I can say, and I can't thank you enough for your efforts on my behalf of my mate." Rian took Fallon's hand, and the two of them prepared to leave. 
 
    "Tomorrow night, mo theaghlach, the realization of all of our dreams will finally, finally, come true." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    The night of the Luminessene had arrived. 
 
    The MacNiall pack was gathered in Luma's grotto, waiting for the huge beautiful supermoon to reach its zenith. The moonlight was already illuminating every inch of the sacred grove, casting its warm benevolent luminescence over the Lycans. 
 
    Fallon was standing next to Rian in front of the statue of Luma, dressed in a white embroidered dress she'd mysteriously found folded on her bed that morning. Her feet were bare, and her long black hair had been twisted up on the top of her head with white ribbons, curly tendrils falling around her face. 
 
    Rian, looking beyond handsome in white drawstring pants and a white T-shirt that clung to her muscular frame, slid her arms around her mate. "Are you ready, mo chroí?" she murmured, nuzzling the bondmark on the side of Fallon's neck. Fallon shuddered, feeling Rian's caress in every part of her body, as she leaned back against the Lycan who had so rapidly become everything to her. 
 
    Suddenly, the moonlight brightened even more. A soft, gentle breeze skittered through the trees, the scent of fragrant flowers wafted through the grotto, and a beautiful, silvery voice filled the air. 
 
    "My children," the voice said tenderly, with love and peace infused in every word, "I am filled with joy this Luminessene, for if ever there was a pack of my children who proved they deserved the blessings of fertility and family, it is this one. 
 
    "Not only had you already shown yourselves to be a pack of decency, integrity, and honor over the years—repeatedly—you again proved your bravery and valor, when you did everything in your power to protect and save one of my Luminara daughters from those who would do her harm. 
 
    "Rian MacNiall, step forward." 
 
    With one last kiss on Fallon's cheek, Rian let her mate go and moved until she was directly in front of Luma's statue. Her heart rate increased as she realized the marble eyes of the statue were now alive with a silvery sheen. 
 
    The entire pack froze as the marble statue morphed into a beautiful woman with silver hair bound in a long braid down her back, hair that matched kind, intelligent silver eyes set in a face too beautiful for words. Rian, Fallon, and the rest of the pack were stunned at the transformation of the Moon Mother. Rian felt as though her heart was about to thunder out of her chest. 
 
    "Precious child." Luma looked at Rian with love. "You have been a good and brave Alpha. You have led your pack with honor, loved and protected those who are your responsibility, and showed the Lycan world what it means to be an Alpha of integrity, one who remembers the old ways—in thought, word, and deed. 
 
    "I entrust my Fallon to you, Rian MacNiall, so that you may keep her forever safe in your care, for as long as you both shall live. Her lifespan has now increased to match yours, so that you may both live a happy, prosperous life together. I wish you peace, joy, and love always. 
 
    "Fallon Conroy, step forward." 
 
    Unable to keep a flood of tears from falling down her face, Fallon stepped forward to stand next to Rian. 
 
    "My beautiful daughter, you are everything a Luminara should be. Kind, brave, loving—the essence of everything you are now makes it possible for this pack to reap their reward of pups. 
 
    "You and Rian will also have your own family, Fallon. The magick that lives within the veins of the Luminara makes it possible for the fearúil shifters of a pack to impregnate their baineann mates if they are true matings. 
 
    "Go in peace, beloved daughter, and know that you live in my heart always." Luma looked out over the rest of the pack. 
 
    "Rian is your Alpha and Fallon is your Luminara, my children. Honor them, obey them, protect them, and support them, so that this pack may live long and prosper under my guidance and care. Honor and support each other as well, and the families you will raise together will serve as a beacon of hope to all packs everywhere." 
 
    With a loving, joyous look upon her face, Luma raised her arms, just as the supermoon reached its zenith. 
 
    "Upon you, the MacNiall pack, I declare a lifting of the infertility curse that binds you. I confer abundant joy, unending luck, good fortune, and bountiful fertility blessings to all of you, until the very end of time." 
 
    The moon brightened, until both the sky and the earth were ablaze. Fallon felt a huge, fiery swell of the Fae magick that lived within her as it activated in her body. Without warning, it poured out of her, flowed through the moonlit grove, then wrapped around and settled into every shifter in the pack. 
 
    Rian was stupefied as Fallon's Fae magick slammed into her. She felt every single cell in her body absorb the impact. When the infusion of magick into her body was complete, her entire fearúil essence seemed somehow... more. Larger, stronger, deeper. She turned her head to look at Fallon, feeling a pull to her that left her earlier connection to her mate seem almost insipid. 
 
    The Lycans cried and hugged each other after each one of them had been immersed in Fallon's Fae fertility magick, feeling the glorious changes within themselves. En masse, they fell to their knees before Luma, who had reverted to her marble statue form. 
 
    "Precious Moon Mother." Rian paused for a moment to steady her voice, even as her tears flowed. "We will spend the rest of our lives continuing to earn the blessings of this gift. We are always at your service whenever you need us. Thank you, thank you, for your love, your guidance, your care... but, most of all, thank you for bringing our beloved Fallon to us. 
 
    "Mo theaghlach." Rian rose to her feet as Fallon and the rest of the pack did the same. "I think a celebration run in our Lycan forms is in order. Then, I believe we have a feast waiting for us at our den." She pulled Fallon into her arms and kissed her fiercely. 
 
    "I'll take you, mo chroí," Rian said when she finally released Fallon's mouth. "You'll run with the pack for the very first time on this most sacred of nights. Because of you, we are finally complete and whole... the way the Lycans always should have been, if not for our own arrogance. 
 
    "Thank you, my beloved. Thank you from all of us, for giving us the gift of life." 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    The pack was back in the den, eating, talking, and laughing, after the magickal moonlight run that had seemed to be imbued with the essence of Luma herself. Fallon had never felt safer than she had while on Rian's back as they sped through the woods. She was looking forward to running with the pack often. 
 
    Belinda and her crew had outdone themselves, and Fallon swore she'd never eaten so much in her life. Everyone was celebrating, laughing together, and Fallon was gratified that she was able to spend time with every single member of the pack. In the wee hours of the morning, when she was sitting on the couch talking to Kerry, Shane, and Caitlin about taking Irish Gaelic lessons, she looked up to see Rian standing over her. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian's green eyes glowed with heat. "As much as I've enjoyed our Luminessene celebration, I think it's time we retired to our suite." Fallon looked around and saw the crowd had diminished, as mated couples had slipped away to bask in Luma's magick. 
 
    As she stood up, Rian caught her hand and pulled her mate into her side. "Good night, mo theaghlach," she said as she kissed the Fallon's temple. "May the blessings of the Mother be with all of you. We love you." She led Fallon to their suite. 
 
    Once inside, Fallon was startled as Rian closed the door, then backed her up against it. Her mouth seized Fallon's in a kiss that wasn't gentle or tender, but rough in its possessiveness and dominance. Fallon's breath was stolen as Rian captured her mouth, her hands wandering roughly over Fallon's body. She pinned Fallon even more firmly against the wooden surface of the door as she molded Fallon's curves with her strong hands, her intentions and her ownership perfectly clear. 
 
    Rian's tongue was silky and hot as she claimed Fallon's mouth, branding Fallon with her possession. Fallon melted under Rian's control, submitting without a struggle to her Alpha. She whimpered when Rian tore her mouth away and released Fallon from the confines of her hold, but then gasped as Rian swept her up into her muscular arms. 
 
    Rian strode over to their bed and carefully lowered her precious Luminara to its soft surface before coming down over her, caging her with her arms. Fallon whimpered again as Rian softly bit her throat, scraping her fangs against the bondmark. Fallon shuddered as the flames of her need flared higher. 
 
    "My bonded mate, mo chroí, my beloved." With one last nuzzle, Rian then sat Fallon up and started to bare her body. There was none of the soft, slow seduction of the first time—just a hungry mastery that left Fallon at her mercy. 
 
    "I'm going to make you pregnant tonight, mo chroí. I'm going to fill your belly with my pup as I devour every single inch of you. As you scream your passion, your Fae magick and my Alpha magick will collide, and a spark of life will settle in your womb. 
 
    "I love you with everything in me, my beloved." With both reverence and need, Rian came back down again over Fallon's naked body. "You are my heart, you are my soul, you are my everything, always and forever. Until the day the Great Spirit parts us, my cherished mate, we will be one." 
 
    Rian's gaze skittered over Fallon’s bared breasts with a hungry look. Her hands came up to cup them as her mouth took possession of Fallon's right nipple, biting it lightly as she laved it with her tongue. Fallon moaned as Rian's touch went straight to her core, drenching the bed beneath her. Fallon's burning body continued to pump moisture from between her legs as Rian switched to her other nipple, growling and biting her a bit more roughly as her hands gripped Fallon's hips. Fallon felt her core loosen and then tighten more and more, clenching as it tried to find something—anything—to fill her. 
 
    Caught up in a fierce, animalistic desire that she couldn’t control, Fallon raked her nails down Rian's back, lightly scoring the flesh, until Rian let out a savage snarl. Rian raised her head, sinking her fangs into Fallon's bondmark until Fallon screamed in a devastating orgasm, her body immediately primed for Rian's possession again. 
 
    Rian slid down Fallon's body once again, spreading her legs wide, as Rian licked the soft, silky flesh of Fallon's lower belly. She nibbled and sucked and bit the flesh of Fallon's mound, as Fallon squirmed and begged for Rian's possession of her. 
 
    "Please, Rian," Fallon sobbed as her unbearable need drove her desire even higher. "I want you. I need you. I love you. Please, please... take me and make me yours again. Please." Rian eased two long, strong fingers into her and started to move them in and out of Fallon's needy body. Fallon gripped Rian's fingers tightly as Rian flicked her tongue over Fallon's labia and inhaled deeply. 
 
    "Your scent drives me wild, mo chroí," she growled almost menacingly. "Everything about you makes me lose control. You're mine, and I will kill anything that ever thinks to take you from me again." 
 
    Fallon squirmed with impatience, feeling another gush of arousal slide from her at Rian's intensity and the savage tone of her voice. Rian's dominant Alpha nature made Fallon shiver, her ferocity fueling the need inside Fallon to surrender to Rian completely. 
 
    She cried out as Rian's tongue slid demandingly into her sensitive folds, licking the flood of wetness even as Rian continued to work her body with her fingers. Rian was aggressive and showed her no mercy, going down on her with a violence that rocked her body, and satisfied Fallon's longing to be taken by Rian without holding back. 
 
    Rian savored every bit of Fallon's essence as she devoured her mate, pulling out her fingers so she could plunge her rigid tongue into the center of Fallon's core. Fallon screamed as she rode Rian's mouth, feeling a tingle that grew even stronger as Fallon started to near her peak. Fallon convulsed as Rian penetrated her even deeper, with fast, pumping strokes that had Fallon lifting her hips to meet Rian's unyielding possession. Each swipe of Rian's hot, hard tongue brought Fallon even closer to coming apart as she sank her nails into Rian's muscular shoulders. 
 
    ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ ✿ 
 
    Rian's fearúil nature rose with a vengeance—all she could focus on was the feel and taste of her mate, her passionate response, and her submission to Rian's Alpha nature. Suddenly, Rian felt her shifter glands release an intense flood of magick into her mouth through her saliva. As Rian drank down Fallon's delicious Fae essence, she in turn let loose a rush of fertility magick into Fallon's body as she triggered her Luminara's orgasm with the soaking wet heat of her mouth. 
 
    Fallon screamed as, with one last tremendous pull of her mouth and tongue, Rian commanded Fallon's body to release everything to her—her body, her heart, her soul, her spirit. 
 
    There was a glorious explosion of magick as Fallon came, unbelievably triggering Rian's own release with her. The room lit up with an intense white glow that morphed into a rainbow of color as the fertility magick of the pack imbued every fiber of their beings. The Alpha and the Luminara both cried out as the magick settled, feeling the tiny, wondrous spark of life that came to rest and nestle safely in Fallon's womb. 
 
    As their breathing calmed and Rian pulled her beautiful Luminara into her arms, she found her own face wet with the tears this magickal night had brought to them. 
 
    Parents. They were going to be parents. 
 
    "I love you, Rian." Fallon was crying openly as she wrapped her arms around her fearúil Lycan. "Every hardship we've had to face, every doubt I had to overcome, every bit of danger we had to face... it was all worth it. Every single bit of it. The Moon Mother has always been there for me, even when I lost my way for a while, because she knew this is how it was going to end." 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian's feelings were almost too deep for words. "Luma once told me that no life lived well would ever go unrewarded by her. And she was not untruthful in that, even if the journey sometimes seemed long and never-ending. 
 
    “A good life well-lived is its own reward, my beloved. We will raise the pups she gives us with love and honor and decency. When they get old enough, we will tell them the story of the Lycans, so they understand how important it is to always live a life of integrity." 
 
    Fallon kissed Rian. "We'll start with this baby. Our children will also need to know the story of the Luminara, and why we came to be. With Luma's mercy, we will be obsolete someday because the Lycans will have earned back their honor." 
 
    "In the meantime, mo chroí," Rian held her Luminara, kissing her back passionately before she said, "we will do our humble best to show others how beautiful life can be when it's blessed by the Mother in all ways."

  

 
 
    Epilogue 
 
      
 
   

 

 Six Years Later 
 
   “ Brendan MacNiall!" Fallon Conroy MacNiall, her belly rounded with her latest pregnancy, put her hands on her hips and raised her eyebrow at her five-year-old son, who was playing with his cousin, Conor, in the mud puddles left from an early fall rain. 
 
    Rian MacNiall, who had been approaching her mate from the other side of the grove—their toddler, Deidre, asleep in her arms—grinned when she saw what was going on. 
 
    Brendan's twin sister, Siobhan, hissed at her brother, who was covered in mud. "Mammy told you not to make a mess, Brendan! So did Aunt Caitlin! But you never listen! Neither of you do!" She sighed in exasperation, planting her own tiny fists on her hips, and tapped one small toe in irritation. 
 
    She looked so much like her mother, Rian's lips twitched, and she fought down a laugh before she got into trouble with both baineanns. 
 
    "Mo chroí." Rian kissed a clearly irritated Fallon, then shifted her sleeping daughter to her mother before regarding her small son. "Mo mac, what seems to be the problem?" 
 
    "Tuiste!" Brendan petitioned Rian, an earnest look on his little face. "Mo máthair said for me and Conor to come outside and play, because she and Aintín Caitlin were busy in the house, and they said we were just getting underfoot. But Mammy never said we weren't allowed to play in the puddles." 
 
    "He's got you there, mo chroí." Rian grinned at the warning look that crossed Fallon's face and kissed her mate again, caressing her rounded belly. "Not to worry, beloved. We'll shift, and I'll take the boys down to the creek for a swim. They'll come home squeaky clean, I promise." 
 
    She raised her own eyebrow at her son and her nephew. "However, no more mud puddles, páistí," Rian said, using the Irish Gaelic word for children. "I think perhaps neither of you wants to explain to the Elder why the Luminara was so disturbed this morning, hmm?" 
 
    Their eyes became enormous. They loved Winnie with all their hearts, and were loved just as fiercely in return, but both boys knew the Elder would take a dim view of anything that upset or irritated Fallon. 
 
    "Let's go, páistí." With one last nuzzle of her mate's neck, Rian headed for the creek with the two dirty boys. "We won't be long, mo chroí. Siobhan, my beautiful iníon, my daughter... watch Deirdre for Mammy until we get back, okay?" Her intense green eyes heated as she winked at her mate before leaving. 
 
    Fallon watched her handsome Lycan go, her own silver eyes sparking and her irritation fading, as she felt familiar desire creep up her spine. 
 
    The past six years had been a wonderful and magickal time within the MacNiall pack. 
 
    Fallon had gotten pregnant the night of the Luminessene with the twins, Brendan and Siobhan, who were now five years old. Deidre had followed when the twins were two and a half, and Fallon was currently almost six months pregnant with their fourth child, a little boy, whom they had decided to name Aiden. 
 
    After this, Fallon declared, she was done. Four children in six years was an enormous blessing, she conceded, and she wouldn't give up her babies for anything—but the presence of several silver strands within her long black hair had convinced her it was time to stop. 
 
    "That's quite all right, mo chroí." Rian had caged Fallon within her powerful arms, then carefully rolled on top of her when Fallon had made her pronouncement. "I can still pretend to get you pregnant while reaping the benefits of having you." She bit the side of Fallon's throat, sending shivers through her mate. "Which I will continue to do frequently, beloved." 
 
    Six months after the Luminessene, Fallon—clearly pregnant—and Rian had stood in Luma's sacred grotto with their pack once more, for their formal mating ceremony. It was only a formality, since the two of them were already mated; however, Rian knew weddings were an important part of human culture, and she wanted to honor Fallon's customs as well as her own. 
 
    In addition to their beloved pack, Hannah and Olivia Markham were also in attendance at their mating ceremony, to Fallon's immense joy. 
 
    Fallon had never admitted as much to Rian but keeping such an enormous secret from her best friend had dimmed her spirit. Shortly after the Luminessene, Fallon had invited Hannah and Olivia over to dinner at their pretend residence, with several of their pack members. They'd all had a wonderful time, but Rian and the other Lycans had felt Fallon's sadness, despite her best attempts to hide it. 
 
    The next day, Rian had shifted and gone to Luma's grotto to talk with the Moon Mother about the situation, unable to stand her mate's unhappiness. 
 
    "Precious child." Luma's kind, silvery voice had immediately responded to Rian's thoughts, when she had asked Luma what she could do to help Fallon accept the new limitations of her relationship with her best friend. 
 
    "Hannah and Olivia are two of the kindest, most loving, and protective humans that exist on this earth. Both would die for Fallon without any hesitation whatsoever. While I rarely say this about any human when it comes to my Lycans, the Markhams would also guard all of you and your secrets with the same fierce protectiveness as they do Fallon." 
 
    Rian heard the smile in Luma's voice. "Fallon is half-human, Rian... she also grew up in human culture. Therefore, it is important we all honor that for her. Luckily, she has two humans in her life who are the absolute best of their kind, who will be wonderful friends to all of you. 
 
    “We will need to be sensible in how we approach this, but I cannot see why Hannah and Olivia would not become an especially important part of your extended family." 
 
    Despite their initial astonishment—and a bit of difficulty in wrapping their heads around the fact that Lycans really did exist—the Markhams had indeed become tremendous friends to the MacNiall pack over the years. 
 
    Everyone had welcomed Hannah and Olivia for Fallon's sake—secure in Luma's assurance that they would do the pack no harm—but soon came to love them for themselves. Hannah and Caitlin in particular had hit it off, leading to many long-suffering eyerolls between Shane and Olivia. 
 
    The Cordova pack had become the Pascale pack after the Shifters' Council had established a new doyen, due to the demise of Samuel Cordova. Antoine Pascale was a kind male and a fair Alpha—the MacNiall pack had enjoyed getting to know their neighbors, after Antoine and his doyen had weeded out the few toxic Cordova loyalists who had remained. 
 
    Two years after their Luminessene, Luma had sent a Luminara to the Lightfoot pack, the Lycans who had hidden and protected the sole remaining survivor of the Van Horn pack massacre. The survivor, who had remained with the Lightfoot pack and had found a mate, still mourned his old pack, but felt thankful and blessed that good things had come for him, even amid tragedy. 
 
    Caitlin and Shane, who had mated not long after Fallon and Rian, had two pups—Conor, who was only slightly younger than Brendan, and Maeve, who had just turned eighteen months old. Kerry, who had not yet mated and had seemed uninterested in doing so, suddenly found herself intrigued by a pretty baineann Lycan named Shelley Osborne, who had come to Hidden Cove Springs with Alpha Antoine Pascale as one of his Enforcers. 
 
    With Rian and Antoine's blessings, Kerry had started going over to the Pasquale den in the evenings, to meet with Shelley and to get better acquainted. Caitlin had smugly informed both Fallon and Rian that there would be a mating in the fall, she was sure of it. 
 
    The MacNiall pack had thrived and prospered, just as Luma had promised they would. Every full moon, before the traditional pack run, everyone assembled in Luma's grotto and prayed together... thanking the Moon Mother for her love and protection, and promising to love, honor, and serve her always. 
 
    That evening, after Rian had returned from the creek—with two very wet, yet clean little boys in tow—and everyone had finished with their chores for the day, Rian and Fallon sat on the comfortable front porch after supper and listened contentedly to the sounds of the night. 
 
    "Do you know what tonight is?" Rian nuzzled her mate's bondmark as Fallon leaned against her. Fallon shook her head no, even as she felt a slow fire start in her core. 
 
    "Six years ago tonight, mo chroí, a beautiful unattached Luminara walked into Winnie Reinhart's Kwik-Stop and changed all of our lives forever." 
 
    Fallon's eyebrows hit her hairline in surprise. "Seriously?" Her face became contemplative. "In some ways, it doesn't seem possible that it's been six years, Rian. I feel like it was just yesterday that I started my consulting business." Fallon's business was still thriving, partly thanks to the excellent efforts of two MacNiall pack members, whom she'd discovered had the perfect skill sets to join her. 
 
    Then Fallon laughed softly. "I was never as scared to death as I was that night, when I found myself surrounded by three very large, yet three very gorgeous butches I'd never seen before on Hannah's driveway. Well, I thought you all were human butches, anyway." 
 
    "You know butches are the human counterparts of fearúil Lycan shifters, my love. Although," Rian smiled wickedly as she ran her strong hands over Fallon's belly, where Aiden slept, "human butches can't do this to their mates." Fallon rolled her eyes at Rian's obvious self-satisfaction. 
 
    Then Rian grew serious. "We were fascinated with you that night, mo chroí, especially me. Kerry and Shane knew immediately that you were our Luminara, but I... I instinctively knew you were also my mate. You were everything I'd ever dreamed of, Fallon... and so much more than that." 
 
    She stood up and easily, gently pulled her mate to her feet, then kissed her. "I have need of you, mo chroí. Let's say a brief prayer to the Mother and then go to bed, where I can show you all the ways your fearúil mate will remind you that you belong to her." 
 
    The two of them stood on the porch with their arms wrapped around each other, alone under the starry dark night sky, as Rian started to pray. 
 
    "Luma, my beloved mother. Six years ago today, you brought me the blessing of my life, a blessing each and every one of us has felt a thousand times over. 
 
    "We continue to pledge our lives to your daughter's keeping and care. Know there is nothing any of us wouldn't do to keep your beloved daughter and all of your children—young and old, large and small—healthy, happy, and safe forever." 
 
    "Mother." Fallon's tremulous voice was the next to breach the quiet. "Little did I know that a fairground fortune teller was preparing me for huge changes in my life, changes that would bring me more joy and peace than I ever thought possible. 
 
    "Just as you have entrusted me to the MacNiall pack, so do I promise to keep them safe from harm as well, for the rest of our days together." 
 
    The Alpha and the Luminara then stood together in wonder under the moon, as an enormous shooting star suddenly shot across the night sky—as if Luma was acknowledging their dedication to her. 
 
    Rian and Fallon kissed each other with every bit of love they had in their hearts and souls, before finishing their heartfelt prayer together. 
 
    "Under the Mother's light for all of eternity. Áiméan." 
 
  

 
   
    COMING SOON 
 
    Coven 
 
      
 
    When Fire witch Sheridan Sullivan—alone after the death of her mother—moves to Isla del Mar, Florida and meets Water witch Dylan Bellamy, she thinks she's found a family with Dylan and her coven, despite their rocky start. It doesn't hurt that Dylan is a powerful butch who calls to Sheridan's femme soul as no one else ever has before. 
 
    Sheridan is startled to find out she's the new Thirteenth witch in the Inner Circle of Dylan's coven—the Anchor, the one who tethers the entire coven to its foundation of potent magick and keeps it secure. But... 
 
    There are black magick practitioners—led by the Dark Lord, Cassius Deimos—lurking in the Nightmare realm of Trom-Laighe who want Sheridan. The Dark Lord and his evil Nightmares, accompanied by Sheridan's father, Michael O'Rourke, want the Fire witch who is the Balance of the Universe. 
 
    Deimos is determined to steal Sheridan and her magick, making her his new Dark Sorceress, so the powerful witches of the Coven of the Dark Moon—and Dylan, the Portal who can lift the veil between all the worlds at will—are left unprotected. Chaos and destruction will then triumph, and Deimos will become the new Lord of the Earth Realm. 
 
    Can Sheridan, Dylan, and the Dark Moon Coven Inner Circle stop the malevolent evil that threatens their very existence? 
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