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      Misty

      

      Some days I don’t think about the war.

      Some mornings I wake to sunshine and Cole’s arms around me while I cradle Adrian in my arms and don’t think about how the three of us came to be. I think of clean sheets that smell like lavender, not the smell of Richard’s bloody war room where I’d healed that cursed wolf. I sip coffee while watching my mate–my husband–the love of my life rush around the kitchen packing his bag for another long shift at the hospital instead of watching him don that black cloak.

      We have a house instead of shared spaces. Our home is safe and full of love instead of constant stress and the crushing weight that, at any moment, our safety will end.

      But some days I have to remind myself that we made it out. That we’re here, and whole, and together.

      Today is one of those days.

      Mom peeks into the massive library at the castle of Crescent Falls. Her wine-red hair is tied back in a neat bun, but otherwise, she’s covered in finger-paint and wearing an exhausted, but utterly happy, expression as she asks, “Hungry? I can bring you up some lunch, maybe?”

      “I’m nearly done,” I reply, glancing over my shoulder with a smile. “Don’t worry about it. I’ll come down soon. How’s Addy?”

      “He’s fine,” she smiles, giving me a little shrug. “Trying to resist a nap. He’s very interested in everything Blake and Liam are up to today.”

      “He wants to be a big boy so bad already.” My smile weakens. Adrian, who we call Addy most of the time these days, is three months old and growing fast. He’s a healthy, happy baby. An easy baby. But I look at him sometimes and see our past–how this little soul came into this world, and how different his life could be right now had my grandmother Isla not sacrificed herself for us.

      I swallow past the growing lump in my throat, turning back to my laptop.

      I hear Mom’s footsteps coming up behind me and smell her sweet perfume as she leans in to look over the top of my head at the screen. “You’ve been working so hard on this, sweetheart.”

      “Dad thinks it’s important,” I reply with a sigh. “So do I.”

      She squeezes my shoulder. “Make sure you take a break, all right?”

      I nod but can’t look into her eyes. She’ll see the pain in mine, I’m sure. The nightmares, the memories I pray fade into ash.

      I wait to continue typing until her footsteps recede, and the library door snaps shut, then turn back to my project.

      Cataloging every wolf who went to battle that fateful day.

      Anders Evermore was only fourteen when he followed his two older brothers and their father into battle. He snuck away from his mother and traveled for two days, alone, to reach the battlefield outside of Serpentia. He was one of the first “deaths,” having perished jumping in front of one of Richard’s monsters to save his brother. Marianne Clemson was twenty-three, mated, and had a baby at home when she and several of her friends left their village in the Roguelands to follow their mates into battle after deciding they weren’t going to let them die.

      I smile at this tidbit of information, even though the memory of the four of us–Sarah, Kenna, Aviva, and me–doing the same thing stings a bit.

      I continue down the list I compiled recently when I had the opportunity to interview a group of soldiers from Crescent Falls. It’s been easy to tell their stories, especially since all of them have phones and email addresses, but gathering the stories from those in Eastonia has been damn near impossible.

      I only know about Anders and Marianne because of those who served beside them, who remembered them from battle and the war camps after the end of the battle. Kenna sent me her list from the infirmary she set up in Serpentia in the days following the war, giving me a better idea of who fought, but still, I’m missing so much information.

      The weight of knowing I need to return to Eastonia to complete this catalog–this written history of the war that changed our world–presses heavily on my shoulders when I finally decide to close my laptop and head downstairs to the de-facto playroom slash war zone Mom has set up for the boys.

      Sarah’s business designing parks and gardens across the capital is booming. She’s been leaving her boys with Mom or Cosette during the day while she hops around, elbows deep in dirt. She keeps herself busy enough to forget, I’m sure.

      Just like I’m trying to do.

      I turn into the playroom at the back of the castle just as Liam jumps off a couch right onto Blake, who squeals and rolls with Liam on his back, a fight ensuing.

      “All right, nap time for everyone,” Mom says, clapping her hands.

      “Where’s Cosette today?” I ask, scooping a very sleepy Addy out of his bouncer seat.

      Mom separates Blake and Liam, giving them a sharp look I remember clearly from my childhood. “Artyom had a meeting today, and Cosette went with him. She seemed anxious, which is unlike her.”

      I furrow my brows. Artyom, Cosette’s mate and husband, is a retired commander who used to work for my uncle Ryatt in his massive army. Artyom commanded the Ghost army for many years before Evander took over and has been living in a little cottage in Shadowcrest near my brother’s house for the better part of four years.

      “What was the meeting about?” I ask, a prickle of unease creeping through my body.

      “I have no idea. Your dad is in Eastonia, you know, and he took Artyom and Cosette with him. Something about the Ghost army, I’m sure.”

      “Okay,” I whisper, praying silently that’s all this is about, and we’re not already facing another daunting threat. “Well, I’m done for the day, I guess. I’m going to take Addy home. I think he’ll sleep in the car.”

      “He’ll fall asleep immediately,” she replies, walking over to kiss her youngest grandson on the cheek. “If you need to get out of the house tomorrow, just come back here. I’ll have the boys again.”

      Thirty minutes later, I pull my car into the driveway of the stunning house we designed last winter. It’s a perfect square with two stories and beautiful windows facing south that light up nearly every room. The front yard is perfectly manicured, but the garage is still a mess. We’ve been taking our time unpacking, seeing as we have a baby and moved in a week after he was born, but it feels good to have a place to land, finally. A place that’s ours. A place we made ours.

      Cole’s car is in the driveway, however, which makes me crinkle my nose in confusion. He wasn’t supposed to be off from the hospital until later tonight.

      I lug Addy’s car seat through the garage door into the kitchen and find my mate leaning against the kitchen island nursing what I assume is his fifth cup of coffee today.

      Cole bursts into silent action, taking the car seat from me and saying into my mind, ‘I’ll put him in his crib.’

      ‘If he wakes up, you’re getting him back down again,’ I reply, giving him a look. ‘He didn’t sleep at all at the castle.’

      Cole smiles softly, nodding as he disappears around the corner and into the depths of the house, giving me a moment of quiet I’m not sure I want right now.

      I pour myself a cup of coffee and turn, looking out the windows that give me a view of the wooded backyard. Through the trees, I can see the beginnings of another house being built. I let my mind wander over the possibilities that another family like ours will move in, that they’ll have a baby boy who will grow to be Addy’s best friend, and as the years pass, they’ll run through the woods separating our yards, playing endlessly.

      Living sweetly, peacefully, in safety.

      My heart lurches at the same moment Cole returns. “How’d it go today?”

      “I got a few hours of work done,” I reply, setting my coffee mug down to stir more sugar into the already pale, sweet liquid. “Why are you back so early?”

      Cole sighs, running his fingers through his blond curls. His pale gray eyes meet mine as he motions to the breakfast table. “Can we sit down for a minute?”

      “What happened?” My blood runs cold, but Cole shakes his head.

      “Nothing, Misty. Everything’s fine. I just have something I want to run past you.”

      I slowly sink into one of the chairs, throwing him an uneasy look. Cole purses his lips as he sits beside me, bringing our cups of coffee with him. “I had lunch with Sydney a few days ago, remember?”

      “Yeah.” I turn my mug in a circle out of nerves.

      “Well, he mentioned something to me that I’ve been thinking about. How the families here… they still lean toward more traditional shifter medicine. Healing, you know. I have the opportunity to learn more about that side of things.”

      “Oh,” I reply, feeling a little bit better.

      “With the new clinic opening in Shadowcrest soon, I feel like it’s imperative I take this opportunity now….” He trails off, his eyes holding mine. “Misty, I’d be going back to Eastonia for a few weeks. Two months, at the most.”

      I stiffen. Neither of us have been back to Eastonia since we settled in Crescent Falls, in Shadowcrest, Sydney’s territory. “You can’t learn those things here?”

      He shakes his head. “Moonrise has an incredible hospital, and Ryan recently took on a healer in Silverhide from the tribal packs….” He leans forward, cupping my hands. “When Ryan visited two weeks ago, he offered to set us up in a cabin near his place if we ever wanted to visit. You love Silverhide, Misty. We could stay there for the rest of the summer. You could be with Aviva and her sister, her friends. They all have babies Addy’s age.”

      I lick my lips, my entire body going numb. The sounds and colors of that battlefield flash before my eyes. I wonder if I’m the only one who feels this way… haunted. Even my powers have shied away over the past several months, simmering just out of reach, like they don’t want to be summoned again, either. Cole is happy and… just wonderful all the time.

      I feel empty constantly.

      “Misty,” he whispers, lifting his hand to my cheek. “I won’t go if you don’t want to go.”

      “It’s not that,” I whisper, closing my eyes and leaning into his touch. “I’m just tired.”

      I open my eyes to find him looking at me, a sad expression sweeping behind his eyes. I know he’s worried about me. I know he takes shorter shifts at the hospital and checks in on me constantly because he’s concerned. I know he talks to my parents often. I know that’s likely the reason Mom insists I do my work as record keeper for the kingdom at the castle, where there’s familiar voices and activity to keep me company while Cole’s at work.

      Sometimes I wonder if he trusts me to be alone with Addy, and that breaks my heart.

      “I think you need this,” he whispers, his thumb coasting over my chin. “I think you need to be with Aviva.”

      I pull away from him, hiding the motion by bringing my coffee mug to my lips. Cole waits for my answer. I already know he won’t push me to reply until I’m ready. It’s one of the reasons I love him. I’m not sure I deserve his patience.

      Addy’s soft cry echoes from the baby monitor on the kitchen island. Cole rises, leaning down to press a kiss to my temple. “I love you, Misty.”

      I lean into the kiss until he pulls away to fetch our son.

      I stare out the window at the sun-lit yard, at the green grass and flowers in full bloom.

      I want to feel better. I desperately want to move on. But I have this sinking feeling that returning to Eastonia will just open another door to the war, chaos, and hurt I’m trying to leave behind.

      But Cole has done so much for me. So much for our family.

      I can do this for him.

      Can’t I?
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      Aviva

      

      It’s just after dawn when I slide Lexa into her sling and head out of the house into another warm, later summer morning. The sun stretches across the pastures, casting golden light as far as the eye can see. Lexa–who I’ve taken to carrying on my back lately–coos softly as she uses my hair as reins, her chubby fingers tangled in the sloppy braid I managed to throw together just after I woke up, alone in bed, in a quiet house.

      I stare at the road leading into the forest–out of the valley of Silverhide. It’s empty. No wolves trot in my direction. I grind my teeth as the crippling unease that’s been coasting through my body for days nearly chokes me, but I turn toward Freya and Andrew’s house.

      Andrew built Freya a shopfront earlier this spring while they waited for their son, Samuel, to make his arrival. It’s cozied up beside his blacksmith shop, and her gorgeous tapestries and woven clothing hang in the sun-glazed windows.

      It’s not like we have money like in Crescent Falls and the larger Rogueland cities, but we do trade and barter here in the Deadlands, and so far, Freya’s been living like a queen.

      I step inside her shop and follow the lifted female laughter and softer chatter to a back room where several looms are currently creaking and groaning over the conversations being had by at least six women and girls.

      “I didn’t think you’d make it this morning,” Freya says excitedly, rushing up to me and kissing me on each cheek. “I thought Ryan was supposed to get back last night?”

      “He’s held up in Endova,” I tell her, biting back my displeasure. He’s been gone for two weeks, which is killing me. It’s honestly hard to believe there was ever a time I didn’t know him, that I lived without him. Now, he’s practically the air I breathe and… I’m also desperate for a break.

      Lexa presses her mouth against my back, blowing raspberries against my skin. Freya beams, clapping her hands at Lexa’s new little trick.

      “Where’s Sam?” I ask, glancing around while Freya scoops Lexa out of her sling and cradles her against her shoulder.

      “He’s with… someone….” She looks around until she spots her son fast asleep in the arms of an elderly woman whose fingers are busy knitting what looks like a new sweater.

      Out of the three babies–Lexa, Samuel, and Mercy’s son, Reuben–I’ve noticed the boys tend to get more attention than Lexa. It’s not that she’s not loved and cherished by our pack, but the boys are just… easier to hold. Lexa is a brute, like her father. She’s big, strong, exceedingly heavy for an almost four-month-old, and tends to be a bit wiggling.

      Even Freya’s arms flex as she readjusts Lexa on her shoulder, grunting a bit. “What are you feeding her, Aviva? I feel like she’s gained three pounds since I held her yesterday!”

      “Just my milk.” I motion to my breasts with a sigh. “Blame Ryan. I do, every day. She’s already grown out of the clothes I made for her after she grew out of all the clothes Maddy brought when she visited earlier this summer.”

      “Well, we’ll just have to make some more today, won’t we? Our little warrior princess.” She nuzzles Lexa’s cheek before turning to the gathering of women and looking for a lap that’s not occupied with a sleeping infant or toddler while I shrug out of the sling and move toward a loom on the far side of the room.

      I never used to come to these things. Not until two weeks ago, when Ryan and I returned from the hunting trip where we ran into the hunters from Teshka. With the harvest season approaching, the fall hunts nearing, and the harvest festival on the horizon, our pack has an incredible amount of work to do.

      But as it stands, my mate is on a long trip, making his way back from Teshka where he planned to meet the strange boy who was apparently swept in from the furthest reaches of the sea.

      So, I’ve been milling about, helping where I can. I’m still getting used to this whole “Luna” thing, but I’ve never, and will likely never, consider myself a domestic goddess who finds fulfillment in staying at home.

      I wanted to go with him.

      It crushed me knowing I couldn’t. I just couldn’t imagine putting Lexa through that kind of journey, nor putting her in danger.

      I knit a very terrible sweater for my daughter while she naps in one of my pack member’s arms, blissfully rocked into a deep sleep on the waves of conversation and the rhythmic scraping of the looms.

      But I feel a tug deep in my chest that sets my body in a frenzy. I go completely still as the feeling washes over me like a wave before it settles. Then, I’m leaping up, walking steadily to the woman holding my sleeping daughter.

      “Thank you for holding her,” I whisper, scooping Lexa into my arms.

      I don’t bother with her sling. Her cheek rests against my shoulder while I walk as fast as my feet can carry me but not fast enough to jostle my daughter back into awareness.

      I reach the road just as the sunlight highlights the figures moving through the woods–wolves. Wolves, and a few men, one of which belongs to me.

      I bite back the desire to scream his name and fling myself into his arms. I can’t let him get a big head over the idea that I missed him this much. That I laid awake every night near to tears over the fact he wasn’t here, and I couldn’t sleep soundly without him. The last time we were separated like this was because of the war, but even then, we’d been able to travel together, to rest together more often than not.

      Ryan comes into full view with the biggest grin on his face. He breaks into a run just as the wolves rush past me to their homes to greet their families.

      “Ryan,” I whisper as he catches us in his arms, careful of the baby between us.

      Lexa wakes with a whine, but calms when she senses Ryan’s presence, turning her head to look up at him.

      He presses a kiss to my lips–long, and slow. He smells like the forest, like the rivers and creeks running through the Deadlands. He smells like home.

      “I missed you,” he says into my hair, holding me close. “Goddess, Aviva. I missed you so much.”

      “That was too long of a trip,” I say into his chest. Lexa coos her agreement, and he pulls away and runs his hand over her soft, golden-red curls that are just starting to come in.

      “My girls,” he whispers, his eyes the deepest blue as he meets mine.

      A few minutes later, we’re tucked inside our house. Ryan wears the sling this time with Lexa fast asleep against his chest as he unpacks his bag, setting a variety of weapons on the kitchen table. He pulls out a parcel wrapped in cloth, handing it to me.

      “What’s this?” I ask, furrowing my brow.

      “A gift,” he replies, watching as I carefully unfold the fabric.

      I look down at the gold, turquoise, and salt-water pearl bangles, shocked. “Ryan–”

      “You deserve them. You deserve more, Aviva,” he says with a heavy sigh, “for carrying our daughter for nine months, for going to war while you were pregnant and while ruling Silverhide in my stead but… I’m just an Alpha.”

      “Just an Alpha,” I echo with a smirk, rolling the bangles onto my arms. They catch the faint sunlight coming through the windows as he steps toward me, brushing my hair out of my face.

      “I thought they’d be perfect for you… and I also imagined you wearing them and nothing else, and I couldn’t think about leaving them behind in Teshka.”

      I arch a brow as he steps closer, but we’re instantly reminded of the baby between us when she sighs loudly, nestling deeper against Ryan’s shirt.

      “And also… because I’m leaving again soon.”

      I frown. “No, you’re not–”

      “But I’m taking you with me.”

      A blast of relief echoes over my body, but I still narrow my eyes at my mate. “Where?”

      “When I was in Endova, I was visited by my uncle, who is apparently on his way to meet the boy from the sea himself. It sounds like Ryatt plans to bring the boy to Moonrise, and he mentioned that he needed to speak to you, as well.”

      “About what?”

      Ryan shrugs. “He didn’t say, only that he required our presence. We’ll make a weekend out of it and….” He runs his fingers through his hair.

      He seems stressed, which makes me feel uncertain, especially given the odd expression on his face. “What is it, Ryan?”

      “I think Ryatt’s serious about making you a commander, Aviva.”

      A rush of excitement blurs my senses, but my stomach hollows out, my feelings conflicting on a major level. We knew this was a possibility. It had been in the talks before the war–before there was even a threat of war.

      But things are different now. We have a daughter. We have a thriving pack that’s getting bigger by the second.

      Being a commander in Ryatt’s army could take me away from Silverhide… often.

      “Do I have a choice?”

      “Of course,” Ryan says, stepping toward me and bracing his hands on my upper arms. “We’re just going to go and hear him out. That’s all. Kenna and her kids will be there, too. She hasn’t seen Lexa since she was born.”

      I smile softly. “It could be fun.”

      “Just a weekend away, and then we’ll return here, and it’ll be business as usual. Oh, and, Misty and Cole are possibly moving here for the summer…. We need to prepare for that, too.” He turns from me, making a vocal checklist of all the things he needs to do before we leave for Moonrise tomorrow, and I watch him walk away with Lexa still sleeping soundly in her sling.

      The rest of the day passes in quiet peace. Lexa is pretty easy for a baby. She’s happy and calm and has started being okay with being held by others and not just me. We have dinner in the pack house with everyone and return to our home after dark where we spend a good thirty minutes trying to get Lexa to sleep in her crib to no avail.

      I lie snuggled next to Ryan with Lexa sprawled out between us. It’s a clear, calm night. The stars hang heavy in the sky. I’ve gotten used to peace. I haven’t seen those white wolves–those angels of the Goddess–in months.

      So why do I have the feeling something is still amiss? That something is coming… and we have to stop it?

      I slip out of bed, unable to fall back asleep, and walk out on the deck. It’s a warm night. Heavy clouds block the stars as I squint into the darkness. Sometimes, I wish I had powers like Sarah and Sydney. I’d be reading the stars all night, seeing and manipulating the future. I’d ensure nothing like the war ever happened again.

      I turn to look over my shoulder through one of the windows into our living room where Ryan built a special hanger for my golden bow. It glints in the soft light of a lamp we left on, shimmering against the warm woods of the rest of the room.

      I often wonder how the bow was made–who crafted it and gave it its magic.

      And why.

      And, lastly, why did it choose me?
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      Aviva

      

      The last time we were in Moonrise was for Lexa’s birth. Four months have passed in a blur, which I assume is normal when you have a baby for the first time. Pile on our responsibilities as Alpha and Luna of Silverhide, let alone the rulers of all the Deadlands, and time is merely a construct in our lives that I’m keen to ignore as long as possible.

      Still, when Kenna arrived yesterday morning, chipper and excited to see us and Lexa, I felt a weight begin to press into my chest. Whatever Ryatt wants with me comes with a cost–which will be the end of our somewhat quiet, cozy life.

      I spent the entire day in Kenna’s company while she made her rounds checking on every baby and mother in Silverhide. Ryan went off to do Alpha duties, like making sure James, his Beta, had what he needed to take over for a few days in our absence. His mate, Dahlia, is pregnant again–with twins this time–but Kenna seemed happy with her progress, telling me it’s likely Dahlia will deliver in early winter if she goes full term.

      Just as night fell, Kenna dosed me and Lexa with herbs to make our journey a little easier on our bodies, and once that took effect, we were whisked into empty, cold nothingness for several seconds before landing on our feet in the familiar, gilded castle overlooking the turquoise lake of Moonrise.

      Now, it’s morning. I braid my hair in the mirror over the vanity in the little apartment I share with Ryan in the castle–a room that holds memories that are as sweet as they are damning. Months ago, I laid in this bed alone and sobbed while Ryan went to war, not knowing if I’d ever see him again. Now, he’s asleep beside our daughter, both of them in the exact same position–like starfish–taking up the entire bed.

      I smooth the fabric of the sage green sundress I chose for today’s meeting and stare at my reflection. I twist a few of the curls around my face until they somewhat behave and really look at myself, internally reflecting on who I am and what I’m capable of… right now… which is not commanding Ryatt’s impressive army or serving beside Evander as a Ghost.

      I’m a mother now. I’m a Luna. I’m a wife in a happy marriage. Everything I thought I was before is gone, replaced by this new version of myself… someone softer, someone more empathetic and kinder than the old Aviva.

      I credit Ryan for that change.

      I left that broken, angry side of myself on the battlefield in Eastonia.

      I look over my shoulder at my mate and our daughter. She looks like him, has started to make the same cocky facial expressions and that boyish smile that I love. Her eyes are made in his image–a deep, endless blue. But her curls are from me. Red and wild, they’ve grown out enough that they’re starting to coil around her forehead and ears, turning a pale copper gold as the sun begins to creep over her face.

      I move to the windows with caution and silently pull the curtains closed against the sun before creeping out of the bedroom, shutting the door behind me with a wince. I have about an hour before I see them again–when Lexa wakes up and realizes I’m gone, panics, and Ryan finds me to show our angel that I haven’t abandoned her forever.

      It’s an hour I have to spend with Ryatt and his head commanders.

      My only consolation is that Evander will be with me, and as a fellow in-law in one ring of our enormous family, he understands my pain.

      “They’re serving coffee and a light breakfast in Ryatt’s office,” Evander says when I meet him in the hallway just beyond the wing where the family apartments are kept. “It’s casual.”

      “Casual,” I chuckle sardonically, glancing up at the tall, coppery-blond hybrid shifter mated to Kenna. I’ve always liked Evander. He’s steely and cold, yes, but he’s the glue between the two sides of the family. I know for a fact he spent his time in the hours after the war ensuring Sydney and Ryan didn’t beat the ever-living fuck out of Cole, which I know Misty is grateful for, as well. He’s wicked smart and kind but wears a mask that screams violence and death if anyone were to cross him, or Goddess forbid, threaten his mate in any way, shape, or form.

      “I think you’re getting a medal or something.”

      “Oh,” I breathe, rolling my shoulders as he leads me up a staircase. “Well, I was hoping for a trophy, but I guess that’ll do.”

      His mouth ticks into the briefest of smiles before returning to a tight line. The air in the hallway becomes extraordinarily thin as we near Ryatt’s office, but I’m sure I’m imagining it. I know I’m not imagining the way my heart begins to beat erratically, however. I’m sweating with nerves when Evander raps on the door, then opens it, stepping into the coffee-scented office of Ryatt, the most powerful man in our kingdom.

      Ryatt glances away from the conversation he’s engaged in with two unfamiliar men and gives me a tight nod in acknowledgment before Evander turns me toward a nearby table filled with steaming porcelain carafes and silver platters full of meats, cheeses, eggs, and other breakfast foods. I eye one of the pastries in particular while Evander pours me a cup of coffee, which I accept gratefully, but my stomach is in too tight of a knot to eat.

      Instead, I stand beside Evander in the back of the room and glance from face to face. This isn’t a formal meeting by any means. The head Alphas of the Rogueland’s strongest packs are here, as are the three commanders at the head of Ryatt’s army. Somehow, these men are leaning on chairs and talking casually to each other instead of fighting over a map, which is what I imaged this scene would look like in my mind. Instead, they sip coffee, eat pastries, and… laugh with each other.

      My gaze sweeps across the room and lands on a man I almost mistake for Ryatt at first glance. He’s just as tall, just as broad in the shoulders, and just as terrifying to look directly in the eyes. A cutting silver gaze holds mine as a man in his late seventies lifts his coffee mug to his lips.

      ‘That’s Westfall,’ Evander says through the mind-link, raising his mug just a touch in the man’s direction. ‘Ryatt’s dad… my… grandfather-in-law?’

      ‘I can see the resemblance,’ I reply, swallowing hard as Westfall’s gaze sizes me up. I’ve heard about him. He’s a Shadowsynger, like Ryatt and Kenna. He was the lost prince of Veiled Valley when Eastonia fell to Kane’s leadership. I met Ryatt’s mother, Cressendra, a while ago but only briefly, at Isla and Maddox’s memorial service and the luncheon that followed.

      They split their time between Maatua and Veiled Valley from what I understand, but now, I’m wondering why the infamous retired commander is here right now for this… breakfast party.

      Before I can process this, Ryatt and his commanders begin to move toward a door off the far wall of his office, and the Alphas follow, everyone carrying on their conversations. I stay close to Evander and notice Westfall falling in line behind us as we enter a large, open room with a circular table at its center.

      “So, you’re the famed warrior from the tribal packs,” Westfall says in a voice that sounds so familiar I have to double check that Ryatt’s not the one speaking.

      “This is Aviva,” Evander says as we come to stop near the door while everyone else slowly takes their seats. “Ryan’s mate, you know.”

      “It’s nice to finally meet you,” Westfall says with a nod before walking to a chair against the wall, where he promptly sits and drinks from his mug, ignoring the conversation at the table.

      I stand dumbly beside Evander, wondering if I’m supposed to sit at the table, but Evander isn’t making any moves toward it. In fact, he checks his watch, sighing under his breath, “I’m sure the kids are awake by now.”

      “What time is it?”

      “Close to eight. Ryatt said he wouldn’t keep us long.”

      “What exactly is this meeting about–”

      “The highway project is moving forward in both the Roguelands and Tarsian,” Ryatt says over the hum coming from the table. He shoots a sharp look at one of the Alphas. “It’ll be a good thing for your territories, and you know it.”

      “So we can have Crescent Falls riffraff spilling into the Roguelands? I think not,” one of the Alphas shoots back, crossing his arms over his chest. “We’re strapped for warriors as it stands, giving how many men we’ve had to send to Tarsian over the past six month to help smooth their transition into three kingdoms, three new Alpha Kings–”

      “And your warriors will return to you before the snow falls, that’s a promise,” Ryatt says curtly, but then his gaze flicks to where Evander and I are still standing, waiting for an invitation to the table. “Commander Evander’s Ghost army will be overseeing the security during the construct of the road between Crescent Falls and Eastonia, through the border of the Roguelands.”

      “And what are we going to do to join the two territories? Blast a hole through the mountains?” One of the other Alphas laughs as he leans back in his chair.

      “My nephew, Sydney, the Alpha of Shadowcrest and the future Alpha King of Crescent Falls, has some ideas. A railway is the first, bridging the gap between our kingdoms for trade. The road would be built at the same time. Eastonia has lived in the dark for far too long. We need Crescent Falls to bring us into the future.”

      “So our people can play on their phones and online… shop?” The third Alpha chuckles, leaning toward his companion, “Is that what’s it called?”

      But I’m watching Ryatt as he glances at his father, then at me. Kenna told me about this–how her father’s powers literally make it possible for the Roguelands and Moonrise, and beyond, to have light in their homes. His power protects Eastonia through the use of shields and wards… and he’s getting older. Kenna, as a Shadowsynger, has some of those gifts but not at his magnitude.

      I stiffen a bit as Ryatt steers the conversation forward, motioning to me. “Aviva of Endova, everyone.”

      The men at the table turn like they just realized I’m here. I pale.

      “She’s going to be working with Commander Evander, under his direction, during the construction of the road into the Deadlands.”

      “The Deadlands? There can’t be a logical reason why we’d need a connection to the Deadlands. What on Goddess’s green earth could they possibly offer us?”

      A pinch of anger ripples through me as I turn toward the Alpha who just spoke. “We saved your asses during the war, if I remember correctly, but then again… I was on the frontlines while the warriors of the Roguelands were running and screaming in the back, looking for anywhere to hide.”

      The room goes completely, utterly silent.

      Then, Westfall chuckles nearby.

      I find it impossible to swallow, but somehow I manage it.

      Ryatt smiles at me. “Aviva, I’d like you to meet my commanders. Come, take a seat beside them.”

      “Why?” I ask. Stupidly, I might add. My heart races, but my feet stay firmly planted.

      I already know what he’s about to say, and I don’t know if I’m ready for it because I can’t say no.

      “Because you’re the Commander of the Deadlands, now. Welcome to the table, Aviva.”
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      “Come on, girl. You liked me yesterday.” I hike Lexa up and set her on my shoulder so her legs are around the back of my neck, my arm bent and extended so I press my hand against her back. She immediately fists my hair and stops wailing, her sad sniffling turning to quiet excitement. A small giggle leaves her lips as we pass one of the ceiling height windows in the hallway I’ve been walking her up and down for the past thirty minutes.

      Aviva would tell me this is dangerous to do with her at only four months old, but I can’t help it. Tossing this baby around is getting her ready to wrestle, which is what I often tell my wife before she stops my fun, but right now, we’re completely alone.

      I turn a corner, find another hallway, and walk down it with no plan nor destination in sight. In fact, I’m not entirely sure what I’m supposed to be doing right now other than keeping Lexa happy, and currently, the only thing that’s going to make her happy is Aviva.

      We pass a huge mirror, and I backtrack, turning so Lexa can see our reflection. She stares owl-eyed at herself, her deep-blue eyes round and wondrous and her mouth forming a perfect O, but then she looks down at me and remembers I’m not her mother.

      Her tiny, perfect face twists with grief, giant tears falling from her eyes. She wails, the sound bouncing from one end of the hallway to the other, and I have no choice but to swing her back against my chest to try to comfort her.

      “She’s not gone forever, I promise. It’s just a meeting,” I grumble, patting her back. Lexa thinks otherwise, but thankfully a familiar face pokes her head out of a door at the end of the hallway and relief rushes through me. “Thank the Goddess.”

      “What are you doing to that poor baby?” Kenna laughs, beckoning me toward her.

      “I’m just not Aviva,” I reply matter-of-factly, following Kenna into one of the numerous sitting rooms scattered around the castle. This space, however, seems to have been totally dedicated to her kids.

      The walls are a soft yellow against the spray of morning sunlight drifting through the curtains. A mural of a rainbow and mountains made of crystals spreads across the far wall. Pictures painted by Brie and Aris hang from the walls with pieces of tape, and between two couches, a sea of toys and books fans out.

      I carefully pick my way across the carpet while Brie and Aris squeal, running between my legs. Kenna scoops Lexa out of my arms and sits on one of the couches, skillfully cradling my daughter and soothing her. “Is she hungry, maybe?”

      “No,” I sigh, picking up Aris and tossing him into a giant pile of pillows and cushions in the corner of the room. I wait for him to roll out of the way before tossing Brie in the same fashion. “Aviva left some milk. I gave her a bottle, but she wasn’t happy it was me feeding her, not her mom. I think she just doesn’t like me very much.”

      “Oh, Ryan, don’t be ridiculous.” Kenna gives Lexa a loving smile, wiping the baby’s tears away with her thumb. “I’m sure she loves you.”

      “You don’t sound so convinced, either,” I grumble, glancing at the kids–who’ve already grown bored of our game and moved onto something else–before sitting down.

      “Look, it’s perfectly normal for a baby to favor their mother’s at this age. She’s just a little thing, and she was in Aviva’s belly longer than she’s been out here, with us. As she gets older, she’ll… start enjoying your company more.”

      I stare at Kenna for a moment before rolling my eyes.

      “What?” she laughs as Maeve toddles over to us, sucking her thumb. Maeve looks between us and narrows her eyes at Lexa, obviously upset about the fact there’s another baby in her mom’s lap.

      Maeve is a… strange little thing, honestly. I call Kenna and Evander’s kids my nieces and nephews even though, technically, they’re my cousins. I’m Uncle Ryan regardless in their eyes, and while Brie and Aris are easy to read and excitable, there’s something different about Maeve. It’s like a wise old owl took the body of an almost two-year-old toddler.

      Maeve doesn’t laugh much. She glares–like a cat. She watches, and waits, and tends to bully her siblings. Kenna says it’s normal toddler behavior to want to be the boss, to wreck toys and topple carefully built towers but Maeve… nah, she’s weird. I like her, but she scares me a little.

      I pat the couch anyway, saying, “Get over here, Maeve. I haven’t seen you in ages.”

      Maeve rolls her eyes and walks away.

      I glance at Kenna, who purses her lips and watches her youngest child kneel in front of a stack of children’s books.

      “So, two kids want nothing to do with me,” I try to joke, but I notice the unease in Kenna’s eyes. “Kenna?”

      “Don’t take it personally. Maeve has been… she’s been a little unpredictable lately.”

      “She still pulling disappearing acts on you guys?” I ask, leaning back.

      Kenna shakes her head, “No, thank the Goddess, she hasn’t. Her flames haven’t been an issue, either, but we have help in Veiled Valley now. Two witches, actually, who act as her nannies.” Kenna sighs. “I know you’re going through it with Lexa favoring Aviva over you right now, but Maeve doesn’t like any of us.”

      “That’s not true,” I laugh. “Come on, Ken–”

      “She’s different, Ryan. You know that. She’s full-blooded Firestone. She’s not a shifter. She’s a witch but, even then… she’s not. I know that doesn’t make sense, but the Firestone people were something else entirely, and she’s the only one like her. I think she’s starting to understand that, and it breaks my heart.”

      “She’s not even two,” I remind her. “She can’t be going through an existential crisis already.”

      “It’s gotta be some new power emerging.” Kenna sighs, shaking her head. “Just like we can sense things–sense things about our mates, our family… she can sense that she’s alone, and it’s killing us. She loves being in my mom’s presence, and for some reason, does remarkably well with Maddy–your mom. With Evander being gone more, and me being needed in Veiled Valley more often… we’re not in Moonrise very much lately and it… it’s hard on Maeve. I don’t know how to help her.”

      Maeve appears at my side, climbing onto the couch. She sits beside me and opens a book but doesn’t thrust it into my lap, wanting me to read it. She just sits there, sucking her thumb.

      “I’m… I’m in the position where I need to give up my midwifery practice here in Moonrise,” Kenna says under her breath, rising with Lexa in her arms. She lays my daughter in my lap before settling on the opposite couch, neatly crossing her legs.

      “Why would you stop practicing midwifery?” I ask, snuggling an almost asleep Lexa close.

      “Because I’m the Alpha of Veiled Valley, and my mate is one of my father’s most dedicated commanders… and the war showed my dad and your dad the cracks in the foundation of our allied kingdoms. They can’t allow something like that to happen again which means more paws on the ground–more outposts, more training… bigger armies in general. Evander is going to be traveling often over the next year, based on what Dad has planned, and I… I have to go home, to our people, to our territory. I’m just a princess in Moonrise. I have to go be an Alpha now.”

      She looks down at her lap, picking at her freshly manicured nails. She does look the part of an Alpha all of the sudden. Normally, Kenna’s dressed well but somewhat plainly. Her fingers are scrubbed clean and raw from countless hours acting as a midwife, her hair always braided back and away from her face. Now, she’s dressed in the typical free-flowing fashions of Veiled Valley and her hair is loose and shining as it falls over her shoulders. Her nails are painted, and she’s wearing makeup.

      I realize where the conversation is about to go without her needing to confirm it. I reach over to Maeve, gently patting the top of her head. “You’re going to leave her here, aren’t you?”

      Kenna’s on the verge of tears. “We don’t know what else to do. She’s alive here. I don’t know how else to explain it. In Veiled Valley she’s… a shell of the girl we know and love. She’s sad, closed off, sometimes inconsolable. Here in Moonrise, she’s… she’s whole. It’s where she’s supposed to be, but I’m supposed to be somewhere else–”

      “But you’re also the heir to your mother’s title,” I cut in, my heart rate quickening.

      Kenna, to my surprise, shakes her head. “No, I’m not. Maeve is. She was born to be the next queen. I’ll never sit on my mother’s throne, and I’m okay with that, for Maeve’s sake.”

      “You can’t just leave your kid behind–”

      “That’s not what this is at all,” Kenna says, but she’s on the verge of breaking.

      Maeve’s watching Kenna, though. She notices her mom’s glimmering eyes and twisted expression and slides off the couch, walking over her. She climbs into Kenna’s lap, and it’s Kenna’s undoing. Silent tears fall from her lashes.

      “Ryan, I don’t know what else to do for her. I don’t want her to be miserable. It’s not fair.”

      “I think you all need a break,” I say as sharply as I can without alerting the kids to the adult conversation taking place. Brie is a little snitch, as much as I love her, and I don’t want her babbling to Liam and Blake about this when she sees them next. “I think whatever Ryatt needs Evander for can wait a while, at least until the end of the summer, right? What if you came to Silverhide with us? Hell, Cole and Misty are going to spend a few months in the Deadlands. We have room for everybody.”

      Kenna wipes her eyes on the back of her hands. “I’ll talk to Evander about it.”

      “He’s not going to say no.”

      “Well, my dad might!”

      “Ryatt is still Ryatt,” I grind out. “Your dad, my uncle. Same guy. He’s all tough on the outside, but if anyone gets how important taking a fucking–sorry–freakin’ breather is, it’s him. Remember the story your mom told us when we were kids about how he didn’t leave Veiled Valley for two years after you were born? After they went through hell and back? Well, we’ve all been to hell recently, and we could use some rest. If you’re serious about having to separate your family, you need this time with her, Kenna. You need to know for sure it’s the right move.”

      Kenna gives me a weak smile. Maeve leans against her chest, giving me a strange look as I watch the two of them. I feel like the kid can see right through me, into the deepest, darkest parts of my soul. It sends a shiver up my spine, but I ignore it.

      “I’ll talk to Evander,” Kenna echoes, giving me a watery smile. “It might be fun.”

      “It will be fun.” I smile, but my eyes land on Maeve again, who smiles back at me, to my surprise.

      Evander rather suddenly appears, huffing out a breath as he storms through the doorway. He spots me and breathlessly motions toward me, saying, “Hand me the baby.”

      I rise, uneasy gripping my senses. “What?”

      “Hand me the baby, and go find your mate,” he says slowly, glancing at Kenna.

      “What happened?” Kenna rasps, narrowing her eyes.

      I slowly hand Lexa to Evander who cradles her with expert skill, being a father of three, and all. “She’s just been named a commander in your father’s army and… didn’t take it very well.”

      “Oh, fuck me,” I groan under my breath. “Where did she go, exactly?”

      “Out. Out of the castle, I presume. She said she needed some air and shifted before she could stop herself.”

      I look between Kenna and Evander. “I’ll be back. If she gets hungry–”

      “She’ll be fine,” Kenna assures me.

      I turn toward the door and break into a run.
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