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CHAPTER ONE






SHE’S GOT HIM. Mom’s got Logan.


For a too long, terrifying minute, my brain short-circuits. I can’t think about anything but this: the implications of it. The reality that this brings to life.


The words won’t penetrate my brain: Mom took him—she captured Logan—she arrested the Alpha King.


I can’t believe it. I can’t believe she literally had her army—an actual army, for moonlight’s sake, where did she even get the time to build that?—kidnap Logan. 


Wanting only to hear his voice again, I clap my ruined arm over my mouth and scream into my elbow as hard as I can.


Then my whole body goes hot. Straightening, I find myself glowing all over, like radiating moonbeams. Terrified, I whimper his name, the one person I want to lean on right now.


The light shoots off in all directions and is gone. I jump, and then cry harder.


What now?


I’m struggling to wipe my tears, and wishing we were both back at Logan’s house, in his kitchen, when there’s a tug in my chest. Then his voice is in my ear:


“Where are you taking me?”


He sounds almost calm, but for a tremor in his vowels. I look around, but of course, he’s not here. Then he lets out a sound like a grunt, like he’s been struck.


“Logan?” I whisper.


Breathing hitches. “Huh?”


My own quickens. I spin around. “Logan?!”


“Mary?” he whispers, as befuddled as I am.


Then he grunts again, this time with a real whimper of pain, and the connection is gone, the tug no longer pulling my belly.


My heart pounds. I go very, very still. “Logan? Are you still there?” I ask, knowing he’s probably not.


Of course, no one answers. My belly is soft and unbothered.


Dear moonlight, did that really just happen?


I push my hand to my mouth again, whispering his name. I let myself start to cry. I even give the back of my hand a tiny bite in frustration. Nothing happens.


Nothing, except I’m wasting time.


I’m running to the door, needing to move, when the radio crackles to life. My name floats through the air. Cora’s voice is calling to me. On another line, Leah’s trying to get my attention.


There are too many things to do, all telling me I can’t afford to freak out. Not yet.


What do we do?


The question pings around in my head, unasked by everyone, but needing to be answered, and right now, they’re looking at me. The Alpha Queen.


I grab Leah’s radio. “Stand by,” I say. Then I grab Cora’s. “Get back home, cousin. We need a plan.”


The moment I hang up with Cora, my body itches to go running out after her. To find the border where she and Logan went, this minute, and go after him right. 


It takes more self-control than I like to stop and wait outside the comms building. It will take her a couple of hours to get home. I can't sit here and do nothing.


I try the hand-held radio. There's plenty of chatter happening between the soldiers, but I can't get Leah from it.


It forces me back inside. In my distress, I forgot about the radio I left on.


“Mary? Are you still there? Come in, Mary, come in,″ Leah’s voice says.


At once, I turn back around and snatch up the mic. “I—Logan’s been caught. My mom…she’s taken over Cavalier. She built an army. They have him, Leah. I have to get him back.″


I stop talking as a sob grabs my throat. For five seconds, no one says anything. The cabin is still, and eerily calm and quiet.


The radio crackles. “You need to get back home. Can you leave Lina territory?″


“I don’t know,″ I whisper, afraid she’ll hear the fear and sadness in my voice. “Bailey has the whole place surrounded by an army.″


“Try to break through. Use magic if you have to, but try to get out. We need to stick together, as much as possible. If we stay fractured like this...″


She doesn’t finish the thought. She doesn’t have to. We’re all thinking it:


Mom wins.


I grab a radio from a line of them along the wall. They’re small, handheld things with short range, but maybe I’ll get lucky and be able to contact them once I leave this place.


“I’ll be in touch once I have a better idea of what’s going on,″ I say.


Switching off the radio, I head back to Cora's house. I need to find her Alpha and Beta, and fast, so that they know what's happening.


Since both Princess and Sparkle went home, I end up knocking house to ask for directions. To my relief, I'm Sent to the center of town. Princess lives two doors down from Cora. Sparkle lives across the on the door of the nearest street up.


It takes five minutes to wake Princess.


Her family opens the door. At the sight of me, they hurry to get her. Muttering about the late hour, she pulls me outside. I don't give her time to ask what's wrong before I give her the news.


Her wan face turns purple. Her jaw slackens with shock.


“Let's go get Sparkle up," she says, shedding her robe. "I'll need a coat.”


To my relief, Princess handles Sparkle's wake-up call. Sparkle's spouse, an androgynous woman, doesn't waste a moment getting everything ready for her so that, the moment she comes outside, she has a full bag packed.


“We'll bring her home as soon as we can,” I say.


“As long as she does come home," ze says, holding Sparkle's hand until the last moment.


Sparkle doubles back, giving zir a smacking kiss, and then hurries us down the road.


We get back to Cora's house and I pull up some chairs. "Okay, now that we're here, we need a plan of action for when Cora comes back."


"I would think that the plan is for you to go home so you can go after Logan," Princess Says. She's standing in the door watching me yet the chairs together. "I'm amazed Victoria didn't have him killed on sight. "


Sparkle slows as she helps me. "That's a good point. Why would she capture him, Mary?"


They both turn to look at me.


I drop into the nearest chair. "Probably as a show of strength. She's calling herself the High Alpha Queen. If she kills him in front of everyone, she can prove he's dead."


"And what about you?" Princess asks. She takes the chair opposite mine, her movements slow and thoughtful. Careful. Her stance is regal, even in this humble cottage. "Will she come after you next?"


I study my hands. "Maybe. She wants me to fall in line."


"But she won't kill you," Sparkle says, leaning against the wall to my left. "Not even if you disobey?"


I shake my head. "She's…trying to draw me out. All the attacks on me just made her exasperated.


“Why?" Princess asks, her voice sharp.


"She wants me to use magic. She wants magic to get our family back on the throne. No, it's not enough that Logan and I are bound. He cannot be in power, especially because he didn't give her the queenship back. So he needs to be punished, and until I do what she wants, she will make my life harder."


Princess makes a disgusted face. Sparkle starts muttering something about "Friends like these," but Princess cuts her off.


"What are you going to do about all this, Highness?" she asks. "Because it sounds like you have a lot of street to clean up."


At first, I bristle. It's not just my street, I want to say. It's all of ours.


But she's right. There's working together in Cavalier. There's no unity or anything like that. Midnyrun might be poor, but Cora and her family work together. Her pack is the only one not out of control. In fact, if Bailey would just leave her alone, the расk would be the thriving. 


Mom's the one with the problems. Cavalier and—well, the rest of Wolf Country, really—we're the ones hurting each other. The Lina Pack didn't start this, they just got caught in the middle.


I rub my hands on my knees. "I do not want the rest of the Pack getting hurt. When I confront my mom and Bailey, I have to know that I'm doing it without too much collateral damage. I know I can't protect everyone, but I want to try. Would you all be willing to take in refugees?"


They gape at me and then trade locks with each other.


"We can't house ourselves, much less all of the Country," Sparkle says on a humorless laugh. "We're overrun with soldiers.”


"There's a tent city across the border, in Rufus. They need somewhere to go. You won't have to worry about all of wolf Country, just the most vulnerable."


"We have no defense, Mary, Bringing them here would be suicide."


I stare at her evenly. "Even if we can convert the soldiers to our side?"


They trade another look that reads "she's crazy."


"I'm thinking that we convert the soldiers. Find what drives them and turn them. House the tent city here, to keep them safe. Then, while this is happening, contact the people in the other packs who might help us. Get the vulnerable sheltered and assemble tag teams to confront Mom and Bailey, so when I do arrive, I have support in both places."


Princess stands up, shaking her head. "You haven't been in power for very long, Highness. Forgive me for saying so, but you might be out of your depths with this one. We should wait for Cora to come back to finish this discussion."


I balk at her. "But—according to Bailey, Cora—“


"Bailey doesn't know what she's talking about, " Princess says. She tucks her hands into her pockets. "She's too much like your mom. She sees what she wants to, not what's actually


there. She inclines her head. "I know it's a lot. You've been given a whole lot more than you bargained for by being Alpha King's Fated Mate. More than any of us has to deal with, for sure. But believe it or not, some things take priority that you wouldn't expect. Cora could teach you that."


She leaves the room. Humbled, and a little confused about what, exactly, I'm intended to prioritize (the many over the one? The one over the many?), I glance at Sparkle.


She gives me a weak smile and then closes her eyes, either sleeping standing up, or pretending to.


I get up and pace the room. By the time Cora appears in the doorway, windswept and tear stained with our guards at her side, I'm almost frantic with worry.


At the sight of me, Cora cries out and covers the distance. We meet in the middle, and she grabs me up in a hard hug. Behind her, our guards hustle to keep up.


“I’m so sorry, Mary, I had no idea what she would do,″ Cora says, gripping me tight.


I squeeze her back, grateful for her strength. “I have to go after him,″ I say as we pull her in and sit her down. I run to make her some tea as Princess and Sparkle book end her.


Then I remember about the poisoned water and opt for the pitcher we were sharing at dinner. There's enough left for one сuр.


At the sight of it, Sparkle gets to her feet, saying something about handling the drinks. Cora gives the cup to her guard. Lane and Jackie split it with them until Sparkle returns with more.


The moment she’s done drinking, Cora grabs my arm. “You can’t go after him. She has him, and she has magic.″


“So do I,″ I say, not keeping the disgust out of my voice as I pull out of her grip.


She looks me over like I’m telling her fleas are actually our friends. “Mary. You weren’t there. You didn’t see. She has magic the likes of which I’ve never witnessed before. I—we thought her drugs were magic? We thought her little weapons were magic? Mary,″ she says, gripping my shoulders.


“These people were glowing. Man and wolf form both. It’s like…they were made of the stuff, somehow. Maybe they covered themselves in it, maybe they ingested something, but they were glowing this bright, bright blue, and they could fling their arms out and the magic would fly at us and throw us back. They could pick Logan up like he weighed nothing. 


“Whatever magic you have? It’s not like this. She did something.″


“Yeah, well, Bailey’s done something, too. Her people, all her reporters, are drugged. Maybe this is all the same stuff,″ I say, my mouth twisting as I hold back a wad of spit. “Either way, we have to stop it. I have to get Logan back. If that means using magic to do it, then we will.″


Cora stares at me, baffled. Shaking her head, she lets out a breathy laugh. “We? Mary, you’re the Alpha Queen. You’re the one who’s supposed to be in charge here, you’re the one they’re waiting to hear from.″


I take her hands, bending so our gazes are level. “I can’t do this alone, Cora. To the pound with being Alpha Queen, or a queen of any kind. This is all of our country, not just mine. If we’re all going to survive, we need to act more like a pack, not a bunch of—of wannabe human dictators.″


She tears up. “Oh, Mary,″ she asks, her voice small. “We’re trapped. The guards aren’t letting us out, not Bailey’s or your mom’s. You’re stuck here, just as much as I am.″


The thought chills me to the bone, but I’m not sure I can let her see that, not after my whole little speech about all of us working together.


Pull the Alpha card? A voice whispers from the back of my head.


No. Again, I just said we’d work together. What’s the point of that speech if I use my useless title now?


“Talk to me, Mary, I can tell you’re thinking about something,″ Cora says, as desperate as I feel.


I stare at her knuckles, chapped from working outside all the time. “I was thinking how I could pull rank and demand they let me through, as the crowned queen, but after what I just said—″


“Do it.″


I look at her and grimace. “I’d be a hypocrite.″


She laughs, a bitter sound. “And your mom and Bailey aren’t?″


I lower my voice, leaning in and sneaking glances at the guards around us. “I’ve been planning to demolish the monarchy, Cora. How can I do that if I’m also using it to my advantage?″


She presses her forehead against mine. “You’re working within the system. As long as you tear it apart at the end, you’re just using the role they gave to you. They’re already taking advantage of their powers. Why shouldn’t you do the same to fight back?″


Good point. 


“I don’t even know where to start,” I whisper. "What should I do? Princess is right—this is too much."


"You need to stop your mom," Cora says at last.


The weight of this statement hits me in the chest. "What about Logan?" I ask.


"It won't matter what happens to him if she isn't stopped. She's the ruling force behind all of this. Without her messing around behind the scenes, none of us would be in the mess we are now. Stop her and you're halfway to stopping everything else.” 


"She's more powerful than I am, Cora. You said so yourself. I using magic and I got away from her specifically because I didn't want to have to use it anymore," I say, twisting my hands. The thought alone of going back to that life makes me itch.


Cora gives me a level stare. It's not unsympathetic, but it also brooks no argument. "I know, Mary. But if you want to help us fix all of this, that's a stance you no longer have the luxury of taking. Not if we want to have a fighting chance at winning this. And it might mean the difference of life or death for Logan," she adds more quietly.













CHAPTER TWO






I DEBATE MY next words for a moment before confessing. “I think I made contact with him,” I whisper.


This catches her attention. “What?!”


I nod. “I got so stressed out in the comms building, that…I don’t know. I think I activated something. Some magic in my hand,” I say, holding up my twisted half-claw. “All of a sudden I could feel our bond. It pulled on me. Then his voice was in my ear, and I could feel what he was feeling.”


Princess and Sparkle straighten up. They’ve been inching closer this whole time, and now they’re rapt with attention. Cora’s studying me, clearly wanting to take the secrets directly from my head.


“Have you ever heard of this happening before?” she asks.


I shake my head.


“Can you do it again?” Princess asks.


My smile is sorry. “I don’t know. It was…a lot of emotion, a lot of energy. I don’t have either of them right now.”


Everyone deflates, but Cora’s relaxing in her seat, wonder still lighting her tired face. “But it’s possible.”


I nod reluctantly. “With magic,” I say, just to remind her.


We sit there for a while longer as Cora and the guards recuperate. Eventually, we all make our way to bed. 


It's wrong, being in this cramped little room while Logan is gone, but we're all exhausted and the bed is soft. I barely touch the pillow before I remember Leah and Charlotte.


With a groan, I get up, wrap myself tight, and make my way back to the Comms building. It takes a while to get a response on the radio.


"Cora's right," Leah says, her voice hard with tiredness. "I don't know how you're going to do it, but you need to defeat Victoria. We need you back here. If nothing else, the four of us can figure


something out. You can't help anyone if you're trapped in Midnyrun."


A shout and some very terrified screams cut me off as I'm opening my mouth again. Then the air fills with popping sounds like rocks breaking against each other. A furious voice calls out for


someone to find the leaders. My blood goes cold. I curl up by the radio.


"We're under attack, I'll talk soon, "I say as fast as I can. Then I snap the radios off and hurry to the door. The stink of burned sugar fills my nose.


I crack open the door. Soldiers stream into the town. Just as Cora had said, they glow. One hand stays at their sides. The other points out at the town, palms like tiny shields.


With flicks of their wrists, bright light shoots into the air, hissing against the wood and cloth of the cabins and tents. The targets spark and burn, until everything stinks of fire and burnt hair. People run screaming into the streets, only to be shoved out of the way by the soldiers.


“Where is your leader? Round them up! I want Cora brought out, front and center!" the voice says, moving deeper into town and out of my line of vision.


The breath leaves my lungs in a rush. I want to stop them. I want to save her. I want to give myself up so they will leave the town alone.


But I also want to stop them from using more magic attacks against these people.


Can't have it all, Mary, a voice chides me from the back of my head.


Most of the soldiers are spread out, coming for the houses and the people. One closes in on my door. Heart in my throat, I back up, ducking behind the computers. I let her come in to search the place, and then swing behind her, knocking her over with a shove. 


The magic making her glow sparks when I touch her, stinging me like static. It's so much of a shock that I don't recover in time. She's up again, rounding on me, hand poised to attack. 


I grab it, dropping my weight. The strike hits the ground. We grapple and she tries again.


This one hits both our feet, since she won't lift more than one arm. It turns as bad as the attack on my arm and side did, and we both scream.


She took the brunt of it, though, so I recover faster. As she screams, I shove her until she topples, then rip the helmet off her face. I gasp.


She's younger than I am. Maybe only sixteen. I'm shorter, but she's still very much a child, and shaking at that. The glow around her recedes. She's just a girl in fatigues again.


"What are you going to do with me?" she asks.


I'm debating what to ask first—something about who sent her, how her magic works, what she and her team are really doing here—when Cora's voice cuts through the chaos:


"You can have me when you let them go."


My mouth goes dry. I push myself to my feet, pulling the soldier up with me. "I’m going to give you all a choice,” I say, hauling her hand behind her back. The one at her side doesn't move. 


I check the sleeve. It's immobile, sewn or welded to the rest of the suit.


"What choice?" she whispers. She's limping, her injured foot lame.


I grab her around the waist in support and push her to the door. Raising her free hand brings back the glow. I aim it at the open door—and the nearest soldier. She whimpers.


"Please, no!"


"Then help me stop this attack," I say. "Help me free the town.”


"I can't! I have orders—"


I aim her hand, swinging it this way and that. It's only when I thrust her arm forward that light shoots out. As Cora's being detained, the nearby soldier gets their feet blasted. They cry out, legs crumpling underneath them.


Everyone screams again, the soldiers shuffling to see the attacker.


“Let them go or more of your Soldiers will get hurt. Enough people have already died because of me, don’t add one more to that number," I say, stepping us outside and aiming her hand again.


Everyone goes still. People from town whimper, some are even crying uncontrollably, but the soldiers themselves don’t move. They’re staring at me like I’m holding a load bigger than any of them can counter. As if they, too, aren’t glowing with magic.


“Please, no,” a familiar voice says.


I whirl us toward them and find a face I haven’t seen since I left home. “Mx Byrne?” I ask, baffled.


The housekeeper takes off her helmet, five feet away from us and getting closer with every intrepid step. At the sight of me, she stops moving. “Mariella-Katrina?” she whispers. Her eyes go liquid. “I thought I recognized your voice, but…”


So many questions fill the emptiness where her sentence should’ve ended.


“What are you doing here?” I ask, an ache filling my chest. Ice coats my words. “Why are you hurting these people?”


She grips her helmet in both hands, tightening her fingers so much that the hard tips of her gloves squeak against the metal. “I work for your mother now, Mariella. Ever since your grandmother died—“


“Grandma’s dead?” I whisper.


Byrne goes still. “You didn’t—no one told you?”


I shake my head. “When?”


“Well, right after you killed Anthony. Your mother believes it was the shock that did it. Certainly your whole family was astonished, but your grandmother…she didn’t think you would ever do such a thing.”


I shift my grip, wanting to laugh and wanting to let out a primal war cry. “I saw Mom on my way in here. She said nothing. Bailey said nothing. Why wasn’t there a funeral—“


“There was, ma’am—Mariella. A private one,” she says, going stern the way I remember her being from when I was very young. “Eva Pack was in too much shock over Anthony. More death wouldn’t have been something they could handle, not from their vested leaders.”


I straighten, raising the soldier’s arm some more. “So she built an army instead? And made you Lead Captain of it all?”


This softens her again. “No,” she says, shaking her head. “Just this team. People from my old staff, people I’ve worked with before I met your grandma. Neighbors. They needed jobs and your mother needs soldiers.”


I look around. Under the green paint, the helmets, and the fatigues, I finally find a few more familiar faces. Some of them remind me a bit of Byrne—kids? Grandkids? Nieces, nephews, cousins? Most do not. She’s right, though. They’re not uniform in age, or race, or gender. 


Desperate people in a desperate situation.


“Why here?” I ask, rounding on Byrne again. She hasn’t moved. “Bailey has almost all of Lina territory. For moonlight’s sake, her people are surrounding us. Why does Mom need you in Midnyrun?”


“Isn’t it obvious? To take control,” Byrne says, and she almost sounds sorry about it.


“Does she think we wouldn’t fight if you did?” Cora asks from across the way.


We both turn to her, finding her bent double with her hands bound at her back.


“Well, considering you haven’t…” Byrne says. 


“You’re coming at us in the middle of the night. The odds aren’t fair.”


“They aren’t meant to be, Highness,” Byrne says, dropping her hands to her sides.


A sobering silence falls over us all. I shift my feet, facing Byrne more thoroughly. The sound of it gets her attention. The soldiers straighten up.


“It doesn’t have to be like this,” I say to Byrne. I keep my voice low and even, reasonable.


Byrne shakes her head. “She pays me, Mariella. Half now, to get us here. Half when we radio in, victorious. Plus a bonus, and some land when we get home. She’s driving the humans out, you know. The ones who won’t agree to become shifters. Their homes will need to go to someone, and not one of us has ever lived in our own house before.”


The sound of that makes me want to throw up. So does the hope and excitement in her voice. It reminds me too much of the cubbyhole Byrne used to live in, when she worked for Grandma. The apartments I would have to climb to visit, on days when Mom or her Beta couldn’t get out to deliver product to the lower-level couriers on her roster.


Then I remember the poor humans struggling to work at the factory. Times that by at least two—I’m still not sure she ever managed to get that third factory up and running, given the turmoil here in Lina territory—and that’s plenty of people to fill up a neighborhood. Plenty of houses sitting empty, ready and probably filled with things for the taking. Things people had to leave behind, or risk being weighed down by as they fled.


“What about those humans who decide not to change?” I ask, my voice coming out even despite the horror washing through me.


She drops her gaze to the ground. She plays with her helmet again. “She promised us land, Mary-Kate,” she whispers, reasoning her way through the shame.


My stomach turns. “Don’t you know by now that she’ll promise you anything?” I ask. This time, my desperation comes out loud and clear. “She said—she promised me she’d let me go if I found my Fated Mate. But look at my hand.”


I relax my grip on the soldier, throwing off my glove. The girl whimpers, first in pain, and then at the sight of my claw. Around us, soldiers and townies alike gasp, shifting away a step. Byrne, already sickly pale, goes green.


“I found my Mate. I tried to go. She made it so ugly to do so that she thought, if she made sure other people made my life without her harder, I might consider coming back,” I say. “She’ll do that to you, too. But she’ll be more up front about it. As long as you don’t obey.”


“That doesn’t give us much incentive not to,” Byrne says wryly.


“No. It doesn’t. But being trapped by her should,” I say. “And right now, I’m more than a little bit trapped. I’m caged, again, but in a more physical way.”


She plays with her helmet again. “So what now? You want us to stop, but you just said you’re caged. What could you possibly have over what she does? Because at least she has power now, Mary-Kate. Which means you don’t.”


“No. I don’t have much. But I can also promise you I won’t trap you, either. I want you to be able to go the way I wasn’t: whenever you want, no strings attached. I want you to have housing, and houses, and land. I want you to not have to hurt people to get that. 


“But I want to have that alongside you, and we can’t have any of it unless we free our home from Mom’s grip. She’s rarely, if ever, been told no. I’m the result of that. And we’re going to have to deny her just about everything she’s always wanted if any of us are going to be able to go home, and live peacefully.”


The soldiers look around at each other. A tiny whisper starts, no louder than the wind through the trees.


“But what if she comes after us?” Byrne says, lifting her voice above it. 


“Oh, I guarantee you, she will. At least if we work together, we’ll have strength in numbers,” I say. I extend my clawed hand to her. “Will you help me?”


She considers it, and then her soldiers. “We have to talk about it first, as a team,” she says.


“On good faith, then,” I say, letting the girl I’m holding go. She stumbles to Byrne, who catches her and orders everyone be released. All twenty of the people invading Midnyrun drop their captives and hurry close, surrounding Byrne. Even Cora’s allowed to sit down.


From all corners, the townspeople and I rush over, helping her up and breaking her bindings.


“What now?” she breathes, leaning hard against me. Princess massages her arms and Sparkle flings the binding rope away into the bushes.


“Now I guess we wait,” I say.


“And if they say no?” Sparkle whispers.


I sit on the low porch. The others join me. “We’ll come up with something,” I say, through the loss of adrenaline and the oncoming surge of tiredness—the third or fourth wave I’ve had since last evening. It’s hard to believe it’s going to be sunrise in just a few hours, anyways.


It takes twenty minutes, but I only need five to become relaxed and drowsy. I’m dozing on Cora’s shoulder when she shakes me. Byrne and the others are coming back over.


The rest of the town is puddled around us, drawing together as if retracting from them can help anyone avoid arrest.


“We need more of a guarantee, Mariella,” Byrne says. “Like we said before, your mom offered us land. Homes. She can give those to us, and it’s not clear that you could.”


If I wasn’t already slumping over, this would’ve had me collapsing backwards. It’s too late-slash-early to deal with this. My brain is fuzzing over, my eyes burn, and my thoughts are swimming. I press my eyes to my knees.


“What if I give you some land?” Cora asks, sounding more put-together than I feel.


“You have land to give away?” Byrne’s skepticism makes my shoulders hunch even more. It’s a solid reminder of how much Mom and Bailey have already conquered here.


“Yes,” Cora says. She’s so solid, so certain, that I stare at her. I study her unmoving expression, determined, and cling to the hope that this works.


“But we don’t want to live here. We want to live at home.” The soldier I captured before speaks up.


Byrne drops her head to her chest. After a moment, she looks up again. “What would be the benefit of us taking land here?”


“True freedom,” Cora says, still not flinching. “I’m not a tyrant. We aren’t dictators. Everyone has the same chances as everyone else here. I don’t break my promises.”


Byrne studies each of us and nods. “Then our agreement would be with you.”


“It would be with all four of us,” Cora says. She pulls me under one arm, and Princess and Sparkle under the other. I cling to her, waiting to see what they’ll do.


Byrne steps forward. She takes off her helmet, bending her head and exposing her neck. Cora gets to her feet, doing the same, and they press their faces to the junctures of the others’ shoulder.


“What will you tell your leaders?” Cora asks, returning to us.


Byrne lets out a long, uncomfortable sigh. “Communications issue. I don’t think we can tell her the truth, not until we have numbers backing us up. There are plenty more troops scattered throughout Lina territory who are still loyal to her, and who would turn on us in a minute if they heard.”


“Can we turn them?” Princess asks, standing up. Sparkle stands beside her. I struggle to my feet, leaning heavily on the porch railing.


Byrne cringes, looking around. “Not unless you have enough land for everyone.”


“We do,” Cora says, stepping up. The force in her voice calls everyone’s attention to her. She crosses her arms over her chest. “It’s wild land, but it’s fertile and plentiful. But we need magic and we need numbers. Whoever comes to our side will have a place here to call home.”


They touch noses to necks again. Byrne returns to her troops to send them all back to camp, or something. I don’t know. I’m getting too tired to follow any of it. But a moment later, they’re gone, everyone’s shakily getting to their feet, and Cora’s asking the guards to stand watch, just in case it was all a lie.


“How are you still going?” I ask when she finally bids Princess and Sparkle goodnight. We loop arms, helping each other inside, where her mom and sisters are huddling.


“It’ll be fine, go to bed,” Cora says when they rise to greet us.


They exchange dubious looks, but obey. Her mom squeezes Cora’s shoulder. Once they’re gone, Cora leans heavily against the wall.


“I’m not. I’m running on fumes,” she whispers, and then bursts out crying.


Despite being exhausted myself, I hug her close, tight and hard. She grabs my shoulders, muffling her tears with my shirt. On wobbling legs, I steer us into my room and sit us down on the bed.


“I was so scared, Mary,” she says, her voice a hoarse whistle. “I am so scared. This has never happened before. I was trying so hard to protect us…”


I nod, rocking her and petting her hair. A few tears leak from the corners of my eyes, but nothing like the body-shaking waves flowing through Cora right now. Maybe tomorrow, when I’m not overwhelmed. Numb.


“You still are,” I whisper, the last coherent thing I can think to say, as I ease us down to the pillow.


Suddenly, we’re kids again, having a rare sleepover during one of our even rarer visits. Her knees still come up to her chest, cold toes freezing my belly through my shirt. My chin still tucks over the top of her head. I pull the sheet over us, and instantly, we’re warm.


This time, though, I’m the one who’s far from home. She’s the one in charge of a great pack. She’s the real leader. Not like me. Not like I pretended I was in our girlhood games.


I squeeze closer and fall asleep before I can think more about it.













CHAPTER THREE






BYRNE WAITS FOR us to come to her the next day. Cora’s up before I am, still absurdly early despite how late we went to sleep, and offers me a quick traveling breakfast of pancake-wrapped mushrooms and tree nuts before we leave. Princess and Sparkle, by some quiet or unspoken signal, meet us at the edge of town.


When we get to the camp, the soldiers are up and chatting, sitting around a campfire and poking at a pot on the flames. They laugh so easily, so fully, that it’s almost like they’re not on a mission at all. I suppose, after last night, they aren’t anymore.


Byrne smiles just as quickly as the rest of them. Gray hair wrapped in a kerchief, she’s older than the last time I saw her, even though it’s only been a month, maybe a little more. At the sight of us, she sobers, getting up from her fallen-log perch.


“We’re finishing up here, ma’am, then we’ll be going. The next camp isn’t more than a mile up the way,” she says, pointing towards the slope of the mountain.


Cora pats her arm. “You’ll go in, alert them to our presence and proposition?” she asks.


Byrne nods.


“Alright.” She turns, waving over Lane and the other guard who followed us out here. “Scout ahead, make sure the way is clear.”


Her guard takes off, but Lane sidles up to me, Jackie at her back. “I’m happy to go shake some people down, but for Cora, I’m not sure about this, ma’am. How do we know we can trust these people not to hurt her? I don’t like surprises,” she says, eyeing Byrne and the other soldiers.


“She didn’t call for me, but I can go with them,” Jackie says.


I rub my arms, studying the former housekeeper-slash-manager. Byrne shuffles in her fatigues, but otherwise doesn’t show any sign of discomfort. “We don’t know if we can trust them, no. Byrne was in my grandparents’ employ. If this next group goes well, then I guess we’ll know for sure that they’re on our side. Can’t really earn trust if you don’t give any. Lane, you go ahead. Jackie, you wait here, in case we need you.”


Lane makes a face, but follows Cora’s guard into the trees. 


“What if it’s a trap?” Jackie whispers. It’s the first time she reveals any uncertainty—any discomfort—about what’s happening.


It’s a fair question, too. I don’t have a better answer than “We have to hope that it’s not.”


Jackie shifts her weight. “I’d really prefer to go with them next time, ma’am.”


“It’s Mary. And believe me, I feel the same way.”


Something I said—either the familiarity of my name, or my admission about my thoughts—startles her enough that some of the tension leaves her shoulders. Either that, or she’s good at feigning a more relaxed posture.


After the most unusual minute of my life—being offered a bowl of the stew that the soldiers are eating, as they’re shoveling it into their mouths with one free hand, the other still plastered to their sides—both guards return, waving us onward. Byrne pulls two soldiers aside, directing them to keep an eye on the fire and the tents.


“We won’t know how quickly this will go until it’s gone and done,” she says when she catches us staring. “We might be back in time for breakfast. We might not see camp again until lunch.”


“Depending on what happens, we might just keep visiting camps until we run out of people to convert,” Cora says. “That’s my plan.”


Byrne hurries ahead of us. “In that case, let’s get going,” she says, leading Cora’s guard into the trees.


Half the soldiers follow her. The rest fall in behind Cora, with Lane picking up the rear. It’s a long, muscle-straining trek through barely-cleared brush, the trail no wider than a single person, and a small one at that. Cora, Princess, Sparkle, and I are sweating by the time the soldiers in front of us come to a stop, which is to say nothing for the perspiration pouring down their faces. They bid us stay still and race through the trees double-time.


Up ahead, Byrne’s voice fills the air. Another, deeper voice rises up, surprised, and then drops to something harder to hear. Over head, birds leap and sing. Their wings rush through the leaves, covering up the conversation as the sun rises even higher and the close air gains a degree. In the woods behind us, the soldiers shuffle, leaning against the trees or sitting on the ground, poking the dirt with twigs.


Only the four of us leaders remain standing, eyes and ears straining to see and hear. Why we didn’t think to shift for this part is beyond me, but it just never occurred to me, personally, as we were leaving. Now I wish we had.


I’m toying with the idea, just to see what happens, when Byrne comes rushing through the brush. Cheeks pink, eyes bright, smile wide, she waves us over, and hurries back to the campsite.


Cora, Princess, Sparkle, and I race each other to follow. The soldiers curse, groan, and trample the underbrush at our backs. We arrive in a bigger clearing than Byrne had camped in, but not by much. The tents are weathered, the fire low, and the ten or so soldiers are gray and purple with fatigue. Their leader, a round-faced person with hanging jowels, steps up immediately.


“Wanted to see you in person before I let the news sink in,” ze says, studying the four of us. “Is it true, you have land? You’re offering?”


“It is, with your numbers and magic at our command,” Cora says. She stands very still, not even wiping her forehead, though beads of sweat slip into her eyes and down her temples.


Ze turns to Byrne again. “And that’s good enough for you?” ze asks, one hand on zir wide hip. “Have you seen this land?”


“Did you see the land Victoria promised you?” Byrne asks, with just as much doubt in her voice. “I’ve known Mariella-Katrina for a long time. She doesn’t make promises she can’t keep, not once in her life. I can’t say the same about Victoria, or even Bailey, for that matter. Consider what we found when we arrived here. Cora’s people aren’t wanting. They’re rustic, but they’re cared for. If she and Mariella are offering land, I believe them.”


Ze crosses zir arms over zir chest. “Any particular land? This land, for instance?” ze asks, jutting zir chin at the clearing.


“As long as it’s unclaimed, and not encroaching on the welfare of other citizens,” Cora says without missing a beat.


“All for a bit of magic? And bodies? Are you planning to fight back?” ze asks, confused now.


“If we have to,” I say, and ze studies me.


“What are you planning to do?” ze asks, still confused.


“Confront my mother,” I say.


Ze huffs a humorless laugh. Zir mouth twists. Then ze bends zir neck, brushing aside the short hair there, and closes the distance between us. I do the same, sniffing.


“I’d pay money to see someone take her on,” ze says, moving to Cora for the ritual. Once each of us has sniffed the other, ze stands back, pointing farther up the mountain. 


“The village up that way has even more numbers. You’ll want them on your side, they’re good people strong workers pulled from the Alphas’ factory floors. I’m friends with the troop leader. I can run ahead with Byrne, pique her interest, and bring you out there, if you’re looking to go.”


Cora straightens up at that. We share a look, and a tiny smile cracks open across her face. “We are. That would be great,” she says.


To my relief, we get through the morning quickly in this fashion. By the time we’re nearly halfway to the border of Lina territory, we’ve rescued several small villages from soldiers and gotten nearly one hundred people to join our side. Each leader knows another in a troop farther on. At the halfway point, though, we reach the biggest village yet, and the leaders we’ve collected take far longer to negotiate than any have before. By the time we’re called in to confirm the deal, the day is just about gone, the sky darkening above us and making the world beneath the trees darker still.


This leader, captaining over one hundred soldiers, eyes me with an ugly interest that I immediately recoil from. Her face is scarred and her soldiers are silent, standing at attention with a discipline I haven’t seen from the prior troops so far. She comes over quick, bending her head and baring her neck for the ritual sniff, her slicked-back hair a helmet of its own against her scalp. Her fatigues stink of morning-after bonfire, not the rich, beautiful burn of the wood cracking itself.


“It’s getting late, stay and sup with us,” she says, waving her arm to the tables erected in the center of the village. The townspeople hover behind the soldiers, nervous.


Cora, in good faith, takes a seat with the other captains. The new soldiers follow suit.


“Is there a bathroom I can use?” I ask, suddenly very aware of my bladder.


The captain takes my elbow. “I can show you,” she says, leading me away from the village center on fast feet. I can’t help staring behind us, gaze locked on my cousin. Cora’s nervousness blooms in her eyes, and Princess and Sparkle are standing up to keep me in their sights.


We weave between the houses, past small sheds that look like outhouses, and deeper into the dark. Behind us, conversation and easy laughter become distant noise, the hum of a world on the opposite side of danger. 


None of the townspeople are back here. None of the soldiers are back here. A scream gets trapped in my throat as soon, very soon, we’re approaching the woods and the stretch of wilderness beyond the village.


Good faith, good faith…this is all on good faith. But when does that good faith start to run out? When do I start to question this captain and her supposed change in loyalty?


I speak: “Hey, where are you taking—“


“Now!” the captain says, her shout muffled by the forest.


From the trees, two people in fatigues descend. One throws a sack over my head. The other grabs my ankles. Between the three of them, my hands and feet are bound. I scream out, thrashing as best I can, but we’re already moving, and I’m swinging wildly as we do.


"What do you want?" I ask, over and over, after we've been moving for a while.


No answer. A car door clicks open. They swing me. I land on my back on a hard, upholstered floor.


The door slams closed next to my head. More doors slam. More shouts fill the silence. A gear shift moves, thumping down a few notches, and the car lurches to life. I keep asking, as we drive up and down, side to side, until the speed we're taking over the bumps and pot holes becomes unbearable, and I have to brace myself or be tossed around, ragdoll style.


By the time it’s over, I'm sore and tired and I almost don't have the energy to care about where we and anymore. Except I have to care. I'm supposed to be the Alpha Queen. Me caring is the whole point of doing my job right.


"Who are you and what do you want?" I ask when we stop moving.


It's been so long, the loudness of their voices startles me. "We're Troop 20 under the Alliance of the Victoria Pack,” hard, bright voice says. "You are under arrest for traitorous activities against High Alpha Queen Victoria.”


I catch myself before a laugh bursts out of my throat. "I'm her daughter," I say.


"That makes your actions even worse."


My laughter dies. "Where are we?"


My hood is removed with a rough tug. I recoil from the light streaming down over us, its artificial brightness an offensive attempt to copycat sunlight. When I can see again, my stomach drops, then heaves, and I puke. The doors to the Howl stand open.


"I—take me to her," I say, no lightness in my voice.


The Captain who captured me smirks. "Not so tough now, are you?"


"Take me to her!" I say, trying not to scream the words.


"Or what? No one's coming for you," she says. Her hand closes on my upper arm and she hauls me out of the car.


I follow in silence. I have no choice. She's right. I have no power here. No one I allied with truly does. If anything, I may have ruined all our work by running into this woman. She might raze Midnyrun to the ground, knowing what she now does about our plans.


"Take me to her. Take me to my mom. I need to see Victoria," I say, body trembling. We pass through


the doors and I'm flung back in time again. 


It's the Chaos Year. It's the reign of Ripper. Here are the guards. Here is the checkpoint. Beyond are the apartments, ramshackle buildings clinging to the dust for support.


Only this is part desert, not mountains and mud and forest. So the wind picks up and it really is dust I'm choking on, sandy dirt burning my mouth and nose. I'm stripped, searched, given an ugly brown jump suit for clothes. The Captain looks me over one last time.


I open my mouth one last time. "Take me to see my mom—“


Her fist hits my face. I taste blood. I stumble, my neck cracks, my teeth hurt. I'm on the


ground, on my back. She bends low over me.


"That's Her Highness, High Alpha Queen Victoria, to you," she says and leaves me. The doors to the Howl slam shut behind her with a boom and a shudder.


Now what am I supposed to do?













CHAPTER FOUR






THE WIND WHISTLES around me. It's hot here, even at night, and dark. Dark in a way the forest isn't. The trees oppress block out the light. Out here, without any lights on the streets or the buildings, the sky opens up and the only way to see where you're going is to look for the silhouette of shapes against the stars.


It's like the Howl that I lived in, in so many ways and yet…no one's screaming. It's deadly quiet, in fact, apart from the checkpoint and guard tower that just spat me out. 


Did something happen? Was Logan's capture really that alarming to everyone else? Has the news of it spread that fast?


The chatter coming from the guard station makes me think so. They have a radio on and, from peering through the arrow-slit window at the side, they're all huddled close, listening.


Exhausted from the trip here, I crawl into the nearest nook I can find by the yellow light of the building. It wasn't safe to sleep outside in the Eastern Howl. It can't be much better here, but I have no weapon, nothing to defend myself or hide with, and it's too dark to really see. I doubt anyone will be approaching the guard tower, besides police, any way.


Curling up in the dust, I recoil from the stench of a nearby trash can and make myself as comfortable as possible. My eyes adjust by degrees, but are too heavy to fight with. Blinking at the flat facades of the nearest building, I let the radio chatter and guard murmurings lull and shake me from sleep by turns. There's no pattern to it.


I only know I do eventually fall asleep because there's a lot of shouting—war cries, really—that force me awake. I jerk into consciousness, my whole body rattling like I've been shocked as the screams and shouts continue around me. In seconds, they die down.


Rolling to the corner, I find a group of people—ten at most—in jumpsuits, grappling with a couple guards. They get beaten away quickly, scurrying into the street, the morning sun a dusty orange at their backs.


"Don't get smart on me girl! Just because Bandit's not here, doesn’t mean she won't be back once the High Alpha Queen is done," one guard shouts at the group.


One person, possibly the one being addressed, comes forward around the beat-up members lying on the ground. As they crawl to their feet, this woman screams, "Mutts who can't shift still talk a big game, huh? Little miss Vicky keeping the blue moon juice away from you?"


The guard charges, slamming a club into the women's side. She dodges, still taunting.


"Did you-tell her daddy dearest is in here, too? Or did you hand him over to get out of being arrested? What's she going to say when she finds out her perfect police are infected by half-breeds? You ready to be brought to the torture room, too?"


"SHUT UP!" The guard throws away the club, throttling the woman.


Her jumpsuit friends attack, hauling him off of her. Then the other guards are back, also hauling people: the fighting guard to the station, others to the side of the road, cuffed. The rest of the jumpsuit group escapes.


The guards head inside, muttering about disciplinary action.


I try to make myself as small as possible. Again, I press my ruined hand to my mouth, wishing Logan was here.


That tug touches my belly. More pain fills my body, my legs and chest aching, an echo, I’m sure, of what Logan’s going through.


“Mary? Is that you?” Logan’s voice whispers.


I hold back a sob. “Yes! It’s me, I’m here!”


His relief floods through me, cool and welcome. “I thought I was imagining things. How are we even talking right now? Where are you?”


Nervousness grips my throat. “I did magic. It was an accident, Logan, I swear! And now I’m stuck in the Eastern Howl.”


His alarm matches mine through the bond. “What?! How did that happen?”


“There were soldiers. The captain, she captured me!”


“Dear moonlight. Mary, you have to hide.”


Nodding, though he can’t see, I shuffle back, deep into the shadowy corner of the guard’s station.


"You new around here?"


I startle. It’s enough to dislodge the connection with Logan again, frustrating me, but when I look up to find one of the jumpsuit members watching me, I forget to be frustrated. Panic grips my stomach again.


I nod slowly.


"Well, hide somewhere else. If they find you, you'll end up tortured for eavesdropping."


With furtive glances at the guards' station, I sidle out of the shadows. The group watches me the way you watch an approaching tiger cub: it's small enough that you could may be overpower it, but you also can't be sure of what it will do. Behind me, the guards grumble and the radio crackles with fewer voices than it had before I fell asleep.



