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      The sun was quickly fading, and as the evening shadows appeared, my spine stiffened with uncertainty.

      I’d left three men behind to chase down the ghosts of my past, to discover who I was and what clan I belonged to.

      But as we forged on, headed toward unfamiliar territory, with nothing but the darkness ahead, I couldn’t help but wonder if the past I was desperate to uncover would be my downfall. If it would destroy me.

      I couldn’t seem to shake the heavy feeling that wrapped itself around me. As we moved farther away from Thunder Cove, the stronger it got.

      When I’d seen the horde fast approaching, I knew I needed to warn Grayson, Alex, and Cody. But then Rylen tackled me to the ground before I could. All I’d wanted to do was protect them.

      It was the same reason I’d left.

      But then Dawson had appeared, reaching out a hand and setting me back on solid ground with the promise he was bringing me home to my clan, my true family.

      “How did you find me?”

      It was the first time I’d spoken to him as we headed toward the portal together, his army of men and wolves close behind. I’d been deep in thought, and he’d seemed to sense that I needed time to process everything.

      Dawson glanced at me briefly, a trace of a smile gracing his lips. “Word travels fast when a halfling is brought into our world. As soon as I heard, I knew it was you.”

      “And you knew because of the energy between us when you shook my hand?”

      He was silent for a beat, his heavy boots squishing into the soft dirt beneath our feet.

      “At the time, all I knew was you were a shifter but your wolf was dormant. I could feel her, though she was weak.” He cleared his throat. “But when we touched, and we felt that connection, I was sure you were a member of my clan. You had to be.” 

      I furrowed my brow. “But you didn’t say anything.”

      He side-eyed me and smirked. “And what would you have done if a stranger had told you that you’re a shifter and you needed to leave the world you knew for one you didn’t?” 

      “Point taken,” I replied. 

      “I did try to warn you, though.” He shrugged. “I was pulled back into my realm before I could do anything else. I hoped you’d heard me.”

      I thought back to the night the dark creature had attacked me in the forest just outside the carnival grounds. The whisper in the darkness, telling me to look for the portal, telling me I didn’t belong in the human world.

      It seemed like forever ago, even though it hadn’t been long at all. So much had happened in such a short time. Not only did I end up in a world where wolves and other shifters existed, but I’d discovered that I was one myself.

      “That was you?”

      He stopped walking and turned to me. “So, you heard me?”

      I nodded. “You told me to look for the portal.”

      His face brightened. “I did, and I’m happy you listened. The idea of you staying in the human world left me with many sleepless nights.”

      He resumed his brisk pace. I did my best to keep up with him, but his long legs were starting to pose a problem. 

      “I didn’t have a chance to listen, but none of that matters now. I’m here.”

      I didn’t elaborate, and thankfully, he didn’t ask me to. I knew I’d have to explain at some point that a wolf slayer had attacked and marked me, but it didn’t feel like the right time. He was bringing me to his clan—pack members he claimed were my people—so I didn’t want to burden him with the fact that a creature was on the hunt for me. 

      At least, not until I had a chance to meet my family. To discover who I really was.

      “You certainly are. I don’t know how you managed to survive so many years in the human world.”

      I looked at him as a thought surfaced. “Why were you in the human world if it’s such a dangerous place?”

      A strange expression crossed his face as he gazed at me sideways. It was gone a second later. 

      “I loved adventure. Still do, though it’s no longer in the cards for me. The human world, while dangerous today, has a lot of our history to reclaim. Many years ago, long before we were born, the human world welcomed shifters. Clans would even exchange goods with them.”

      “Really?” I didn’t know much about the relationship between the human world and shifter ones, so this information more than intrigued me. “I need to learn more about our history.”

      “You will, though I don’t think you should ever enter the human world again.”

      I cocked an eyebrow, but before I had a chance to ask him why, he continued.

      “I’m assuming your wolf surfaced under the Fallen Moon?”

      I nodded.

      “Yeah, I can sense her, and she’s so much stronger than when we first met.” He raked his fingers through his dirty blond hair and sighed. “I think if you entered the human world again, she’d take over, and you wouldn’t be able to control the shift. Your wolf would feel protective and want to surface. But shifting in the human world is dangerous.”

      I had so much to learn about the two realms I was connected to—the human world where I was raised and the Silver Creek realm where I was born. Right then, I made a pact with myself that once I’d figured out a way to survive the shadow creatures that were bound to come for me, I would spend time learning all I could.

      Until then, survival was the name of the game, and it was the only thing I could think about. I prayed Silver Creek would offer me some protection.

      Dawson pulled a small satchel from his pocket and peered behind us as if checking to see how far we’d gone from Thunder Cove. Then he bent down and sprinkled what looked like salt onto the ground—it was the second time he’d done that—but before I could ask him about it, he pointed to a narrow path in the forest just ahead. 

      “The portal to Silver Creek isn’t far from here. We’re almost home.”

      My weary feet were relieved to hear it, but the rest of me bristled in fear at the thought of entering a new realm.

      Home.

      The word sounded so foreign to me. All my life, I hadn’t felt at home anywhere. I assumed it came with the territory of being an orphan. Though in the last few days, my heart was forced to acknowledge I’d always longed for that special place where I fit in, where I belonged.

      But would that be Silver Creek?

      Dawson seemed to sense my concern.

      “This is your clan. There’s no doubt you’re one of us.” He nudged me with his elbow, and a ghost of a smile crossed his lips. “It feels good to be bringing you home.”

      “How can you be so sure they’ll accept me?”

      “You’ll have to trust me,” he murmured, his voice low and insistent. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      I wanted to believe him, but as I peered at him from the corner of my eye, I wasn’t so sure he believed what he was saying. He looked troubled, as if he too was working through his thoughts.

      “Right around the corner.”

      The men and wolves who’d been trailing behind suddenly closed the distance as a strange arc of blue light appeared up ahead, its bright fingers stretching out on the ground as if to guide us. 

      Above the light was a deep carving of what looked like a wolf. I recognized the Silver Creek symbol with it. 

      “There’s the portal.”

      Dawson glanced over his shoulder. His men seemed to understand his silent command and stayed close behind us.

      “You’ve passed through a portal before to get into this world,” he said as he reached for my hand. “But hold on tight. I don’t want to lose you.”

      “Lose me?”

      But before he could explain, we were swallowed up by the dazzling streaks of color that swirled around, cloaking us in its brilliance. I took a deep breath and held his hand tightly as fear traced its spiny fingers down my back.

      “Dawson?”

      I didn’t hear a response, but his hand tightened around mine as I took another step forward.

      Passing through the portal felt strange yet inviting, like a hot summer’s breeze washing over my face, but a few steps later, vibrant hues of pink and silver bloomed in front of my vision as a world, far brighter than anything I’d ever seen, came into view. While the sun had been setting in Thunder Cove, it shone high and bright in the sky at Silver Creek.

      Panic tightened my chest at the realization I’d somehow let go of Dawson’s hand. I spun on my heels, trying to stare back through the portal, but there was no sign of him or his men—only the same blinding light.

      I crossed my arms over my chest, unsure what to do. 

      Should I follow the path ahead or wait for Dawson and his men to appear? 

      Before I had time to decide, I heard footsteps and let out a breath when Dawson appeared in front of me.

      “I told you not to let go.” He chuckled, but the smile quickly vanished from his lips.

      I watched in confusion as he looked around in search of something, his mouth drawn into a scowl.

      “What is it, Dawson?” 

      The sounds of his men stepping through the portal were all I could hear, but Dawson remained tense. A tingle of fear licked up my spine, and I shivered when I saw his eyes had darkened.

      “This way,” he said, ignoring my question, though he reached for my hand again. “Let’s get you home. I’m sure you’re exhausted.”

      As we made our way along a perfectly manicured trail with its smooth stones flanked by massive trees and flowers of all colors in full bloom, my mind trailed back to the day at the carnival when I’d been overtaken by a vision so vivid it had left me spellbound. 

      The vision had revealed a path just like the one before me, leading up to a magnificent castle. And as I walked along, with Dawson by my side and his men trailing close behind, my thoughts were once again a tangled mess, though one thought refused to be ignored.

      I was headed toward my clan, my family, and my future. There was no going back. I’d finally get answers and discover who I truly was. 

      And I should’ve been beyond thrilled.

      But as a castle came more fully into view, complete with a dark stone gargoyle whose watchful eyes stared down at me as if warning me I shouldn’t be there, I couldn’t help but wonder if I’d made the worst mistake of my life. 
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      Seeing Ember again caused my heart to pound so loudly in my ears, I could barely hear her voice over the thrum of its thunder. 

      But now that she was safely in my realm, I could relax. Sure, there were a ton of questions about her parents and why they'd left her in the human world. But I already had men busy investigating, and I was sure they'd come back with answers soon enough. 

      As for the clan, I'd told Ember the truth; they were excited to meet her. 

      Well, most of them, anyway.

      My mother had been oddly quiet when I told her I was headed to Thunder Cove to bring Ember home. She’d glared at me with daggers in her eyes, though I made sure my tone brooked no argument. 

      Richard, my father's former beta, was the one who’d adamantly tried to convince me that bringing a stranger into our clan was nothing short of irresponsible. It wasn't the first time since I'd become Alpha that he'd tried to interfere with my decisions.

      I respected the man. He'd been by his Alpha's side for years, but my father was no longer here to lead the clan—that was unfortunately now my job—and Richard needed to accept that.

      Besides, somehow, I knew Ember posed no threat. She belonged at Silver Creek.

      But as we made our way along the path toward home, all I could think about was the bitter taste that had hit the back of my throat.

      Dark magic.

      It had been brought into my realm, and I needed to find out why.

      I turned to Ember. Her blue eyes were wide as she took in her surroundings. I would’ve laughed at the childlike expression on her face if I wasn't so distracted by the sense of danger on the horizon. 

      "Thank you." I nodded to Craig, whose job had been to make sure we'd made it back through the portal safely. "I knew I could rely on you, as always."

      When I'd left for Thunder Cove, I wasn't sure what to expect or whether Rylen had told Craig the truth when he'd promised that he’d help Ember reach the meeting spot just outside the Thunder Cove territory in a neutral zone. When I'd seen that he'd kept his word, I was more than a little surprised. The Thunder Cove's beta was anything but trustworthy.

      Craig shot Ember a bright smile and extended his hand. "It was a pleasure to meet you. Welcome home."

      One thing I could count on, other than steadfast loyalty, was that Craig would always be kind to anyone he felt needed it. From the way Ember worried her bottom lip, it was clear she was more than a little nervous about being here. Still, she reached out and slid her hand into Craig's, who shook it gently before stepping away.

      "Thanks," Ember whispered. "I appreciate that."

      Craig's gaze settled on me once more, apparently wanting to double-check that I no longer needed him. Then he and my men headed off into the city for what, I assumed, would be their usual night of drinking and gambling. 

      "Is that your castle?" Ember pointed off in the distance to the cream-colored spires that appeared against a crystal, blue sky.

      "No, that one belongs to my mother," I replied. "Mine is a bit further ahead."

      "It's beautiful." She took a tentative step forward and then picked up her pace as we strolled along the trail leading to the center of town. "I haven't seen a castle before."

      "Well, you'll more than see one. You'll be living in one." 

      When she peered at me, a look of confusion crossing her face, I chuckled.

      "I had a room set up for you in court. It's where all the royals live."

      "Royals? But I'm not—"

      "It doesn't matter. And besides, we don't know that yet. But until we do, I want you to stay close. It's in your best interest." 

      As soon as the words came out of my mouth, I realized how ominous they sounded. 

      "Our realm is quite large, so until you've gotten familiar with the land, I think it's best you stay close to the central court, that's all. You'll find everything you need there, and I'll never be far. Don't be afraid to come to me if you ever need to."

      "You're the Alpha."

      It wasn't a question.

      "Yes. My father passed away not too long ago, and I was the next in line. Being an only child didn't leave me with much choice."

      "I'm sorry to hear about your dad," Ember replied, her voice gentle. "You said you weren't left with a choice. Does that mean you didn't want to lead your clan?"

      I took a deep breath as memories of my father's passing flooded my mind. 

      In the final moments of his life, he'd confessed his sins, and in turn, he'd broken my heart. I'd always held my father in the highest regard—I’d worshipped him—but once I knew what he'd been capable of, my hero had been reduced to a desperate man, too hungry for power to see beyond it.

      And now, I carried the burden of the shame that came with safeguarding his secret. I felt like an imposter, as though I had no right to be Alpha. 

      Still, he'd meant a great deal to me in life, and that didn't change in death. I wouldn't betray his legacy no matter how much the truth haunted me.

      "It isn’t the path I would’ve chosen for myself, no, but it is what it is. I'll do the best I can to fill some rather big shoes."

      "You all seem so young to have so much responsibility," Ember replied thoughtfully. "The Alphas of Thunder Cove and Cody…" She paused as though it pained her to speak about them, but then she cleared her throat and continued, "I was beyond impressed by how well they take care of their clan."

      "Were the Alphas of Thunder Cove kind to you?" My chest tightened at the thought of Grayson or Alex mistreating her. It had been years since I'd been able to call them friends, and while I’d once known them to be gentle, good-hearted men, time and power could undoubtedly change a man.

      "Oh, they were wonderful," she said quickly, and I couldn't help but notice how her voice softened, filled with emotion. "It was hard to leave them, but after I shifted under the Fallen Moon, my wolf needed to meet our clan, and I knew we wouldn't find that in Thunder Cove."

      I bit the inside of my cheek as a streak of jealousy cradled my heart in a possessive grip. She felt something beyond simple gratitude toward the men who’d helped her, but that was none of my concern. My role, as Alpha, was to ensure her safety and reunite her with our clan. Other than that, I had no claim to make.

      "So, do you know who my parents are?"

      I wasn't surprised by the question, only that she hadn't asked it sooner. Throughout our journey to the portal, she'd been deathly silent. I felt she was someone who thought carefully before she spoke and only asked questions she already knew the answers to.

      "Not yet," I replied honestly, as my gaze swept over her hopeful expression. "But we'll find them. It may just take some time." I paused, not wanting to dampen her spirits. "You have to understand that it would be difficult for a member of the clan to come forward and confess to leaving their child in the human world." 

      I swallowed the lump forming in my throat at the thought of a she-wolf being left to fend for herself in such a hateful realm. "Shifters don't abandon their young. I'm sorry that happened to you."

      "I survived," she said calmly. "Besides, it’s not important to me. My wolf wants to know her clan. But my parents, whoever they are, they're not my family. Maybe I can find my place in your clan despite them."

      I was more than a little caught off guard by her words, and as much as I heard the pain in her voice, I also sensed her strength. She’d fortified her heart against the idea of ever meeting her parents, but now that the possibility was real, perhaps she wasn't sure she was ready for it.

      "That one." I pointed to the castle only a short distance away, flanked by two smaller versions. "That's Castle Alastair. My home—our home. We're almost there."

      I could tell she had many more questions to ask by the way her eyes kept flashing over to me, but she only nodded and continued moving, keeping up with my pace.

      "You'll be in the eastern wing. There will be people to look out for you, take care of anything you need. I have some business to attend to in the Great Hall, so that’ll give you time to rest for a few hours."

      She nodded again, but this time her eyes never met mine. Instead, she peered around as though she wanted to commit the cherry blossoms and glacial-blue sky above to memory. It reminded me of how lucky I was to live in such a wondrous place. It was too easy to forget when I'd grown accustomed to such beauty.

      I walked Ember through a side entrance of the castle, hoping to avoid the crowds I knew would be gathering in anticipation of meeting her. She needed time to relax before she was faced with hundreds of shifters who’d have questions for our newest member.

      "When will I meet the clan?" she asked as though reading my mind.

      We moved through one hallway after the next, each lined with large paintings of our past Alphas. Ember took it all in, her head twisting from side to side as if she didn't want to miss a thing.

      I paused, as I always seemed to lately, by the illuminated portrait of the Alpha before my father. It was a habit I needed to break, yet for the life of me, I couldn't seem to walk by without feeling drawn to it.

      Then we strode up the grand staircase and down the final hallway which would lead to her room. But as we drew nearer, the scent of dark magic returned to me. I sputtered at the taste of it. It was as though it had followed us into the castle, its venom leeching onto my skin.

      "Dawson? Are you okay?"

      "Huh? Oh," I stammered, realizing I’d left her question unanswered. "You'll meet my family this evening at dinner. And then I'll introduce you to the rest of the clan tomorrow night if that sounds good to you." 

      "That sounds wonderful." She cleared her throat, and for a moment, I wondered if she could taste the darkness as well, but I dared not ask. "I'm looking forward to meeting everyone."

      Her lips curved into a smile that never quite reached her eyes, and I felt a deep sadness. I'd tried my best to reassure her everything would be okay, but I knew my words were simply that, words. And I got the feeling she'd been promised many things throughout her life which had never come true. 

      "And here we are." I opened the set of double doors, leading to the eastern wing, their silver trim sparkling in the bright light from the large windows. "This is all yours. Go explore, and I'll see you soon."

      I reached out, not wanting to overstep or make her feel uncomfortable, but still wanting to comfort her however I could. To my surprise, she seemed to welcome my touch, and when she took a tentative step forward, I banded my arms around her.

      "I know you've been through a lot, but you're home now," I whispered into her hair. "This is where you belong. With us. You're going to be happy here…and safe."

      She nestled her head against my chest, her fingers running over the triangle crest on my cloak—a silver tree and pink leaves that wove their way around each branch—the symbol of the Silver Creek clan.

      "I promise, Ember."

      Her name was nothing more than a whisper, a sacred vow on my lips.

      I finally let her go, and when she stepped back, her expression had somewhat changed. Gone was the look of apprehension and uncertainty. Instead, her eyes gleamed with what looked like steadfast optimism, and it nearly took my breath away. 

      She was certainly a Silver Creek she-wolf. There was no mistake about that. I couldn't wait to see her in her true form. As I watched her walk away, my heart soared with overwhelming relief that she was finally where she belonged.

      I'd promised her she’d be safe and happy here. When she glanced back at me and smiled before disappearing around the corner, I knew I'd go to the ends of the Earth to make sure I kept my promise.

      And it started with uncovering who was responsible for bringing darkness to our doorstep.
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      When I woke up, my body thrummed with the need to have Ember again, but when I reached out, she wasn’t there. I wiped the sleep from my eyes as my surroundings came into view. 

      Alex was still sound asleep on the other side of the bed, but Grayson was gone, likely preparing for the upcoming meeting with the Silver Creek clan.

      Quietly, I crawled out of bed, not wanting to wake Alex, and made my way over to Grayson’s closet to snag a t-shirt and a pair of pants.

      “Hey, have you seen Ember?”

      I turned to see Grayson standing in the doorway, a stack of papers in his hand.

      “No,” I replied. “I figured she was in her room.”

      He shook his head. “She wasn’t here when I got up. I asked Liza, but she hasn’t seen her either. Maybe she went for a walk or something.” He nodded toward a pile of white shirts with the Thunder Cove crest stitched into the shoulder. “Put on one of those. I’m going to call a meeting this morning about Silver Creek. I’ve decided to cancel.” 

      I cocked an eyebrow. “What made you change your mind?”

      He took a deep breath, then let it slowly escape his lips. “Because it’ll only raise questions we aren’t prepared to answer. You were in the human world, same as them. It’s best we leave it be. At least for now.”

      I was relieved he’d decided to let it go. I didn’t want to have to explain to members of Silver Creek why I’d been in the human world. I was also worried about how Grayson might react when faced with seeing members of their pack, especially their Alpha. The last time they were in the same room together it didn’t end well.

      I pulled one of the shirts from the stack and slipped it over my head, then smoothed my fingers over the ocean-blue insignia of our clan. “I’m going to go look for Ember,” I said as he handed me a pair of pants that would be at least a size too big, but they’d have to do until I could get back to my place. “What time is the meeting?”

      “In a couple of hours. I’m going to wake Alex to give him time to shower and eat,” he replied. “Hey, when you see Ember, tell her there’s a package waiting for her in her room.”

      “A package?”

      Grayson scowled, clearly annoyed at my questioning him. “Yes, a package. Just let her know.”

      He left the room while I finished getting dressed. I was more than a little curious, so I made my way into Ember’s room at the end of the hall. Sure enough, sitting on the bed was a large box, wrapped in red wrapping paper, complete with a huge bow. 

      Whatever was inside would be left a mystery until I found Ember, but from the look of it, Grayson had suddenly gotten in touch with his softer side. He’d changed so much in such a short time, all for the woman with the blue eyes and curves that I ached to feel in my hands. The thought made me growl with desire as I headed downstairs and out into the busy streets in search of Ember.

      It wasn’t long before I ran into Selena, who, to my surprise, rather than having her arms loaded with shopping bags, was carrying a stack of books. “I haven’t seen her,” Selena told me when I’d asked about Ember. “Did her wolf surface last night? I tried to look for her, but I couldn’t find her.” Her gaze was downcast, and she blushed. “Then I got distracted and—”

      “Yeah, her wolf surfaced, and she was gorgeous.” I grabbed a few of the books from Selena’s arms before they fell to the ground. “But when I woke up this morning, Ember wasn’t there. I don’t know where she could be.”

      Selena smiled, a knowing look on her face, and I realized that I’d just given away the fact that I’d spent the night with Ember. But there was no time for idle chatter, and I wasn’t interested in explaining anything. As we rounded the corner leading to her house, I picked up the pace. 

      “I’m worried, Selena.”

      She pursed her lips. “Why? She probably woke up and wanted to shift again. I mean, her wolf has been waiting a long time for this.”

      “I know, but she can’t just go off on her own without letting us know. It’s too dangerous, especially since she’s only shifted once. Once she’s gotten used to it, she can explore on her own, but until then—”

      “Cody, she’ll be fine. Give her a bit of breathing room.” Selena set her pile of books down on the front step as she unlocked her door. “She’s just letting her wolf live a little.” She cocked an eyebrow. “You should try it once in a while yourself.”

      I sighed, handing her the books I’d been carrying once she had the door open. “I’m not trying to be controlling. I need to make sure she’s okay.”

      The truth was, I was concerned about something other than Ember shifting by herself. What I’d discovered in the pages of the ancient text hadn’t left my mind since I woke up to find she was missing. What if a creature from the shadow realm had taken Ember? I’d never forgive myself for not protecting her.

      I also couldn’t pick up her scent anywhere, which bothered me. 

      How was it possible that she could’ve left without a trace?

      “Cody, I understand how you’re feeling, but I’m sure she’s not far.” Selena rested her hand on my shoulder. “You’re worrying over nothing.”

      “Nothing?” I lashed out. “I brought her into our world, so it’s my job to look out for her.” I couldn’t control the frustration in my tone, even though I knew I was taking my anger out on the wrong person. “She can’t venture off on her own so soon. Not yet. Not without me. What if she accidentally wanders into a portal?”

      Selena furrowed her brow at my words, her eyes suddenly downcast. It was clear she finally understood the risk of Ember heading off on her own. 

      “I’ll keep an eye out for her, and if I see her, I’ll tell her you’re looking for her.” 

      “Thanks, Selena.” My shoulders sagged with worry, but I tried to shake the heavy feeling as I made my way across town and headed toward the forest. If Ember had awakened to the power of her wolf begging to be free, chances were, she would’ve run out of the city and into the great outdoors. 

      I wouldn’t stop looking until I found her. 

      “Hey!” I spotted Rylen off in the distance and started in his direction. Despite how many times I called out to him, he didn’t seem to hear me. “Rylen! Have you seen Ember?” 

      Finally, he turned around as I closed the distance.

      “I can’t find her anywhere.”

      “No, I haven’t.” Rylen cleared his throat and nodded to the path which led into the forest. “Maybe she went for a run. After the Fallen Moon, I’m seeing a lot of clan members in their true forms. It’d probably be best if you let Grayson and Alex know. I think they’ll need to call a meeting to remind everyone of the rules.”

      I shook my head. “We expected the power of the Fallen Moon would have that effect on them. Our Alphas aren’t going to want to enforce anything just yet. We’ll give it a few days for the power to fade, and then I’m sure everything will return to normal.”

      “If you say so,” he replied gruffly. “I hope the power never fades. I haven’t felt stronger in my entire life.” Rylen stretched his neck and then rolled his shoulders as though he might shift at any moment.

      “What happened to your shoulder?”

      His eyes darted down to what looked like deep scratch marks. Five red streaks lanced across his skin. 

      “Tree branches. I couldn’t stop myself from running through the forest last night. It must have been hours before my body finally gave out. It felt so fucking good.”

      I nodded as the memory of racing with Ember under the light of the Fallen Moon surfaced. She’d been so beautiful in her true form, a powerful she-wolf with a bluish-gray coat that shimmered in the moonlight. I’d never seen anything so stunning.

      “If you see Ember, please ask her to return home. Tell her I’m looking for her.”

      Rylen practically snarled at me, but before I could ask him what his problem was, his expression softened, and he shrugged. 

      “Sure, if I see her, I’ll let her know.” He turned and went in the opposite direction but then stopped and looked back at me. “We should focus on helping Grayson and Alex lead the clan. There’s a lot to be done, alliances to form, decisions to make. They’re going to need our help.”

      I stared at him, puzzled by his words. Of course, we’d help our Alphas with their responsibilities as we always had.

      “Ember has been nothing but a distraction since you brought her here. Grayson isn’t the same, and Alex has had his head in the clouds for days.” His eyes narrowed, filled with accusation. “And you…” 

      “I what?” I stepped forward, daring him to accuse me of neglecting my duties. I’d been nothing but loyal to my Alphas; I’d take a silver bullet for them. I wasn’t going to stand there and allow Rylen to insinuate otherwise.

      “She isn’t one of us. I’m surprised the clan didn’t revolt when they discovered that you guys had brought her into our realm.”

      His tone held an edge as sharp as a fae’s blade, and with it, his words sliced across my heart. I wanted everyone to accept Ember for the powerful she-wolf she was. The realization that my fellow beta was apparently against her more than angered me.

      “Tread lightly,” I warned him as I took another step forward, my fists clenched as rage roared through my body. “Who are you to question the decisions our Alphas make? You’re a beta. It’s your job to stand alongside them, no matter what.”

      “No matter what?” Rylen clenched his jaw, and it was clear that he, too, was struggling to control himself. “Above all else, I’m loyal to the clan. That’s who I work so hard for. Not the passing desires of its leaders.”

      “Being loyal to the clan means being loyal to our Alphas. Don’t question them again, or it’ll be the last time you do.”

      I expected him to retreat, to realize that come what may, our allegiance to Grayson and Alex superseded our own wants and needs. Whether he agreed with Ember being part of our clan or not didn’t matter. Just like her not being my mate didn’t matter. If she chose to love only Grayson or Alex instead, I’d stand by them. It was more than a simple vow I’d taken when they honored me with the role of beta; it was my calling. My clan meant everything to me, and so did the two men who’d been there for me since we were kids.

      But Rylen stood firm, and any hope that he’d realize how traitorous he sounded quickly vanished when he chuckled darkly and rolled his eyes.

      “Leaders come and go, Cody. You know this as well as I do. What matters is that we always look out for the clan, first and foremost. Hopefully, one day soon, you’ll come to understand that.”

      Before I could respond, he dropped to his knees and shifted into his true form. His wolf, as black as midnight, seemed to have grown impossibly larger since the Fallen Moon, and it left me speechless.

      He snarled at me, then darted away, his hind legs kicking up dirt as he tore across the field. I watched in amazement at how quickly he moved, his beast gracefully crossing the miles as though he was flying.

      And then he was gone.

      Ember.

      As my thoughts returned to her, I let the change take over. Gray fur, streaked with flecks of white, began to sprout from my forearms, then my muscles grew tense as they stretched and thickened. 

      My senses were much sharper as a wolf, and right now, I needed all the help I could get. As soon as my wolf emerged, I took off running. Before my mind could register where I was headed, I found myself in the middle of a wheat field that edged our property.

      Then I caught it. It was faint, but I’d know the scent anywhere.

      Ember.

      My legs moved as quickly as they could, my determination to find her intensifying as I headed in the direction where her scent was the strongest, my nose following it like a beacon calling a lost ship home to shore.

      And that was what I felt like with Ember, not in my arms. As though I was navigating dark waters on my own. I needed her with me, as close as possible, to fill the hollow ache which was left behind when she wasn’t near.

      Her scent grew stronger as I made my way north. My heart galloped at the thought of being reunited with her—of being able to pounce on her, play with her, and love her with everything I had to give.

      The night before, when we’d made love, it had been blinding in its intensity, but it was only just the beginning of our lives together. I didn’t know what a life with her would look like exactly or how we’d make it work, but I didn’t care. A life without her wasn’t an option.

      “My Alphas and my woman.”

      I picked up speed, racing through the shadows of the forest, the shade from the canopy above doing nothing to cool the scorching flame of desire that burned within.

      “Ember! Stay where you are! I’m coming!” 

      As I bounded in the direction of her intoxicating scent, which led me beyond our territory and toward the Silver Creek portal, my heart sank when her smell suddenly disappeared without a trace. I frantically darted across the field in an attempt to pick it back up, but it was gone. 

      “Ember!”

      There was no response. Wherever she was, she was likely too far away to hear my cry. As I spun around, my nose trying desperately to pick up the trail, I felt powerless.

      I continued searching for what felt like hours, following endless paths that led in circles, always returning me to where I started, no farther ahead.

      I finally collapsed to the soft ground when my wolf could endure no more, and as my body sunk into a crumpled heap, so did my heart.

      But I wouldn’t give up. Even if it took me the rest of my days, I wouldn’t rest until I had Ember back in my arms where she belonged. My mate or not, I didn’t care. I couldn’t—wouldn’t—stop looking for her.

      “Ember!”
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