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      *Isla*

      I stand on the deck of the ship, my hand resting on my swollen belly as I watch the jungle fade into the distance. The Island of Maatua is a beautiful place, full of lush greenery and sparkling beaches. It's hard to leave it behind, even with all the danger and chaos that has recently unfolded there.

      Maddox is standing a few feet away from me, his arms crossed over his chest as he stares at me. We’ve been on the boat heading home for a couple of hours, and he’s been eager to speak to me about what happened, but he hasn’t done so yet. He probably thinks it will lead to an argument. I don’t blame him for being upset that I left without telling him, though. While I am happy that he wants me to be his Luna, we need to talk this out.

      I turn and look at him. “Let’s just clear the air,” I tell him. He seems to be glaring at me, so I turn back around and focus on the water, waiting for him to be calm enough to talk.

      I can feel his anger and frustration, even without having to look at his face. He's mad that I went to Maatua without him, and even more mad that I put myself in harm's way by facing off against the evil witch who had been terrorizing the werewolf pack that lives there.

      "Isla, how could you have been so reckless?" Maddox asks, his voice laced with anger. "You know how dangerous it is for you to use your magic, especially when you're pregnant. And going to Maatua without me was out of the question. You know how I feel about you putting yourself in danger."

      I turn to face him, my own frustration rising to match his. "Maddox, I had to do something. My aunt Mary needed my help, and I couldn't just stand by and let innocent people suffer. I'm not just some damsel in distress, you know. I'm a princess from Maatua, and I have a duty to protect my people."

      Maddox sighs and runs a hand through his hair. "I know, Isla. It's just that I can't bear the thought of losing you, or our child. And now, with the other Alphas expecting me to produce an heir, there is so much at stake. If they find out about our baby, it could lead to war between the packs. I just wish you had trusted me to handle things my way."

      I reach out and take his hand in mine, giving it a gentle squeeze. "I'm sorry, Maddox. I should have talked to you before making a decision. But I truly believe that everything happened for a reason. We defeated the witch, and I have a feeling that the other Alphas will be happy to hear about our baby. We just need to find a way to tell them before it's too late."

      Maddox nods, a small smile playing at the corners of his lips. "You're right, Isla. We'll figure this out together. And in the meantime, let's enjoy the journey home. The sea is so beautiful today, the water a deep shade of blue that seems to stretch on forever. The sun is shining brightly in the sky, casting a warm glow over the island in the distance. It's moments like these that remind me of how lucky I am to have you by my side."

      I smile back at him, feeling the tension between us dissipate. Maddox may be the Alpha King, but he's also my mate. We may not always see eye to eye, but at the end of the day, we love and support each other. That's what truly matters.

      As we make our way across the sea, I can't help but think about everything that has happened over the past few weeks. It all started when my aunt Mary sent me a message, begging for my help. The werewolf pack on Maatua was being terrorized by an evil witch, and they didn't know how much longer they could hold out. She needed me to come to her aid to help break a spell that had put the island under a curse, a spell put there by that witch. To break it, we’d have to kill her. I didn’t know all of this at the time, but I’d wanted to help.

      I knew I had to do something, even if it meant going against Maddox's wishes. I couldn't stand the thought of innocent people suffering.

      So I’d gone and helped, and we were able to defeat the witch, break the curse, and bring home the Diamond of Faith. Once we had it back in our own pack lands, I was hopeful it would help restore the other Alphas’ faith in Maddox so he could rule in peace again.

      I can't shake the feeling that something is off about Trinity. She's Maddox's dead wife's cousin, and she looks almost exactly like her. When Maddox was forced by the other Alphas to find a Luna, Trinity encouraged him to give me a fair shot. She’s helped me so much when it comes to learning to be a Luna. I will always be grateful to her for that, but that doesn’t mean I know I can trust her.

      Maddox seems to have no doubts about her loyalty, though. As we stand on the deck of the ship, he talks about how much he trusts her to run the kingdom in his absence. "Trinity is a strong, capable woman," he says. "She's proven herself time and time again. I have no doubt that she'll be able to keep everything running smoothly while we're gone."

      I can't help but feel a twinge of betrayal at his words. Trinity was the one who told Maddox about my trip to the Island of Maatua, even though she assured me she would keep it to herself. I don't understand why she would do that, especially after she gave me her word.

      "Maddox," I say, trying to keep my voice steady. "I don't know if I trust Trinity as much as you do. She told you about me going to Maatua, even though she promised me she wouldn't. I don't understand why she would do that."

      Maddox's brow furrows as he looks at me. "I’m not sure why you are mad at her about that, Isla. Trinity led me to the book from Maatua that was sitting in your room because she was worried about you. She didn’t want you to get hurt. I don’t think you should be upset with her about that."

      I feel a wave of confusion wash over me. How had my book gotten out of my bag in the first place? No, I thought Trinity must’ve had something to do with it, but it seemed clear to me that Maddox couldn’t see it yet, that she wasn’t as trustworthy as he thought she was. “I’m just saying I think we should be careful with her, Maddox.”

      Maddox's expression softens as he realizes what must have happened. "Oh, Isla. I'm sorry. I had no idea that Trinity was lying to you. Trust me, though. I’m a good judge of character, and I know that we can trust Trinity."

      I arch an eyebrow as Maddox's words sink in. He must not be as good a judge of character as he thinks he is, but I bite my lip.

      I still can't believe that Trinity would lie to me like that. I always thought she was one of the few people I could trust. But now, I'm not so sure.

      Maddox takes me in his arms, pulling me close. "I'm sorry, Isla," he says. "I should have realized that something was off. I'll talk to Trinity and get to the bottom of this. But in the meantime, know that I trust you. You're my mate, and I love you. I'll always have your back."

      I melt into his embrace, feeling a sense of peace wash over me. Maddox is not only the Alpha King, but he's also my partner. We may have our differences, but at the end of the day, we're in this together. And that's all that matters. We won’t let Trinity, or anyone else, come between us.

      I wake up early the next morning, feeling a sense of restlessness wash over me. I can't shake the feeling that something is off about Trinity, and I know I won't be able to relax until I figure out what's going on.

      I slide out of bed, being careful not to wake Maddox, and pad quietly down the stairs to the lower deck of the ship. As I round the corner, I see Poppy, my friend and maid, talking to Antony, my cousin. Antony is now the King of Maatua since that was part of our agreement when I went with him to the island, but since he’s also Poppy’s mate, he’s decided to come back with us, for now. His mother, Mary, is helping get the island put back together.

      Maddox doesn't like Antony very much, and I can understand why. Antony lied to Maddox about his background, pretending to be a military expert named Commander Pepelos. It turns out that Pepelos means liar in the language of Maatua, and Maddox was not pleased when he found out the truth that he was just there to get to me.

      But despite everything, Antony is still my cousin. I know he has the best interests of our people at heart. That's why I can't help but feel a twinge of guilt as I see him standing there, talking to Poppy. He’s giving up helping his people to be here now, for Poppy. But I don’t want to lose her.

      As I approach them, I see that Mystica, the pack healer, is also there. She's an older woman, but she's still full of energy and vitality. She's originally from Maatua, like me, and I've always trusted her wisdom and counsel.

      "Good morning, Isla," Mystica says, noticing me as I approach. "I hope you're feeling well. How's the baby?"

      I place a hand on my swollen belly, a smile spreading across my face. "He's doing great, thanks for asking. I'm feeling a lot better now that we're on our way home."

      Poppy and Antony exchange a nervous look, and I can't help but wonder what they were talking about before I arrived. "Is everything okay?" I ask, feeling a sense of concern wash over me.

      "We were just discussing whether or not Poppy should go back to Maatua with me," Antony says, his voice laced with hesitation. "I know she's always lived in the kingdom, but I want her to be with me and my family. And with me being the new king, I'll need her by my side."

      I turn to Poppy, seeing the conflict written all over her face. "Poppy, what do you want to do?" I ask, hoping I'm not putting her in an awkward position.

      Poppy takes a deep breath before speaking. "I don't know, Isla. I love Antony, even though he‘s a pain in my ass, and I want to support him in whatever he does. But at the same time, I have a life in the kingdom. I have my family and friends, and I don't know if I'm ready to leave them behind."

      I nod, understanding where she's coming from. "I know it's a tough decision, Poppy. But in the end, it's up to you. You have to do what's best for you."

      Poppy nods, a look of determination coming over her face. "You're right, Isla. I'll think about it and let you know what I decide."

      I give her a reassuring smile, feeling proud of her for standing up for herself. No matter what she chooses, I'll support her. That's what being a true friend is all about.

      We are standing in the sleeping quarters of the ship. The room is cramped and sparsely furnished, with multiple sets of bunk beds lining the walls. All of the bunks are empty, the only sound coming from the gentle rocking of the ship. I don’t know where my brother, Ben, is but I know he often gets up before the rest of us. I must’ve gone the other way around the ship and missed him when I came down. Maddox and I have been sleeping in the captain’s quarters while everyone else has had to make do down here.

      Poppy’s long dark hair tied up in a bun as she stands beside Antony who is leaning against the wall, his arms crossed over his chest. He's a handsome man with dark hair and amber eyes, but his cynical and disagreeable nature can sometimes be a challenge to deal with.

      "I can't believe that Trinity betrayed my trust like that," I say, shaking my head.

      Poppy gives me a sympathetic look. "I know, Isla. It's so frustrating when people you thought you could trust turn out to be something completely different. What are you going to do about it?"

      I take a deep breath, trying to steady my nerves. "I don't know. I talked to Maddox about it, and he's going to speak to her and try to get to the bottom of it. But in the meantime, I just have to try and trust my instincts. If something doesn't feel right, I need to listen to that."

      Mystica gives me a reassuring smile. "You'll do the right thing, Isla," she says, her gentle demeanor a testament to her caring personality. "You're a strong and capable woman, and you have the support of your pack behind you."

      Antony rolls his eyes at this, his disdain clear. "I don't know why you're even bothering," he says. "Trinity's a lost cause. You're better off without her."

      Poppy nods, a look of determination coming over her face. "He’s right, Isla. You're the princess of Maatua and the mate of the Alpha King. You can't let people walk all over you like that. If Trinity can't be trusted, then she needs to go."

      I can't help but smile at Poppy's feisty attitude. She may only be a maid for now, but she's got a big heart and a backbone of steel. "Thanks, Poppy. I appreciate your support. I just hope that Maddox can get to the bottom of this and we can move past it."

      Poppy gives me a reassuring pat on the hand. "I'm sure everything will work out, Isla. You're strong and capable, and you have Maddox by your side. Whatever comes your way, you’ll be able to handle it.”

      I hug her and thank her again for her kindness before I decide to go back upstairs. The deck of the ship is abandoned, so I easily find a spot where I can be alone and think things through.

      The ocean before me is tumultuous and turbulent, and I am filled with a sense of awe at the power of the elements. The choppy, gray waves crash against the hull of the vessel, the spray of saltwater misting my face as the gusty winds whip my long, golden locks around me. I gaze out at the horizon, where the sun is just beginning to peek over the edge of the earth, its golden rays spreading out across the sky in a stunning display of natural beauty.

      Just recently, I discovered my own inner strength, my own magical powers. As a child, I had been resurrected in the pool beneath the waterfall in Maatua, imbued with powers that had lain dormant within me until the moment I needed them most.

      And need them I did, when I was called upon to use them to defeat the witch of the woods and lift the curse that had been placed upon our beloved island home. With the help of my aunt Mary, we were able to unlock a treasure that will help us to rebuild Maatua, and we rediscovered the Diamond of Faith, a stone that will restore the trust of the Alphas in Maddox, the Alpha King.

      As I stand here, watching the dawn of a new day break over the ocean, I am filled with determination and hope. We may have faced challenges, but with the support of our pack and the magic of Maatua, I know that Maddox and I can overcome any obstacle that comes our way.

      Suddenly, I feel a strong pair of arms wrap around me from behind. I turn to see Maddox standing there with a concerned look on his face.

      "Isla, what are you doing out here all alone?" he asks, his voice laced with worry.

      I turn back to the ocean, taking a deep breath. "I just needed some time to think. It's been a lot to take in, you know? Discovering I have magical powers, helping to defeat the witch, finding the treasure... it's all a lot to process." I purposely don’t mention Trinity as I don’t see the point in mentioning her again.

      Maddox nods, a look of understanding on his face. "I know, my love. It's been a lot for both of us. But we're in this together, and we'll get through it together. You don't have to face these challenges alone."

      I turn to him, a sense of gratitude and love filling my heart. "I know that, Maddox. And I'm so grateful to have you by my side. Together, I know we can overcome any obstacle that comes our way."

      Maddox gives me a reassuring squeeze, his strong arms wrapped around me as we watch the sun rise over the ocean. "Yes, my Luna. Together, we are strong and capable. We will weather any storm that comes our way."

      My lips find his, and he pulls me against him the best he can with my baby bump in the way. Soon enough, we will arrive home, and we will have many challenges waiting for us. But we will find a way to conquer each of them—together.

      I was ready to get started.
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      *Maddox*

      

      We land at the port late in the evening. After several days of being on the water, I am ready to get home to the castle. I need to make sure that Isla is safe. Even though Mystica has been looking over her the entire time we’ve been on the boat, I’m not sure I trust my royal healer anymore. Recently, she’s made some dangerous decisions. I think it’s time to get Isla back to the castle and find someone else who can check her over. I have lots of healers on my staff; one of them has to be trustworthy.

      The moment I step off the boat, Isla’s arm wrapped around my own, I see one of my commanders coming toward me. “Commander Vember,” I say, wondering why he has such a serious expression on his face. “What’s the matter? Why are you at the port in the middle of the night?”

      He makes the sign of respect, touching his right hand to his left shoulder, and then says, “Alpha, we’ve got a serious problem back at the castle. I didn’t want to tell you the situation through the mind-link while you were out to sea and couldn’t do anything about it, but several of the Alphas whose daughters were sent back from the Luna consort are angry. They’re threatening to storm the castle and claim the throne.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I mutter. “I was only gone for a few days. Where the hell is Beta Seth? Where’s Trinity?”

      He shakes his head. “Beta Seth is trying to negotiate with them. He has the castle surrounded on the inside by every available soldier who was able to get back there, all but the ones that are here making sure you landed safely. Trinity is in the castle, and she’s tried to negotiate as well, but the other Alphas are simply saying she’s there as a pawn, trying to get the throne for her uncle or father.”

      “And what of Alpha Charlton and Alpha Jason?” Would Rebecca’s father and Trinity’s father, two Alphas who are supposed to be there to support me no matter what, be ready to lead the charge against me since I hadn’t chosen Trinity—nor had she decided to follow through on their plans and kill me.

      “They aren’t part of the contingency that’s surrounding the castle, but they haven’t done anything to help either,” Commander Vember explains.

      With a deep breath, I continue on my way to the waiting car. I’m not about to let Isla stand around outside when there is a possibility we could be attacked at any moment. The rest of our party piles into a second SUV, the small amount of luggage we have tossed into the back. I get into the front seat with Isla in the back seat next to one of the guards I trust. Commander Vember gets behind the wheel himself.

      “Tell me who the attacking packs are,” I tell him.

      “Swollen Creek, Mystical River, Mountain Pass Run, Rolling Hills, Silver Stream, and Ocean Tide, Alpha,” he lists off for me. “They’ve got about thirty thousand warriors assembled around the castle. We won’t be able to get back there. Our plan at this point is to take you to the summer home in Granite Canyon until we can determine what needs to be done.”

      Dragging a hand down my face, I think about that solution. I don’t like it. Isla is ready to give birth any moment now, and she needs to be home for that. At the same time, we can’t risk her getting hurt as we force our way back into the castle either.

      I should’ve made the announcement about my son earlier. I shouldn’t have waited so fucking long. If everyone had known I was having a child with a Luna—a Goddessdamn princess, for that matter—maybe they wouldn’t have had the balls to try to force me into something I didn’t want to do in the first place. If it wasn’t for that fucking curse, I wouldn’t be going through any of this.

      My hand automatically goes to the pocket of my pants where I’d slid the Diamond of Faith earlier in the day. It is wrapped in a piece of satin and secured inside of a small satchel. I need to get it to the right location to officially break the curse. Having it back home won’t do us any good. It has to be placed in its rightful position for the curse to break.

      As if reading my mind, Isla speaks from the back seat. “I don’t understand. We have the diamond now, right? Shouldn’t the faith in the crown be restored?”

      Shaking my head, I turn to look at her. “It’s not that simple. It’s not enough just to have it. More has to be done.”

      “More?” she echoes, obviously confused. She doesn’t know the details. As usual, Isla assumes the simplest solution to a problem will do the job, but in my experience, that is rarely the case. It’s always something complicated, something deadly.

      “Yes, that’s right,” I tell her, but then I return my attention to Commander Vember who has asked me a question.

      “You found the diamond?” he wants to know, clearly shocked. “I thought it was lost forever.”

      “Isla found it on Maatua,” I explain. “She broke the curse that had it hidden on the island, and we were able to get it back. But I’m afraid that’s not the only curse there is to break.”

      Once again, I turn to look at Isla. I can see that she’s confused and doesn’t know what to think of any of this. She likely expected everything to be fixed the moment the diamond was in my possession or as soon as it returned to the kingdom. Unfortunately, that’s not how any of it works.

      I notice we are driving out into the country toward the southwest, rather than heading toward the castle. This is the right way to go to get to the house that Commander Vember has mentioned to me, but I don’t like it. How can I be anywhere but the castle while this is going on?

      “I have an idea,” he says as he drives along. “I think, once you get Isla to safety, you can gather warriors from the packs near where she’ll be staying, and you can approach the castle and let these Alphas know the situation, that you’ve chosen a Luna, and she is about to have your baby. Hopefully, that will be enough for them to back down. At the moment, they are saying their daughters were excluded from being considered for the Luna position, but no one knows about the baby still.”

      I listen to his words. He makes good sense. All six of the packs that are currently attacking the castle were involved in that incident where Isla’s life was threatened in the library. It makes sense to me that their fathers would be upset about the circumstances in which they were asked to leave, and who knows what they’d been told by their daughters who likely didn’t want to admit to causing problems, but I would do it all again just the way I had, even knowing this war would be the result.

      “All right,” I agree with Commander Vember. “We’ll do that. But then the truly difficult part of the journey begins—returning the diamond to the temple.”

      

      *Isla*

      

      The rocking of the car must’ve caused me to fall asleep. When it stops, I find myself blinking and realize I’m leaning on the shoulder of the guard who’s been asked to sit next to me. Embarrassed, I blink up at him. “Sorry.”

      “It’s no problem, Miss Isla,” he says with a small smile. I don’t recognize him, and I’m leery of trusting any guards after what happened with Private Wylie, but I have to be polite since I’ve been sleeping on him for who knows how long. I sit up and continue to smile, though it’s the last thing I want to do.

      I don’t recognize the place we’ve pulled up to. Turning around, I see a gate behind me and a lot of warriors in their wolf forms. We must be at that house Commander Vember mentioned before. I check the place out. It’s lovely, sort of like an estate house, not a castle. It looks to be hundreds of years old and maybe about half the size of the castle. I wonder if this is where I’ll meet my son.

      He kicks me in the hand, where my palm rests on my belly, like always, and I know that he’s answering my question. Well, as long as he’s safe, that’s all that matters. Mystica is here with us in the other vehicles, so I trust he’ll be safe. I think of that poor girl who died giving birth to baby Maddy and wonder for a brief second if something like that could also befall me, but I shake my head. No, I’ve already been dead once. I’ll be fine.

      Maddox gets out and comes around to open my door. I get out, taking his hand. He slips his arm through mine and helps me across the uneven ground. “This is just temporary,” he tells me.

      I nod, thinking he looks a bit like an angel with the dawn of a new day spreading across the sky behind him, the golden rays spanning around his head like a halo. He would say he’s anything but an angel, but I would disagree. He’s always been there for me when I needed him, even when I didn’t think I did, like on the island. Although, lately, I’ve done my fair share of saving him, too.

      That thought makes me question the problem with the diamond. I understand now that it’s not enough for it to just be in the possession of the Alpha King. He has something he has to do with it, and I’m not sure what that is. But I’ll do whatever I can to help him do whatever it takes to mend the problems with the packs.

      As we walk in through the wide double doors out front, the scent of cleaner hits my lungs. Someone has been scrubbing this place down. I wonder when it was last used. I want to ask Maddox when he was last here, but I don’t.

      “Our room will be up the stairs to the left. I’ll take you, but then I have to meet with the commanders,” Maddox explains.

      Nodding, I say, “Did you get any sleep at all?”

      He shrugs. That means no.

      I hear voices behind me, mostly Poppy whose voice echoes through the halls. “It’s a nice place,” she is saying.

      “Nice? It’s hardly nice.” That would be my cousin, Antony. “I shouldn’t have come.”

      Maddox whirls around. “You can go right back to the island for all I care, Commander Pepelos.”

      Antony glares at the king. He feels entitled now that he has been made the ruler of Maatua. My brother steps between them. Ben says, “Let’s not fight. Alpha King Maddox, is there a phone here? I’d like to call and check on our parents.”

      Maddox backs down only slightly before he nods and says, “In the Alpha’s quarters.”

      Ben takes my arm. “I’ll find it. Come on, Isla. Let’s go call Mom.”

      I go with my brother, letting Maddox get to what he needs to do. For the first time, I’m scared. What if someone came after our parents because they know about me?
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      *Isla*

      

      Our room is… plain, but I am not too bothered. Framed oil paintings hang on the stone walls, and the smell of cleaner is sharp and acrid in the air. A fireplace takes up the far wall, and a simple, gray rug covers the stone pavers lining the floor.

      Again, I wonder how old this place is, and who may have lived here before Maddox bought it.

      I let out my breath, still tired from the journey and aching from being cramped in a car for what felt like hours. It's not musty or dark in the room, which is a miracle sent by the Goddess herself after spending several nights on the stuffy ship from Maatua.

      I’d rather be home, however.

      “Not bad,” Poppy muses, turning in a circle as she scans the room. “But it could use a little paint.”

      “Hopefully we won’t be here long enough to justify painting the walls,” I say, smoothing my hand over the quilt folded at the foot of the four-poster bed. “Maybe we can go back to the castle in a few days.”

      “You look like you only have a few days left to cook, Isla,” Poppy smirks, her voice lifted and teasing. “You should be more focused on resting and less worried about getting back to the castle.”

      I smile as I sit down, happy to see her looking a little more relaxed than she had been on the boat.

      “Now that Maddox and I are in a better place, I just thought I’d have our son back home… where we met. Where all of this began.” I wave my hand in a little, defeated circle, my chest tightening a bit. There was a time I was sure I was going to have our baby on Maatua, raising him by myself. That would’ve been my worst nightmare. Somehow, I’d managed to hold  fast to that single glimmer of hope that Maddox and I would make things right between us, however.

      And look at me now, trading one refuge for another, still far from home, with no plan whatsoever.

      “I hate seeing you so stressed, Isla,” Poppy sighs, sitting down next to me.

      “I hate seeing Maddox so stressed,” I reply, wrapping my arms around my huge belly. “I could help him, you know. I could use the whole might of my powers, and none of the Alphas would try their luck with him again. He just….” I taper off, my eyes flicking toward the heavy wooden door leading into our room, which Poppy had left ajar. Voices fill the hallway, mingling with the long, thundering stride of several men making their way in our direction.

      Ben opens the door wide, striding in like he owns the place. Maddox remains in the hallway, talking to Commander Vember.

      “Where’s Antony?” Poppy quirks, rising from the bed.

      Ben shrugs, jabbing his thumb behind his shoulder. “Somewhere around here. This place has an odd layout. He probably went somewhere quiet to complain to himself about having to stay here inside of a gold plated castle and got lost.”

      I roll my eyes, and Poppy gives me a sympathetic smile and squeezes my forearm before saying, “Rest, Isla.”

      “I will,” I assure her, following her with my gaze as she squeezes past Ben and the men taking up the entire hallway outside of our room. I only recognize a few of them, but many of the faces are new.

      With so many new soldiers milling about… how bad are things really back home?

      “Dinner will be served soon. There is a staff on hand, if you need anything,” I hear Commander Vember say to Maddox.

      “Is there a healer on staff?” Maddox asks in a whisper that seems to echo through the room despite his attempts to be discreet. I arch my brow, shifting my weight and leaning toward the doorway so I can hear the conversation better.

      “Yes, why? Is anyone injured?”

      Maddox looks at me, his eyes boring into mine before he slowly turns back to Commander Vember and leans in to discreetly whisper in his ear.

      I try to stand, suspicious of what Maddox is plotting, but fatigue has already crept into my legs, and my large belly makes it hard to move quickly, anyway. Before I know it, Maddox is at my side, helping me upright.

      “Why do you need another healer? Mystica is here,” I ask, panting slightly as I straighten the fabric of my shirt over the swell of my belly.

      “In the event she needs help when the baby comes,” he says, looking me up and down. “Are you feeling alright?”

      “I’m fine, Maddox,” I assure him, giving him my best smile. Inside, I want nothing more than to lay down and maybe eat a few pieces of chocolate, for whatever reason. An apple sounds nice too. And… toast, with jam. “So, what’s the plan?”

      Earlier, Ben and I had called our mom, although the conversation was brief. We were safe, she was safe, she wanted to know if I’d given birth, so on and so forth. Maddox had stepped away to talk to Commander Vember, and I’d missed the conversation.

      Now I want to know everything.
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        * * *

      

      *Maddox*

      

      Isla looks like hell. It was a long car ride from the port, but still. I worry, as I walk with her through the manor, whether or not I should have just done this on my own, and told her my plans after the meeting about to take place.

      But she wants to be included. She is  my Luna, and it is her right to not only rule, but to make decisions about our kingdom by my side.

      She’s not going to be happy about the decision I made while she was on the phone with her mother, but it had to be done.

      “How many soldiers do you have ready to make the journey back to the castle,” I say, leaning over the worn and tattered desk in the even more worn and tattered library in the manor.

      “Thirty men, if we take them all,” one of my commanders replies.

      “Ten will stay behind to protect Isla and the house,” I declare, glancing at Isla, who is stone-faced and looking right at me. “We can’t risk the roads, so this will need to happen on foot. Half the soldiers will go on foot, half as wolves… five of those wolves going ahead of us as scouts.” I look around the library at the men, many of them fresh-faced and likely just coming out of warrior training. I wonder how many have seen battle before, but this is all I have to work with now that my best soldiers are actively defending the castle.

      These new soldiers must come from the smaller packs surrounding my territory, some likely going against their own Alphas to stand behind me, their Alpha King.

      I’ll reward them handsomely for their loyalty. I will not forget their faces.

      “There are tunnels beneath the castle,” I continue, sliding my finger across the map, “but I’m not entirely sure how far into the forest they go before they end, either with exits or dead ends. They were built long before my family held the title.”

      “May I speak, Alpha King?” says a young man standing in the rear of the library, his tawny blond hair curling over his ears. He can’t be more than twenty-two, and is rather scrawny. I nod my assent.

      The young man steps forward and peers down at the map, pointing to a wooded area roughly a half mile away from the castle. “There’s an old mine shaft here, at least that’s what I thought it was. My brothers and I used to dare each other to go inside and see how far we could go without getting scared. My older brother said he found a door once, but I never confirmed it.”

      “Could that be an entrance to the tunnels?” Commander Vember asks, his eyes focused on mine.

      “Possibly,” I say, exhaling as I turn my eyes toward the young soldier. “What is your name?”

      “Leo,” he says, bobbing his head. “Leo Fendley.”

      “What pack do you hail from?” I command, wondering if I can trust this pup's word. He gives me a tight, unsure smile.

      “No pack, my King. My father was a rogue.”

      A ripple of murmurs fills the room. I glance at Isla, who is listening intently. I’ve been pushing back on her feelings about Trinity, but Isla has a keen awareness of a person's true intentions. She catches my gaze and nods, turning her attention back to Leo.

      “Could you find this place again, and at night?” I ask. Leo nods with conviction. “Then, it’s settled. Fendley will go with the scouts, and someone will circle back to me and the foot soldiers with news about whether we can access the tunnel and get into the castle. Otherwise–” I turn to Isla, my jaw clenching as I bite down on my words, “we will clear a path and go through my front door.”

      Isla stiffens, but says nothing. I’m sure I will hear all about her opinions on the matter tonight.

      “Now, the temple,” I say, exhaling as I eye the map. “My estimation is a week-long journey if nothing goes wrong.” A soft ripple of murmured laughter passes through the room. “But, the chances of that happening are close to zero, I assume.” I look over at Vember, who purses his lips in consideration.

      “It’s not an easy journey, the land is treacherous, and if the weather is bad–” he points to a river on the map, miles and miles away from my castle. “We have to cross it, but if the river is running high, it’ll be nearly impossible.”

      I can sense Isla fidgeting in her seat, but she says nothing.

      “If we can cross the river in one piece, it’s only a day or two journey for the average wolf to the temple, but…” Vember sighs, tucking his hands in his pockets. “We battle to keep control of the castle tomorrow night, my King. There are several packs who claim territory between the castle and the temple who may not be on your side. That is our biggest obstacle.”

      “I’ve dealt with worse,” I say, rolling up the map. “Have twenty men ready by sundown tomorrow night. Once we secure the perimeter of the castle, I will send for Isla.”

      I don’t look at her as she audibly growls at me from her perch near the hearth.

      “Yes, Alpha King,” Vember says, bobbing his head before motioning for his warriors to follow him to wherever he’s set them up for the night.

      “Fendley,” I say sharply, and the group turns around, the scrawny blond soldier flushing with nerves. “Stay.”

      “Yes, Alpha King.” Leo straightens his shoulders, putting on a brave face I know all too well. I was young once, scrawny and overconfident, until I had to face my first trials.

      “What pack did your mother belong to?” I ask, tucking the map in the pocket of my suit jacket.

      “Willow Pack, my King.”

      “And why did she deflect and become a rogue?”

      “She was never a rogue,” he says quickly, swallowing so hard I see the muscles in the column of his throat contract. “She pledged loyalty to her pack until the day she died.”

      “And your brothers?” I ask. “Who do they pledge their loyalty to?”

      “No one,” Leo says, his voice cracking. “They’re dead.”

      I stare at the young man, watching as he tries to subdue a wave of sudden emotion.

      “You’re brave for being honest with me about being the son of a rogue,” I admit after a moment. “I’m putting an incredible amount of trust in you– the lives of myself and my men. Can I trust your word?”

      “Yes, my King,” he says, nodding his head, his curls trembling with the movement.

      “Good,” I say, more to myself than to the soldier. “Get some rest.”

      Leo bows, then turns on his heel and rushes to the door, closing it behind him. I glance at Isla, who is looking after the man.

      “I wasn’t too hard on him, was I?”

      “You scared the living daylights out of him, Maddox,” she replies, turning her head to give me a scolding look. “He’s just a pup.”

      “A pup who is our only shot of getting into the castle without bloodshed.”

      “You’re not leaving me behind, Maddox,” Isla states, looking down at her fingernails.

      “And you’re not using your magic,” I argue, watching her beautiful eyes slowly meet my own.

      “We’ll talk about it,” she gripes, holding out her arm so I can help her out of her chair. Oh, I’m sure we will.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 4: PLANS TO ATTACK
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      *Isla*

      Maddox takes his pants off, laying them over the foot of the bed as I run a brush through my hair. After sitting through a dinner with everyone currently staying in the little manor, including the warriors, I am happy to be in the comfort and privacy of our room.

      Tomorrow night I could be curled up in our bed at the castle… if I get my way.

      “I’m going,” I say flatly, narrowing my eyes at Maddox through the vanity mirror.

      “It’ll be a war zone, Isla. I can’t take the risk.”

      “Well, I’ve already made up my mind,” I reply hotly, sighing as my belly tightens. I feel awful, and have been feeling worse and worse as the evening goes on. I try to tell myself it’s because I’m as large as a house and have been cramped in a boat, then a car, and haven’t slept in a real bed in what feels like years, but I know deep down it’s because this baby is coming… soon.

      “I’ve made up my mind,” he repeats, unbuttoning his shirt so he’s in nothing but his underwear. “It’s not safe. I’ll come for you when it is–”

      “No, Maddox,” I argue, turning to face him. I sigh, running my hands along my thighs. “I don’t want to have this baby here, in a strange place, without you.”  I feel hot tears begin to well in my eyes. I don’t want to cry, not over this, not right now. I can’t seem to help it, though.

      “Isla,” Maddox coaxes, his brow furrowed as he rounds the foot of the bed and kneels at my feet, his hands wrapping around mine. “I know you don’t feel well. You rarely take this tone with me, for one.” He reaches up and dabs a tear from my cheek with his thumb, and I can’t help but lean into his touch. “I know you’re uncomfortable, and more than ready to have this baby. I don’t want that to happen in the middle of the woods or a Goddess forsaken tunnel–”

      I snort with mirth, unable to stop myself from imagining exactly what the scenario would look like.

      “I need to clear the castle of my enemies before I bring my Luna home–”

      “That’s what I mean, Maddox. I am the Luna, and I’m supposed to be by your side, not hidden away in a manor that’s practically held together with tape. I should be fighting for our home with you–”

      “You are heavily pregnant,” he reminds me, cocking a dark brow. “What exactly do you think you can do? Shift? Wield a knife?”

      “I can help if anyone gets hurt. My powers–”

      “No, Isla–”

      “Maddox!” I rise to my feet, my cheeks burning with frustration. “Don’t leave me here, please.”

      Maddox, still kneeling at my feet, lets out his breath in a long whoosh that makes the fabric of my cotton nightgown tremble. He shakes his head, his eyes still fixed on mine.

      “Fine.”

      “Fine?”

      “Fine, you’re coming with us.” He rises to his feet, towering over me as he lays his hands on my shoulders. “But you’re going to listen to everything I say, and do everything I tell you to do. I’m not messing around, Isla–”

      “So bossy,” I huff, turning away from him and dramatically throwing the sheets down before climbing into the rickety bed. I worry for a moment that Maddox’s weight will send the entire ancient thing crashing to the ground, but he climbs in beside me and the bed only groans in protest.

      “This might be our only child,” Maddox gripes, reaching over to turn out the lamp on his bedside table.

      “Why?”

      “Because you’re a lot nicer to me when you’re not pregnant,” he says, but a flicker of amusement touches his smile, softening his words. I scowl at him in response nonetheless.

      I let out a loud sigh, shimmying toward the middle of the bed, and laying my head in the crook of his shoulder. I mumbled a half-hearted apology for being terse with him, but he only chuckles, stroking my hair away from my face before placing one of his broad hands over the swell of my belly.

      “We’ll discuss the plan tomorrow,” he says as I drift off to sleep.
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        * * *

      

      Maddox is dressed plainly in a cotton shirt and jeans. I tilt my head, examining him as he leans over the dining room table with Commander Vember, the two of them discussing the course of action with their fingers jabbing at a map. Maddox seems relaxed and casual, which is a good sign.

      I truly have never seen him quite like this. Despite the fact that we have to go to war to get back into our own home, he’s at ease, and as he meets my gaze for the space of a breath, I can’t help but think the sole reason for that is that we’re together again, and for good this time.

      He’s also less likely to change his mind about me going with the group, especially if I stay on my best behavior and stick to the plan.

      “Isla and Poppy are going to travel at the tail-end of the group with at least five of your warriors,” Maddox says, his finger trailing over the map. “Leo says there’s a glen here, a sunken area in a thicket of trees where they can hide until the scouts clear the tunnels.”

      “There is. The scouts we sent out this morning confirmed it.” My Alpha is always confident.

      I watch the two men speak in low tones as I pick at my dinner. Everyone else is running around the manor getting ready to storm the castle in just a few hours.

      I have a sneaking suspicion Poppy is with Antony right now… not preparing for the trials of the evening.

      I sigh heavily, forking a roasted baby carrot onto my fork with no plans to actually eat it.

      “I’ve decided to go with the scouts,” Maddox says, which catches my attention. “If the door in the mine shaft leads to… nothing, I need to know immediately. It’s better that I’m there instead of waiting on the scouts to confirm.”

      Vember nods, his face totally expressionless.

      “If the door leads to a tunnel, two scouts will be sent back to fetch the women,” he continues, his eyes darkening as he straightens his back and crossing his arms over his chest, “and the rest of the warriors assigned to the tunnel entrance will follow them into the castle, surrounding them, protecting them at all costs.”

      Vember furrows his brows, looking up at Maddox with the same confused expression I’m currently giving him. “What about you, Alpha?”

      Maddox shrugs, looking between Vember and I before saying, “It’s my castle. I’m going through the front door.”

      “Maddox,” I groan, running my hands over my face before shakily rising from my seat at the far end of the table. I want to tell him no, that it is too dangerous, but deep down I know he’s right.

      He is the Alpha King, and the Alpha King doesn’t sneak back into his own home.

      “Isla has my permission to use… her skills… if absolutely needed,” Maddox says with a smirk and a wink.

      Well, that’s news.

      “Skills, sir?” Vember asks, glancing at me with a skeptical expression.

      Maddox says nothing, his eyes still fixed on mine as he rolls up the map and taps the end of it on the table. He’s being… playful, and in front of Vember. Usually he’s only like that in the privacy of whatever room we used to find ourselves together and alone in.

      “She’s the Luna, I only have so much authority over her.” Maddox taps the rolled up map on the table again. “I’m more worried about her wrath against anyone who tries to stop her from doing what she wants than her getting attacked by our enemies, anyway.”

      Vember’s brows shoot up, his face flushing as he slowly turns his gaze back to Maddox, who has a playful gleam in his eyes.

      “I trust you, Isla,” he says to me, and whatever sarcastic retort lingering on the tip of my tongue dissolved in an instant. I straighten my shoulders a bit, giving him a grateful, regal nod.

      Vember gives me a tight smile, but I can tell he’s still wondering exactly what Maddox meant by “abilities,” especially as he discreetly glances at the huge size of my belly.

      “I will meet with the warriors and have them organized into the two groups we need,” Vember says, preparing to take his leave.

      “I will need at least five with me after we inspect the tunnel,” Maddox says, and Vember bobs his head in both understanding and a quick farewell.

      I wait for Vember to disappear through the door to the dining room before turning my attention to Maddox, who is now serving himself a second helping of the roast beef, potatoes, and vegetables that had been served for dinner.

      I can’t help but think about the fact that he will have only five warriors with him when he’s up against thirty thousand. Those were… impossible odds.

      My appetite vanishes completely, and my stomach tightens painfully as I focus my gaze on the table.

      I can’t lose him. There has to be something I can do…

      “I meant what I said,” he says, pouring himself a glass of water from a large metal pitcher. “I trust you. I trust that you’ll not only keep yourself safe, but our warriors and our companions.”

      “I will,” I agree, giving him a soft smile as he sits down across from me. He looks down at my plate, which has barely been touched.

      “Are you not hungry?”

      “Your son is squishing me to death. I couldn’t eat another bite if I tried,” I reply, sighing as Maddox cocks his brow at me and motions for me to at least try.

      “I don’t know how long this is going to take, Isla. We could be out there all night before we can access the tunnel and get you inside.”

      “I know,” I say, popping the carrot I was playing with earlier into my mouth. “Did you really mean it when you said I could use my powers?”

      “Even if I said no,” he says with a teasing lilt to his voice, “I know you’d do it anyway. You’re my mate, not my subject.”

      “Still getting used to that, huh?” I tease. His blue eyes glisten as they meet mine, and his mouth twitches into a wry smile.

      “Am I going to regret not choosing a submissive, well behaved daughter of one of my rivals as my Luna?”

      “Probably,” I say, grinning like a cat with cream. That’s who I used to be, but not anymore.

      I feel Maddox’s foot slide across my own just as the door to the dining room swings open again, Ben and Antony glaring at each other as they both try to cross the threshold at the same time.

      Maddox sighs deeply, turning around to look at the men.

      “Great news,” Ben says before Antony, who had just opened his mouth to address Maddox first, is able to say anything. “We’ve gathered more warriors from the nearby packs, and–” Ben bared his teeth at Antony, who stepped in front of him.

      “And it’s been confirmed that the number of warriors surrounding the castle is significantly less than thirty-thousand,” Antony huffs, straightening his shirt.

      I look at Ben, noticing the dirt and twigs sticking out of his hair.

      “Did you go all the way to the castle?” I gasp, narrowing my eyes at him. “Ben, that was incredibly stupid–”

      “Incredibly smart, you mean,” Ben interjects, shaking his head. “This is going to be a piece of cake, Alpha King.”

      “Maddox,” Maddox corrects, but his face doesn't have the warmth it had only minutes ago. “As the brother of my mate and Luna, you don’t need to address me so formally.”

      Ben beams, and Antony scowls. I purse my lips at my family members, shooting daggers at them with my eyes in a desperate attempt to get them to behave.

      “How many warriors were you able to gather?” Maddox asks.

      “Roughly five hundred,” Antony says, nodding his head.

      “That’s better than thirty,” Maddox sighs, settling his silverware down and motioning for the men to sit.

      Ben playfully pulls out a chair for Antony, who looks like he’s seeing nothing but red. What has gotten into these two today? Antony’s always a pill, but my brother is usually so sweet.

      I mull it over, finding the only logical answer to be that we were all stuck on a boat and unable to shift for a while. Pent up energy, for sure.

      “Did Poppy tell you that we’re going with you tonight?” I ask Antony.

      “Yes,” he says, sounding not a single bit enthused about the idea. “I take it that was your idea, Isla.”

      “The castle is my home now,” I reply, motioning for them to eat something. “And Poppy will be safe, I assure you.”

      I continue to pick at my food for a while, occasionally listening in to the conversation taking place between my brother, my cousin, and my mate.

      But then Ben, who is sitting beside me, touches my arm.

      “I talked to mom again today,” he says in a low whisper, squeezing my hand. “She’s fine. Everyone is fine.”

      I nod, subduing the rush of emotion rippling through my body.

      I have to push the thought of my family away for a while, and focus on the task at hand.

      Having our child, and ascending my rightful place as Luna.

      “We’ll leave in an hour. Be ready,” Maddox says as he rises from the table. He offers me his hand, and I take it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            CHAPTER 5: JUST DROPPING IN
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      *Maddox*

      Leo was right about the mine shaft.

      I feel my way through the tunnel, the walls damp with condensation and crudely carved. Leo is ahead of me, holding a flashlight as he walks into the tight, seemingly endless darkness.

      “You really came here to play as a kid?” I ask, my words feeling wet and heavy in the sudden humidity. There must be an underground river somewhere beneath us, because everything I touch is wet, and my hair is so damp it’s sticking to my face.

      “Not play,” Leo says with a short laugh. “We’d dare each other to go in. Some say a demon lived in here, a spirit of some guy who died while it was being built.”

      A shiver runs up my spine but I shake the thought away.

      “Ah, here, shit–” Leo drops the flashlight, and a loud bang echoes through the tunnel.

      “Are you alright?”

      “Fine, I just hit my head,” Leo grunts, and then the area around us is showered in light again as he picks up the flashlight and holds it in front of him, illuminating a huge metal door.

      I have no idea what’s on the other side, but I pray that it leads into the castle. I can’t take Isla through the front gates, not if this comes to bloodshed.

      Leo wiggles the handle. “Locked,” he says, turning to look at me with a disappointed expression on his face. I take the flashlight from him and step between him and the door.

      “Move away,” I command, waiting for the young man to take a few steps back before I slam the flashlight against the handle with all of my strength. The door protests, but the sound of metal scraping against metal echoes off the wall around us as the handle falls to the ground. I pull the door open with my fingers gripping the opening where the handle had once been. Decades of dust fills the space around us.

      But I get the door open.

      “Thank the Goddess,” I choke as I run my hands over the smooth walls inside the tunnel. “This will lead to the castle,” I say, more to myself as I step further into its dark recesses. I feel along the wall for a light switch while Leo coughs and sputters behind me.

      Fluorescent lights flicker on, one after another, and bathe the space in muted light. Everything is covered in dust, and there’s a sharp turn at the end of the tunnel, but I don’t have time to explore any further.

      “Let’s go,” I say, motioning for Leo to lead the way back through the mine shaft.

      A few minutes later, we are back outside, and I am barking orders at a group of warriors who are tasked with seeing Isla safely inside.

      It’s pouring rain now, water dripping off the planes of my face as I squint into the downpour to where Isla’s golden hair is glistening in the distance. Ben approaches me before I can go to her, though.

      “You’re going with me,” I tell him. “We’ll send a few scouts back here once we’ve made it past the enemy forces and onto castle grounds. Antony–” I say, motioning for him to come over to where Ben and I are standing under the shelter of a towering oak, “you’re going inside the tunnel, with Isla and Poppy. They can shelter in the mine shaft to stay out of the rain, but until you see the scouts, do not let them or the warriors assisting you go inside. I don’t know what I’m walking into, and if the castle is overrun before I get there–” I bite down on the words, anger coursing through my veins at the thought. “If you don’t see the scouts within the next hour, take Isla and Poppy back to the manor.”

      I can sense that Antony wants to ask something along the lines of, “And then what?” but he stays silent, giving me only a nod that he understands my orders.

      I look around, catching the gaze of Vember, who nods to let me know he and his men are ready to move out.

      But then I sense something I can’t entirely explain. My head snaps to Isla, who looks at me in return, a look of pain and sudden panic flashing across her face.

      “Isla,” I say, taking a step toward her, then I break into a sprint as she clutches Poppy’s arm and bends at the waist. Somethings wrong, somethings–

      “My water,” she pants, squeezing her eyes shut. “The baby–”

      “He’s coming now,” Poppy exclaims as I wrap an arm protectively over my mate's shoulders. “Where is Mystica? Oh, Goddess–”

      “What do you mean, where is Mystica?” I growl, looking around wildly as the group of warriors start to shift in preparation to move out. Fuck, I can’t leave her like this. I can’t have her wait in pain and then walk through a fucking tunnel to safety, without me.

      Ben and Antony exchange glances, then dart away in search of the healer I can no longer make rhyme or reason of.

      “New plan, Isla,” I say, scooping her into my arms. “You’re not going through the tunnel.”

      “What?” she chokes, her body tightening as she grimaces, trembling in pain.

      “We’re not far from the castle,” I say, looking around at the confused warriors. I find Vember, who furrows his brows as he turns his back to the warriors he was just talking to. “We’re going, now. All of us. Every man, every wolf,” I say to him firmly. “Everyone moves out, now. We’re going through the front gates.”

      Not much of a speech, but my mind is currently elsewhere.

      “The prince is on his way,” I announce, holding Isla to my chest. “And he will not be born in a fucking mine shaft.”
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        * * *

      

      Isla

      At some point, I am passed off to Ben, who is currently sprinting through the trees along the perimeter of the walls outside the castle with me holding onto him for dear life.

      “Put me down!” I protest, sinking my nails into his chest. It’s still dumping rain, and it’s so dark I can’t see more than the flicker of lights coming from the castle grounds over the towering walls. He’s been running for what feels like hours, trying to find a way inside the walls, trying to get me inside and out of the way of the dozens, if not hundreds, of enemy wolves continuously blocking our path.

      “Fuck it, Isla, I’m going to have to climb over–”

      “Don’t you fucking dare!” I screech, kicking my legs. “I can walk, for the love of the Goddess! Put me down!”

      “Maddox said–”

      “I don’t care what he said!” I scream, partly from the painful contraction threatening to rip me in half and partly from anger. I’m tempted to bite Ben just to get my point across. “I’m not some fragile doll, Ben. Put me down. Let me walk, please–”
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