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      *Isla*

      

      I am ashamed of the fact that I am crying when I get back to my room. I want to scream and break something. I think about how it was when I first arrived at the castle and that old witch, Mrs. Whateverthehellhernamewas got mad at me for accidentally running into something. Now, I want to pick up an antique and toss it across the room.

      I can’t believe what’s happening! Not only did my own sister refuse to answer my questions about where we came from, King Maddox just described me as a friend to a very, very pregnant little girl.

      I lay down on my bed and pull a pillow over my head, angry sobs coming out. What in the world have I gotten myself into?

      How the hell did I think I could actually stroll into the castle and mean something to the king?

      He’s the KING, after all, and I’m nothing. I’ve never been anyone.

      Even if my parents truly were once the king and queen of Maatua, they certainly aren’t now. That island has been described as cursed by everyone who has ever heard of it.

      It seems to me like my entire family is cursed at this point. My parents, having to leave their homeland, my brother’s illness, my kidnapping and near-death experience.

      And falling in love with the cruel king who obviously doesn’t mind making little weaklings like me think that he has feelings for us when he really doesn’t at all.

      Hearing footsteps behind me, I flip around, pulling the pillow off of my face far enough to see who is in my room.

      Thankfully, it’s not Maddox. It’s Poppy, and she looks concerned. She sits down next to me, and when I roll back over and put the pillow back in place, she rubs my back.

      “Didn’t go well, huh?” she asks me after a few minutes, which actually makes me laugh.

      “You can say that again,” I reply. I’m not bawling and crying anymore, but I am still upset. Her hand is soothing in a motherly way, though.

      “I’m so sorry,” she says, still smoothing her hand down my back. “Did you speak to your sister?”

      I sit up, pulling away from Poppy as I move my pillow aside and lean back against the headboard. I try not to think about the times I’ve actually hit my head on this headboard while making love to Maddox.

      Poppy hands me a wad of tissue, and I swipe at my eyes. “I spoke to her. She wouldn’t tell me anything. It seems pretty clear to me, though, that we are from Ma–that place. Everyone says it’s best not to even say the word.”

      Poppy snickers. “I didn’t take you as the superstitious sort, Isla.”

      I shrug. “Yeah, well, I need to be more careful. Things aren’t exactly going well right now.”

      Her smile becomes even more sympathetic. “You’re alive. That’s something.”

      “I guess that’s true. Goddess, my emotions are all over the place, though.” I sniffle a few more times and wipe my nose.

      “Well, dear, you were poisoned. Your body is probably trying to adjust.”

      I nod. Maybe she’s right. “Anyway, King Maddox came back as I was leaving his office. And he was pissed that I was in there.”

      Poppy’s eyes almost bulge out of her head. “Seriously? Why? He said you could use his phone. As far as I can tell, he has no business being mad that you were in there if he wants to keep getting in there.” She gestures with the top of her head at my lower body, and I want to laugh.

      But it’s too much of a sore subject for me to laugh at the moment.

      Instead, I sigh. “I’m not sure that he does,” I say. “He had some… girl with him.”

      “What?” Her eyes are so big now, they look like cereal bowls with pupils, and her mouth hangs open after she’s said the word.

      “Yeah. She was young, too. Way younger than me. And… super-duper pregnant. So it seems I’ve been relieved of my services. In fact, considering her baby was about to pop right out of her, I guess I wasn’t ever needed in the first place.”

      “Shut up!” Poppy insists, dropping her hand on my leg, hard. I know she didn’t mean to smack me, not that hard anyway, but it stings a little. “No fucking way!”

      I can only shrug again. “I’m just telling you what I saw, Poppy.”

      She is shaking her head. “I can’t believe he would do such a thing! I mean, it’s not like he has been a saint since the Luna passed, but I can’t imagine that he would sleep with someone who isn’t even old enough to be his… sister.”

      I don’t know what that means. I think she’s just so flabbergasted she doesn’t know what to say, and I am right there with her.

      “Anyway,” I say, “I may as well figure out what to do now. I have no reason to stay here. I guess I can go home, but I’m not sure my mom wants to see me right now.”

      “You can’t leave!” Poppy blurts. “I don’t want to be the maid to just any old whore!”

      I raise an eyebrow at her. “As opposed to me? An extra-special whore?”

      She bursts out laughing, but I’m not sure what’s so freaking funny. “That’s not what I meant. You’re not a whore. You’ve only been with one man.”

      I am glad I can amuse her. I slowly shake my head. I didn’t intend to be with any other man either, but now… well, if I’m ever going to have a family or anything, I’ll need to find someone who will love me.

      And here I was thinking perhaps King Maddox was my fated mate! Maybe the Moon Goddess had it in her heart to give him a second chance mate, and that could be me.

      The idea almost makes me laugh aloud.

      But I bit my tongue. There wasn’t anything funny going on here, except for whatever the hell Maddox was up to with that little girl.

      “Don’t decide anything now,” Poppy says, patting me on the leg where she smacked me a little while ago. “You have plenty of time to decide what you want to do.”

      I hope she’s right because I don’t want to leave right this very minute, but I also have to wonder what I will do if Maddox comes storming into my room and demands that I leave in the same tone he used when he found me in his office.

      “I’ll go get you something to eat,” Poppy says. “You’ve got to be tired after everything you’ve been through.”

      “Thank you,” I tell her, feeling bad that she’s even waiting on me. I don’t think I need a maid when I am likely no longer the Alpha King’s Breeder.

      I’m just a glorified guest in the castle who might be asked to leave at any moment, and honestly, I don’t want to give Maddox the satisfaction of tossing me out on my ass.

      And if he does tell me to leave, I guarantee he’ll take back the credit card he’s given me, as he should, as well as the little amount of cash I have.

      Why would he pay me for having sex with him? That wasn’t what I was supposed to do here. I was supposed to have his baby, and he doesn’t need me for that anymore.

      Poppy gives me another sympathetic look and then leaves the room, leaving me lost in my thoughts.

      Eating something fattening and going to sleep sounds tempting. But I’m not sure that’s what’s in my best interest now. If I have to leave the castle, I need a plan in place….

      I’ll have to go somewhere.

      I think of the cufflinks. I think of the mystery surrounding my homeland. I think of the curse….

      Maybe I know where I’ll go after all….

      

      *Maddox*

      

      Sydney is sitting in the chair behind my desk, sobbing, as she speaks to her mother on my phone. I am angry. At a lot of people. Including her.

      I’m not mad that she was in an awful position and got herself knocked up by her aunt’s husband. I don’t think that was the girl’s fault, even though I can tell by the one-sided conversation I’m overhearing that she wasn’t taken against her will by Alpha Bryant. He wasn’t her first. This was the problem that had sent her to her aunt and uncle’s house to begin with.

      Little Miss Sydney had spreaders disease–the inability to keep her knees together.

      But she was only nineteen–a little older than I had thought–and she clearly didn’t feel like she was loved at home.

      I’ll let her stay in the castle until her child is born, and then, after that, we’ll reevaluate the situation. Perhaps she can work here as a maid or something.

      Beta Seth comes in and says, “Her room is ready. It’s on the bottom floor, like you asked, so she won’t have to climb stairs, but in the opposite wing as your room, so no one will assume anything is going on.”

      “Thank you,” I tell him, glad I have a Beta who is reliable. “Did you assign her a maid and tell Mystica to come and check her out?”

      He nods. “She’s on her way, so Sydney might need to get off of the phone.”

      The girl looks up at his words, and it’s clear she’s heard him as she manages to tell her mother goodbye. It seems like Sydney loves her mama even if she’s disappointed her time and time again.

      I will need to have my phone de-snotified before I use it again with all of those tears and mucus flowing out of the girl. She plucks a tissue from my desk and heads toward us.

      “Beta Seth will take you to your room,” I tell her.

      “Thank you, King Maddox,” she says, and I think she’s actually batting her eyelashes at me. I recoil in disgust.

      I want to say she’s too young for me, but that’s not true since she’s basically the same age as Isla, but the fact is, Sydney is far too pregnant for me to even consider what she might look like not pregnant, and she’s obviously wild and immature.

      Besides that, I’m not interested in anyone other than Isla.

      Isla.

      I’ve fucked up.

      Again.

      After Seth and Sydney leave the room, I sigh and wonder what I should do.

      I shouldn’t have yelled at her. Thinking back, I’m pretty sure I told her, or at least gave her the impression, that it was fine for her to use my phone. I was just angry when I walked in.

      And I honestly didn’t want her to see me with Sydney. I didn’t want to explain something that had no explanation because I hadn’t done anything wrong.

      I know what I need to do. With a deep breath, I head down the hallway toward Isla’s room.

      When I arrive, I stop and stare at the closed door for a moment, gathering my thoughts.

      The door to her antechamber is unlocked, so I walk in, but when I reach her bedroom door, I pause again before knocking.

      She doesn’t answer.

      “Isla?” I call.

      Again, it’s quiet.

      “Isla, it’s Maddox.” Like she wouldn’t know that. “Can I come in?”

      She says nothing, and I notice I don’t smell her like I usually do. I don’t sense her.

      A bit of panic wells up inside of me as I remember how terrified I was when I discovered she was gone before.

      I try the door, and it’s locked, but I am better prepared this time. I pull the keys out of my pocket and unlock the door.

      My heart stops.

      Her room is empty.
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      *Isla*

      

      What the hell do I think I’m doing?

      I can’t answer that question because if I pause to ponder the absurdity, I will turn back immediately.

      Who in their right mind sneaks out of the castle after sunset when some crazy woman who has already tried to kill her is on the loose? And I don’t even have a fucking clue where I’m going!

      But… I keep running anyway.

      Because… at this point… do I even have a choice?

      As soon as Poppy left my room, I tossed a few items into a backpack that I knew I could carry on my back in my wolf form. I’m not used to shifting. I’ve only had my wolf for a short amount of time. Most of us don’t get them until we are fifteen or sixteen.

      I got mine at eighteen.

      And there was never any reason back home to shift. I was always too busy working in the factory or wherever, and that requires thumbs.

      I have shifted a time or two in my life, but I’ve never really let my wolf run. Now, with the darkness of the forest enveloping me, I run as fast as I can.

      Sneaking out was easier than I expected. I guess everyone was out looking for Zabrina and Alpha Jordan or whoever was still missing. I didn’t even know if they’d found anyone that day, other than Maddox’s pregnant lover.

      I’d gone out the door closest to the garage, the one I’d been dragged out of by Private Wylie a few days ago when I didn’t understand why anyone would want to take me, when I thought perhaps Maddox was hurt, but I didn’t know….

      I’d run right out as fast as I could, looking for guards that never appeared. Then, I’d shot across the castle grounds to the fence and managed to climb over. It wasn’t that hard. If Zabrina could do it, then so could I.

      Once I was in the woods, I’d undressed, stuffed my clothes into the backpack, and shifted. I put the bag back on and took off.

      All I have with me now is a couple of outfits, whatever cash I had in my wallet, and a few pieces of jewelry I thought might be worth something.

      I didn’t take Maddox’s credit card. I felt bad about taking it, for one thing, and the other reason was I didn’t want him to be able to chase me down. The cash, I didn’t mind so much. After all, I had done some work for him. It wasn’t like it had been my idea to quit trying to be his breeder. He’d made it clear to me that I was no longer needed.

      Now, as the woods narrow in around me, the brush growing thicker and reaching out to snare my light-colored fur, I have to wonder where the fuck I think I’m going.

      I’m running away from somewhere, not toward somewhere.

      I don’t know if I should aim for my hometown or if I should try to make it to the port and see if I have enough money to catch a boat to Maatua. Do boats even go to Maatua? I have no idea.

      What I do know is I can no longer stay in the castle and see Maddox, even if it’s just from time to time, and pretend that it doesn’t bother me that he no longer wants me. I love him too much for that.

      This way is better for all of us.

      I continue to run, knowing the castle is growing smaller behind me, and the world is growing larger and scarier in front of me.

      All I can hear is the sound of my own breathing, the rustle of the leaves around me, and the call of the nightbirds to one another.

      And… maybe the sound of paws hitting the ground in the distance….

      

      *Maddox*

      

      I am spinning around in the center of Isla’s bedroom trying to figure out what the fuck is going on when Poppy walks in with a serving tray in her hands. She doesn’t even bother to tip her head to me anymore, we’ve grown so used to one another over the last few days with the adventure we went on.

      But she does look confused. “Where is Isla?” she asks me.

      “I was going to ask you the same thing,” I say. “Do you know where she went?” My heart is beating a million miles a minute as I wait for the maid to respond. I am hoping this is all some sort of misunderstanding. Perhaps Isla has gone into Poppy’s room to rest because she is angry at me and doesn’t want to speak to me.

      Poppy hastily sets the tray down on the table and rushes over to Isla’s chest of drawers. She pulls open the top one and yanks out a credit card. I recognize it as the one I have given Isla to use. I am confused, but I take this as a good sign. The fact that the credit card is still there makes me think that she hasn’t left the castle. Surely, if she was going to attempt to run away, she’d take that with her.

      “Shit!” Poppy says, dropping the credit card on the top of the dresser like it’s made of lava.

      “What?” I ask, not understanding.

      “She’s gone!” she exclaims.

      “I know. But where is she?” I ask, thinking it’s obvious that she’s not in the room.

      Poppy shakes her head and gives me a look that makes me feel stupid for the first time in many years. “No, Your Majesty. I mean she’s gone! She’s taken off.”

      “How the hell do you know that from finding a credit card?” I ask, not convinced.

      “She took her wallet, all of her cash, but left this.” She picks it up again and waves it at me. “It makes sense that she wouldn’t take your credit card. You can track that!”

      I suddenly realize that the maid is right. I hadn’t been giving Isla enough credit. Of course, that would occur to her.

      “Where the fuck do you think she went?” I ask, panic washing over me again.

      Poppy shakes her head. “I don’t know, but she was so upset when you yelled at her and brought that little pregnant slut into the castle! Please tell me that’s not your baby, Alpha Maddox!”

      I want to growl at her. Since when do I have to answer the questions of the maid? “No, I did not impregnate that girl!” I say, snarling at her. “Are you saying that Isla thought that I was the one who knocked the girl up?”

      The maid stands her ground, folding her arms across her chest and shrugging. “What else was she supposed to think?” she wants to know. “You yelled at her for using your office, something you’d previously given her permission to do, and then you stroll in with a little girl who’s clearly about to pop.”

      “Son of a bitch,” I say, dragging my hand down my face. I know that Isla was upset at me for losing my temper, and I don’t blame her for that. And I can even see her questioning who the father of Sydney’s baby is. But I can’t imagine she would ever think that I would do something like that!

      But then… Isla hasn’t known me that long. She’s only been here a short time. She might’ve thought that I had used other breeders, despite everyone telling her otherwise. She might’ve even thought that I’d inadvertently gotten another girl pregnant, and even though Sydney looks even younger than she is, she isn’t that much younger than Isla.

      “I don’t have time to continue to stand here and argue with you, Poppy,” I say. I turn around and head out of the room, but before I get very far, I stop and turn around. “Do not use the mind-link to try to find her!”

      “Why not?” Poppy wants to know.

      “Watch. Your. Mouth!” I snarl, lifting my hand. Not that I would ever hit her, but she doesn’t know that, and she recoils. “Because I fucking said so!”

      “Yes… Your Majesty!” she spits at me.

      I turn and sprint down the hallway, sniffing the air. Where did she go? I can smell her everywhere outside of her door now, and I know some trails are stronger than others.

      I pick up on her scent headed down the hall that leads to the door that exits near the garage, and I pick up speed as I follow it. As I run, I call out to the guards on duty. Has anyone seen anything? Did anyone spy the door opening or someone climbing over the wall?

      I get an answer as I open the door and fly outside. “Yes, sir. We have footage of a girl climbing over the wall around the castle grounds,” one of the guards tells me.

      Thank the Goddess some of our cameras are still working!

      He tells me it was fifteen minutes ago and gives me the coordinates of where she was when she made her exit. From her description, I know for certain, it’s Isla.

      I shift mid-stride, tearing my suit into a thousand pieces and not giving a fuck. When I reach the wall, I leap up and over it, despite the fact that it’s ten feet tall. My wolf is tall, strong, and fast.

      And I can smell her.

      Over the scent of the pine, the wet ground, the fallen leaves, the animals, and everything else that hits my lungs as I take off running at full speed through the forest, I can smell Isla’s scent.

      Then, something else hits my nostrils, and another ripple of fear pulses through me.

      “Seth!” I shout using the mind-link. “I need reinforcements, and I need them immediately!”

      “Of course, Alpha,” he says in my head. “I know where you went over the wall, but you’re so far ahead of anyone I can send. The guards that are on duty have been detached. But… what’s the situation so I can warn them?”

      I don’t have an answer for that. But in the forest around me, I can smell other wolves. Their odors are strong, so they have been here recently, and they are still close by, and the further into the forest I run, the more I can hear them.

      The more I can sense them.

      I could use the mind-link to warn them that I’m coming and they’d better stand down, but if I do that, Isla will get the message too, and I don’t want to scare her. Originally, I simply didn’t want her to know I was on her trail because I wanted her to feel comfortable, like there was a chance I didn’t realize she was gone, so she’d run slower. But now….

      Now, I don’t know what to do.

      Ahead of me, I hear snarls from between the trees. I hear the pounding of a frightened heart.

      I feel her ahead of me. I feel her presence.

      I feel her fear.
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      *Isla*

      

      I am not alone….

      I know that as I continue to run through the woods. My pace has slowed dramatically, though, because it’s clear to me that there are wolves all around me in the darkness, and in front of me, too.

      Why am I continuing to run from the man who has already done everything he can to save my life into what could potentially be a death trap?

      I can’t help but think that I am the stupidest woman alive….

      Slowing my rate significantly, I peer off into the distance, looking for movement. I think I see a pair of glowing eyes up ahead. With that knowledge, I change my course, heading to my right. I wonder if I could potentially circle back to the castle and get away from these wolves. They could be castle guards that King Maddox or Beta Seth has sent after me.

      But in my gut, I have a feeling that’s not who they are at all….

      The idea that it would probably be a good idea to call for help also comes to mind, but I can’t do that, not now, not when I’ve screwed up so royally already. And Maddox is already angry at me for using his office while he was gone. Why would he want to come out into the woods to help me?

      But he might send someone to save me… again.

      He is probably getting really tired of having to rescue me every other day or so….

      When I change courses, it doesn’t help. It’s like these wolves around me can see me and know that I’ve switched my direction. Now, I feel them closing in on me. I finally come to a stop and survey the situation.

      Before me, and to my left, which would’ve been the direction I was running in a few minutes, I hear snarls and growls. I turn my head to my right, so that I’m looking back toward the castle grounds, which are at least fifteen or twenty miles behind me now, I’ve been running so fast for so long, and I sense that I’m not alone; something is coming from that direction, too.

      When I turn to look behind me, I see a flash of movement, and I can barely get out a yelp and bare my teeth before a massive wolf with dark fur is upon me.

      I fully expect that he will run into me and knock me to the ground and then rip my throat out, but rather than pouncing, he pulls up to my left and crouches down next to me… waiting.

      The question almost forms in my mind but doesn’t quite get articulated as my wonderment about what the hell he is doing is answered when, in front of us and to our left four wolves emerge, their yellow-green eyes glowing in the dark as they creep forward.

      I turn to see more of them closing in from all sides, and in total there are at least twelve of them. All of them are bigger than me, with mangy-looking fur in dark brown or gray.

      “Rogues,” I think to myself. They have to be rogues. They’re definitely not in good enough shape to actually belong to a pack. Their fur is missing tufts, they’re thin, and they have chunks of flesh missing from their ears or other parts of their body. One of them only has three legs.

      “Stay behind me, Isla.”

      The wolf next to me speaks in my mind with a familiar voice, and I am immediately put at ease. Why I didn’t notice his scent before, I’m not sure. Perhaps it was because of my fear of impending doom. But… it’s Maddox. He’s come to save me himself. He didn’t even dispatch someone else to track me down.

      My heart melts a little, but I don’t have time to bat my eyelashes at him at the moment.

      We are about to be attacked by a group of misfit wolves who won’t give a damn that this is their king.

      I know he is giving them commands. I can see them slowing, their ears twitching, sideways glances given to one another. The fact that he is their Alpha King still makes him harder to ignore because he is their leader, but they have been living out here on their own long enough that they don’t have to obey like most of us would. It seems that some of the pack Alphas have figured out how not to follow his commands from what I have heard. But then, those are Alphas who are powerful in their own right.

      These scraggly wolves do not look like leaders to me. They look like criminals who have been banished from their own packs because they couldn’t follow their Alphas’ rules either.

      They look like savages who are more than willing to rip their own king apart because they just like to terrorize stray wolves who pass through these woods.

      Maddox growls so low, deep, and loud that it makes the earth beneath my feet tremble. The advancing wolves around us stop, and it’s clear that he’s frightened them.

      I don’t blame them. I’d be afraid too if I thought I was going to have to fight such a large, powerful wolf.

      But there are so many of them, I don’t think that their moment of hesitation will last too long. I think that they will come at us again soon enough.

      The largest rogue wolf, who is standing in front of me and a bit to my right, begins coming forward again now, and he doesn’t look frightened. He lifts his head and gives a short howl.

      In the distance, a response comes in force. Loud howls fill the night sky, and my heart stops beating in my chest for a long moment as I realize there are far more wolves out there than I could’ve imagined.

      And yet, the reaction of the rogues is not at all what I am expecting. They look up, back toward the castle, all of them except the one larger one, and then in a flurry of fur and claws, they turn around and dash away.

      With a gasp, I watch them go. I’m shocked. Why did those howls make them all leave?

      All but one….

      And he is snarling at Maddox.

      But the king isn’t scared. He’s not waiting for the other smaller male wolf to attack either. Instead, Maddox leaps right at him, knocking him backward onto his haunches, and then he topples over. Maddox leaps on him and begins to tear into his flesh, and the other wolf screams and shrieks. It’s clear, he was no match for the king

      I want to smile, but then, I feel a gush of wind, and my body slams into the nearest tree trunk, a sharp pain radiating through my shoulder.

      Instantly, whatever it is that has rammed into me is pushed away as Maddox whirls around and sends what turns out to be another wolf flying through the woods. I stumble to my feet, wondering if this is all part of their plan and another wolf will be over here to attack me again. I feel blood wetting my fur from a gash in my head the tree has caused, not to mention the searing pain in my shoulder from the wolf’s teeth.

      A moment later, Maddox is back with me, blood dripping from his mouth. None of it is his. The moonlight reveals the anger in his eyes as he looks at me. Using the mind-link, he says, “Let’s go.”

      “But… the howling….” I say, looking off in the direction of the castle, where the loud howls seemed to be coming from.

      He shakes his head. “Those are my reinforcements, Isla. Now, come on.”

      A sense of relief settles over me, despite the fact that he’s clearly outraged at me. At least I don’t have to be afraid of all of those howls I just heard behind us.

      I straighten the bag on my back the best I can with no hands. It’s been knocked about a bit from the blow from the collision with the tree.

      Maddox begins to walk back the way we’ve come, and I trot to keep up with him, but my head hurts so bad, and my shoulder is bleeding. I can’t walk that fast.

      It’s going to be a long, miserable trip back to the castle.

      Noticing that I’m struggling, he slows down a little and waits for me. For the most part, we can walk next to one another, but sometimes, we come to a tighter section of the path we’re walking down, and he waits for me to go first. I figure that’s because he’s leerier of what’s behind us than what’s in front of us.

      Within a few minutes, I see the wolves from the castle running toward us. A ripple of fear washes over me, even though I know that they’re there to help us.

      To help me.

      Maddox stops when the reinforcements reach us, and so do I, but I’m confused. A few of the wolves stop behind trees, shift, apparently pull on shorts they’ve carried with them, and step out.

      They have something else with them, too.

      A stretcher.

      Maddox stays in his wolf form and tells me, “You’re hurt. They’ll carry you the rest of the way.”

      I want to argue with him, but he’s right. I am injured–again. And need his help–again.

      I feel like a foolish failure as I stand still and let the now human guards load me onto the stretcher to carry me back to the castle.

      As they hold me still, another man comes over and patches up my shoulder. It’s not enough to fix it, but it should keep me from bleeding to death before I get back to the castle. It seems like the bandage must have some sort of pain reliever on it, too, because the sharp sting fades. It still hurts but not as badly.

      Before they begin to move me, a woman in a dress tosses a sheet over the top of me, and I bury my wolf head under it. I don’t want to see the world at all. Then, the soft rhythm of the stretcher being carried over the uneven ground lulls me a bit, and I’m reminded of being in my mother’s arms or in a cradle

      But I’m not in any position to feel soothed or calm.

      Not only is Maddox angry at me, but he’s also got another woman back at the castle, and I have to return there.

      I’m not even able to run away without messing it up.

      As I start to doze off, one word flutters in front of my mind’s eye….

      Cursed.
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      *Maddox*

      

      I walk ahead of the stretcher carrying Isla and try not to pull my fur out. If I had thumbs, I might’ve already pulled out enough fur around my forehead that I’d look bald.

      Images of a wolf with a receding hairline come to mind, and I almost laugh. But nothing is that funny right now.

      What the actual fuck was she thinking?

      I already know the answer to that question.

      As much as I want to blame Isla for all of this, it’s my fault. She left because I was rude and dismissive. She left because she was upset with me. What else could it possibly be? She hasn’t been feeling well, and I didn’t even check on her today while I was gone to look for the missing kidnappers.

      The castle comes into view ahead of me, and I’m glad to see it. I’m not as energetic as I was before, so I don’t leap over the fence in a single bound. Instead, I call ahead, and the side gates are open when we get there. Using the mind-link, I call for a servant to open the door for me as well, and I trot down the hallway to my own room.

      Seth is waiting for me. He unlocks my door, and I mind-link him to say, “Collect the clothes I stripped out of. My keys are in my pocket.”

      I’ve got to stop leaving my keys lying around.

      “I already got them,” he says, and I see them lying on my bed. “Shall I send the healer into Isla’s room? Is she all right?”

      Grabbing my clothes in my teeth, I head to the bathroom and say, “Yeah, she needs medical attention. Her shoulder is hurt.”

      “I’ll let Mystica know,” he replies, and I pause in the doorway of the bathroom.

      Something about his words has me on edge. “Seth, stay in there with her while Mystica is there, at least until I can get there.”

      “Okay.” There’s a questioning lilt to my Beta’s voice.

      I don’t want to explain to him why I am leery of Mystica. I’m not sure how much of her past he is familiar with, but I don’t want her filling Isla’s head with things she doesn’t need to know about.

      Shifting into my human form, I close the door and turn on the shower, hoping I can wash away some of the stress under the warm water before I get dressed. I won’t put these clothes back on, but I’ve got to stop leaving my keys lying around. Even if they don’t unlock Rebecca’s room, I don’t need people going to places where they don’t belong.

      The warm water sinks into my sore muscles and starts to ease the ache, but it does nothing for the pain in my heart.

      I will go and speak to Isla as soon as I can. I have to find a way to fix this, but it won’t be easy. She was awfully upset at me to do something like this. I didn’t think she was capable of striking out on her own. I thought she’d be too afraid, too timid.

      That just goes to show I don’t know her as well as I think I do….

      

      *Isla*

      

      The lights of the hallway have me opening my eyes. We are back in the castle. I don’t want to be here. I don’t want to be anywhere at the moment, except for maybe in my mother’s arms.

      I am carried to my room and transferred onto my bed. Mystica is there already and has a sheet spread over my blankets so I won’t bleed on them.

      “Stay in your wolf form for now, dear,” she instructs me. “Let me take a look.” She shoos the others out of the room, but Poppy is standing in the corner, and I have an idea that someone else is present, too, behind me, near the door.

      I have no idea who it is, but I know it’s not Maddox. I would smell him if it were.

      I would sense him.

      Perhaps he needed to go check on his other breeder–his only breeder, I suppose–to see if all of this excitement has made her go into early labor.

      From the looks of things, I’m guessing early would amount to about fifteen minutes.

      Mystica is muttering under her breath as she takes my bag off my back and inspects my shoulder and my head. She’s already removed my bandages by cutting through my fur. I suppose it doesn’t matter. It’s not like I shift much. “Your head wound appears to be superficial,” she explains to me.

      It doesn’t feel superficial.

      “This bite in your shoulder is more serious. I’ll take care of that first. Okay, dear, I need you to shift so I can sew you up more easily without all of the fur in the way.”

      “I’ll step out for a moment.” I recognize the voice as Beta Seth.

      “You don’t need to stay, dear,” Mystica calls after him as the door opens.

      He says nothing, and once she gives me a reassuring smile, I go ahead and transform back into my human shape, which is a little painful because of my injuries, but I’m okay.

      Another sheet comes over the top of me, and then Mystica is back to patching me up.

      This time, when the door opens, I’m not at all surprised to see that it’s Seth.

      “I said you could go,” Mystica repeats, a questioning tone to her statement.

      “I know,” Seth says as he settles into a chair near the table where I usually take my meals.

      That’s all he says, and Mystica doesn’t question him further, so I suppose there must be a reason he won’t leave.

      And I suppose that it’s because he’s afraid I might take off again, or Maddox is. I can’t blame them. They paid a lot of money for me, at least, in theory. They did forgive the debt my Alpha, Ernest, owed them. So, I suppose it would make me upset if someone who had cost that much left. I should just stay here and become a maid like Poppy or something.

      I’m not thinking clearly, but I do know that it would make me unbelievably forlorn to see Maddox every day and have him treat me like I’m just another maid.

      I wonder if there are other women in the castle that he has slept with who are just servants to him. Maybe they are stronger than I am, but I couldn’t handle that. Perhaps they can put me in a wing of the castle that he never goes to.

      The sting of the needle as it passes through my flesh, again and again, has me turning my head to watch as Mystica sews up my bite. It looks pretty nasty, but I don’t think there are too many pieces of flesh missing. If the wolf had torn the meat away from my shoulder, I’d be in worse agony than I already am, and while I am certainly feeling torment and torture, it’s mostly in my heart, not my shoulder or head.

      When she is done cleaning and sewing up my shoulder, Mystica wraps it up with a bandage. “There we go. And your head just needs to be cleaned and wrapped.”

      “You won’t need to shave my head and stitch it up?” The idea of Maddox wanting to have anything at all to do with me if I’m bald makes my stomach twist into a knot. But then I have to ask myself why I’m holding onto this idea that there’s a possibility that this is all some sort of misunderstanding, and he still wants to be with me at all?

      “No, you’re all patched up. All right, dear. We’ll let Poppy get you cleaned up and dressed,” Mystica says, repacking her doctor’s bag. “Take two of these pills for the pain every six hours. Poppy, see that she remembers. They make you a little sleepy.”

      “When can I get out of bed?” I ask her.

      Mystica pats my hand. “I’ll come to check on you tomorrow. For now, rest, and dear… try not to get upset.” With those words, she turns and looks at Seth and says, “Try not to let people upset her.”

      He clears his throat, and Poppy is staring at the Beta as he gets up and follows the healer out. “Why do you think he stayed?” I ask her.

      “Seriously? That’s the first thing you say to me?” she barks. “Isla, I was worried sick! I went to get you dinner, and you're gone when I get back!”

      I realize I owe her an explanation and an apology. “I’m sorry,” I say as she goes into the bathroom to get what I assume is a cloth to wash me down with. “I just didn’t know what to do.”

      Poppy shakes her head at me and begins to wash me. I want to tell her I can do it, especially since she’s being so rough, but she doesn’t seem to be in the mood to listen to me.

      “After all I’ve been through with you. I was so worried when you were kidnapped! Now, you run away, and you don’t even send me a mind-link to tell me you’re leaving!”

      She’s got every right to be angry. I’m an awful friend.

      But then, I’m not used to having friends.

      “I am sorry, Poppy.”

      She finishes getting me cleaned up and drops a nightgown over my head. “Do you want your cold dinner?” she asks, gesturing at the table where it’s sitting on the silver platter.

      “No, thank you.”

      She humphs under her breath and gets my pain pills for me and a glass of water. I swallow them, feeling like a child who has misbehaved.

      Maybe that’s exactly what I am.

      Now that I’m no longer bleeding or dirty, she helps me get beneath the blankets on the bed and covers me up. “If you need anything, let me know,” she says. “Don’t try to get up. Even if you just need to pee.”

      I thank her again, but she doesn’t say I’m welcome.

      As Poppy goes to turn off the light and leave the room, my bedroom door opens slowly. There’s no knock, no announcement that someone is coming in, but I don’t need him to say it’s him. I sense his presence before he walks into my room.

      “Your Majesty,” Poppy says with a dip of her head that tells me she’s not happy with him either. I don’t pretend to know what he’s done to her. Maybe she thinks he’s the one that started all of this.

      “Poppy,” he says. Maddox follows her out of the room with his eyes before he’s looking at me, and I feel like a small child again. His gaze is heavy, and I think it might crush me.

      I expect him to shout at me, to lay into me right from the beginning, but the first thing he asks me, still standing by the door is, “How do you feel?”

      The answer that slips from my lips is uncensored.

      “Replaced.”
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      *Maddox*

      

      I stare at Isla in bewilderment, not sure what to say to her. I should probably be down in the dungeon trying to break Alpha Jordan, trying to figure out where the hell his fucking daughter is hiding, but I came here because I wanted to talk to Isla to make sure she was all right.

      Apparently, she is not.

      Sighing, I walk over to her bed and sit down next to her, my hip near her knee. “What do you mean?” I ask her. “Replaced… by who?”

      She runs a hand through her hair, blonde curls tangling around her fingers, before she grimaces and untangles herself. She likely forgot about the cut on her head. “I don’t think I need to tell you,” she says, folding her hand in her lap. Her eyes are wide as she looks up at me.

      Puzzled, I stare at her for a long time, trying to figure out what the hell she is talking about. Why is she mad at me exactly? I expected her to shout at me for being cross with her about the office. I don’t think I’ve done anything else.

      “What?” I shake my head. “Replaced?” I have to say it again. “Replaced.”

      “Yes, Your Highness,” she says in a way that makes me cringe a little. “I left because I could plainly see with my own eyes that you don’t need me anymore.”

      Suddenly, it all becomes clear to me, and I feel like one of those dense men in a movie where the woman says, “Well, if you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you!” and it just seems ridiculous that the idiot man doesn’t know.

      I was that idiot man until about five seconds ago….

      Maybe I just don’t want to accept that she’s mad at me for that.

      “Isla,” I say, reaching for her hand. She doesn’t pull it away, but I know she wants to. She’s still that obedient, subservient little girl that arrived here not that long ago who was terrified when she looked at me. “You have to know that that girl, I can’t even remember her name, is not pregnant with my child.”

      The look on her face lets me know I have not said enough to convince her. “The way that you brought her into the office, she seemed very important to you.”

      I can’t help the scoff and laugh that comes out of my mouth, which makes her face contort even more. “I’m sorry,” I say, and she narrows her eyes. “No, really, I am sorry. She’s not anything to me, Isla. She’s just… a headache. A girl I’m trying to help. I never even met her before today.”

      She doesn’t believe me. I can tell by the way she’s scrutinizing me that she doesn’t. She thinks that Sydney is my lover. And she probably thinks she’s… thirteen years old.

      “So why were you so angry when you walked into your office and saw me in there doing exactly what you told me to do?” She pulls her hand away so that she can fold her arms beneath her chest, and immediately my hands feel cold.

      My eyes grow fixated on her chest. I can see the outline of her breasts against the thin fabric of her light-colored nightgown, and it’s cold enough in here that her nipples are a little hard as well. I am distracted. She notices and growls at me.

      “Sorry! Sorry!” I say. “I, uh….” What had she asked me? I remember. Angry. Why was I angry? “Baby, I wasn’t angry at you. I was just frustrated in general, trying to get one problem solved so I could move on to the next, and Sydney wanted to call her parents, so I brought her to my office, even though I didn’t really want her in there, and then I ran into you… and I’m so sorry, but I lost my fucking mind for a few minutes. And I really am sorry.” I drag a hand down my face, waiting for her to speak.

      She doesn’t. She just continues to look at me, like she’s not sure whether or not she should believe me, like she’s not sure if she can trust me.

      “Isla, I don’t know what else to say. I went to another pack to get Alpha Jordan, ended up killing that Alpha, the one who impregnated Sydney, and brought her here to keep her from getting further harmed. That’s all.” I take a deep breath. “I haven’t heard for certain, but I’m pretty sure that Alpha Bryant is dead.

      Her eyes grow wider and wider with each of my confessions, and I know that she is shocked.

      I feel a bit embarrassed telling her all of this, and while I’m not surprised by that reaction, I wish I didn’t care. I felt the same way whenever Rebecca asked me what I’d done that day and my duties involved killing someone.

      I didn’t kill people often back then….

      I killed more often these days—since I’d killed Rebecca.

      “You’ve had a busy day.” Isla’s voice is nearly a whisper.

      “Yes, we both have.”

      Her cheeks turn red, and a hot puff of air comes from her mouth. “I was having a bad day before I ran into you.”

      I reach for her hand again, and she slides her fingers into my palm. I’m not used to listening to other people when they want to talk about their problems, but for Isla, I will push my own concerns out of my mind and let her speak. “Did you call your mom?”

      She nods. “I did. And… she didn’t answer my questions. She just blew me off.”

      I can’t help the frown marks that form in my forehead. “Questions?” I ask her. “I thought you just wanted to visit with her.”

      Her cheeks pink even further as she says, “I did. I miss them a lot. I just… wanted to know a few things. When I started to talk about anything other than what I’m doing now and how they are doing, she just… shut down.”

      I swallow hard and choose my words carefully. The last thing I want to do is make her mad again, but I’m starting to put all of the pieces together, and I’m beginning to wonder if Isla asked her mother about things she didn’t want to discuss.

      “Did you ask her about… Maatua?”

      She nods. “I did. She said she doesn’t know anything about it.”

      I’m not surprised. If Isla and her family came from the same island that the cufflinks she bought me came from, neither of her parents would want to talk about it at all. “Maybe just give them some time?” I suggest. “They may need to get used to the idea of you living in the palace.”

      She shrugs a little, and I wonder if there’s more she’s not saying. “Anyway… I was upset. You were upset.”

      My hand lifts, and I smooth my palm over her cheek. Just touching her makes me stiffen a bit. I want more than just a sweet caress, but she’s not up to it, and I don’t want to push her, even when she leans into my hand and moans a little.

      “Isla,” I say, scooting closer to her, “please don’t ever leave the castle without telling me you’re going again, okay? I have control over most of the wolves in this kingdom, but as you saw, there are packs of rogues, and they would like nothing better than to jump in and rip someone from the castle apart.” For years, my men have roamed those woods looking for those jackasses, but they are great at hiding, and it seems like when we get one, two more replace that asshole.

      “Okay,” she says, but in her eyes, I see something else, like reservations about not wanting to promise me she won’t leave. It makes me nervous. I have a feeling that this isn’t the last time we are going to find ourselves in this situation unless I tether her to me.

      “Did you say you have Alpha Jordan?”

      Her words startle me from my thoughts. “Oh, uh… yeah,” I say. “He’s in the dungeon. Or, at least, he’d better be.” I know this isn’t the first time I’ve said those words recently, but since we have all of his remaining guards and servants locked up now, and his manipulative daughter is gone, I don’t think he can find his way out.

      She nods. “Do you have work to do?”

      I sigh. I always have work to do. I want to stay here with her, but she needs her rest, and if I keep touching her, keep looking at her breasts, I’m going to want to do things that probably aren’t so good for a woman with a head wound.

      “Yeah, probably so,” I say on a sigh. “But I can come in later and hold you–if you want.”

      She looks at me, those wide eyes sparkling slightly. I am not used to people having to think about whether or not they want my company. “That would be nice,” she says, and I start breathing again.

      I lean forward, intending to kiss her forehead, but she tips her face up, and my lips meet hers. Soft, warm, inviting, I can’t help but press her to part those lips, and I slide my tongue between her teeth and tap it against hers, then I slide it even deeper, and pull her closer to me, reminding myself to be careful of her shoulder and her head.

      I feel  her fingers grazing my cheek as she slides her hand up to feather through my hair. I moan into her mouth. I’m having a hard time controlling myself. Thoughts of taking her onto my lap, of working around whatever she might be wearing beneath this nightgown, if anything, fill my mind.

      I pull back, and our lips make a smacking sound. She looks a bit dazed, and I want to apologize to her. I didn’t mean to remove myself so quickly, but I was on the cusp of going too far. “I should go,” I murmur.

      Her bottom lip trembles slightly as she stares up at me and slowly nods. “Be careful,” she tells me.

      I almost laugh. “I’m not even leaving the castle.” But I know that doesn’t mean that I couldn’t get hurt or killed. It’s not like no one has ever died here.

      “I know,” she says. “But Alpha Jordan will stop at nothing to get what he wants.”

      I’m not sure how she knows that. She’s known a lot of things recently that she shouldn’t know.

      I stand and touch her nose lightly with my first finger. “Get some sleep.” She kisses my finger as I pull it away, wanting to stay.

      The urge to stay is overwhelming and uncomfortable as this woman has me completely hard. With one more smile, I turn and go, hoping she’s no longer angry at me.

      I’ll need to find a way to make this up to her.
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