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      *Ella*

      

      “Do not let go of my hand,” he says. I allow myself to look at him for the first time, to really look into those slate gray eyes of his that I now recognize with startling clarity.

      Once, what feels like a lifetime ago, this man asked me to dance at Isaac’s twenty-first birthday ball. I’d declined, using his question as bait to ask him his last name, so that maybe, just maybe, I could have found him again.

      I hadn’t been of age then to feel what I now recognize as a mate pull as his fingers curl around mine, his grip tight and demanding. Do not let go.

      I called him here. I used the ball to honor the heroes of this war for my own selfish reasons. I couldn’t just slip away and let my family think I’d been taken. I needed to show them I left on my own accord, even if it meant showing every Alpha and Luna in their territory my powers, and Ryatt’s.

      Do not let go. Do not let go of my hand.

      His words flow through me as my power surges with his and creates something new, something dark and timeless and more powerful than anything we’ve ever experienced before. We’re mates. Fated mates. Mates destined to find each other.

      Against my wishes. Maybe against his wishes, too.

      I close my eyes and let myself go.

      But then I feel a hand on my arm, and we’re sucked away into pure nothingness.

      I turn my head to see it’s Hannah and gasp in horror. I have no choice but to let go of his hand to save my friend.

      I open my eyes and gasp, fighting to catch my breath. My vision blurs at the edges as soft, sparkling daylight filters through a dense canopy of trees, their leaves a rich golden color against the bright sky above. A breeze trickles through them, sending leaves fluttering down, brushing against my cheeks.

      I can’t catch my breath. My head is pounding like I’d fallen from the sky and landed here, on the ground, knocking the wind right out of my lungs. In fact, that’s exactly what happened. I can see where I’d broken through the branches. I hiss out a breath as I reach behind my head and feel for blood, but my fingers remain dry. I’m still wearing the gown from the ball. But my feet are bare, my black heels nowhere to be seen.

      I’ll live–unfortunately.

      “Hannah!” I roll over and reach for her. She’s lying only a few feet away on her side, her curly blonde hair tangled with leaves and twigs. Her eyes are closed, but her cheeks remain rosy. She looks like she’s just asleep. Even her wide, full lips are turned into a sleepy, childlike smile.

      I groan with effort as I lift myself to my elbows and crawl to her, rolling her onto her back. “Hannah! Hannah, wake up! Wake up, now!” I shake her like a rag doll, but she doesn’t so much as twitch. Oh, Goddess! Is she dead?

      I lay my head against her chest, listening to her heart. It’s still beating. A rhythmic thump thump thump meets my ear and sends a rush of relief skittering through me. She’s just knocked out cold. Maybe that’s for the best right now. I have no idea where we are, or where the hell that mate of mine is, damn him. Damn him and his evil father and their Goddess forsaken kingdom I’d love to burn to the ground…. Maybe I will. Maybe I’ll lay waste to this place and let the flames consume me until I’m nothing but ash and bone while my family lives peacefully and in safety.

      The thought of them causes hot, stinging tears to prickle to life in the corners of my eyes.

      “Oh, Maddy,” I breathe, sucking in a sob as I lift my head and start picking twigs and leaves from Hannah’s hair. “Isaac. Mama—” Another sob strangles me. “Dad–” I suck in my breath and grit my teeth against the angry roar threatening to erupt from my throat.

      Why me? Why the hell did the Goddess choose me to be her freakin’ beast? All I wanted was to be normal. Maybe to have a touch of power like Mom to show off at parties. I wanted a family one day. I wanted my mate, of course, but not one from an evil kingdom in a realm walled off by the Goddess herself.

      I let myself scream then. I scream loud enough to startle the birds from the trees. I scream and beat my fists on the ground beneath my knees. I scream knowing that I’m too far from my family for them to hear me. I’ve crossed the veil between this kingdom and theirs. I can feel it in my bones. I’m no longer in my kingdom anymore, and the knowledge of that soaks into my body like a disease, coiling through my veins like a venomous snake.

      The worst part is, I feel better than I ever have. I feel, in my soul, that I’ve come home.

      I scream again, letting the forest absorb the sound of my rage and desperate grief at losing everyone I’ve loved and accidentally taking my friend with me to the hell I’m destined for. A hell I can’t escape.

      “Hannah, please wake up,” I beg, shaking her again. She just wobbles back and forth, that stupid, sleepy smile frozen in place. I raise my hand to smack her, hoping that a small act of violence I’m already reluctant to commit will wake her up so we can figure out how to get her home, when a crunching sound behind me grabs my attention.

      I whirl around, jumping to my feet and raising my hands. My powers flow through me in tendrils of red light, illuminating the area all around me.

      The woman standing at the far edge of the clearing in a pale blue cloak drops her basket of what looks like walnuts and screams, turning to run away.

      “Wait!” I shout, but she’s sprinting back through the forest, her cloak billowing out behind her.

      I have no choice but to chase her down. I take off after her, leaping over tree roots and weaving through the trees, their pale white bark easy to see against the damp, leave covered forest floor.

      She’s panting, her breath coming in rasping grunts of desperation as she tries to outrun me. I did scare her, which I feel bad about, but I feel worse about what I have to do next.

      I leap toward her, wrapping my arms around her narrow shoulders and send us both hurtling to the ground. We roll down a small embankment and right into a creek. She kicks out, but her wet cloak is covering us both. I fight against her just so I don’t accidentally drown.

      She escapes my hold as we’re carried downstream. She kicks me hard in the stomach, and I suck in a mouthful of water, trying to fight my way to the surface. Her hand presses against the top of my head, holding me down.

      But I’m stronger than her. Taller than her, too. I tug her back down just as I slam into a rock. If I had air in my lungs, I would have expelled it in a scream of pain, but I’m not dying today. I’m sure as hell not drowning. Not while Hannah still lies prone in a clearing up the creek from where we are now.

      I burst through the surface of the water and climb up onto the boulder, hauling the woman by her cloak as I crawl back across the rock and onto the shore. She’s coughing, wriggling, and sputtering water.

      “Get off me!” she cries out as I let go of her. She rolls away, her wet cloak picking up dirt and moss and leaves.

      “I–I didn’t–-I didn’t mean to scare you,” I choke out, trying to catch my breath. “I need help. My friend’s hurt.”

      The woman is on all fours gasping for breath as she watches me do the same. “What are you?”

      “Me?” I rasp, my hair sticking to my face and neck. I brush it away, looking the woman in the eyes. She’s beautiful, with thick copper blonde hair that’s likely very long, but is currently tied back in a damp, woven bun at the nape of her slender neck. Her hazel eyes are narrowed into a cat-like glare as she watches me, her mouth pressed into a tight line. Her golden skin, nearly the same color as her hair in places, is patched in pink from the cold water and probably a touch of anger because I wrestled her into a creek. What choice did I have?

      “Yes, you! Who else?”

      I frown at the woman as I sit down and begin wringing out my torn and sopping wet gown. “I’m Ella.”

      “I didn’t ask your name, witch–”

      “Witch?” I snap. “Excuse me?”

      “That’s what you are.” She waves a hand in my direction.

      “I’m a shifter,” I say tartly, then scoff as I rise to my feet. My gown is torn and hanging in pieces around my knees. “And I need help.”

      “I’m not helping you,” she shrugs, and rises to her own feet.

      “Then tell me where the nearest town–or village–or wherever-the-hell-place-that-has-other-people is!”

      “I’m not telling you anything lest you charge in and use your powers to burn everything to the ground!”

      “Then tell me where Ryatt Kane is.”

      Her jaw drops, her eyes going wide as she raises a trembling hand to her mouth. She takes several steps away from me.

      “What?” I ask, tilting my head to the side as I approach her. “What’s the matter now?”

      “What business do you have with Alpha Ryatt?” She looks around nervously, then back at me.

      “He’s my mate,” I answer, and the woman looks like she’s considering jumping back into the creek to get away from me. I close the distance between us in a single step, grabbing her arm and squeezing hard when she tries to pull away. “Listen, my friend is hurt. I can’t wake her up. I need help. I got separated from Ry–Alpha Ryatt. I was traveling with him. I don’t know where I am, and I need help. Do you understand? Please, tell me how to find the nearest settlement, or village, or whatever. I’m begging you!”

      Her nostrils flare as she looks me up and down, taking in my tattered gown. I take a moment to look at her as well, noticing the mud covered, cream-colored shirt and matching pants she’s wearing with heavy duty leather boots.

      She yanks her arm free and scowls at me. “Fine. Come with me.” She tries to swirl her cloak in a dramatic fashion but it's too wet to do what she wants, and just sprays me with water. I wipe water droplets from my face and follow her, my bare feet aching and scraped from the forest floor.

      “What is your name, witch?”

      “I’m not a witch,” I growl then trip over a tree root and curse audibly. “I already told you, my name is Ella.”

      “I’m Amanda,” she says smugly, motioning for me to walk beside her. “Don’t follow behind me like that. I don’t trust that you won’t slit my throat and eat me.”

      “What kind of witches do you know?” I hiss. I’m not happy this is my current companion, but she might be the only person who can help me find someone to tend to Hannah.

      She doesn’t answer as we enter the clearing and picks up her basket. Hannah is still lying there in the same position I left her in. Amanda picks up her walnuts and tosses them into her basket, frowning. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “We… fell out of the sky, I think.”

      Amanda looks up at the canopy and purses her lips, nodding. “That’s a stupid thing to do.”

      I glare at Amanda as I check on Hannah. I’m going to have to carry her. I stoop and lift her onto my back, straining under the weight. Amanda eyes me, looking somewhat impressed by my strength and agility. “Do you need help?”

      “No,” I grumble, adjusting Hannah’s dead weight as I follow Amanda back into the forest. “How far away is it?”

      “The village? Well, if you’d fallen another quarter mile north, you would have landed on the roof of the meeting house. That would’ve been a sight, honestly. Maybe next time.”

      “I don’t like you very much.”

      “I don’t like you either,” she replies, and a hint of a smile touches her lips. “Don’t say anything about Alpha Ryatt.”

      “Why not?”

      Her eyes meet mine. “Just trust me on this. Do not speak his name.”
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      The walk through the forest is short, but the sun sets behind us, and the forest is cast in a deep violet glow. A chill settles in my bones. It’s autumn here, the same as in Crescent Falls. My bare feet are coated in dead leaves by the time we crest a hill and look down at a small village tucked in a cleared area in the forest, surrounded by old growth trees and situated in a circular fashion around a tall, square building made of stone.

      That must be the meeting house Amanda mentioned. Its thatch roof and stone walls look like something out of a fairy tale, and so do the small stone cottages we pass as we make our way into the village proper.

      People stop to stare at us, at me. Amanda, however, walks with her head held high, her chin lifted as she nods at the people we pass.

      I suddenly get the feeling Amanda isn’t just some simple woman wandering around in the woods alone. These people give her space and bow their heads slightly to her as she leads me to the meeting house.

      Whispers float through the air around us on the chilled breeze. Whispers about me, and Hannah, who is hanging limply over my back. I’m sure we look a mess, and my shredded gown isn’t doing me any favors.

      “Ready?” Amanda chirps beside me before stepping up to the wide double doors of the meeting house.

      “For what?”

      She throws open the door, and my words are washed away by riotous male voices lifted in an animated argument. At least twenty rough, burly men wearing furs and leather gather around a table in the center of the building, which has no stairs or extra rooms, just one wide open space that’s decorated rustically, including a two-story high stone chimney and ginormous fireplace.

      Oh, Goddess. I’m in trouble now.

      Every single man stops talking abruptly and turns to us in shock. Amanda is unperturbed by the sudden attention. She practically skips into the room, her mouth stretched into a beaming smile.

      “Daddy,” she calls as the man seated at the far end of the room on a slightly raised stone platform rises to his feet, his fur coat falling to his knees. He’s huge, menacing looking, with a full black beard and several daggers attached to his waist and hips on leather belts. “Look what I found in the woods.”

      I gape at the room and then quickly shut my mouth.

      Amanda continues, “This is Ella, and she’s probably a witch, but she’s perfectly nice. Her friend is unconscious and needs to see the healer right away.” Amanda scans the room, her eyes landing on two young men seated at the corner of the table. She gives them a look and snaps her fingers, and they immediately move into action.

      One of them approaches me to take Hannah off my back, but I move out his reach, baring my teeth at him.

      Amanda’s father looks dumbfounded for a moment then turns to his daughter, who apparently has as much sway as he does in this pack. “Amanda, what the hell have you been up to today?”

      “Nothing really,” she shrugs.

      “You’re soaking wet.”

      “Oh, well, we did wrestle each other into a creek.” She waves a hand in dismissal and then stares over her shoulder at me, looking me up and down. “I’m going to take her home and get her into dry clothes while the other woman is tended by the healers.” With that, she turns on her heel and walks back to me. “Let them have her.”

      “No,” I say, furrowing my brows at her.

      “Uh, yes, come on.” She motions toward the men to remove my burden, and I find I can do nothing about it.

      “Amanda–” Her father says so loudly his voice booms through the room, but Amanda is unaffected by his sharp tone.

      “Oh, I forgot,” Amanda breathes, giggling as she turns back to her father. “This is Alpha King Ryatt’s mate, Daddy. He’s probably going to be looking for her, so I need to make sure she’s not dead when he inevitably shows up with all of his men. Bye!”

      His jaw drops, but I don’t have time to process what’s happening before Amanda takes me by the arm and pulls me out of the meeting house. I look over my shoulder, trying to dig in my heels as I watch Hannah being gently carried in another direction.

      “She’s fine, Ella,” Amanda says. “Don’t worry about it.”

      “Wait–I need to stay with her–”

      “No, you need a hot bath and warm clothes. You’re practically blue.”

      I pull her to a stop. “You told me not to mention Ryatt’s name!”

      “Yeah, I said YOU can’t mention his name. My father is the Alpha, what do you think he would have said if you came bounding in here asking for help and name dropping our Alpha King like that? He would’ve  strung you up in a tree.” She gives me a look, then motions to my tattered gown. “You’re a mess, and he probably would have thought you were insane, utterly deranged. I am his only daughter, and I get what I want, so, you’re welcome. He believes anything I say, and therefore, won’t see you as a threat.”

      “I don’t understand–”

      “Just come on!” she says, annoyed, and starts dragging me through the village. “I’ll explain everything in a minute.”

      I reluctantly allow Hannah to be taken away. I hate it, but what choice do I have? If anyone so much as threatens either of us, I can just use my powers.

      I close my eyes for a second, letting that truth sink in. I barely know how to use my powers. All I know is that I could seriously hurt someone.

      Eventually, we reach a very nice stone house. The exterior is covered in ivy that snakes up to the third floor, all of the leaves a dark golden brown in the fading sunset. The lights turn on the second we walk inside without needing to flip a switch. In fact, I don’t see any light switches anywhere, and the bulbs in the rustic chandelier made of deer antlers seem to glow on their own accord, shimmering with magic.

      Strange, I think. But I don’t have a moment to ask about them before Amanda is dragging me upstairs. She closes us into a bathroom and turns on the water in a huge bathtub made entirely out of treated wood. She makes quick work of pulling several jars of soaps and oils from a cabinet and dumps the contents in the tub.

      I stand there watching, wet and cold to the bone, unsure of what to do or say to her. I’m two seconds away from falling to pieces when she looks up at me and motions toward my dress. “I don’t think anyone is going to be able to mend that gown. I’m going to have to throw it away.”

      The idea of relinquishing the one thing I have left from my kingdom makes me suddenly sick to my stomach and tears begin to sting my eyes. Amanda notices my change in expression and furrows her brows, reaching a cautious hand toward me and laying it on my bare shoulder. “You can tell me the truth now,” she says softly, gently.

      “What truth?”

      “How you really ended up here. Are you a runaway breeder? Or from a pleasure house?”

      “No!” I fight back tears as I dare look her in the eyes. “I told you the truth. I fell from the sky. I have no idea where I am. All I know is that I'm very far away from home, and I can’t go back.” I sniffle and step away from her. “Ryatt is my mate, and I don’t–I didn’t have a choice but to come here.”

      “I thought you were lying about that,” she says, confusion blooming behind her eyes. “You’re joking, right?”

      “N-No.” I look at her, taking in her conflicted expression. “You called him the Alpha King, but I thought his father was the Alpha King of this kingdom.”

      “Well…” She struggles with what to say next, and sighs, pointing to the bath. “It’s a lot to explain, and I’m sure you have a lot to explain to me, but you should bathe. I’m sure my dad will be here soon to question you. I want us to be gone and visiting with the healer when he gets here, so hurry up if you can. I’m going to go get you some clothes.”

      My stomach ties into a knot as I nod, surrendering myself to my situation. I wait for her to leave before stripping out of my clothes and sinking into the hot, heavily scented tub, letting the nearly scalding water wash away the last several hours of my life. I woke up in my bed back at the castle for the last time today. I try not to think about how I’d gone about saying goodbye to my family. They’d understand why I did this, one day. Maybe. If not, at least they’d be safe while they hated me forever.

      I dunk my head under the water, letting my hair fan out around me and soak up the soap and fragrant oils before bursting through the surface and gasping for breath.

      I haven’t called out to Ryatt through the mind-link or the bond. I’m not sure why. Part of me wants to, especially now that Hannah’s part of the situation, but another part of me dreads seeing him again, let alone hearing his voice.

      I don’t want to see him again. I don’t want to be anywhere near him. Could he help Hannah, though?

      Again, I sink into the water so I’m submerged up to my nose and stay that way for several minutes, lost in thought.

      Amanda burst into the bathroom without knocking and glances down at me before setting several large, fluffy towels and a stack of warm clothing on the counter. She turns to me, leaning against it, acting completely casual about the fact that I’m totally naked with nothing but bubbles to shield my body from this stranger's gaze.

      “Better, right?”

      “Who are you?” I ask, looking up at her.

      She arches a brow. “Are we doing this again?”

      I rise up, motioning for her to hand me a towel. She looks away long enough for me to wrap it around my body and step out of the tub. “I’m not asking your name. I’m asking what you are, and what you were doing in the woods, and how you can walk into a room full of men who look like wolves even in their human forms without so much as blinking.”

      “Oh, that,” she breathes, smiling slyly to herself. “I’m the only daughter of an Alpha, Ella. I have seven older brothers. I’m the baby, the princess, and I’ve learned how to get my way. Don’t confuse that for weakness.” Her eyes glimmer as she continues, “You’re very lucky it was me who found you today. Otherwise, I doubt either of you would have made it out of that forest alive, especially after doing that little trick with her hands. My father might be the Alpha, and I might be eighth in line to his title, but everyone knows who really pulls the strings in this village, and that’s me.”

      Based on her tone and the look in her eyes, I believe every word.

      “So, Alpha King Ryatt is your mate.” She says, shaking her head as she hands me some clothes and walks toward the door. “There’s some woman in this forest who will want to skin you alive with their fingernails if they find out.”

      I narrow my eyes at her. “What do you mean?”

      “We have a lot to talk about. Get dressed, and we’ll go see your friend.”
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      *Ella*

      The healer is a very old, gnarled woman. She reminds me of Mystica based on the pictures Mom has scattered in her home in Maatua. The woman’s hair is bright white and wispy, and her shoulders are permanently slumped. She barely comes up to my breasts as she hovers around Hannah, who is lying on a cot in the center of a very warm room heated by an ancient wood stove in one corner.

      I have to duck to walk deeper into the tight room. Bundles of herbs hang from the low ceiling. A kettle whistles on the stove as I kneel by Hannah’s bedside and take her hands in mine, finding them warm and soft. Her coloring is perfect, and she still has that smile on her face like she’s simply dreaming.

      “You can’t spirit through time and space all willy nilly,” the old woman croaks, her voice wobbly but calm and motherly as she pours hot water into a large, metal bowl full of herbs. “She’s split between two worlds. Here, and with her mate.”

      I look up at the woman, who has barely said a word to me and Amanda since we arrived. The latter lingers at the door, fanning herself and scowling at the deep, floral scent in the room.

      “How do you know that’s what happened?” I gasp, tightening my grip on Hannah’s hands.

      The woman’s eyes meet mine. Her eyes are totally white. I startle and suck in a breath of surprise.

      “She’s sightless, Ella,” Amanda says casually, noticing my shock. “As a bat.”

      “Is that you, Princess Amanda?” The old woman looks over her shoulder and narrows her unseeing eyes into cat-like slits. “You still owe me some coin for your last batch of contraceptive potions. Watch your mouth or else I’ll tell your father what you’ve been up to with the three sons of the Beta, hmm?”

      Amanda goes red in the face, but the woman turns her attention back to where Hannah lays still and smiles down at her, her cheeks like two little red apples. “I have a different kind of sight, child. I don’t need my eyes to see things clearly.”

      I glance back at Amanda, who rolls her eyes and gives me a playful, but slightly devious, smile.

      “Your friend needs a different kind of healer than me, I’m afraid. She’s not going to wake up without the magical intervention I do not have the ability to provide.”

      I stare down at Hannah as ripples of shock flicker over my body. I have a sinking, creeping sensation that these people already know too much about me and my situation. Amanda knows almost everything now. She knows I have power. I stupidly made that clear the very second I saw her. She knows Ryatt is my mate. Now, she knows Hannah and I aren’t from this place.

      A quick glance over my shoulder confirms Amanda doesn’t care in the slightest. She heaves a breath as she inspects her fingernails, looking bored out of her mind.

      “The Witches from the Moonrise Coven should be able to tend to her,” the ancient healer continues. “And you, Lady Darkness.”

      “Lady Darkness?” Amanda chuckles. “That’s a good one. I’m using that.”

      I exhale, nostrils flaring as I purse my lips into a tight line and turn back to the healer. “What’s wrong with her?”

      “It’s like a curse, my dear.” She places a trembling hand on the very top of my head, and I fight the urge to flinch away from her touch. “You’re powerful, like your… mother, and her aunt before her, and the lineage of women who guard that sacred place on the other side of the veil between our worlds. How interesting is your mind? I see every truth so clearly. It’s all here, waiting to be unlocked.”

      I have no idea what she means, and it’s only making me feel worse. How long have I been separated from my family? A day? Maybe less?

      “I need to take her home. How? Is there a way back?”

      “There’s one way to get back to your kingdom, but it’s guarded by the Alpha King of Eastonia. She cannot travel in this state, anyway. She needs to be made whole again, and I don’t have the magic to fix this.”

      “So… we’re going to Moonrise?” Amanda steps forward.

      The old woman nods to neither of us, looking directly between us instead. “They will have the answers you seek, I hope.”

      I hope. Those words gut me as I turn my attention to Amanda. “Can you take me there?”

      She nods. “I’ll round up the girls. We’ll leave tonight.” With that, Amanda turns away and disappears through the door leading back into the village.

      Alone with the old woman, I look up at her as I continue to kneel by Hannah’s side. “Is she going to die?”

      “I don’t have that answer.”

      “But you can see–”

      “You must reach out to your mate. He’s looking for you.”

      “I don’t think so,” I reply, the words heavy as they leave my lips. Part of me believes he let go at the same moment I did, that this abandonment was preplanned. All he needed was for me to be here, in his own homeland, resetting the balance between our worlds.

      The other part of me believes that he is, in fact, looking for me, and he’s pissed, so I’d rather not make my presence in this location known, especially when Amanda has yet to explain his role in their village.

      “What is your name?” I ask the woman as I rise to my feet.

      “Lumaira,” she replies, a soft smile touching her lips.
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      How she managed this without the permission of her parents, the Alpha and Luna of her small village, is beyond me. I walk beside her and a woman named Gemma, who is our age, no older than twenty-one, with dark, thick brown hair and glassy gray eyes that shine in the moonlight. Behind us, two wolves drag a sled over the dead leaves and moss coating the forest floor, Hannah lying in a bundle of furs on the sled that’s also packed with supplies.

      I didn’t ask any questions. I didn’t protest when she came back to the healer’s cottage with three of her friends, the sled, and a heavy pair of boots, a thick coat, and mittens for me.

      But it’s nearly morning, and we’ve been walking all night.

      “Won’t your father’s men come after us?”

      “When they realize I’ve gone, yes. But a group of friends visiting from another village showed up right as we were leaving, so we’re fine for now. We’ll be a day ahead of them by the time they realize we’re gone.”

      “You have a lot of sway,” I say to her, still trying to figure her out.

      “I explained that already,” she replies, giving me a look.

      I have no idea why she agreed to do this, but I guess it has something to do with testing boundaries with her father.

      She continues, “The coven is a three day walk from the village.”

      “Why didn’t we all just shift? Wouldn’t that make it shorter?”

      “You, me and Gemma are guarding the sled,” she says slowly, motioning to the dense forest all around us. “There’s more out here than wolves, Ella. Much more.”

      Unease ripples up and down my spine, but I force it away and blink into the heavy darkness choking the forest all around us. Gemma, who’s barely spoken other than to introduce herself, pipes up, “Is it true you’re King Ryatt’s mate?”

      I sigh, “Yes. It is.”

      “Fated, or imprinted?”

      I glance at her. “Fated.” Imprinted? I’m not even sure what she means by that.

      Amanda’s brows raise, but she doesn’t look in my direction as we pick our way through the forest, trying to find the best route for the sled.

      “Can either of you explain things now?” I ask with a hint of annoyance. “Amanda, you said he’s the Alpha King. The Alpha King of what, exactly? His father is the Alpha King of Eastonia–”

      “Yes, he is. King Ryatt is the King of the Rogues.”

      I stop walking, and with a heavy sigh, Amanda stops and turns to me, motioning for Gemma and the two women in their wolf forms to stop as well.

      “Look, we know who you are, okay? We know you’re from Crescent Falls and a princess there. If you’re telling the truth, then you’re the royal princess. Sister to the Alpha King. We all heard about the war. Men from all the rogue villages fought alongside King Ryatt and his army to stop the Alpha King of Eastonia from annihilating your lands. Many didn’t come home, you know, and some were captured by the Eastonian King upon their return. But you–” she steps toward me, pointing a finger at my chest, “You have no idea how much danger you’re in right now, do you?”

      I open my mouth, then snap it shut again when I realize I have no way to answer that.

      She smirks, looking me up and down. “Do not use your powers again, not until we reach the witches and figure out a way to help your friend. Those powers are legendary here. Only a few people in the history of our kind have possessed them and the king is already looking for you, Ella. You stick out like a sore thumb, and the last thing we need is royal warriors on our asses, got it?”

      I grit my teeth. Amanda is in control, that’s clear. She continues, “As for your mate bond… I don’t have much to say about it, but I get the feeling you’re not too keen on the match. Are you hiding from him?”

      “I don’t–” I suck in a breath and let it out in whoosh. “I don’t know him well. But I needed to come here. I didn’t belong in my–my kingdom.”

      “Well, I don’t know shit about that, all right? Why you, in particular, are here, and he’s not. Not here protecting you… putting me in the position to do so. I won’t have King Ryatt raining hellfire on my people if anything happens to you, regardless of how you feel about each other, so no powers, period, got it?”

      Have I met my match in this woman? Her sass is equal to mine, if not more intense. I have a sudden, fiery ache in my chest as I think of Maddy and her gentle, caring friendship. That ache blooms into something more severe when I glance down at where Hannah, who I’ve known nearly all my life, lays prone and in a coma on the sled. My only real friends, both of them so far out of reach.

      I’m alone. More alone than ever.

      I have no choice but to listen, and obey, the rules set forth by Amanda.

      “No powers,” I say, nodding. “I understand.”

      “You have to trust us, Ella,” Gemma says, her voice soft and song-like. “We’re not going to hurt either of you, we promise.”

      I glance between them. “How did you know who I am?”

      “Your light,” Gemma beams. “When Amanda told me about your first encounter, I knew she was right in taking you both to the witches. You’re one of them. There’s a legend about someone like you having been misplaced, left on the wrong side of the veil. That’s you, I think.”

      “Told you, you were a witch,” Amanda cuts in.

      I glare at her. “Look, I’m tired. I haven’t eaten in over a day. Can we camp and continue this conversation in a little while? When my head is clear?”

      “Not here,” Amanda says without a moment’s hesitation. “We need to get out of the Deadlands. We have another ten miles to go.” With that, she turns and walks ahead of us, her long golden hair braided nearly to her waist swaying behind her.

      I glance at Gemma, who gives me a sympathetic shrug. “She’s not that bad when you get to know her.”

      “I heard that,” Amanda snaps, but Gemma gives me a knowing smile, and follows her leader into the darkness.

      I glance back at the sled, at the wolves waiting expectantly for me to start walking again.

      ‘If you can hear me,’ I say through the bond, sending the message through the fine, silver thread that unwillingly binds me to Ryatt, ‘don’t come for me.’
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      *Maddy*

      

      I watch as Isaac leans over his desk to grab another stack of papers from a banker’s box on the far edge. He sighs as he flips through the papers and sets them down, reaching for a pair of manilla folders instead, and sits back down.

      I turn my head back to the window and watch the rain fall in dizzying sheets of silver, the entire back garden cast in shadow and glistening with dampness. My hand rests on the swell of my belly. Our son kicks me softly, and I smile to myself, tapping my fingers as if to say, “Hello, little one.”

      “Is he kicking again?” Isaac asks as he leans back in his office chair and places a large, warm hand on my stomach.

      I adjust the position of his hand and lay my hand over his, waiting. Our son is still so small, but his movements have become more noticeable the last few days. A featherlight movement brushes over Isaac’s hand. I watch my mate’s face as he feels his son kick for the first time. “That’s incredible,” he says, meeting my eyes. “Does it bother you?”

      “No, not at all,” I grin, my heart swelling with happiness that cuts through the sharp aching grief we’ve all been feeling for the last several days. “I’ve noticed that he perks up whenever I drink something hot and sweet.” I motion to the empty tea cup on his desk.

      “He’s strong,” Isaac says so gently I almost miss it. He runs his hand over the curve of my belly.

      “He is,” I agree, but that blossoming happiness fades into something duller, replaced by that sadness I’ve been trying to shake ever since the ball.

      Isaac notices my shift in expression and stands, placing a hand on the small of my back as we turn to face the window together. “One day, I’ll be able to look out this window and watch him playing in the back garden like I used to do as a boy. Ella and I–” His voice wobbles, but he continues, “we used to throw rocks at this window to get my Dad’s attention before running away and hiding behind the hedges, thinking he wouldn’t see us, or wouldn’t think it was us.”

      Ella. Isaac hasn’t said her name in days. The castle is dark and empty, like she’d taken a piece of it with her when she left.

      Ella left. She wasn’t taken. She wasn’t dragged from the castle against her will. She decided to leave and did so.

      It’s a truth some of us aren’t willing to accept yet, but we must. What we can’t accept, however, is that Hannah blindly followed her into the black abyss she and Ryatt created in the ballroom less than a week ago.

      “Has Cassian returned?” I ask, turning toward Isaac and laying a hand on his chest. I toy with the buttons on his shirt as he sighs, and shakes his head.

      “No, he has not.”

      I nod, my throat tightening painfully. Cassian is losing his mind, that’s clear enough. Separated from his mate, he’s done nothing but search for a way past those mountains to Eastonia. Within an hour of Hannah disappearing, Cassian left the castle with a small group of warriors and headed toward Moorn. Now, he’s scouring the base of the mountains, looking for something Isaac found during the war.

      “I spoke to him two days ago,” Isaac says, his eyes still locked on the back garden.

      “What exactly is he looking for, Isaac?”

      Isaac heaves a breath and looks down at me, gently weaving one of my soft, red curls around his fingers. “During my time in the mountains, I found a spring. A natural spring, and the water was heated by some force deep underground. My group watched it for several hours. Any enemies that went into the water didn’t come back out. But…” he trails off and looks back outside, his brow furrowed, “new warriors came out of the water. Walked right out of it, refreshed, ready for battle. It sounds insane, but I was sure that was how King Kane’s army was getting into our kingdom. I gave Cassian the exact coordinates to it, but it’s not there anymore.”

      I lean away and look up at him, searching his eyes for understanding. “What do you mean it’s not there anymore?”

      “I don’t know. The reports I’ve gotten back from Cassian and his men say they haven’t found it.”

      “The waterfall on Maatua,” I begin, tracing a finger over one of the buttons on his shirt. “Is it…”

      Isaac chuckles, but it’s a strained sound. “No, it’s not a portal to another kingdom, as far as I know. And without access to the springs at the base of the mountain, we have nothing to compare the two.”

      A knock sounds on the door, and we turn to see Isla stepping inside. Dark circles sit beneath her eyes, but they’re still a clear, crystal blue that matches the color of her turtleneck sweater. Her golden blonde hair is tied neatly in a bun at the nape of her neck. “Am I interrupting?”

      “No,” I say, smiling at her as she closes the door to Isaac’s office behind her. “We were just talking about–about Cassian.”

      She nods, a far off look in her eyes for a split second before she looks between us and says, “We’re leaving tonight. Your father and I have to return to Maatua as planned.” She steps further into the room. “I have meetings with the priestesses from both KiloKilo and Maatua. I’m hoping I can gain some new insight on how to bring Hannah back.”

      There’s obvious pain in Isla’s voice. I know she wants to say Ella’s name, to say that Ella will be coming back too, but we all know Ella made this choice for herself.

      Hannah, on the other hand, likely had no idea what she was getting into.

      “Have you been able to get in contact with Kane–I mean, Ryatt?” She clears her throat.

      “No,” Isaac says with finality.

      This doesn’t surprise me. For decades, Isaac’s parents had tried to get in contact with Eastonia to no avail. It wasn’t until we learned of the legends surrounding the shrouded kingdom that we learned it was entirely cut off, impassable, even for correspondence.

      Isla is resigned to nodding. My heart aches for her. There is truly nothing we can do but wait.

      “Hannah is safe with Ella,” I say before I can stop the words from leaving my lips. “She would do anything to protect her. Hannah is safe as long as they’re together.”

      “I know,” Isla replies, but the words are heavy and laced with unimaginable grief. “I just wish she would have told us, and allowed us to help her, to do this… diplomatically, and allow doors to open between our kingdoms.”

      “I don’t think that was an option, Mom,” Isaac says. His hand roves up my spine and back down again, like he’s seeking comfort in just touching me. “Ryatt wasn’t our enemy from the beginning. I failed to see that until it was too late. His father, the true Alpha King, is pulling the strings. Whatever is happening on the other side of those mountains is out of our control, and it’s something Ella needed to handle on her own.”

      I can feel how much it pains him to say it. There’s been so many unanswered questions these past few days. Like how Ella was able to hide her tremendous powers from everyone in her family, how she was able to call Ryatt here to bring her back to his homeland, and why she went the way she did.

      “Isaac,” Isla says after a moment of heavy silence drifts between us, settling like a wet blanket across the room, “if Cassian doesn’t return, you know what you must do.”

      Isaac stiffens beside me, but he nods all the same. Isla exhales and turns to go, saying over her shoulder, “We leave after dinner tonight.”

      The door shuts behind her with a soft click.

      I let out my breath, resting my hands on my stomach. “Does she mean you’ll need to find a new Beta if this continues?”

      “If he’s unable to do his job, yes,” Isaac says with obvious irritation. He steps away from me and runs his fingers through his hair. “I understand his desire to rip the world apart to find his mate, trust me, but this is fruitless. I’m doing everything I can to get in contact with Ryatt, but I still don’t understand how any of this works.”

      “Her paintings,” I offer, stepping toward him. “If she can step through them, so could you–”

      “We’d have to find a way to get into the tower first. She sealed it off before she left. Even my powers don’t allow me to break through whatever spells she locked it with.”

      We’d tried, several times, thinking the paintings were the key to finding her and Hannah, and giving Hannah a chance to come back. But I have a strange feeling about the paintings themselves. Why didn’t she use them to travel to Eastonia in the first place? Could she not cross whatever veil separated the two kingdoms on her own?

      Isaac exhales deeply and sits down. I lean against the desk, crossing my arms under my breasts as I look down at my mate. Goddess, the last few days have been hell. Isaac has been gone all day and sometimes late into the night. We’re pretending everything is all right, pretending we have a grip on the situation with Eastonia and that that kingdom is no longer a threat.

      But we don’t know that for sure. How could we? Not when we believed the wrong king was our enemy.

      Ryatt is our kingdom’s only hope. Whatever he and Ella are doing beyond those mountains is meant to keep us safe.

      I edge closer to Isaac and kneel before him, resting my hands on his thighs. “I love you.”

      He caresses my cheek. I lean into his touch, closing my eyes. I feel him bend forward, and he brushes his lips over mine. “I love you, too.”

      “We’ll get through this. Everything will be clear, one day.”

      “One day,” he repeats, then deepens the kiss.

      When was the last time we kissed like this?

      “I missed you, Maddy,” he says softly and helps guide me to my feet. I sit on his lap and wrap my arms around his neck, resting my forehead against his. “I have no obligations for the rest of the day.”

      “Then your only obligation is to me, isn’t it?” I tease, and the lighthearted words chip through the grief shared between us.

      “Yes,” he rasps and meets my mouth again in a hungry kiss.

      I pull away after a moment. Unfortunately, I, as the Luna, still have obligations today, including overseeing the planning of a mating ball being held shortly before we’re supposed to join Isla and Maddox in Maatua for Winter Solstice. “I have to go to the temple for a little while.”

      He groans, leaning his head back as I slide off his lap and brush the wrinkles out of my pants.

      “I’ll be back for dinner.”

      “Good, I imagine it’s not going to be a very lively event, like usual.”

      I take his face between my hands and kiss him deeply once more before saying, “We’re all going to be fine. Ella knew what she was doing.”

      “I hope you’re right.”

      I hope, and pray, that I’m right.
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      *Ella*

      

      I have no idea what I’m doing. I have no clue where we are, or what to expect when we reach the witches. In my defense, I jumped through the portal blind, unsure what awaited me on the other side beside my mate, who I’d be happy to never see again.

      I stare into the small warming fire and hug my knees to my chest. The thought of Ryatt causes an ache to spread through my chest, tightening my muscles. My mate.

      Some people go their whole lives without finding their mates. I should feel blessed that I've found him so soon.

      Right now, I feel like throwing myself off the bluff we’re sitting next to with a sweeping view of the valley below at our backs.

      Amanda and Gemma sit beside me facing the forest while their two friends, still in their wolf forms, doze next to the sled where Hannah still lingers in a coma. Amanda brought enough food to feed a small army, but even after not eating for an entire twenty-four hours, I can’t bring myself to take more than a few bites of a sandwich and some fruit she packed.

      “Here,” Gemma says, placing a metal cup in my hands. She pours a dark liquid into the cup from a thermos.

      The scent of wine hits me, and I shudder with relief. “Thank you,” I say, giving her a tight smile. I sip from the wine, my eyes growing more and more heavy as the minutes tick by. It’s nearly sunrise, and we’re finally taking a moment to rest.

      Judging by Amanda’s tight stance and demeanor, this rest won’t last long. “We have another fifteen miles to go today. We’re out of the Deadlands, so you can all shift. It won’t take us long to get to the witches.” She claps her hands and begins gathering up the food containers.

      “Us?” I ask, turning to face Amanda. “Why wouldn’t you shift, as well?”

      Amanda ignores me completely.

      “We should give them another hour to rest,” Gemma says, jabbing a thumb toward the wolves sleeping soundly next to the sled. “They’re exhausted.”

      “We need to move,” Amanda argues with a look into the dense, dark forest in front of us. “The last thing I want is to get caught out here by rogues.”

      I tip my cup and finish my wine, letting the alcohol bloom through my veins and soften the tension I feel creeping through my tired, sore muscles. “Rogues? Isn’t Ryatt the Rogue King?”

      Amanda crouches as she stuffs everything back into one of the heavy packs in front of her. “King Ryatt is the king of all the packs who have territories along the mountains, the packs who refuse to pledge their loyalty to Alpha King Kane. Our packs, our people, are considered rogue by the King of Eastonia’s standards, but we’re not rogues.”

      Her eyes darkened, and the word rogue lingers in the air between us.

      “The rogues Amanda’s worried about are a different sort entirely,” Gemma adds, sensing my confusion.

      “They bow to no king, follow no Alpha, and they don’t run in packs. They’re soulless, Ella. Men and women who gave up their souls in exchange for ultimate wolf power. They lose themselves completely to it, forgetting who they are entirely. Their only objective is primal violence.”

      A shiver runs up my spine as a distant memory floods my mind. My dad fought a rogue like that once, during his journey to return the Diamond of Faith to its temple. We have rogues in our kingdom as well, but they’re not soulless. They just don’t belong to a pack and are bitter about it.

      “They’re disgusting creatures,” Gemma says lightly, leaning her back against a tree. “Some are nearly hairless, and they’re gray.”

      “With yellow teeth the size of daggers,” Amanda purrs, baring her teeth at me.

      “And just as sharp,” Gemma adds pointedly, running her tongue along her lower teeth.

      “Well, now you’re just trying to scare me,” I laugh.

      “You should be scared.” Amanda continues to crouch but rests her elbows on her knees. She meets my eyes, a very serious expression sharpening her features. “We’re in their lands, Ella. We are their prey. They feast upon the blood of maidens. Some packs closest to the Deadlands still offer tribute to the rogues to keep them from stealing young women and children from the villages. However, King Ryatt has tried to do away with that practice in recent years.”

      My mouth goes dry. “Tribute?”

      “A sacrifice,” Gemma says, then winces, shaking her head.

      “Well,” I say, clapping my hands on my thighs and rising to my feet. Enough of that. I dust dead leaves and dirt from my pants and look at Gemma and Amanda expectantly. “I’m ready to go now.”

      “Mhm… Thought so.” Amanda grabs her pack with a smile, and motions for Gemma to wake up the wolves. “We’re going to put the packs on the sled. I can put harnesses on you and Gemma to help pull–”

      A shrieking, whizzing sound cuts through the air, and suddenly the tree right above my head explodes in a shower of bark and splintered wood. I duck as another object hurtles toward me, this time only missing me by mere inches before getting lodged in the tree. I look up in time to see a long, finely crafted blade stuck in the wood.

      Amanda pulls me to the ground beside her and Gemma. “Gemma, shift, now! Take the sled and go!”

      Gemma wastes no time, her clothes ripping and falling to the ground as her slight, grayish yellow wolf leaps over us to where the sled is parked. The two other wolves are wide awake, and before I can process what’s happening, they’re gone, taking Hannah with them.

      “Shit, shit, shit,” Amanda says, over and over as she digs through one of the packs. In the forest, voices begin to rise, drifting toward us on a cold breeze. Amanda looks up at me, “Shift, Ella, go! Why are you still here?”

      “Why are you still here?”

      “I’m the leader of this group. I’m going to lead this threat away while you make a break for the witches.”

      “Does Gemma know the way?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’m staying with you.”

      Amanda’s hazel eyes shine in the sunrise as golden light begins to peel over the valley below us. “Are you trained?”

      “Yes.”

      “I don’t just mean in your wolf form. Can you fight with blades?”

      I heave a breath as the voices get closer, and the sounds of snarling begin to encroach on our location, the two of us blocked from view by the tree above us. “I can. Are these rogues?”

      “No, worse,” she answers, and I see the flash of metal pass between us. She passes me a dagger with an ivory handle. I curl it in my fist as she says, “These are males–who smell females.”

      I hold Amanda’s gaze as we lay in wait, a silent understanding passing between us. We need to stop whoever is coming our way from following Gemma and Hannah at any cost. They cannot find her friends, or mine.

      How’d I end up here, lying on the forest floor with a perfect stranger, a dagger in my hand? I’m not sure what I’d been imagining my time here would be like. Locked in a castle somewhere as Ryatt’s prisoner? Maybe.

      Jumping to my feet and pulling the dagger from the tree and turning to face a wolf now lunging toward us through the muted sunrise?

      Definitely not.

      I roar with every ounce of energy in my body, baring my teeth and tossing the daggers with expert skill. The wolf screeches in pain and surprise before falling to its side and sliding to a stop only six feet from where we’d been hiding. Amanda is up on her feet in an instant. She gives me a satisfied look in passing as she runs toward the wolf, pulling the blades from its neck.

      But my triumph is short-lived. A dozen wolves move in on us, their eyes shining with violence in the golden light now filtering through the trees. We’re totally, wholly outnumbered.

      Even with my training–both in the wolf arts, and self-defense–which had been honed to a T thanks to the royal guards always hanging around the castle during my youth, I know without a shadow of a doubt we don’t stand a chance.

      I don’t dare take my eyes off of them long enough to glance at Amanda to see whether or not she’s thinking the same thing. We could shift. We could run. But two verses twelve are terrible odds.

      And if they find Hannah… Oh, Goddess. She wouldn’t even be able to fight back. She wouldn’t even know danger is near before it’s too late.

      We have to distract them long enough for Gemma and Hannah to get far away from here.

      “Drop your knives, Amanda,” I say, doing my best to keep my voice void of the fear now crackling through my veins. My heart thunders as the wolves close in on us and surround us, making it impossible to run past them into the woods. The bluff behind us is our only escape, and our chances of survival if we jump…

      “What do you want?” Amanda says to the wolves. “Who is your leader?”

      We hold our ground as the wolves come within three feet of us, the stench of rotten forest and decay oozing off their filthy coats.

      She was right. These are not the rogue beasts with glowing eyes Gemma and Amanda told me about. I scan the pack, my eyes narrowed as I search for their Alpha. They belong to someone. Someone is guiding their actions, speaking into their minds.

      Movement in the tree line behind them catches my attention. Four men step toward us through the brush circling the bluff, all of them dressed in leathers and furs, their belts glinting with weapons.

      “My, my, my,” says a tall man with strikingly red hair and a matching full beard. He walks between the wolves and comes to a stop right in front of us. “What do we have here?” His pale green eyes rove over Amanda then flicker to me. He takes his time inspecting me, however.

      I feel Amanda stiffen beside me. I glance at her out of the corner of my eye and see her watching me closely, her face blank but her eyes full of something I can only describe as a desperate plea.

      Do not use your powers.

      She’d said that to me last night. Under no circumstances should I use them.

      But if it’s between life and death?

      “Who are you?” I ask, my tone dripping with malice.

      The Alpha’s brows raise, nearly touching his forehead. “Me?”

      “He’s the Magpie,” Amanda says softly beside me, the words drifting on the cool breeze.

      “I see my reputation precedes me,” he croons at Amanda, taking a moment to look her over with an appraising gaze. He turns back to me, smiling. “Do you know why they call me that?”

      “Does it have anything to do with the size of your brain?” I counter.

      His eyes narrow. “A funny one, I see. That won’t do.” He snaps his fingers and two men step forward. “I want this one gagged. But this beauty–” he turns to Amanda and goes as far as to run his large, scarred, and calloused fingers over her smooth cheek. “Golden, isn’t she? This one will fetch a price, and we’re just in time for the auction.”

      My blood runs cold, my powers igniting against my will. I could kill them all. I can feel it in my bones. I could turn them to mist and ash, just like that.

      Amanda, sensing this, lets out an uncharacteristic whimper. She meets my eyes, and shakes her head only once, a firm no.

      “You’ll regret this,” I say as his men step toward me, one of them taking me by the hair while the other begins to wrap a length of leather cord around my head, and my mouth, to silence me.

      The Alpha smiles at me, pleased with the work his men have done. “They call me the Magpie because I’m a collector of fine things,” he begins, tracing one of his disgustingly rough fingers over my cheek. “Women are my specialty.” He turns from me, clapping his hands. “Let’s go.”

      We’re forced to move, our hands bound together with iron shackles.

      He should have used silver on me. It’s a mistake he’ll regret soon enough. Wherever he’s taking us, well, it’ll be nothing but rubble when I’m done.
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