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      People have been taking choices away from me for as long as I can remember. I was raised by a community that treated me as less than everyone else. I was Abigail, the unimportant claimed girl everyone would soon forget. Not Abi, the girl who had ambitions for herself. When I came to the wolf city, I had foolish hopes that things would change for the better, but they only changed for the worse. Despite the lessons in pack hierarchy, I had no real idea what was in store for me, and when I learned what I had to do, I didn’t sleep for three days.

      How could I be expected to fight for a beta when I hated them? To become the wife of somebody I didn’t love? To raise children with a man who would most likely frequent brothels, only to set me aside once I aged beyond fertility? Not that it mattered––none of those men liked me any more than I liked them. I was never going to get engaged. That was a fate left to the prettier and more flirtatious girls. Flirting has never been my strength. Even now, when I know it might get me kinder men, I still can’t figure it out.

      I’m actually lucky to still be alive, considering what I’ve done. But maybe it would’ve been better to die instead of rotting in the mating house. Cutting through Joanna’s and Grady’s ropes had been more than just an act of setting them free; it had been an act of defiance. My personal rebellion. I took back my power in that moment. Finally making a choice worth living for.

      That’s the memory I cling to every time I think I can’t possibly endure another day in this mating house. I stare at the ceiling above my bed. There’s a water stain that looks like a bunny rabbit. We raised rabbits back home. I was never allowed to get attached to them because they were food, but I still liked cuddling them.

      “Earth to Abi.” Jasmine snaps her fingers in front of my face, and I startle. “Are you alive in there?”

      I blink and refocus on the task at hand, preparing myself for the day ahead. I need to get up and get going. The older women make the wolf city run, but we mating-house girls make the wolf city grow. I sit up and stretch, reaching for the dress I had laid out earlier when I had come to bed. It’s short and form-fitting, easy to get on and off.

      “Sorry,” I mutter. “Can you pass me the lipstick?”

      Jasmine rummages around in a makeup bag and retrieves the lightest color. She knows I hate the dark stuff. Of the twenty girls who live in our mating house, she’s my closest friend here. She’s funny, kind, and optimistic. And she’s also so deep in denial about what’s going on here that her mind isn’t always with us. Some of the others make fun of her for it, but it makes me want to protect her. She’s been in the house longer than anyone else and is getting close to retirement. The worst part is the way she talks about her children as if she’ll see them once she leaves this house. She must know it’s not true, but still, she pretends.

      “Do you think Henry and Luke are together? I had them in the same year. Irish twins. I bet they’re together. They’re probably reading by now. Do you think they know they’re brothers?”

      I swallow hard and then smile at her. “I’m sure they do.”

      It’s a lie. I’m certain that they’re being raised like all the other wolf shifter boys, grouped by age until they’re old enough to be ranked and given assignments. On the rare occasion that a girl is born, she’s whisked away to Chicago to be raised with the other lunas, never to be seen again. The only exceptions are the children the betas have with their wives. Motherhood isn’t something we mating-house girls will ever get to experience, no matter how many Henrys and Lukes we have. Those are the sixth and seventh names I’ve heard her talk about. I wonder how many kids she’s had in total, or if she even knows.

      Jasmine hums wistfully to herself and leans toward the mirror, applying a swipe of mascara across her already dark lashes. It makes her brown eyes impossibly beautiful. Why didn’t she get picked for a beta’s wife? She’s so pretty, so kind and sweet. She pats her belly gently. “I think I might be pregnant again.” Her voice is filled with excitement. “I love being pregnant.”

      Her pronouncement makes my own stomach twist. I knew what I was getting myself into, and still, this is worse than I could’ve imagined. And the rumor is that our house isn’t even the worst one. Here, the men are punished for being violent toward us, though we still go to bed with bruises some nights, and there are limits to how many men can frequent our beds each day. Some of the other houses have no rules or limits. It’s wrong. It’s all so wrong.

      “I hope I never get pregnant,” I say with conviction. What I don’t say is that giving up children against my will to be raised by other people would be worse than giving up my body to these men who care nothing for me. To give the pack a child would be to give them what they want, like some kind of sick reward for what they’re doing here. I know that having a child means I’d be able to leave the mating house for the duration of the pregnancy, but still. I don’t want to have a child just to give it up.

      “Oh, but pregnancy is the best,” Jasmine argues. “You get to live in the fancy house, and they treat you like a queen for the entire nine months, plus a month after while you’re healing from delivery.”

      I scoff. “And isn’t delivery terrible? Some women die.”

      She shrugs as if death wouldn’t be the worst thing, but given the circumstances, maybe it wouldn’t be. She finishes with her makeup and helps me with my hair, and we go down to the parlor room where we’re to meet our “dates” for the evening.

      “Abigail…” Madame Lindy, our housemistress, stops me at the stairs with a cross expression. She’s never been very kind to me, and I wonder what I did wrong now. Yesterday, she scolded me for trying to get out of my date. But it’s not my fault that I ate something bad and puked all day. Thankfully, my date was quick, and I didn’t throw up on him. Though, that would’ve been amusing. “You’re a week late. Why didn’t you say something?” She raises a notebook as if to hit me with it.

      “Late to what?” My stomach twists again, and I wonder what it is I’ve been eating.

      Jasmine claps her hands, and Madame Lindy shushes her. Jasmine quiets and fusses with her dress.

      “Your period is late, Abi. You were due to start seven days ago.”

      Her words ring in my ears. They don’t make sense. I’m not late. I can’t be late. But then again, I haven’t been keeping track––I didn’t want to face the reality of a late menstrual cycle. My whole body goes rigid, and my knees weaken. I’m late . . .

      “Back upstairs.” She points. “No dates for you until we can confirm that you’re not pregnant.”

      “And if you are, you know what that means,” Jasmine practically cheers.

      “A baby,” I say, my voice flat and emotionless, not at all reflecting the torment I feel inside. I can’t be pregnant. I just can’t be. I’ve only been here for three months, and that seems too fast for it to have already happened.

      “It means the good life!” Jasmine giggles manically, turning on our mistress. “I think I’m pregnant too, Madame Lindy. Should I go upstairs with Abi?”

      “No,” our mistress barks back. “You’re not due to bleed for another two weeks.”

      Jasmine grabs her breasts and flops her head to the side dreamily. “But I can tell. My boobs always hurt when I’m pregnant, and they’ve been hurting all day today.”

      Madame Lindy rolls her eyes. “Back to work with you, Jasmine. We can’t keep your date waiting.”

      My mind races as I climb back up the stairs. Pregnant. I remember when my older brother’s wife got pregnant. She was so excited. But then, three months later, she wasn’t pregnant anymore. Maybe that’s what’ll happen to me. My body will reject the baby, and I’ll never have to hand him over. I barely make it back to my room when Madame Lindy pokes her head in.

      She tosses me a stick. “Here, you need to pee on this.”

      “What is it?”

      “A test to tell whether you’re pregnant or not.”

      She follows me into the bathroom.

      “Are you going to watch me?” I ask, mortified.

      “Yes. Too many girls have learned how to fake the results. I have to watch you all now.”

      I don’t look at her while I take care of things. It’s too embarrassing. Though, after all the things I’ve done with men, I shouldn’t be embarrassed to have my body on display for anyone anymore.

      I hand her back the stick, and she sets it on the counter.

      “Now what?” I ask.

      “Now we wait. If two lines appear, you go pack your stuff. If just one, then I’ll make some calls and get another man down here for you tonight.”

      I should want those two blue lines, but I don’t. I’d rather she make the call.

      After what seems like ages, she picks up the stick and shows it to me. “Congratulations. You’re growing the pack. Go get your stuff.”

      I put my hand on my stomach.

      I’m growing a monster.
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      It’s been three days since Ryne was bitten, and I haven’t left his side. I know there is so much going on outside, so much I should be worrying about with the Resistance and the lycans and wolf-pack hierarchy, but I can’t leave my mate. I have to wait with him. I’ve banished both Justin and Nico from the tent. They keep telling me it would be more merciful to kill Ryne, but I can’t let them do it. He’s still alive, and they thought he’d be dead by now.

      Callum keeps giving him herbs for the pain, but I don’t think it’s doing much. His body writhes most of the time. Occasionally, he comes to, looking me in the eye and telling me that he loves me. And then I lose him again.

      It’s the middle of the night, and I’m lying next to him, my head on his sweaty shoulder.

      “Poppy.” Ryne’s voice cuts through the darkness even though it’s soft. I jerk up and look him in the eyes, to search them for a sign that he’s getting better. They’re brighter than they were last night, but he’s very pale.

      “It’s okay. You can go back to sleep.”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think I’ll be alive much longer. I can feel myself slipping away. Poppy, I love you. Promise me you’ll take care of yourself.”

      I lean over him. “Don’t talk like that.”

      His hand grips my waist. “I mean it. You need to fight for your freedom.” He’s more coherent than I’ve seen him since I bit him. That has to be the sign I need, right?

      I shake my head. “You’re not dying.”

      “Yes, I am. No one survives the bite. Even me. You need to let me go.”

      Tears fall onto his chest. “Not yet.” I know I’m going to lose him, but I’m not ready. Not by a long shot.

      He pulls me closer. I’m surprised he has the strength. He places a hand on the back of my head and presses his lips against mine. For a moment, I forget that he’s dying. Forget that he’s writhing in pain. Forget that I may never kiss him again. Our lips and tongues move furiously against one another. The desperate last kiss of a dying man.

      And then he falls limp in my arms.

      A sob bursts from my lungs. This is it. This is the end. His breathing stops, and his body goes impossibly still, as if it’s not a body anymore, as if he’s not Ryne anymore.

      “No, no, no,” I cry out, shaking him. “Don’t go. Don’t leave me.”

      But it’s useless . . . Ryne is dead.

      I don’t want to believe it. I can’t possibly accept it. But deep down, I know it’s true, and no amount of crying or pleading is going to bring him back. After all the death and trauma I’ve had to endure, this one will break me. I will never be the same. I cling to his body, knowing it will soon grow cold, but this is a luxury I never had with my sister. I can hold him for as long as I want.

      I should go get Callum and the others. We’re going to need to prepare the body for burial. Or will they want to burn it? The thought of his beautiful body being engulfed in flames makes my stomach pinch, and I lie down again, returning my head to his shoulder, and whisper confessions of love and regret into his ear. I never want to leave him––this beautiful man who I killed.

      And so I don’t.

      Sometime later, when the birds begin to greet the dawn, I get up the nerve to face reality. I’m unable to look at Ryne’s face as I hurry from the tent. I have to find Ryne’s packmates to let them know what’s happened. They were right about him dying, so they won’t be surprised, but I need to get this over with before they find him in there.

      “Poppy, are you okay?” Justin asks, standing up near the long-dead campfire. I briefly wonder when it went out. Did it die around the same time Ryne did?

      A labored inhalation later and Nico is at my side, catching me as my knees buckle. Hoarse sobs rip from my body as the grief hits me all at once. “He’s dead,” I gasp. “Ryne’s dead.”

      Nico steadies me and then looks me right in the eye, his voice careful. “Are you sure?”

      I don’t know why, but that asinine question sends rage through my core. “Am I sure?” I bite out, pushing him off me. “Am I sure? I don’t know, Nico. Ryne took his last breath in my arms last night, but maybe I was mistaken.” My voice doesn’t sound like me. This is some other Poppy, the Poppy who has been ruined by death. First, I lost Willow, and I only survived it because I found Joanna and Ryne. And now she’s left me for our enemies, and Ryne is gone forever. This angry Poppy, this rageful Poppy, she’s the new me, and this is my life now.

      “Poppy.” Justin inches forward, his eyes flashing to the tent and then back to me. “We’d have felt his death through the pack bond. But we felt nothing.”

      I stare at them, wondering how they could be so cruel.

      “According to our bond, he’s not dead yet,” Nico insists.

      Time seems to still, hanging like a question mark in midair. I know what happened.

      Together, they sprint past me and into the tent. I follow them in, barely registering that Callum and Faye are awake and in the tent now too. It seems everyone has to see for themselves that Ryne is really dead; they can’t take my word for it.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with the pack bond, but I know what happened last night.” Tears pour down my face, sadness lapping over the anger. Ryne left me. He stopped breathing. He stopped moving. His body grew cold. He’s gone.

      I can’t even bear to look at him anymore, knowing that his soul is no longer there. But I have to. I have to prove to the others that I’m not crazy.

      “Here, let me.” Callum kneels next to Ryne and presses his fingers to Ryne’s neck. It’s the first time I’ve let myself look at Ryne’s face in death. He looks the same but different. Right but wrong. Here but not.

      Another sob wracks me.

      “I’m so sorry, Poppy,” Faye whispers, standing at my side in the entrance to the tent. It’s perhaps the first kind thing she’s ever said to me, but it does nothing to make me feel better. Nothing ever could or ever will. Not without Ryne. She grips my hand, but I shake her off.

      “He’s got a pulse,” Callum says, disbelieving.

      “But he’s obviously not breathing,” I state woodenly, pointing to his chest. “How can there be a pulse?”

      “I don’t know. None of this makes sense.” Callum looks up at me and shakes his head. “But since when did wolf shifters or lycanthropes make sense?”

      Could he really be alive? I drop to my knees on Ryne’s other side, pushing Justin out of my way, and briefly press my lips to Ryne’s. They’re cold. Too cold. Cruelly cold. “What’s happening here? Are you dead or not?” I whisper to him, wondering if perhaps he can hear me. He doesn’t look like himself. He has to be dead. Pulse or no pulse.

      “Our bond indicates he’s not dead,” Justin insists. “Trust me, we’d know if our alpha was gone.”

      Hope burns through my every cell, and I pray it’s not false hope because I don’t think I could handle this being some cruel twist of fate. “But he’s so cold . . .”

      “I don’t understand,” Faye interrupts, hands on her hips and glowering down at all of us. “He was burning up, but now he’s cold? He was dead, but just kidding, he’s alive? Which is it?”

      There she is. I glare daggers at her, and she holds her hands up. “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger. I’m just stating the obvious here.” She’s right. I know she is, but I don’t have to like it.

      “Let’s look at the facts.” Callum goes into doctor-scientist mode, pacing the tent. “Ryne was bitten by a lycan, and no wolf shifter has ever survived a lycan bite before.”

      “Fact,” Justin and Nico say in unison.

      “But, the difference here is that Poppy was the one to bite him, and she’s kissed him several times since, even though it’s close to the full moon, and she shouldn’t have.”

      Blood drains from my face. I can’t believe I didn’t remember not to do that. We’d been so careful not to kiss near the full moon since my lycan saliva sedates him, but I was so distracted and desperate over these last three days that I forgot. “What are you saying?”

      “You’re not just anyone to Ryne.” A ring of excitement lightens Callum’s voice, and he bounces on the balls of his feet. “You’re his fated mate.”

      “Which means?” I’m not following his line of thinking.

      “Which means, if my theory is correct, that your bite and your saliva, however painful and dangerous they may be, won’t actually kill him.”

      “And why on earth not?” Faye asks incredulously, and I squeeze Ryne’s hand, hoping that Callum could somehow be right. His heart is still beating, so he’s still here when he shouldn’t be.

      “We can’t intentionally kill our fated mates. It’s one of the things we’re taught as pups,” Nico says bluntly to Faye and then looks at me. “I thought you could accidentally kill him, but perhaps fate won’t allow that either.”

      Callum agrees. “And maybe because it was you and not someone else who bit him . . .”

      I finish his thought. “Ryne might be the first wolf shifter to survive the lycan virus.”

      And in that moment, that glorious death-defying moment, Ryne’s eyes fly open.
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      Ryne leaps off the cot, eyes blazing and fists clenched. “Where’s my father?” he growls.

      No one utters a word. The others move away from him, but I step closer. He flicks his gaze around the tent.

      “Wait, where am I?”

      I reach for his hand, but he jerks it away. My heart stills, but I recognize he’s disoriented. I take another step closer to him but don’t try to touch him. “You’re in the wilds. The medical tent. Remember, we brought you here after . . . after you got hurt.” I don’t want to alarm him with too much information even though we’ve been through so much over the last few months, especially during the last festival.

      He frowns. “The last thing I remember was fighting with my father. He didn’t kill me?”

      I blink back tears as I recall that awful moment. “No. He didn’t.”

      “So what happened?”

      All of his muscles are taut, and a vein in his neck twitches. He’s ready to attack. “You . . . you got hurt. We brought you out here.”

      He finally meets my eye. “And my father?”

      “Dead.”

      “How long was I out?”

      “A few days.” I can’t believe he’s forgotten it all. He was awake and lucid for some of it. We talked, he begged me to let him go, and he told me he loved me, that it wasn’t my fault. But all that seems to have been erased from his mind in the last few hours.

      He nods and finally relaxes. He sinks down onto the cot, and I risk sitting next to him. He doesn’t move away from me, so I reach for his hand again, and he threads his fingers through mine. I lean my head on his shoulder.

      “Tell me everything,” he says, looking at Justin. “Did the Resistance fail? What happened to the other lycans?”

      “They have abandoned the Resistance.” Justin winces. “In fact, they’re infecting humans on purpose now.”

      Ryne looks around the tent. “Where’s Grady?”

      My heart sinks at that question, for myself, for Joanna, for Ryne . . . for all of us.

      Justin leans back on his heels. “He went with Laik. He thinks he’ll have a better chance of keeping Joanna alive if he sides with them. Knox and Charlotte went too.”

      Ryne’s face is horror-struck, and nobody moves a muscle for a long, tense moment until Callum crouches in front of us.

      “How do you feel?” Callum asks, his voice smooth and gentle.

      “It doesn’t matter. I need to know what’s going on. We should go to Chicago.”

      “Delphine and Elle are already there,” Nico assures him. “Hopefully, Izaak is already the alpha.”

      “That’s right. I forgot about the plan to put Elle’s father on the throne. Everything is fuzzy. Why are we here instead of at my house?”

      Justin sighs. “We thought this was safer. We didn’t think you were going to make it.”

      “Why the hell not?” Ryne growls. “What happened to me?”

      I hold my breath, and my stomach goes hard.

      Callum’s eyes sparkle as he examines Ryne. “You were bitten by a lycan.” I wonder why he intentionally left my name out of it, but I can’t help but be a little relieved, even if it’s temporary.

      Ryne leaps up. “And you didn’t kill me right away?”

      Justin shrugs. “We wanted to. Poppy wouldn’t let us.”

      He glares down at me. “You would have me suffer?”

      “I couldn’t let you go.” I stand to meet him, praying he’ll understand. “And look. You’re alive.”

      He jams a hand through his tangled hair. “How?”

      Nico chuckles. “Well, you can’t kill your fated mate. Remember?”

      “What does that have to do with . . .” His voice fades away, and he turns to me, his jaw clenched. “You bit me?”

      My face goes hot. “I didn’t mean to. Your dad was going to kill you. I thought it was him that I was biting, not you.”

      “That was stupid and reckless. You could’ve gotten killed.”

      It’s my turn to be angry now. I saved his life, and he’s acting like I did something wrong. Which I guess I did, but still.

      “You’re alive, aren’t you? If I hadn’t intervened, you’d be dead.”

      “You should’ve killed me.” Anger laces his voice.

      How could he say something like that to me? “It was an accident.” I reach for him, but he backs away as if I’m going to bite him all over again.

      “How did my father die?” He looks at Justin, but I answer the question.

      “I beheaded him,” I confess. He’s not going to get away with ignoring me. I get that he’s angry that I bit him, but I didn’t do it on purpose. And does he really think I would’ve allowed the others to kill him? He seems even angrier that I didn’t, but I won’t apologize for keeping my own mate alive. He did the same thing when I was the one who’d been bitten.

      Ryne taps his teeth, and I can see the wheels in his head turning. “Who all knows it was you?”

      “The other lycan that were on the mission and the people in this tent. Nobody else would’ve known it was me.”

      He nods once. “Good. I’m glad he’s dead. It’s time for me to go back to my pack. Things will be tense now without a king, and we don’t need Anders doing anything stupid. Justin, Nico, let’s go.”

      “Wait,” Callum and I say at the same time.

      “What?” Ryne asks.

      Callum speaks before I do. “We have no idea what the lycan virus has done to your body.”

      “You’re right. You can come with us. You’re a competent doctor, and I trust you to keep me on track. We’ll cut your hair to look like a claimed boy, and nobody else can know you’re a lycan. But you will have to agree to be locked up during the full moons.”

      Callum looks pained at the idea, but he agrees anyway.

      “What about me?” I ask. Ryne hasn’t looked at me since he found out I bit him.

      “You stay here. I don’t ever want to see you again.”

      And with that, he leaves the tent.

      Shock burns through me, a fire that is doused by shame. I can feel the pitying stares of everyone in the tent, and I refuse to meet their gazes. I don’t know if I’ve ever been as angry with Ryne as I am right now. I jump up and storm after him, fists clenching and stomach a hollow pit. I might say something I’ll regret, but at this point, who the hell cares? I’ve got nothing else to lose.

      “You don’t get to treat me like this,” I yell at his back. “I saved your life!”

      He ignores me, stalking off into the forest. He’s already got his shirt off and is unbuttoning his pants when I catch up to him.

      “Going to shift into your wolf and run away, huh?” I push his hard chest, but it’s like pushing a tall unmovable wall. “I never knew you to be a coward, but I guess I should’ve known, considering how you never stood up to your father.”

      The second the words are out, I know I shouldn’t have said them. He turns on me, knotted hair hanging to his shoulders and stormy blue eyes filled with malice. “I tried to kill my father according to the plan, but why should I have bothered when you did it for me?”

      “So things didn’t go according to your precious plan, and now you’re going to take it out on me?” I throw my hands in the air. “I get that it would’ve been better for the pack hierarchy if you’d been the one to kill him, but, Ryne, you were losing the brawl. You needed my help.” My voice softens at those last words, and I remember how scared I was that I was going to lose him.

      He scoffs at that. “I was fine.”

      I meet his eyes. His breaths are short and fast, and his fists are clenched. I’m not used to seeing so much anger on him. I’m not scared of him, but I’m scared for him and for us. “Are you really so prideful that you’d have rather died and let him continue on as alpha king?”

      His face becomes as unreadable as a mask. It would be easier if I could read him, if there was fury in his eyes or sadness in the turn of his lips, but there’s nothing. His next words come out slowly, as if he wants me to consider them carefully. “I’m glad you’re not dead, Poppy, and I’m angry that you could’ve died, but most of all, it hurts to look at you knowing how you betrayed me––how you bit me.”

      So this is about the bite? Is he serious right now? “The bite was an accident, but if I had to choose between biting you and you surviving the suffering it caused,”—I motion to his clearly intact and healed body—“or watching you die at the hands of your own father, then I would choose to see you alive.” My voice cracks. “I love you, Ryne. You’re my mate.”

      He winces and steps back. “And what my mate did to me is worse than death.”

      “How can you say that?” Tears blur my vision. My anger is all used up now. All I feel is desperation. If he leaves me, I don’t think I can go on. I already lost him once. I was certain he was dead, and to have him back only to lose him by his own choice would break me.

      “Because you should’ve let my betas kill me. Because I can feel the moon even now,” he growls, his voice low and panicked. “It’s already got a hold of me, and if I turn into a lycan next month, I’ll lose my pack. There’s no way they won’t sense my new form if that happens.”

      And that’s worse than dying? I don’t understand how he could be upset by this. “Do you know what I went through last night? I was sure you were dead, and it destroyed me.” My voice cracks, and I steady myself, peering up into his storm-cloud eyes. “So I get that you’re afraid of what will happen if you become some kind of lycan, but I’ll never regret that you’re still alive.”

      His jaw clenches, and he leans closer. We’re only inches apart now, so close I could touch him, kiss him, but I don’t know that he’ll ever let me do that again. “If I lose my pack, I’d rather be dead.”

      Those words rip my heart in two. “And what about me? No matter what you are, I love you. You wouldn’t want to live for me? The woman who loves you?”

      “You’d have me lose my pack to be with you?” His eyes travel up and down my face, searching for something that must be lacking, but I’m not sure what else he wants from me. “You call that love?”

      “It’s not like that.”

      He shakes his head and steps away, the space between us feeling like a million miles already. “Well, I don’t give a damn about fate anymore. Fate may make it so I can’t kill you, but it can’t stop me from rejecting you.”

      The tears are pouring down my cheeks at this point, and I double over, heartbreak wracking through my body and searing deep down into my soul. Never would I have expected Ryne to be so cruel. There’s no excuse for it. He doesn’t love me, not like I love him, because if he did, he would never reject me like this. He would never be so harsh. So cold. It’s as if that bite changed him in every single way. The Ryne I knew is gone.

      “Don’t come back to the city.” Then he shifts into his wolf form and disappears into the forest before I can say another word.
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      I storm back to the camp and into Callum’s tent. Nico is gone, but Justin, Faye, and Callum are packing up.

      “Where’s Nico?” I demand.

      “He ran after Ryne. We’ll follow after we get this packed up. You should head to the panther city. You’ll be safe there,” Justin offers regretfully.

      “Uh, no. I’m coming with you.” Ryne may think he can boss me around all he wants, but I’m not the same girl I was when I came to the wolf city. I’ve been through it all, and I’m done taking orders.

      Justin shakes his head. “No. Ryne doesn’t want you to come back to the city. The Sanctuary is a good idea. You won’t be safe with the wolves.”

      I snort. He thinks that Ryne is somehow looking out for me by keeping me away? Yeah, right.

      “Why wouldn’t I be safe?” I challenge.

      He looks at me like it’s obvious. “Because you’re a lycan. You’re not safe among wolves.”

      “Callum is going, and he’s a lycan, remember? Besides, no one in that city knows what I really am except for you guys. I’m not going to be sent off just when I’m needed most.” Everyone is quiet. I can’t just let this go. I can’t just leave them. “Where is Faye going?”

      Faye juts her chin. “I’m going back to Drayton Hall. Those girls need my help. With Madame Delphine gone and Anders being Anders, things have to be a mess there.”

      I nod. That makes sense, but I’m surprised to see Faye doing something selfless. I figured she’d be taking the first chance she got to marry a beta, but since Ryne hasn’t signed off on an early marriage to Justin yet, maybe she’s just saving face. “That’s a good idea. I’ll help you.” A thought springs to mind. “I’m not totally opposed to the panthers, you know. We can sneak girls out of the city and get them to The Sanctuary.”

      I expect an argument, for the old Faye to surface, but she gives me a conspiratorial grin and nudges me. “I like it. Who knew you and I would team up one day?”

      I force a grin. I’m still reeling over Ryne being so angry with me, but I have to pretend like everything is fine. If I let on that Ryne doesn’t want me around because he’s mad at me, then they really won’t let me come with.

      Justin meets my eyes. “Look, I know it’s hard to understand right now, but Ryne cares about you and would want to keep you safe. The panthers will be able to provide that.”

      Faye snorts. “He also said he never wants to see her again. You call that caring?”

      Justin shakes his head. “He was just angry in the moment. He still loves her.”

      I don’t tell him that Faye’s right, that what Justin is calling protection and love is clearly rejection and betrayal. “Look, the only beta left in the claiming that I need to worry about is Anders, and he’s going to be busy trying to either fight it out or suck up to Ryne once he returns. It’s going to be a shock to the pack to have their alpha back. Let me at least come to Drayton so I can get a few girls out to The Sanctuary with me.”

      What I don’t tell him is that I have no intention of staying with the panthers. No matter what, I’m staying in the wolf city. I have to see this through to the end, even if Ryne wants nothing to do with me. I can’t help the claimed women if I’m not there. And if I have to be locked up on full moons with Callum, so be it.

      Justin clenches his jaw. “Okay fine. But you leave as soon as you can. We won’t tell Ryne that you came back with Faye. He’ll be so busy with the pack that he won’t worry about Drayton Hall at all. But get all the girls out. War is about to break out, and the last thing we need is to worry about what will happen to them, especially with Delphine gone. Poppy, you take them to The Sanctuary with you, and Faye, you go to my parents’ house.” He briefly hesitates. “Unless you want to go with Poppy and the other girls to The Sanctuary. I would understand.”

      Faye grasps his hand. “No way. I’m sticking with you. And I’m not going to your parents’ house. I’m staying at the manor until Ryne gives us his blessing.”

      I still can’t tell if whatever is going on between them is real or not. Does Faye actually love him? That would explain why she’s willing to give up The Sanctuary for him, but then again, she was willing to do just about anything to live an extravagant life as a beta wife. Maybe she’s still hoping things will go back to the way they were, and if that’s the case, it would be foolish to trust her.

      Justin lets out a breath. “Okay. Let’s go.”

      It’s not exactly how I would’ve planned it, but at least I get to go back to the city. Once I’m there, I’ll figure out my next steps.

      And Ryne is just going to have to live with it.
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        * * *

      

      Faye and I stare up at the manor. My whole world changed three months ago when I was bitten, Joanna ran off with Grady, and Abi got sent to a mating house. In those following months, we managed to rescue a handful of claimed girls, but last I heard, Anders was making things worse for the ones left behind. That, and they were supposed to bring in more betas to court the remaining girls. Did that ever happen? Probably not without Ryne there to oversee it, but I’m not really sure.

      Truth is, I have no idea what to expect when I walk through those doors.

      “Did they ever bring in more betas?” I ask the question aloud.

      Faye shakes her head. “I don’t think so. They kept talking about it, but it never happened while I was there.”

      “Do we even know who’s left?”

      She shrugs. “That depends on who actually got sent to the mating houses.”

      “But Madame Delphine and Elle went to Chicago. Who’s even running the manor now?”

      “Vivien would be my best guess. But you forget, I’ve been out in the woods with you since you ‘rescued’ me.” She rolls her eyes. “Things have probably changed.”

      Vivien has never been a fan of mine. I don’t know how she’s going to take to me telling her that we’re sending all the girls to The Sanctuary.

      “What’s the plan?” I ask because I don’t have one. I was so worried about getting back into the city that it never occurred to me what I would do when I got there. It’s dark, the middle of the night, but there are still lights on.

      Faye shrugs. “No clue. This was your plan, remember? Mine was just to get back to a warm bed and keep dating Justin until we can get married.”

      She tromps in front of me, and I scramble after her. I don’t like going in blind, but we are going to have to improvise anyway. We have no idea who is even here.

      Faye bangs on the door until it opens, and a surprised Madame Vivien scrambles back with her hand on her chest. “Oh, thank goodness. I thought you were Anders.”

      Faye creases her eyebrows. “Why?”

      Vivien wrings her hands but ushers us inside and locks the door behind us. “He was so upset that Delphine brought all the girls back here after the fight instead of sending them to the mating houses, but he had so many other things going on that he didn’t push her. I literally haven’t slept because I’ve been so worried that he’s going to march in here and take them all.”

      She sinks down into a chair, and I notice the flash of red pinned to her dress.

      It’s a poppy.
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