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To those who have been told they can't do something and then knock it out of the ballpark anyway.


You're stronger than you know.
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Warning




If you have read the first three books, then you may know where this page is going. If not, then buckle up, because this is going to get rough. 

This book is not for the faint of heart. Some dark and heartbreaking topics are explored inside these pages. For example, all of my characters have gone through some form of abuse, physical and emotional. As such, they respond in various ways to their traumas, some healthy, while other responses, not so much. 

So, without further ado, if you cannot handle: Emotional and physical abuse, torture, talk of death, murder, and other forms of violence, this book may not be for you.








  
  

Prologue


Alice





Alice held her breath as Xander stalked closer. She could do this. No problem. It was just a game of truth or dare. Xander would bite her, nothing would happen, and they’d all go home after and laugh about it. And she’d probably have to hide her face for a few days because, gods above, Xander had chosen her. Not Lorelai. Not Amber. Not Marilynn. Her. His little sister’s best friend. 

Looking up, she met Xander’s eyes as he stopped in front of her. She wanted to smile at him, wanted to give him something to let him know that she was game. She refused to appear weak when she was the youngest one there. She could and would fit in with the older kids. 

But she couldn’t manage a simple smile even though she desperately wanted to. 

Her stomach turned, and her knees felt weak. Her eyes darted over to her brother, Able, who was more than a little drunk as he leaned against the old white-washed fence surrounding one of Mr. Whitmore’s old fields. The bottle of alcohol held loosely in his hand was less than half full at this point. How much had he drunk himself, and how much had he shared with his friends? Her brow furrowed. She should call this off and drag his drunk ass home before he got himself into trouble that she would inevitably also be dragged into simply because she’d been with him. 

Opening her mouth to call it off and beg Able to take her home, she met Xander’s eyes again and felt her mouth go dry and her mind go blank. She blinked. His eyes were just like Ronan’s – bright green, intense, mesmerizing. It was enough to make her forget everything around her, just like Ronan’s did. Perhaps that was why she was so taken with Ronan, among other things. 

Her nose wrinkled as her mind continued on its Ronan-oriented train of thought. She should be here with Ronan, not his twin brother. Ronan was who she wanted to bite her. She was sure they were meant to be mates. She could smell the potential. But he refused. Why? It wasn’t like they had to mate now. She was barely fifteen. They had a few years to go. She could give him time. 

Xander tilted his head as his green eyes surveyed her. An eyebrow rose in question. “You okay?” he asked, his voice just low enough for just her to hear. 

Alice’s eyes snapped to his, drawn out of her thoughts. She blinked a few times and then furrowed her brows at him in confusion. Why was he—? And then she blushed as the reality of the situation hit her. He could tell that she was nervous, panicking almost. And she was sure that he could tell that she was thinking about other things to distract herself. 

What would he say if he knew that she was thinking about his brother? Oh gods, the embarrassment. She’d never be able to live that down if he knew. She’d have to go into hiding because she’d be the laughing stock amongst the youth in Everridge if that happened. And her shot at being with Ronan would go out the window. He hated being the center of attention and avoided it like the plague. 

“Alice?” Xander asked, his voice still low as he took another step closer, crowding her. 

Alice kept her eyes locked on his before they flicked down and widened. How had she never realized how big he was before? Like Ronan, he was tall, but unlike Ronan, he was brawny. His shoulders were broad, his chest muscular. No wonder all the girls in town went crazy over him.

And he had his eyes on her. 

Why?

“I’m fine,” she whispered, her voice hoarse, her eyes snapping back up to his, noting the faint beginnings of a smirk tugging at his mouth. 

Amusement started to dance in his eyes as he chuckled. “Sure you are.” And then he sobered a bit. “We don’t have to do this. You can tell me no if you aren’t comfortable. I won’t force you to do something you don’t want to do. I’m not… I’m not like the other guys. I’m not my father.”

Alice swallowed, seeing the hint of pain in his eyes at his last statement. He wasn’t his father. Neither of the Blake boys were. Ever since Mr. Blake had attacked Ronan and, subsequently, Mrs. Blake, they’d done a good job distancing themselves from him. They refused to become the same kind of male. And she applauded them for it. There weren’t enough like them. 

“I know.” She took a deep breath as she looked away. “But I don’t want to make a scene. It’s just a bite, right? What harm could it do? Besides, I know you’re getting tired of Lorelai, right? This is a good chance for you to tell her to buzz off. She’s shooting daggers at you right now.”

Xander glanced over his shoulder at the girl his own age. Lorelai’s arms were crossed over her chest as she watched him with narrowed eyes. Her friends stood around her, mirroring her position. None of them seemed happy. Groaning under his breath, he looked back down at Alice. 

“You have no idea how much I’d love to tell her to fuck off,” he muttered. “But that would get the town talking.”

Alice’s eyes widened a bit at Xander’s language before she giggled. She’d never seen him annoyed with someone else before. 

Xander grinned down at her, his eyes warming at the sound of her giggle. “You sure you’re good?”

Alice nodded, reaching up to pull her hair away from her neck. “It’s just a bite,” she said again, tilting her head to give him better access. 

“If it hurts, tell me and I’ll stop,” he murmured, one hand wrapping around her waist and pulling her against him. “I don’t want to hurt you. Ronan and Mira would have my head if I did. Not to mention your brother once he sobers up.”

“Is that the only reason?” she asked, unable to help herself. 

“No.” The reply was short and simple as he met her eyes while lowering his head. “I’ve always liked you. It would be a shame to hurt someone you care about.”

Alice’s heart stuttered. She blinked. Wait. What? He liked her? No, that wasn’t possible. 

Xander shot her a grin, as if he knew exactly what was going on in her head, before he lowered his head further. His lips brushed her neck, sending her pulse skittering. A low huff of air escaped him as he bit back a laugh. “Calm down, Alice,” he murmured. “I won’t be able to do this if you act like a skittish foal and make me laugh.”

“Sorry,” she squeaked, slamming her eyes shut. If she couldn’t see him, she wouldn’t think about what was about to happen. If she didn’t think about what was about to happen, she could think about other things, like that new apron pattern Mira had that she desperately wanted to borrow. Who didn’t love crocheted lace? She could attach it to her apron and be the—

Her train of thought came to a screeching halt as her mind went blank. Xander’s lips were on her neck, kissing her softly. Why the hell was he kissing her? He didn’t have to do that. He just had to bite her and then be done with it. This was more than she’d bargained for. She’d have to give him a piece of her mind lat—

She gasped, flinching. Her hands reflexively grabbed onto Xander, the fabric of his shirt bunching in her fists, as his teeth sank into her without warning. Pain lanced through her neck and shoulder as he broke skin.

“X-X-Xander…” she stuttered, whimpering. Gods, it hurt. Why did it hurt so much? She’d been bitten by dogs and cats before, and they’d never hurt like this. Hell, she’d been bitten on the ass by a horse before. Sure, it had hurt and left a major bruise, but this? This pain was on a whole different level. It burned like fire. 

Xander quickly withdrew, licking blood from his lips as he looked at her, his eyes wide. “Did I hurt you?” he whispered, his eyes searching her face. “Gods, you’re turning white. Fuck. I didn’t mean—” His eyes dropped back down to her neck where he’d bitten her. “Fuck. Alice, I—”

Fumbling for a handkerchief in his back pocket, he pulled it out and pressed it to her neck. 

A ringing noise filled Alice’s ears as the burning sensation continued. She trembled, still holding onto Xander for dear life. If she let go, she was sure she would fall to the ground and start screaming. She just had to hold on. He was her anchor, grounding her.

Around her, there was a deafening silence. The whole group had stopped what they were doing. None of them were making a noise, their eyes fixed on her. 

“Fucking hell,” Felix, one of Xander’s friends, swore. “They lied. They lied to us. They knew and they lied.”

“Shut up, dick,” Jacob snapped. “Of course they lied, but that’s not going to help us right now. We need to get help… Fuck. I’ll go get help. Keep her conscious, Xan. I’ll be back in a minute.”

Alice heard Jacob take off at a sprint in the direction of the Whitmores’ farmhouse. Why was he getting help? She didn’t think— 

Lifting a hand up to touch the handkerchief, trying to brush it off because she shouldn’t still be bleeding anymore, she was surprised when she realized the handkerchief was soaked. Pulling her hand away, she glanced at her fingers and then swayed. They were bright red, coated in her own blood.

She was still bleeding. 

She was still bleeding, and she was bleeding a lot. 

Why was she—?

They’d lied. The adults had lied. Adolescent shifters had their venom. They could claim a mate if they wanted to. But why lie about it? What good would lying do? If they had just told them the truth, the reasoning behind the new ban on claiming, they wouldn’t be out here in the middle of a field being stupid just to pass the time. 

She swayed some more as she looked up at Xander, panic starting to course through her. She was bleeding, and none of them knew how to stop it. It wasn’t like they got crash courses in claiming a mate. They had the basics, and that was it. Only the alpha, his council, and the elders knew how the complete process went. And if you wanted to claim your mate, you’d talk to them and they’d tell you how. Or that’s how it supposedly worked. 

Shit. She was going to die right there in Xander’s arms because no one knew how to stop a claiming or finish it. 

She was never going to get a chance to be Ronan’s mate. 

She was never going to reach adulthood, for that matter. Forget mates and a future family. 

“Shh,” Xander whispered. “It’s going to be okay.” He pulled her closer, kissing the top of her head as he kept his hand and his handkerchief on her neck. “I’m not going to let you go. I’ve got you.”

She buried his face in his chest, breathing in deeply. He smelled a lot like Ronan, but there was a faint difference. Ronan had a more canine-like smell. Xander smelled more feline. But beyond that… She stiffened. They smelled similar. She could smell the potential on Xander as well. But for some reason, it was fading, though it was still pleasant. Why was it fading?

“Calm. Stay calm,” Xander murmured, kissing her head again. “Relax.”

He moved his hand to check her bite and then grimaced. His brow furrowed as he watched her blood drip down, soaking the collar of her dress. And then his eyes lit up as an idea struck. Leaning back down, he pressed his lips back against her neck and then lapped up the blood around the bite. Alice shuddered, her eyes closing. She wasn’t sure what licking up the blood would do, but—

Her eyes snapped back open. Shifters could seal wounds because of something in their saliva. He was sealing the bite to stop the bleeding. Relief coursed through her. Everything was fine. Things could go back to normal. 

It was just a harmless bite. For the most part. 








  
  

Chapter 1


Warren





The mountains were home. So was the forest. He might not know this exact forest, but he felt like he knew this mountain range fairly well by now. And that’s all he needed to be able to evade the guards that had been searching for him since he’d killed Melanie Reynard the previous night before fleeing into the woods. 

The downside? The guards knew this forest better than him. Which meant that Warren did not have the advantage. Not when he had to stay near Reynardsville to keep an eye on Clara while he waited for the opportunity to sneak in and get her to safety. 

They were going to go home. To Loch Haven. Where they would build their home on that little hill he had shown her. Where they could nestle in front of the fire in their tent and paint castles in the sky together. They had their whole future planned out. Granted, it changed. Often. Depending on their moods. But that future was still together. And that was worth more than life itself to Warren. He would risk everything to make sure that future happened. 

Glancing down at the ground, Warren carefully stepped through the thick undergrowth that had come back to life since the last time he had come through these woods with Clara a few months back, when they had been escorted back to Reynardsville by her family and their entourage. While he was grateful for the undergrowth because it hid his footsteps from view, he cursed it at the same time because it hid twigs and sticks from view as well. One wrong step and he’d step on a brittle twig, and in the deep silence of the forest, the sound of the twig breaking would ring out, alerting everyone nearby to his presence.

Heart pounding, Warren darted to the next tree while also sneaking a glance at the clearing that surrounded the back wall of Reynardsville. Praying no one had spotted him, he leaned against the new tree he was hiding behind. Nothing had seemed out of place in his brief glance, but then again, he hadn’t really looked long enough to see if anything was out of place. 

The camp stationed in the clearing, not far from the back gate, where Zeke’s Romulus pack was, had seemed quiet. A few wolves had meandered around the main fire and moved between the canvas tents. The gate behind the camp had been closed; the city it kept safe, quiet. 

He had time. 

Clara was safe.

For now.

Glancing around the tree again, his eyes swept over the camp once more. Maddox was still in front of Clara’s tent, sitting on a stump, working on another one of his whittled figurines. Ronan was hovering nearby, like always. He was never far from Maddox, and by default, Clara. And while that rankled because he knew how Ronan had treated Clara previously, he knew that Ronan would keep her safe from Freisinger. And Maddox would be there to keep Clara safe from Ronan. Gods above, what a tangled mess this was. 

Ducking back behind the tree, Warren leaned against it with a weary sigh. Closing his eyes, he ran a hand down his face, grimacing at the gritty feeling of the grime on his face and hands. He needed a bath, or a dip in a river, because a heated bath was out of the question at the moment. But that would have to wait until he had Clara back in his arms and they were at least a day’s journey away from Reynardsville. 

Soon. 

Zeke and Maddox should be bringing Clara to the designated rendezvous point that they had discussed just a few days ago, the first time Freisinger had dragged Clara into the city and whipped her senseless. It had been a contingency plan. A ‘if the worst had happened and he couldn’t protect her, get her out’ kind of plan. One that they all had hoped wouldn’t have to be utilized. But here they were. And now he had to wait. Patiently. 

Patience wasn’t his strong suit, though. 

Gritting his teeth, he glanced up at the tree he was leaning against, gauging how far the bottom branch was from the ground. He needed a place to hide while the guards searched the forest for him, but he also needed to be close enough to be able to keep an eye on Clara. Could he hide in a tree? He shifted uneasily. He hated heights with a passion. They made him sick to his stomach, but it didn’t look like he had much of a choice at the moment.  

Straightening, he pushed off the tree and looked around, making sure no one was nearby. He couldn’t afford to be seen. Satisfied that no prying eyes had spied him, he crouched and then pushed off the ground, jumping as high as he could in order to reach the branch. With a grunt, his hands closed around the rough bark, a few sharp ridges digging into his calloused hands. He’d made it. Now he had to pull himself up. He could do that. That was the easy part.

With another grunt, Warren pulled himself up. Straddling the branch, he scooted closer to the trunk, muttering under his breath not to look down. He was being pathetic, and he knew it. He wasn’t even eight feet off the ground, and he was already panicking. What a sight he was. 

“Don’t look down,” he muttered under his breath, reaching the trunk and easing himself up to stand on the branch. “Next branch. Must go higher.”

Taking a deep, steadying breath, he reached for the next branch and then the next until he was halfway up the tree. He refused to go higher. Too high, and the branches might not hold his weight, and the foliage might not be thick enough to hide him. That and he didn’t want to feel the tree sway in the wind. He really might get sick then, and that’s just what he didn’t need — him vomiting and having it land on a guard below, giving himself away. He snorted at the mental image as he settled himself on a sturdy branch, his back leaning against the trunk. Peering through the leaves, he nodded, still trying not to laugh at the image in his head. Perfect. 

He could see the camp. 


      [image: ]A few hours after making himself comfy, or as comfy as he could, Warren shifted with a low groan and a hiss of pain. His left leg was starting to go numb, the limb tingling painfully. He would have to get up and move shortly if his leg cooperated. If it didn’t, he’d probably send himself careening down to the ground below, beaten and battered by all the branches he’d more than likely hit on his way down. 

Shifting again, his eyes swept the camp again, lingering on Clara’s tent, his brows furrowing. He’d seen her poke her head out of the tent a few times to talk to Maddox, Ronan, and Zeke, but that was it. He hadn’t been close enough to see her facial expressions, but he could see the stiffness in her movements. She knew. He knew she knew. And now she was struggling to process the news that her grandmother was dead and that her mate was the reason she was dead. 

Was she wondering if he had left her behind? Was she wondering if he would come back for her? Was she making plans to flee? Or was she now planning on staying? His heart clenched as more and more questions flooded his mind. He had protected her, but in doing so, he had hurt her, left her vulnerable. He should have been more careful. He should have let her in on his plans so that she wouldn’t be so worried. But if anyone knew that she knew, she’d be in even more danger. By not telling her, she was innocent. No one could say she knew he was going to kill her grandmother, that she had helped plan the murder. 

The city would paint her as a victim, used by her own mate to get close to her grandmother, and then abandoned. 

Rolling his neck, he caught a flash of movement out of the corner of his eyes. Pausing, he turned his head in the direction he’d caught the movement. His brows rose as he watched the gates open a bit and then close with a screech, and then a booming sound he could hear from his perch in the tree signaling the gate was closed and secured. Scanning the area in front of the door, his dark eyes lit on the figures of Clara’s great-uncles, Arik and Percil. Warren’s lips pursed and then curved down into a frown. Why were they outside of the city, especially after Warren had just killed their sister? Shouldn’t they be inside the city, directing the guards and trying to calm the public? Or…

Warren’s breath caught in his throat. He’d killed Clara’s grandmother. Clara was the heir.

“Fuck,” Warren swore under his breath as he leaned forward to get a better view of Arik and Percil. He had spaced that Clara was the heir, that by killing her grandmother, he had inadvertently thrust Clara into her grandmother’s position as leader. 

Clara was now head of the Reynard pack. 

Getting her out would now be ten times harder than he had wanted it to be. He could only pray that Maddox and Zeke had a plan to get her out before the city forced her into the role of leader. But it looked like they might be too late on that front.

There was only one reason that Arik and Percil were coming to get Clara, and it wasn’t to tell her that her grandmother was dead. Clara already knew. Hell, the whole city knew. They were coming to get her to present her to the public. Would they give her the option to refuse? From what her uncles had told him over the few encounters he’d had with them, they should give her that. She could step down, could designate someone else. 

They had to. 

His brows furrowed further as he watched Clara step out of her tent, greeting her uncles. And then she took Maddox’s arm and let him lead her toward the city. 

With a sigh of relief, Warren leaned back against the tree, his heart racing and his hands shaking. Maddox was going with her. He would make sure nothing happened to her, that she stayed the path, and then he would get her out.

He owed Maddox. Big time. 


      [image: ]The hours passed at an almost snail-like pace. From the moment Maddox had escorted Clara into the city until now, what felt like hours later, Warren’s heart had pounded so loudly in his chest that he was sure that the whole forest could hear him perched in the tree on the edge of the clearing. 

This shouldn’t be taking this long, should it? How long did it take for Clara to stand in front of her family’s pack and say she was stepping back? He would have thought it would have been a quick little thing. In and out. Maddox should have been escorting her back out by now. And then they were supposed to grab her bags, and Maddox would lead her into the forest after night fell to avoid being seen.

But none of that was happening right now, and Warren could feel his anxiety rising by the second. 

Scanning the camp for the hundredth time that hour, he stopped when he spotted Zeke and Ronan. Both had anxious expressions on their faces, and that worried him further. If they were worried, something had gone wrong. 

Clara should have been back by now. Why wasn’t she back by now?

A deep tolling sound reverberated through the air from the city, startling Warren and making him fall off his branch. Grabbing the next closest one to him with lightning-fast reflexes, he caught himself before falling more than a foot. 

Eyes widening, his gaze snapped to the city as the same deep sound came again. The bells. The bells were ringing. Why were the bells ringing? 

A sick feeling twisted his stomach as his heart sank. 

“No. No, no, no,” Warren whispered to himself. “This can’t be happening. Maddox was supposed to stop this from happening. Why didn’t Maddox get her out?”

Lowering himself down to the next branch, he started making his way out of the tree as the bell picked up speed in its ringing. And then what sounded like a low roar started to rise. Warren froze, his eyes still on the city. What was happening? He needed to know what was happening before he drove himself mad with worry. 

As the roar grew louder, the gate to the city opened again just as Warren dropped to the ground. Keeping low to the ground so that he remained hidden, he watched as what looked like a scribe came into view, his livery in the Reynard colors fluttering as he scurried to the camp. Straining his ears, trying to hear, he waited with bated breath, hoping the scribe would make his announcement loudly. 

“Breaking news!” the scribe yelled as he came closer to the camp, sounding out of breath from his awkward run and probably his excitement. “The Reynard Pack has a new leader in Briggs Freisinger, who has taken Clara O’Donoghue, granddaughter of the late Melanie Reynard, as his mate. Celebrations will begin shortly. You are all relieved of duty for the rest of the day to join in the celebrations!”

Silence. 

Not even the birds chirped. 

Warren felt his heart stop, the blood draining from his face.

Freisinger had taken Clara. Warren’s Clara. His mate. His world. His reason for existing. 

Warren saw red as a low growl built up in his chest. 

Freisinger was a dead man. If he wanted yet another war to fight, he just got one. He would stop at nothing to get Clara. 

Clara. Was. His. 

With a roar that startled the birds in the trees surrounding him, Warren stood and shifted into his wolf before taking off toward Loch Haven. He would need all the help he could get to get his mate back. 








  
  

Chapter 2


Clara





Clara’s ears buzzed as the voices of the council chattered around her, scribes dashing to and fro with the breaking news, and the crowds surrounding the building outside starting to roar. Were they happy or upset? She wasn’t sure. She couldn’t make anything out, not over the buzzing in her ears. 

Was she in shock? Or just stunned? Or perhaps a combination of the two? She felt numb. So numb that she couldn’t even feel Freisinger’s hand clutching hers so tightly that her bones were protesting. She’d have a nasty bruise, but that was something for future Clara to worry about. 

Did she even have a future anymore?

The thought came unbidden and left her reeling. It was almost as if someone had shoved their hand through her chest, ripped out her heart and her very soul, and then left the wound open. She couldn’t breathe, and her chest ached. It was enough to make her want to double over and curl up in a ball while she struggled to catch her breath. 

This couldn’t be happening. 

This had to be a nightmare. 

That was the only explanation. 

Her eyes flicked around the table, her gaze resting on each council member for a second or two and no longer. She didn’t know any of their names, even though she’d met a few of them here and there. She hadn’t bothered to learn them, knowing that she’d be stepping back once she’d seen her grandmother’s true colors, and after hearing what her grandmother had had planned for her. Now… she paused. Would she have to learn their names? Would she be present for any of these meetings? Or would Freisinger keep her locked away at home and out of the political scene? No, she decided. He would bring her along. She was the symbol of unity for the pack, or so it seemed. 

Whether she wanted to or not, she’d have to learn their names now. 

Finishing her round of council members, her gaze landed on her great-uncles last. Arik and Percil. They had played their parts well. Too well. If she hadn’t been their target, she might have applauded them. Given the circumstances, though… She swallowed, meeting their guilty expressions, her own gaze hardening. If she still had the knife that Ronan had given her on her person, she would have launched herself across the table and stabbed them in their backs. See how they liked it. Give them a taste of their own medicine. 

She regretted not hiding it in her boot. But… she sighed as she glanced down at the dress she was wearing, one that a maid had set out for her while she had been cleaning up prior to this meeting. With this outfit, there was nowhere for her to hide a small knife. Not even in her shoes. Of course, there were her undergarments, but a knife tucked there wouldn’t be easily accessible.

Tearing her gaze away from her uncles, she leaned back in the heavy wooden chair next to Freisinger’s and looked down at his hand surrounding hers. Her stomach twisted sickeningly. 

He was going to claim her as his mate. 

She wasn’t getting a choice in this, apparently. 

Not like she’d ever really had a choice. Warren had claimed her without her consent. Ronan had tried. And now… Freisinger was just adding himself to the long list of males who took what they wanted. Granted, Warren had given her an out after coming to get her from Reynardsville to take her back to his pack. And she hadn’t taken it. She’d come to love Warren, as crazy as that sounded. She still didn’t understand why, but… life was brighter with him in it. He made her laugh and made her feel wanted. He genuinely cared for her and listened to her concerns. They worked well together. 

And now all that was about to be taken away from her. 

Her heart broke at the thought, a wave of pain washing over her. 

Where had Warren gone? Why had he killed her grandmother and not come back for her? She wouldn’t have been upset that he had taken the female out. There was no love lost there. Hell, she’d thought about ending the female herself more than a few times. It’s not like her grandmother hadn’t deserved it. She had been cruel and selfish, and she’d used people as if they meant nothing to her. The pack was better off without her. But Clara wasn’t better off without Warren. 

And he’d left her.

He’d left her when she’d needed him most. 

She knew he’d had to hide. She knew that if he was caught, he’d be killed on sight simply because he’d attempted to kill her grandmother before. But that hadn’t stopped him from sneaking into their tent to see her, to hold her, to kiss her, to take care of her. So why had this time been different? 

Her back. 

Clara’s breath caught in her throat at the realization. He’d left her behind because she couldn’t travel. Not right now. Not unless she shifted so that she could heal. She had been whipped by Freisinger, her back a shredded, bloody mess, and could hardly move.

Perhaps he’d thought that Maddox and Zeke would look after her and keep her safe.

He’d also obviously forgotten that killing her grandmother pushed her into a position of leadership. 

Her breath caught again as another thought hit her. Warren had walked straight into her grandmother’s trap. Her grandmother had hated Warren, but she’d never pushed him away or had him escorted back to Loch Haven when she could have. She’d had the manpower to do so. But still… Instead, she’d tolerated him. Indulged him, even, when she let him sit in on meetings that she hadn’t even let Clara sit in on. She’d even known that Warren was onto her. He’d warned her that if she put one toe out of line, he’d have her head. 

She’d been counting on it. 

There hadn’t been a good time for her grandmother to step down as head of the pack, Clara realized. Not when they were going into war with the humans. To step down now would have seemed cowardly, and the pack would have never followed Clara. Everyone knew it. The training she’d been subjected to had been a major waste of time, something to just keep her busy. And apparently out of the way so that her grandmother could continue to lay her trap. She’d ordered Freisinger to whip her. Had ordered him to send her back to Warren, knowing how Warren would react. She’d been counting on it. And he’d done exactly as he’d promised. 

And that had left her vulnerable. 

Looking up at Freisinger, she stared at him, stunned. Had he known, too? Had he been in on her grandmother’s little plan? Of course, he had. She could see it in the smug way he held himself as he thanked one of the council members. He’d gotten what he wanted — alpha. Of both the pack and the city. The fate of the shifters in Brunholl rested in his hands.

She was definitely going to be sick. 

Swallowing thickly, she raised her free hand and covered her mouth, her skin turning a light shade of green. Glancing down at her, Freisinger raised a brow, his blue eyes appraising. 

Leaning in, his lips brushed her ear. “You look rather green.”

“Thank you for stating the obvious,” Clara muttered back, pulling away, shuddering imperceptibly at the contact. 

“Did you shift yet?” he asked, his voice barely above a whisper, his eyes flicking toward her back.

“I told you that’s not how I do things,” she replied harshly. “You aren’t supposed to take the easy way out of a punishment, even if you didn’t deserve said punishment.”

Freisinger sighed and leaned back in his chair, his gaze hardening as he regarded her. “I think I underestimated you, Kleine,” he murmured. “You’re stronger than you look, even if you can’t keep up with my drills.”

“About that,” Clara started, arching a brow at him. “With this new development, are you going to continue training me? Or am I to become your little housewife?” Her gaze hardened as she finished on a sneer. She was baiting him. A dangerous thing to do. But she was pissed. And still very sick to her stomach. But it was better than feeling numb. 

And if she knew his plans, she could make her own.

“It depends,” he replied evenly, squeezing her hand again, making her wince, a silent reminder for her to behave in front of the council. “Are you going to be a good little mate and let me claim you tonight? Or are you going to fight me on this?”

“Why does that matter?” Clara shot back, schooling her face so she didn’t draw attention to their whispered conversation. 

“Because I won’t force myself on you, Kleine,” Freisinger explained in exasperation. “I may be cruel and an asshole, but I draw the line at forcing myself on females. Even ones I am not fond of.”

Clara narrowed her eyes at him. “Very subtle. Not fond of.” She scoffed. “Why claim me if you aren’t fond of me?”

“You know the answer to that,” he growled into her ear as he leaned in again. She could feel his hot breath against her neck and had to force herself to hold still. “The only person who is going to lead us to victory against the humans is me. Unless, of course, you’d like to flee the country. Oh wait. You did that already. How’s that going for you? Wait… It didn’t. Because you’re here. In my arms. And you, Kleine, are the key to getting the power I need to lead us to that victory.”

“Gods, you’re an ass,” she huffed, wrinkling her nose at him as she turned to face him, her nose nearly touching his. 

“I thought we’d already decided that,” Freisinger said with a smug grin. “What you see is what you get.”

“At least you’re self-aware,” Clara sighed. 

“And you aren’t. But we can work on that later,” he said bluntly. “I’ve never seen a female so intent on lying to themselves. Or perhaps you are just that naïve that you can’t see the truth of the matter standing straight in front of you. But once again, we can work on that later. If we survive this war, we will have the rest of our lives to sort your issues out.”

“I might just run headfirst into battle if it gets me out of being with you for life,” Clara retorted.

Freisinger blinked at her, a startled look on his face, and then cracked up, his laugh deep and booming, startling the council into silence. “Pardon me,” he said when he calmed down. “My Kleine Clara is funnier than I had anticipated.” Lowering his voice, he leaned down to whisper harshly in her ear again. “We’re adding stupid to that list. Do you have no self-preservation? Or are you really that desperate?”

“The latter,” she whispered back. 

“Fine. I’ll make you a deal then,” Freisinger whispered with a smug smirk. “If we survive this war, and if you still hate me by then, I’ll let you go, and you can run back to that red-headed wolf you’re so fond of. If you don’t hate me, you stay with me. And we live… what do you females call it? Happily ever after?”

Clara sneered. “Do you really think I won’t hate you by the end of this? No, no. I won’t just merely hate you. I’ll loathe you with every fiber of my being. I’ll take your deal because I’ll win it. I will have the last laugh.”








  
  

Chapter 3


Ronan





Ronan paced back and forth in front of the fire, something that he had been doing since Arik and Percil had come out to fetch Clara for their meeting, where she would announce that she would step down and let someone else lead the Reynardsville pack. She didn’t want it, and Ronan couldn’t blame her. He wouldn’t want to lead a pack that didn’t like him either. Hell, he didn’t want to lead a pack period. He had grown up not being liked by his own family and his community. Why would he put himself in a position to be disliked further? No, he’d had enough. If he survived this war, it would be time to focus on him and finding his peace. 

Something he still thought would be impossible, but the things he’d thought would kill him hadn’t, so maybe impossible wasn’t so impossible after all. 

Glancing at the gate again, his mouth scrunched down into a frown. He had wanted to accompany Clara to the meeting. With Maddox, of course. She didn’t trust him as far as she could throw him, nor had she forgiven him completely. She hadn’t said as much, but the look in her eyes when he caught her looking at him said everything. And while it stung, he… Well, he understood. He’d forced himself on her, tried to claim her against her will. She had every right to keep him at a distance. 

The important thing right now was that they were talking to each other. Communicating. Now, whether that meant they could repair their relationship as friends or not…? That was up in the air. And he could live with that. For now. 

There were more important things to think about. Like, why hadn’t Clara and Maddox returned yet? 

As Ronan turned to look over at Zeke for what felt like the hundredth time to beg him to send someone, anyone, into the city to find out what was going on, a sound rose up from the city that sounded like a roar and got progressively louder. Ronan’s brows furrowed as his head whipped in the direction of the city. What in the world was going on? Were… were the people cheering? That was his best guess. But why? Were they happy that Clara was stepping down? Who had taken her place? Freisinger, probably. But… Ronan shook his head. Didn’t most shifters hate the fox? He blew out a breath. Who knew? He wasn’t going to waste any more time trying to figure out why the city was cheering. 

As Ronan turned away, a loud screeching sound filled the air, drowning out the sounds of the cheering city, causing Ronan to whip back around once more just in time to see someone slip out of the gate. What now? 

Focusing on the shifter scurrying toward them, a sinking feeling settled over him. That was a scribe. In the Reynard’s livery. He would know those colors anywhere thanks to Freisinger’s entourage that had followed him and, by default, Clara, everywhere. 

This could only mean one thing. And it wasn’t good.

Bracing himself, Ronan watched as the scribe skidded to a stop in front of the fire, his eyes darting around the assembled camp, searching for Zeke. Finding him, the male sagged in relief. But only for a moment. Glancing at Zeke himself, Ronan watched him arch a brow at the scribe in question.

“Well?” Zeke prompted, a touch of impatience filling his voice.

With trembling hands that the scribe quickly tucked behind him, he cleared his throat and raised his voice. “Let it be known that on this day, the twenty-second of May, that the Reynard pack, and by association, the great city of Reynardsville, has a new leader — the esteemed and highly decorated Briggs Freisinger. Let it also be known that on this day, our new leader has taken a mate to bridge the gap between the new and old blood. Briggs Freisinger will be mating with Clara O’Donoghue later today. He has requested that if anyone needs something from him for the remainder of this week to please talk to his advisors, as he will be busy getting to know his mate and helping her get settled in. He has also granted the non-essential packs guarding the city time off from their duties today in order to celebrate. That is all.”

Silence fell as the scribe finished speaking and turned on his heel before darting away as fast as he had approached. 

Ronan shook his head. Surely, he had misheard the male. Right? He had not just heard the words that Freisinger had taken Clara as his mate, right? Right? He glanced at Zeke, hoping for an answer, and instead saw the same look of confusion and disbelief on his face. 

Before Ronan could open his mouth to voice his concerns, the camp seemed to explode with noise as everyone started to talk to each other. Some seemed just as confused as Ronan and Zeke, particularly those who had seen Clara with Warren or had spent any time with her. Some seemed to take the news in stride, not letting it faze them at all. And the rest? They seemed to be fairly happy. Whether that was from the news of Freisinger’s mating or the prospect of a day off was yet to be clear, but it irked Ronan. How could they celebrate when one of their own had just had their mate ripped away from them? Ronan couldn’t imagine the pain Warren would feel later when he felt the bond between him and Clara snap. 

It was a feeling no shifter wished on anyone. 

And Clara?

Gods.

How was she doing?

Ronan knew, without a shadow of a doubt, that she hadn’t agreed to this. She hated Freisinger with a passion. There was no way that she would let him close enough to claim her. She had liked Ronan when he had posed that question, and she’d still denied him. Warren had to claim her while she’d been unconscious, something he apparently still felt guilty about. 

No, Clara had been forced into this, and if he got the chance, he would go give Freisinger a piece of his mind. And see if Clara was alright. 

Fuck. Where had Maddox been? Maddox was supposed to prevent anything like this from happening. Why hadn’t he? What had happened that had stopped him from keeping Clara safe? 

“Enough!” Zeke’s voice cut through the noise and sliced through the chaos that filled Ronan’s mind, bringing him back to reality. Jerking slightly, Ronan turned to face Zeke, rubbing the back of his neck. He needed to get his shit together if he was going to convince Zeke that he needed to get into that city to find Maddox so they could find out what had really happened. 

“I know that this is monumental news,” Zeke continued, his gaze sweeping over the assembled camp. “And I know that most of you probably have questions since we’ve had the pleasure of getting to know both Freisinger and Clara over the past few weeks. At this point in time, I do not have any answers for you, but when I do, I will let you all know.”

Ronan nodded, relief seeping through him. Zeke wanted answers. This was good. That means he would be agreeable to Ronan’s current plan that was forming in his head. 

“Now,” Zeke added, his voice growing harder. Sterner. “I know that the scribe said that Freisinger is giving all non-essential packs a day off. We are not non-essential. We are the only ones guarding the back gate. So that means get back to your posts. We have a job to do. So, let’s do it.”

Silence fell again, though Ronan was sure that everyone could hear his heart pounding in his chest. He was anxious. And worried. Frustrated. Upset. And he needed answers. He glanced at the gate again. Where was Maddox? He needed Maddox to walk out of those gates in the next few minutes with a damn good explanation. 

He would accept nothing less.


      [image: ]Unable to help himself, Ronan found himself sitting on Maddox’s normal stump outside of Clara’s tent. Was it even Clara’s tent still? Her things were still in there, along with Warren’s. That had to mean something, right? Especially since no one had come to collect her things or discard Warren’s. 

Or… a thought hit him. Were they leaving it all there as a trap for Warren? It was a possibility. They knew that he had killed Mrs. Reynard and that he had all but disappeared. Probably to protect Clara from being dragged into the murder investigation. Or that’s what Ronan was going to assume because he had a hard time believing that Warren would just up and abandon his mate.

Not after everything he’d done for her. 

Taking a deep breath, he stretched his legs out in front of him as his eyes scanned the camp again. It was quiet. As soon as Zeke had issued his orders, everyone had gone right back to work, half going out to their assigned posts, the other half heading into their tents to rest. And Ronan? His post had been Clara. Except… she wasn’t here. 

Still, that hadn’t stopped him from going back to where he’d sat at night, guarding her.

“Any sign of Maddox yet?” A deep voice interrupted his thoughts, making him jump and slip off his stump, landing heavily on the ground with an oof. 

“Zeke!” Ronan griped, standing up and dusting himself off before wincing as he sat back down on the stump. “A word of warning next time.

Zeke cracked a grin. Or what was supposed to be a grin. “Sorry, I thought you heard me coming. Guess you were lost in thought. Thinking about Maddox and Clara, too?”

“Who isn’t?” Ronan countered. “None of this makes sense. And Maddox? What the hell happened there? He went with her to stop this, so why in the—"

“They took her away from me,” a hoarse voice called from across the camp as Maddox finally appeared, his face pale and drawn, his expression grim. 

Ronan and Zeke’s heads snapped toward Maddox, joy momentarily lighting their faces until his words registered. And then they wore equally grim expressions. “What do you mean they took her from you?” Ronan blurted before Zeke had time to say anything himself.

“I mean exactly what it sounds like,” Maddox said, shooing Ronan off his stump before sitting down heavily, his shoulders slumping in defeat.

“What happened? I need to know everything from the moment you left camp,” Zeke pressed, crouching down in front of Maddox, one hand gripping his left shoulder. “We can’t go make a complaint if we don’t know what happened.”

Maddox shook his head with a groan. “It was a setup. The whole thing. Her uncles were in on it. They played us. They played us all. I would never have suspected… They never slipped up once.”

“Her uncles?” Ronan interjected in surprise. “What the hell do you mean that her uncles played us?”

Maddox sucked in a deep breath before raising his head to look at Ronan, his expression haunted and full of self-loathing. “How many times did her uncles come out to us with information that helped us? Helped Clara? They did it on purpose, to gain our trust. So when they came and said they only needed her for a moment and that they’d make sure she’d get back to us so we could escort her home? It was all a lie. A ruse. And I didn’t suspect anything until it was too late.”

“A ruse?” Zeke repeated faintly, lowering himself to sit on his heels, his knees hitting the ground, and his face paling. “We can’t even trust our own leadership then.”

Maddox shook his head. “No, we can’t. We can’t trust anyone. Except for maybe ourselves. Our pack. And that’s it.”

“But Clara…” Ronan started. 

“I’m not even sure we can trust her,” Maddox said, swallowing thickly. “She… she didn’t fight it after they announced Freisinger as leader and he announced her as her mate. She looked stunned. But that was it. And then there was nothing. Absolutely nothing.”

“She’s in shock,” Ronan said dismissively. “We can trust her. I know her. I know her better than anyone else here.”

“Maybe. I just… I expected more. More fire. More defiance… Nothing. Just… she went blank,” Maddox explained, seeming to be at a loss for words on how else to describe Clara’s reaction.

“That’s all well and good, but I still need to know what happened exactly,” Zeke reminded him as he nodded his head, absorbing everything. 

Taking a deep breath, Maddox nodded as well. “Everything went as expected entering the city. Nothing was different from the last few times she’s gone into the city for a meeting, apparently. She seemed to know the drill. We went to town hall. She was led upstairs to get cleaned up by a maid. And then that’s when shit went sideways.” Maddox paused, his fists clenching on top of his knees. “A guard came up to me and asked if I was part of the council, and I said that no, I wasn’t. So then he asked what my business was, and I told him that I was Clara’s escort. He told me that Clara had guards watching her and that I was no longer needed, so if that was all, I could leave the building. I tried to argue that I would be needed to escort her back, and he just… laughed. Like it was the funniest thing he’d heard all day. When he realized I was serious, he went and talked to Arik, and Arik came to talk to me. He told me he’d get Clara to me later and that I could head back. I told him no, and I could tell he wasn’t happy about that, but instead of making a scene, he led me into the hall and sat me down in an extra seat near the doors. Didn’t have the greatest view of the table, but that didn’t matter much until the meeting started.”

Ronan pursed his lips before glancing around to see if anyone else had wandered over to listen to Maddox’s tale. Not seeing anyone, he leaned in. “So, you suspected something was up when they took her from you and told you to leave. Did you see her before the meeting started at all?”

Maddox leaned back, the stump creaking underneath his massive body as he snorted. “I wish. If I had been able to see her before the meeting, I would have grabbed her and run. Everything just felt… off. But anyway, I think I sat there for about two hours before the meeting started. Listened to the aristocrats and council members chatter. Nothing too interesting. Around that two-hour mark, people really started filing in. The whole room filled up quickly. Clara was led in last and sat next to Freisinger. She never stood a chance. Not really.”

“What happened during the meeting?” Zeke asked, his gaze darkening, as if he already knew.

“Freisinger got his hands on her. And he didn’t let go.”








  
  

Chapter 4


Matty





Stepping outside the small cabin that he shared with his wife, Kitty, Matty took a deep breath of air before surveying the land around him. Spring had definitely hit since the last time he’d been ‘home’. The orchards near the cabin had burst into bloom, pinks and whites adorning the many branches. He had loved this time of year, once upon a time. Partly because it was so pretty, partly because his mom liked it, and partly because it was also one of Clara’s favorite seasons in Springfield. She’d come out to see the colors and all the baby animals with her pa, never fail. 

But not this year. No. This was the first year the O’Donoghues wouldn’t make their yearly trip up to the Claery farm to see the animals, help with some of the spring planting, and stay for an overlarge supper with good friends. This was the first year Matty would have to acknowledge that he’d never see the O’Donoghues again. 

They were dead. One confirmed and one presumed. But at this point, it might as well be confirmed. Matty was sure Clara hadn’t survived the winter in the mountains. He’d hoped for the longest time, but as more time passed and no word came, he’d just… given up. And he wasn’t quite sure when he’d given up completely. He couldn’t pinpoint a day. He just… had. And that was depressing.

Since the disaster that had led to the O’Donoghues’ demise, Matty had made it his mission to make up for his wrongdoings, though he felt like he was failing. He would save the shifters his dad had captured, or so help him… It was the least he could do. And from there, well, he was going to derail the war against the shifters. A bold plan. One that he would probably also fail at. But his intentions were noble. 

Besides, it was better than doing nothing. 

Turning his attention toward his parents’ farmhouse, a scowl crossed his lips. The farmhouse sat just beyond the tree line, stubborn and weathered by time, but still well-maintained and grand compared to the other farmhouses in the area. It made the Claery family look rich in comparison to most of the folk in town, though that couldn’t be further from the truth. They’d just been there since, well, since the beginning of Springfield. With the O’Donoghues. They’d been neighbors at one point. Friends. 

And the Claerys had stabbed them in the back, turned on them, and ultimately killed each and every one of them. Their blood was on the Claerys’ hands, and no matter how much Matty washed them, it was a stain that would last forever. 

The ground crunched under Matty’s feet as he started making his way over to the farmhouse. It was the last place he wanted to be, other than the cabin he shared with his wife. He’d much rather be in town, doing gods knew what to get the shifters out of prison. He’d made a promise. But his dad had laid down the law. 

He wasn’t about to cross him, Matty thought to himself as he rubbed the scar on his stomach from where his own dad had tried to gut him before forcing him into the king’s army at the beginning of the year. 

He hated being back, he thought miserably, his mood souring further.

After attempting to brush the dirt off his boots out on the front porch, Matty gave up, kicking them off instead and setting them rather haphazardly just outside the door. He technically should have brought them in to stop a little critter from crawling in them, looking for a snug place to sleep, but he really couldn’t be bothered. The weather was nice, and it wasn’t like he couldn’t pull a tiny kitten out of his boot. Maybe if he did find a kitten, he’d give it to Kitty. Women liked kittens, right? They couldn’t seem to resist their cute little faces or the sound of their little meows. Hell, he wasn’t even a woman, and he melted at the sight of a baby anything. Maybe it wasn’t a woman thing after all. It was just a symptom of being alive and possessing a heart. 

Closing the front door behind him, Matty followed the smells of the kitchen, his stomach twisting nervously because Kitty had supposedly cooked supper tonight. Again. Because she wanted to show off what she’d learned from his mom. And since he was technically her husband, and because he had missed her last few attempts at cooking supper, he had to suck it up, put a proud smile on his face, and play the supportive yet adoring husband. 

His nose wrinkled slightly as he stepped through the door into the kitchen, the acrid tang of something burnt assaulting his nose. What in the ever living—? His eyes flicked to the waste bucket near the back door, spotting what looked like biscuits turned to charcoal. Well, that was one thing he could write off the menu for tonight, and one less thing he had to try and lie about being good. Beneath the burnt smell, though, he could smell roasted chicken with a strong garlicky aroma. And there was something sweeter. A strawberry pie, perhaps? Gods, there was dessert? He’d have to sit through awkward conversation with his dad longer? 

This had to be a special kind of hell, though Matty had yet to decide what he’d done to deserve this.

Making his way over to the supper table, Matty greeted his mom, pressing a quick, affectionate kiss to her cheek. From there, he moved to Kitty and brushed another kiss onto her cheek, which earned him a brilliant smile.

At least someone was happy. 

Taking his seat at one end of the table, he nodded to his dad on the other end before letting his gaze roam over the table. There was the garlicky chicken, the skin brown and crispy. There was also a bowl of mashed potatoes with a pool of butter in the middle of it. A tureen of brown gravy sat between the chicken and potatoes. And… Matty tilted his head to peer into the last bowl curiously. Green beans that he’d seen his mom preserve last year.

Kitty, still standing, her cheeks flushed and her apron dusted with flour, watched Matty, waiting for him to say something. Anything. 

“I made supper!” she whispered. “And your mom didn’t help this time. She just… directed. That doesn’t count as help, does it?”

Mrs. Claery offered a thin but indulgent smile from her chair, hands folded neatly in her lap, and then winked at Matty, as if to say that she was keeping his wife busy and making sure she learned everything she needed to learn to survive out here in the middle of nowhere. Springfield was not the place for a princess, even if Kitty was technically one.

Inclining his head toward his mom, Matty mouthed a quick thanks before flashing a proud smile at Kitty. “It looks wonderful. I’m half starved and can’t wait to dig in.”

Kitty’s shoulders slumped in relief, and then she sank down into her chair. “Thank the gods,” she mumbled under her breath just loud enough for Matty to catch it. 

Matty froze as the phrase washed over her. Gods, he was an ass. But he knew this by now. He’d proved it over and over again. And he kept promising himself and Kitty that he’d be better. Yet here he was, making his own wife nervous because she thought he wouldn’t like her cooking. Truth be told, there was a good chance he wouldn’t, but she didn’t need to know that. She just needed his support. 

And he’d be damned if he didn’t give her any. He may not have wanted to marry her, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t be a good husband to her. 

Reaching for the serving spoon, Matty quickly dug into the mashed potatoes, ladling a large, heaping serving onto his plate, being careful not to get the melted butter everywhere. 

That seemed to be the cue for supper to start. With a clank, his dad, General Claery, started carving the chicken and offering everyone a generous serving. Mrs. Claery took the bowl of green beans and ladled some onto her plate before passing it to Kitty. 

This was… a normal supper. A very normal supper. 

This was nice. 

Sort of. 

Maybe.

General Claery cleared his throat. 

Nevermind.

“This looks delicious,” General Claery said, nodding at Kitty in thanks. “Maureen says you’ve been quite the student: eager to learn, taking notes, willing to help clean up your messes. It seems as if your hard work is paying off.”

Kitty beamed, her cheeks flushing pink. “Thank you,” she said, her voice quiet as she ducked her head. 

“I wish my son could see the hard work you’re putting in, but he’s been pulling more than his weight in town with his men. Walls don’t build themselves. And we have guests in the prison that need tending to. I’ve raised him well, and it seems that I have forgotten that lately. He’s a hard worker,” he continued, gesturing toward Matty with a fork. “Don’t be too mad at him for not noticing. He’ll get there when he has more time. Which should be soon. I don’t think our guests will be staying with us much longer, which will reduce our workload. Won’t it, son?”

Matty’s fork froze mid-air.

“They won’t?” Matty rasped, looking up at his dad, his brows raising in surprise. “You’re… you’re done with them?”

“They won’t say anything. No use in keeping them around. Not now,” General Claery stated, spearing a piece of his chicken and popping it in his mouth. 

“Not now?” Mrs. Claery looked between her husband and son in confusion. “What’s going on at the jail?”

“Nothing you need to worry your pretty head about, Maureen.” General Claery waved his fork at his wife dismissively, a bit of potato dripping onto the table. “It’s a non-issue now. Not now that we’re sending scouts up north to see where the shifters are headed. We need to see if they’re gathering at Reynardsville or fleeing into the mountains. Or both. That will determine our method of attack.”

“If they’re fleeing into the mountains, doesn’t that mean they’ve left the country?” Kitty asked, her brows furrowing. 

Matty leaned back in his seat, feeling the blood drain from his face. 

Shit. Shit. Shit. 

He was running out of time and fast. And this was not a conversation he wanted to have with his mom or wife in the room. Hell, this wasn’t a conversation he wanted to have with his dad either, but here he was. 

“Technically, yes,” General Claery answered Kitty with a flash of approval in his eyes. “However, we need to make sure they aren’t just hiding in the mountains, waiting for things to cool down before coming back. We need to secure the border. We don’t want them back. Not while we are preparing for the next stage of this war.”

Invading Beris.

Were they really that close to taking this war to the next kingdom?

He put his fork in his mouth and forced himself to swallow before nodding at Kitty with a smile he hoped looked genuine. He was sure the food tasted good, but with this news? The food tasted like ash.


      [image: ]Opening the cabin door, Matty let Kitty step inside first before making a beeline toward the lantern on the table. It was cool enough that he could have started a fire, but he didn’t think it was worth the effort. Not when he could have Kitty throw an extra blanket on the bed. Besides, with the way she clung to him at night, he already knew he was going to wake up sweating. 

Lighting the lantern, he led Kitty into the bedroom and closed the curtains, keeping his back turned as she undressed and pulled on her nightgown. 

“We haven’t had sex in weeks,” Kitty mumbled from behind him as the sounds of fabric pooling on the floor graced his ears. “Do I not appeal to you anymore?”

Matty’s eyes widened in shock as he spun around to face Kitty. Setting the lantern down on the bedside table, he simply stared at her, too stunned to say anything. Did he not find her appealing? Gods, she was gorgeous. And she reminded him a bit of Clara. Which was one of his problems. He wanted her to be Clara, and she wasn’t. She never would be. 

He needed to get over himself. 

“No, Kitty, I…” he started, trying to find the words to explain what was going on in his head. “Look, it’s not you. It’s… I lost someone before I met you. I grew up with her. She was my best friend. And sometimes…”

“You see her instead of me,” Kitty finished, her voice solemn as she finished dressing. “So it really isn’t that you find me unappealing. You’re grieving. Was it that half breed girl you were supposed to marry?”

“Yes.” There was no point in lying to her. She’d find out anyway.

“Your mom told me about her. Clara, right?” Kitty continued, coming over to him to caress his cheek. “She sounded like a nice girl, even for a half breed. I am… sorry that you lost her in such a tragic way. But she’s gone, love. And I am here.”

“I’m trying, Kitty. Truly. I just need time. We’ll get there,” Matty promised. “I’m just… stressed. Really stressed. And it’s not helping matters for me at all right now. Just be patient with me. Please?”

She pursed her lips for a moment, scanning his face, and then nodded with a sigh. “I guess that’s all I can do for now.”

“I’m sorry,” he murmured miserably as he took her by the elbow and guided her to the bed. “Why don’t you get comfortable and get some sleep? I’ll go finish up the chores in the kitchen. Do you need me to set anything out for tomorrow morning?”

Kitty hesitated, resisting slightly before lighting up at his offer of help. “I’ve got apple preserves in the… what does your mom call it? The root cellar? Can you grab that out for me? And cover the bread on the stove. I don’t want it to harden before morning. I’ve made that mistake already.”

“I can do that,” Matty chuckled, tucking her in as she settled into the bed on her side before kissing her forehead. “I’ll be in bed to join you soon."

Moving quietly, he picked up the lantern and took it back with him into the main room, heading straight into the kitchen area to cover the bread as Kitty had requested. From there, he made his way down into the little root cellar and found the jar of apple preserves his mom had gifted them and brought it back up. Setting it on the table, he pulled out a chair and sat down heavily before burying his face in his hands. 

His father was getting rid of the shifters they were holding in the prison. He was essentially out of time. They’d be dead by the end of the month, which meant that it was now or never. He had to get them out. 

He needed to talk to Conoway and Archie first thing in the morning. They needed to come up with a more solid plan. One that they could implement at a moment’s notice. 

It was time.
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