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      The blood moon shines down over the carnage as if to mock us. I’ve seen a lot of gore in my life, but the scene before me is by far the worst. Death hangs heavy in the air, and the stench of it makes my stomach churn. The last shred of innocence I have left urges me to run away, but I can’t. I have to face this. I’m with the Resistance so I knew this attack was coming, but I never expected it to be so ruthless––for so many to die.

      The lycans are gone for now, having disappeared into the night, but they could return to finish off more wolves. They’ve taken out a good number of Ryne’s pack, including some of the higher-ranked betas. Most of the claimed girls are huddled near the edge of the stage with tear-stained faces and glassy eyes. They’re in shock. As a house mother, my duty is to go to them and offer comfort, but I can’t right now.

      I scan the scene for the people who are tied to my heart. My eyes first find Madame Delphine, and I sigh a breath of relief. The lycans know she’s high in our ranks with the Resistance, but I can never be sure what they’re going to do once they turn into monsters. Her hair is a mess, and her skirts are torn, but she’s alive, and she’s there, talking to the girls in a soft whisper. She’ll take care of them. Not for the first time, I thank the heavens that she’s my ally.

      I spot my parents and brothers and nearly cry out in relief. They’re walking among the dead and injured, checking for pulses and wrapping wounds. They should leave. It’s not safe for them to be here anymore. I have no idea what the next few hours or days will bring, but if Thorn figures out that I was in on the plot for Poppy to marry Ryne, or that I knew this attack was coming, my parents’ lives will be the first to go––after me, of course. As if my father can hear my thoughts, his eyes snap to mine.

      “Go,” I mouth, and he gives a stiff nod, taking my mother by the forearm and dragging her away. My brothers follow close behind. Father’s actions appear rough, but that’s always been a show for Thorn; my dad is one of the most gentle men I’ve ever met. He also probably knows that my mother won’t leave me here, and he’s hoping they’ll be far enough away that they can’t turn back when she realizes I’ve stayed behind.

      I can’t go with them. Even though my heart aches to leave, I have to stay. Our family can’t afford any suspicion, and besides, I’ll be alright. I’m the strongest female wolf who isn’t already married off. Thorn will want me alive.

      The stench of blood is thick in my nostrils as I walk through the wreckage, looking for those who I can help. I find my ripped dress and slip it back on. It barely stays put, and I consider dropping it altogether since I’m not shy about nudity, but I keep it on. It’s something for me to fret about that isn’t life or death, and as silly as that is, it calms me down a bit. In the back of my mind, I don’t know how we’ll recover from this, but in the forefront I can only deal with the here and now. I keep looking for Ryne, but he’s nowhere to be found. It seems the alpha has disappeared, most likely with Poppy. I swallow a hard lump in my throat and try not to panic. That boy needs to come back immediately and take care of his pack. Otherwise his father will lose it. The king may even take control from his own son; he certainly threatened it earlier.

      For now, the best I can do is damage control. There aren’t many wounded left. They’re all dead. The lycan were supposed to get Thorn! But this? They killed whoever they could. This wasn’t the plan. I fist my hands and walk toward the far side of the stage––a place I don’t want to be––where my enemies stand. Too bad I have to be the one to face them since all of my allies have fled.

      Thorn stands tall, surveying the carnage with an angry frown. Of course the man is alive and well. What were the lycan thinking? Did they even try to attack him? Logically, I know they did, but I’m still mad as hell. Someone needs to get them in line, and if that person isn’t going to be Madame Delphine, then it’ll have to be me. They won’t enjoy taking orders from a wolf, and a woman at that.

      Thorn starts arguing with Anders, the angry tone in his voice rising above all the other noise. It’s then that I finally take it in, as if my ears had gone deaf from sensory overload. Wolves howl all around us. Snarls and fights are still going on, but they are among each other, not the lycan. It’s maddening that in a time like this, brothers can so easily turn on their own.

      Ryne really needs to get back from wherever he ran off to; his pack needs him.

      I put on my best smile and smooth my skirts. My heels are long gone, and I pad softly across the stage, my tattered wedding dress brushing around my ankles. I hold my head high and approach the two men. They’re so enthralled with their argument they couldn’t care less about me.

      “You were supposed to kill him,” Thorn hisses. “I gave you the chance, and you squandered it.”

      My blood runs cold when I realize they’re talking about Ryne. Thorn really is okay with his only son dying, just to keep himself strong and in power. It goes to show how powerful Ryne is becoming if his father is afraid of him.

      “I already told you the men wouldn’t follow me if I did that,” Anders whines.

      “They wouldn’t have had a choice, you idiot. You know what? I was wrong about you. You don’t have the strength to lead this pack. I’ll find another man.”

      I clear my throat, anger flaring to life. “I thought that man was Ryne, your son.”

      Thorn catches my eyes and an oily grin spreads across his lips like a stain. “Elle, love, why don’t you go make sure our girls are okay? This must’ve been terribly traumatic for them. Go back to the house with them, and we’ll come visit when we’re done here.”

      I stand my ground. He’s not going to get away with changing the subject. I know what I heard, and it makes me sick. “No. I’m a luna. I want to stay and help.”

      He raises an eyebrow. “Help with what? The lycan are gone, and the men are taking care of whatever comes next.”

      It takes everything in me not to spit at him for that comment. I’m so sick of being treated less-than because I’m a woman. “I’m just as capable as any man here, if not more so, and that includes Anders.”

      I can’t help the dig, and Anders snorts in response.

      If Thorn forces Ryne and me to marry, the first thing I will do is banish Anders. Now that he’s challenged Ryne, I’m sure the others in the pack will be happy to see him leave. Sure, human wives don’t have any say in what goes on in the pack. They are just pretty babymakers. But I’ve done some research. It turns out that before the wars, the luna wives would rule alongside their husbands as equals. In some cases, she even became the alpha.

      If it happened before, it can happen again. There’s a case to be made, and I plan to make it.

      Thorn probably doesn’t know any of this, or he would’ve killed me years ago. The man will do anything to preserve his power, and tonight proves it. Someday, someone will have enough power to overthrow him. That someone just may be me. Of course, if Ryne and I actually got married, there would be more of a chance of it happening. I’m not a fool though. There’s no way I can stand between Ryne and his fated mate. Maybe someday I’ll meet mine, assuming I even have one. I want that kind of love, but right now, love is most definitely not my priority. I eye Thorn, imagining him among the dead, and my resolve strengthens. I’d love to kill him right now, but I can’t. I’d probably lose, and if I won, the pack would kill me, so I keep the fake smile on instead.

      “You are likely right on that point. You are a capable young woman, aren’t you?” Thorn chuckles, sliding closer to me. I nod, and my hackles rise. Something is off, but I can’t quite put my finger on it. “Why don’t you leave the tough stuff to the men? Even powerful lunas need their rest.”

      I stand a little taller. I’m not going anywhere. “I feel great, actually.”

      Something burns behind his eyes––a challenge? “When Ryne returns, the wedding will be performed, and you’ll be in for a long night.” He winks, and I have to resist the urge to punch him in the nose. “Actually, that might be a good job for you. Find Ryne and bring him back here.”

      I scoff. “You mean to tell me that you don’t have dozens of wolves already out there looking for him?”

      “I do. But according to you, you’re better than they are.”

      “You’re right, I am,” I growl and move to the edge of the stage, ready to shift.

      “On second thought, why don’t you wait on that,” Thorn calls after me, and I spin around to face him. He studies me with curious eyes and approaches. He stands way too close. His chest is bare, and blood oozes from a wound across his collarbone. His nostrils flare with every breath as he stares at me for way too long. He brings a hand up to my face and forces me to look him in the eye. I stare at him defiantly.

      “You are right. You are the most powerful wolf here. You will make Ryne a very strong alpha.”

      I nod stiffly, his fingers still digging into my chin.

      He purses his lips. “Perhaps I do not want him to be a stronger alpha anymore. You saw how he disappointed me tonight. He doesn’t deserve a fine specimen such as yourself.”

      What is he saying?

      “If you pass me on to Anders . . .” I let the unsaid threat hang in the air. I don’t know what I would do, but Anders would die before he touched me.

      Thorn chuckles. “I’m not going to pass you on to Anders. He’s proven he’s a weak wolf as well. No. I’ve come to a realization tonight. Can you guess what it is?” He doesn’t wait for my answer. “If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself.”

      Dread fills my stomach, and I hope he’s not saying what I think he’s saying. “I don’t understand.” The words feel like sand in my mouth.

      “Oh, I think you do. You will be married tonight, but Ryne won’t be your new husband.” His eyes flash with desire and greed, and he steals me into his arms. “I will.”
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      I don’t even have shoes. And while there are a lot of things I could probably do without here in the wilds, shoes are not one of them. About an hour into walking on my bare feet, I rip off part of my ruined slip and tie the fabric around my injured soles, but it offers little protection, and I’m still slowing us down. The blood at my ankle has stopped flowing, but two crescent moon bite marks throb next to the bone. I’m desperate to sit and rest for a while, but I can’t.

      I’m not even sure where we’re going. Knox and I have been walking through the darkness along the edge of an abandoned road. It’s overgrown with weeds, and the concrete is broken up in parts, but at least it’s a landmark to go by. He doesn’t want to stop, saying we need to get as far away from the city as we can, but it’s grown darker, and even though the full moon brightens the landscape, it’s not nearly enough light to continue by for much longer.

      “I think the adrenaline has worn off,” I say, my voice coming out achingly hoarse. Maybe from screaming, maybe from the lycan venom. I don’t know.

      “Yeah, me too,” he sighs.

      “We need to set up a camp.”

      “What camp? We don’t have any equipment, and besides, walking is the smartest move right now.”

      I’m not so sure that’s true.

      “Where are we even going?” I’ve been afraid to ask because I’ve been scared of the answer.

      “West, I guess,” he says despondently. “We’re banished. Think I don’t know what happens to banished people?” He points to the moon and shivers. “They die.”

      “Or they get bitten.” I lift up my ankle. “At least I have another full month to figure something out before I end up turning into a monster.”

      Even though he winces at my bluntness, I can’t pretend it didn’t happen. I’m a walking time bomb. A less selfish person would tell Knox to get away from me, maybe even help him find a better life. I am not that person. The truth is that being alone out here is terrifying, and as twisted as it is, I’m grateful that Knox is with me.

      “I have an idea.” He points into the distance. “One of the villages is just over those hills. I’m going to sneak in there and find us food, clothing, and maybe some boots for you.” I wouldn’t blame him if he just stayed in the village and left me here. It’s his safest option.

      “That’s stealing,” I argue. He gives me an annoyed look. Even in the moonlight, I can tell he’s frustrated. “Okay, fair enough,” I quickly relent, “but I’m not letting you go alone.”

      “Pretty sure you’re less than conspicuous in that outfit.”

      “I guess you have a point.” I stop in my tracks, glaring down at the ruined slip and what remains of the ugly bodice. “Wait, no, you can’t go tonight. You’ll have to go tomorrow.”

      “Plan is to be long gone by tomorrow.”

      “But wolf shifters guard the settlements on full moons.”

      He gives me a sad look. “When are you going to realize that most of what you were told was a lie? How many wolves did you see protecting our village when we were growing up?”

      I swallow hard. “None, but that doesn’t mean they weren’t farther out.”

      “The wolves are far more concerned with protecting their city than they ever were with the villages. Trust me, I’ll be fine.”

      I wonder for a moment how we managed to stay safe on the full moons. The villages would be easy pickings for the lycan. It makes no sense that the wolves would leave them vulnerable to attack, but I can see his point too. I don’t remember seeing wolves on full moons, and the stories about the lycans were mostly just that. Stories.

      I end up sitting against a thin tree trunk, hidden inside a little grove of aspen, as Knox goes off to play hero or abandon me completely. I vow to stay awake as I wait for him to get back, and for a long time I do, but eventually exhaustion overwhelms me, and I give up the fight.

      Hours later? Minutes? Urgent hands shake me. My automatic reflex is to scream, but Knox is quick to palm my mouth. Once I’m aware of what’s going on, he carefully removes his hand. It’s sweaty––he’s been running. Gratitude surges in my chest. He came back.

      “Did you get anything?” I whisper, eager for those boots.

      “No.” His breath comes out ragged. “But we have to go. Now.”

      He drags me up, and we run into the nearby forest. No road. No path. Just underbrush to slice at my legs and rip my dress even further. My eyes have adjusted better to the darkness, but that advantage is short-lived once the trees grow thicker. It won’t be long until one of us rolls an ankle or worse.

      “Slow down,” I gasp. I’m a runner, but this is madness.

      He whirls on me, pushing one hand against my mouth again and holding his index finger up to his lips in a shushing motion.

      That’s when I hear the howls.

      The adrenaline rushes back. If it’s lycan, we’re probably dead. If it’s wolves, we may stand a chance, but that’s only assuming word hasn’t traveled. I’m a fugitive now. What I did to King Thorn won’t be forgotten. All I can hope for is that the king believes me dead. That’s not going to happen if someone reports back about seeing us out here. Thorn will follow my scent, and I’ll be a goner by morning.

      Knox leans close, mouth pressed against my ear. “We can’t be found.”

      Now it’s my turn for an idea. I point up. He doesn’t seem to understand, and I’m too scared to say anything aloud, so I begin to climb. Up and up I go. The pine needles are scratchy and sticky, and the bark catches on everything, but the higher I climb, the safer I feel. Knox follows and is soon only an arm’s length below me. Eventually, I find a large bare branch and relax onto it, my back against the trunk. Knox stops at one a few feet down and does the same. The pine has thinned enough up here that we can see the whole valley. I don’t know if it will make a difference.

      My mind races back to everything that transpired tonight. I made a gamble and nearly won, but the lycans showed up and ruined everything. At least I got Joanna and Grady out of there alive. Thorn was going to kill them, and I just hope Grady is okay. He lost his arm, and he might bleed out, leaving Joanna vulnerable. She’s part of the Resistance though. She’s got contacts and people who can help her. She’ll be okay so long as she doesn’t have to face Thorn ever again. The man is a monster. It’s hard to believe that he had Anders challenge Ryne, and it proves he’s far crueler than I ever thought possible. If he knew I was bitten and currently on the run, I’d be hunted down to the bitter end and made to suffer. I stood up to the man, and nobody does that. Even Ryne has a hard time with it. I just hope Ryne is able to convince him I died. A lump forms in my throat at the thought of my fated mate. I recall the look of sheer panic on his face when he saw I’d been bit, and my heart squeezes.

      But then I remember that he was going to let our friends die. How could he think I’d marry him right after their executions? And now that we’ve parted ways, I don’t think I’ll ever understand his reasoning. He put his father before them, and it’s unforgivable. I’ll probably never see him again, and maybe that’s okay, because he isn’t the man I thought he was. Tears threaten, but I hold them in, focusing on the darkened forest below instead, listening and waiting.

      Knox and I sit like this for ages. This time, I don’t fall asleep.
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      The sun peeks over the trees. Knox still sits one branch below me, his head bobbing. I understand the feeling, but if we fall asleep up here, we could plunge to our deaths. I reach down and tap him on the head. He jerks around and blinks up at me. Do I look as tired and wild as he does? His buzzed blonde hair has broken leaves and thistles stuck to it, and his face is covered in dirt and scratches.

      “Is it safe?” I mouth.

      He swallows and glances around. “I think so.” His voice is barely above a whisper. He slowly makes his way down the tree, and I follow. We both land on the ground with a soft thud, and I nearly cry out. My feet will not survive this trip because my poor ankle is thrashed. Tears spring to my eyes because I suddenly don’t know what to do. We’re going to get killed because of me, and if we somehow make it out of here, I’m still going to become a lycan on the next full moon. My life is over.

      “Are you okay?” Knox is obviously concerned, and I can’t lie to him about this. He needs to know what he’s signing up for.

      I shake my head and point at the wounds.

      When Knox kneels down to study them, worry settles over his features. “We’ll have to fix that problem today. But first, we need to find a place to get some sleep, water, and food if we can. I don’t know where we are now, but we’ll figure it out.”

      I’m a coward because I don’t say anything. If I was brave, I would insist he ditch me to save himself. Instead, we walk for what feels like hours, but is probably only thirty minutes. Each step is agony, and I don’t know how much more I can take. I always thought I was strong and capable, but obviously I overestimated my abilities.

      The ground becomes soft and squishy. I glance down. My feet are covered in water. It’s freezing cold and brings sweet relief.

      “I think we found water,” I point out, smiling to myself. I think it’s the first time I’ve smiled in what feels like ages.

      Knox only nods, but I don’t mind because neither one of us has the energy to talk much. After a few minutes of letting me numb my ankle, he glances around with a determined look on his face. “Stay there for a minute, and I’ll see if I can find a place to rest.”

      I shift a little so I can lean against a tree, but I leave both feet in the water. I know it’s probably going to open them up to all kinds of infection, but at the moment, I don’t care. If I can get the swelling down, maybe I can go on a little longer.

      After several minutes, Knox returns. His brown eyes sparkle, and I know he’s found what he was looking for. “This turns into a stream not too far that way.” He motions over his shoulder. “There’s several trees and soft ground where we can get some rest and then figure out what to do next.”

      I follow him in a daze. Something scratches my arm, and I glance down. It’s a bush with bright black berries. “Knox, stop.” He turns and spots the berries as well.

      “Do you think they’re safe?”

      He nods. “We had these at home. Blackberries are fine. Good catch, Poppy.”

      I don’t hesitate to pluck several off and shove them in my mouth. The sweet and tart juice is heavenly. I glance at Knox. He’s doing the same, and when he smiles at me, his teeth are stained purple. I laugh because mine probably are too.

      We don’t eat too many because even in our delirium, we know that it could make us sick. The area Knox found is indeed a comfortable-looking spot. We drink from the stream. Knox says it’s fine since we know it comes out of the ground where we just were, and I don’t think I’ve ever been more grateful for water. Once sated, we settle against a large tree with springy moss along the bottom. My body relaxes right away, and my feet don’t hurt as bad.

      “Do you think one of us should stay awake in case we’re attacked?” I ask.

      He chuckles, trying to hold off a yawn and failing. “Could we fight them off anyway in this state?”

      “Good point.”

      My eyes flutter closed, and before I know it, sleep claims me.
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      Something snaps, and my eyes pop open. Knox and I are surrounded by people. I reach for his hand and squeeze. One of the people crouches down and stares at me. The middle-aged man is large and shirtless, with broad, tanned shoulders and enormous biceps. Scars crisscross his face and body, and his lip is curled into an intimidating scowl. The guy is creepy as hell.

      He studies me. I do nothing but blink, not seeing a way out of this. I don’t know if these are lycan or just people who’ve learned how to survive out here. Either way, this isn’t good.

      The man snarls, and I jump. He laughs, revealing rotting teeth and breath that smells like a latrine.

      “What’s your name?” he asks, his face still menacing.

      “Mary,” the lie rolls off my tongue easily. “And this is Frederick.” Those are the names of my parents and the first ones that come to mind. “We are in love, but my parents tried to force me to marry someone else. We escaped our village but were not well prepared for the wilds.”

      The man sniffs and purses his lips. I’m not sure if he believes me, and a warning bell is sounding in my mind that he doesn’t. He shifts on his haunches, and I take the time to check out the rest of the group. There is a mix of men and women, all powerfully built like they’ve spent a lot of time out here. They’re dressed in worn pants and shirts, with their hair tied back with leather thongs. A few hold makeshift weapons.

      “You’ve been eating our berries,” he finally says.

      “We were starving,” Knox chokes out. At least I know he’s awake. “But we didn’t know they were yours.”

      I want to say something about how berries in the wild shouldn’t belong to anyone, but I keep my mouth shut.

      The man stands, and I let out a breath of relief that he didn’t just kill us on the spot. He steps back to whisper with his people. I strain my ears, but I can’t hear what they are saying.

      “What should we do?” I ask Knox in a soft voice. My injured ankle is tucked under me, but if they see it, they’ll know right away that I was bit. Will they kill me?

      Knox’s gaze drops down to where I’ve got my ankle hidden, and he swallows. “I’m not sure there is anything we can do. There are too many of them. Hopefully they’ll just leave us alone.”

      “Maybe they can help us.” I know it’s overly optimistic of me, but if they aren’t here to help us, they will hurt us. And besides, they may be our only shot of survival out here.

      The man turns back. “Time to go,” he announces.

      They descend on me and Knox as one, and I’m suddenly afraid of them. They’re rough and angry, and even though I kick and scratch and fight, it’s no good. They tie up my hands and feet, the ropes searing against my wound. I cry out and am dropped. “She’s been bit,” one of them remarks gruffly. Tears sting my eyes when the large man lifts my foot and runs a finger across the wound. It stings so bad I nearly pass out.

      “Don’t touch me,” I cry.

      He picks me up and flings me over his shoulder.

      I don’t know where I’m going, and I’m certain it will be horrible, but at least I don’t have to walk anymore.

      “Are you going to kill me?” I ask the man.

      “If you give me a reason to,” he responds. “Now be quiet, or else I’ll bind your mouth too.”

      I hate being afraid, hate the way my muscles tense and my heart speeds. I hate how my thoughts become muddled and frantic all at once. I’ve been in fight-or-flight mode for months, and I don’t know if I can handle another second of it. I try to relax, to force the panic back, but it proves impossible. I don’t know who these men and women are, but one thing I’ve learned about people lately is that they can’t be trusted.

      Not even Ryne. Not even my fated mate.

      Blood rushes to my head because this mountain of a man has me tossed over his shoulder like a sack of potatoes. I try to lift my neck up but can’t hold the position for long, so I end up with my head resting against his bare back. It’s hot today, and his sweat sticks to my cheek. I breathe through my mouth to try and lessen his stench––he clearly hasn’t bathed in a while.

      Knox is forced to walk, probably because he doesn’t have any injuries. He’s a few paces behind us, arms tied behind his back, with guards on either side. His eyes hold mine as he mouths, “it’s going to be okay.”

      It’s a lie and an attempt to coddle me, maybe even his way to love me right now. Make me believe life can’t possibly get worse, force me to think about other things. He used to do the same when we were dating, and I’d worry about his claiming. I don’t need that kind of love anymore. I don’t need love at all actually. I need loyalty, and I need the truth.

      I look away and study the rest of the group. It’s hard to count them in this position, but I’d guess there are about twenty people here. There are more men than women, but not by much. The women seem just as scary and weathered as the men do. They’re nothing like the women back in the city who are constantly dressed up like dollies to be played with.

      As we continue, a headache starts to build. Just when I think my brain is going to combust, the man sets me down. “I’m going to put a blindfold on you now,” he says, dropping his gaze to mine. He’s about my father’s age, and it makes me miss the days when I could trust the adults in my life, especially the men. “If you fight me, I’ll knock you out.”

      I see no point in fighting him. I’m too weak.

      I nod wearily as a strip of fabric is tied over my eyes. I can see specs of light coming from around my nose, but it’s not enough to make a difference. We must be getting close to wherever their camp is, and they don’t want us to know the exact location. I want to tell him that it’s pointless and that I don’t know where I am anyway, but I don’t. I’d like to keep all my teeth.

      Even though I can’t see it, I can tell my ankle has swelled up even more. It tingles and throbs like crazy, and when I try to take a step forward, I can’t. I wince and fall to my knees. A few people chuckle, but not everyone. Maybe there will be someone here who is sympathetic to me, who will help me. More than likely I’ll end up dead, but I can’t allow my mind to think about that right now. I want to survive but I’m injured and facing the very real possibility that this could be the end for me. I’m starting to lose all fight.

      Luckily, the man picks me back up and carries me again. I’ll gladly take his sweat and stench over walking on this ankle. We continue on for another twenty minutes or so, and then we climb into something. From the way we rock gently and the sound of lapping water, I know we’re in a boat. I expect an engine to rumble to life, but it doesn’t. Maybe they don’t have fuel? Someone must be rowing.

      Only a few short minutes later, we hit a shoreline, and I’m carried off the boat.

      So we crossed the river––I file that information away, just in case.

      We’re back to walking, but branches brush against us this time. We’re definitely moving through some kind of well-hidden path, probably going deeper into the forest. If I were these people and had to figure out a way to survive out here, I’d do the same. I keep thinking we’re going to stop, but we just keep going and going. With the blindfold on and the blood pooling in my head, I grow disoriented. Eventually, I fall asleep.

      Thump! I wake up with a start as I’m dropped to the ground. I expect the pain of hard earth, but there’s none. The blindfold is gone. And so are the people and Knox. All that’s left is me and this burly man. But I’m not on the ground, am I? I gasp and crawl back, fear pulsing through my body. This is a tent. I’m on thick rugs, and we’re all alone in here.

      Is this it then? Is he going to take my virtue?

      “We’re not the wolves.” He sneers, leering over me, obviously sensing my fear. “We don’t take women to our beds against their will.”

      I let out a breath.

      “But we don’t tolerate liars, thieves, or spies either.” He looks me in the eye. His are brown and ringed in yellow. “I won’t hesitate to kill you if need be.”

      Why hasn’t he already? He knows I’ve been bit.

      And that’s when it hits me. The way they smell, why they were close to the city, why they seem to hate the wolves, and most of all, why they didn’t kill me the second they found my bite wound. These aren’t ordinary humans.

      They’re lycan.
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      “I’m not a spy. If you just let me and my friend go, we won’t bother you again.”

      The man snorts and rocks back on his haunches. “We’re not letting you go. You’ve been bitten. You’re going to need our help.”

      I bristle a little bit. I don’t want help from a man like this. I don’t want help at all. I never want to go through my first shift because I don’t want to be a lycan.

      “You can’t help me. I won’t attack people.” Even as I say it, my throat hollows.

      He chuckles. “Oh yes, you will, and you’ll like it, but that’s a discussion for another day. Today, you will tell me who you are and where you came from. Keep in mind that my mate is asking your friend the same questions, and if your answers are different, even just a little bit, both of you will die. We will not risk our people.”

      I swallow. Knox and I didn’t talk about this at all. I have no idea what answers Knox is giving, and the only chance we have at getting things right is to answer honestly. I’ll just keep my answers as short as possible and hope for mercy.

      “Fine. My real name is Poppy, and we came from the wolf city.”

      The man stands and paces, his brow furrowed in thought. “Are you from the mating houses, a beta wife, or one of the claimed?”

      “The claimed.”

      “So you must have been in the city during the festival and got bitten in the raid. How did you get to the wilds before a wolf found and killed you?”

      This is the part that I am unsure of how Knox will answer. I don’t want to use Ryne’s name if I can avoid it. I hesitate for a moment.

      “Answer me,” the man screams in my face.

      “Knox was a driver––one of the claimed men. He got us out.”

      “And why would he help you?”

      “Because we are from the same village, and we were . . . friends before the claiming.”

      The man’s lips twitch. “Friends, huh? I won’t kill you for that omission. Now, tell me, Poppy, why does that bodice look suspiciously like the top of a torn wedding dress? The wolves don’t take wives until the harvest.”

      Once again, I hope Knox goes with a half-truth here as well. “One of the betas took a liking to me and asked for my hand early. The alpha agreed.”

      “Which beta?”

      I wonder for a moment how much this man knows. If he’s asking for specific names, then he must know the city. Maybe he was one of the lycan that came in and attacked. From the scratches all over him, I wouldn’t be surprised.

      “Nico,” I say.

      He stands and paces again.

      “Will Nico come after you?”

      “I don’t know, but I doubt it. I’m not his fated mate or anything like that.”

      “If he loved you so much that he convinced the alpha to move up the wedding date, then why wouldn’t he come after you?”

      I swallow, thinking of how I can spin this. Going with half-truths seems like the best course of action. I look the man dead in the eyes and strengthen my resolve. I will not die today. “Nico knew I was bitten when I left with Knox.”

      “He should’ve killed you.” He stops and stares at me, curiosity alight in his eyes.

      “He should’ve, but he didn’t.”

      The man cocks his head. “Hmm, that’s interesting. A wolf who let his little lycan go? How romantic.” He scoffs. “You’re not telling me everything, but you’ve told me enough to keep you alive. Count yourself lucky.”

      He turns on his heel and exits the tent. I hang my head between my knees. My hands are still tied up behind my back, and my ankles are bound together once more. I can hardly move, and everything hurts. Now that the man is gone and my adrenaline has slowed, I can feel every ache and pain. But underneath it all is something else––a burning in my veins. I know what it is, but I can’t face it yet. Instead, I focus on the man and what he could be doing next. He said I’ll get to live, but he seemed quite interested in my relationship with Nico. Could he be planning to use me against the wolves?

      Ugh, probably. Maybe I shouldn’t have said so much.

      Now that he’s gone, I figure he’s going to find out if Knox and I gave the same answers. If we didn’t, we might die. If we did, I’ll live for the time being, but I’m not sure about Knox. I don’t really want to hang out with a bunch of lycan, especially if they end up killing Knox, but I don’t see that I have any other choice. Maybe if I can get them to trust me, Knox and I can figure out how to run away.

      I feel better now that I have a plan.

      The tent flap rustles, and I tense. This time a woman enters. She’s nearly as tall as the man, wearing a worn tank top and baggy pants that have a couple of holes. Her boots stomp hard on the ground, and she holds a wicked-looking knife.

      There is a long scar across her face, and when she smiles at me, I notice she’s missing three teeth. She lunges for me, and I jump.

      She cackles up a storm.

      “You should see your face. So scared.”

      “You’re holding a knife.”

      She crouches in front of me, her putrid breath assaulting my nostrils. Do these people not bathe, or are they smelly because they’ve recently spent the night as lycans? She holds up the knife. “And I want nothing more than to carve your skin right off your body, but Laik said your stories check out, so I have to let you go. But I come with a warning.”

      I swallow and nod. The brutish man who carried me must be Laik.

      “We have three rules in camp. One, you do your chores even if you don’t like them. Two, no fighting. Three, you listen to Laik and do whatever he says without question, which is why I’m letting you go instead of cutting you up. But for you, there is a fourth rule.”

      “Okay.” The rules seem somewhat reasonable. Though number three concerns me.

      “You and your friend are not allowed to talk or interact in any way. If you accidentally make eye contact, you look away immediately. I’ll be watching you, and if you fail to follow this rule, I have full permission to use this knife on you.”

      “For how long?” I gasp. This rule is just cruel. Knox is the only person I have left.

      “Until Laik says. You should pretend your friend doesn’t exist.”

      Running away is impossible now. If Knox and I can’t even talk, we’ll never be able to make any plans, and I won’t leave without him. He stuck by me, and I’m going to stick by him. Rule number four can’t last forever though, and when we no longer have it, we’ll figure out how to get out of here. We’ll live on our own or in a human village that can take us in. I will not stay with these monsters. And when it comes time for me to turn, I’ll lock myself up somewhere I can’t hurt anybody. It’s not ideal, but I can make it work.

      The woman takes the knife and slices the ropes free from my legs, then she moves behind me, nicking my wrists with the blade.

      “Oops,” she says with a giggle. “Better get you to medical.”

      I manage to climb to my feet, but I’m still limping quite a bit. I was right that my ankle swelled up. It looks like a damn balloon.

      “What’s your name?” I ask her while trying to hold back a sob.

      “Didn’t I say? I’m Wanda.” Her eyes go glassy. “Wanda will be watching Poppy.” She opens the tent flap, and I step out into the blinding sun. All around me people bustle about, and panic sets in. In my haste to get away from Wanda, I forgot where I am and who I’m with.

      Lycan…

      At least, I think they’re lycan. There are about thirty of them here and they look like humans, but they’re rough around the edges. Probably from living like this. The camp is made up of camouflaged tents sitting among tall pines. A babbling brook winds through it, where many of the people are washing up in various states of undress. So maybe they smelled bad because they weren’t here on the full moon. Laik is among them. He’s a beast of a man and completely naked.

      I avert my eyes, and my cheeks warm.

      “Does she think she’s better than us?” someone says gruffly. “She won’t be one to talk come next month.”

      “Go easy on her,” a woman’s voice cuts through. I want to look, but I keep my head down. I don’t want these people to notice me, let alone think I’m watching them bathe. “Laik says she was one of the claimed girls. Don’t you think she’s been through enough?”

      “I know she’s a liar,” someone bounces back.

      “That’s enough.” Laik’s voice cuts them off, and I look up. I meet his eyes, careful to avoid the rest of him. “Our lycan self has a distinct stench that hangs around until we can wash it away. And Chase is right. You will be one of us soon.” He nods toward a tent. “Now, go see Callum and get yourself patched up. There’s no downtime here.”

      I wobble over to the tent. The flap is already open with the scent of sandalwood drifting out. “Come in,” a young male voice says. I don’t know what I was expecting of the healer, but I assumed elderly and probably female. The last thing I want to do is go into a tent with a male, but I have to take Laik’s word for it. Nobody is going to touch me against my will here.

      I duck inside to find a cramped space with a couple cots, blankets, and a table covered in dried herbs. The man inside can hardly be called a man. He’s got to be younger than I am. “I already know what you’re thinking,” he says, “I was the apprentice for three months when our medicine woman died, so here I am. Have a seat.”

      Settling onto a flat pillow, I try not to wince. The swelling has started to go down, but somehow that’s made it worse. It’s like the ligaments have loosened too much. The boy kneels before me and begins examining the ankle. “Doesn’t look infected,” he says. “You’re lucky. A third of the bites are, and not everyone can survive an infection out here. We don’t always have access to antibiotics, you know.”
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