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      Lexa

      The pack house in Silverhide is cast in dim, amber light that radiates from rustic candlelit chandeliers arranged in a row high above my head. Mom stands near the dormant fireplace talking in low tones to Aunt Mercy and Uncle Jacob. Even standing beside her, I can barely hear their murmured conversation over the crowd gathered along the long wooden tables that take up most of the space in the communal dining hall. Familiar faces huddle over the remains of a rather average dinner where more wine and mead was served than anything else. There’s an undercurrent of tension in the room that’s so palpable I can taste it–bitter, sour, something that sticks to the roof of my mouth and can’t be washed away by the wine. So do the others as they lower their heads, whispering, glancing at my mother, their Luna, for direction.

      I scan the crowd and meet Chessie’s gaze. Her dark blonde hair falls around her heart-shaped face–curly and bright against her dark green eyes. She’s seated between her mother and older sisters, but her father, one of my dad’s close friends and best warriors, is outside with several of the older men standing in wait for their Alpha to return with news about Moonrise.

      Most of my pack mates don’t have cell phones or computers. We live in a utopia of solitude. It’s the Silverhide way.

      But my stomach turns as Meg and Hara move toward Chessie to whisper in her ear. Rumors are swirling already. Some people even brought their belts full of weapons to supper.

      Mom was vague about what happened, but I know it was bad, whatever it was, just based on the pale color in her cheeks. It also involved Blake, which honestly doesn’t surprise me, given that anytime there’s drama, it tends to lead directly to him, Maeve, or both. I don’t know the details. Mom could barely form words in the moments after a despondent Uncle Sydney whisked Nora to what I assume is safety.

      But Luna Aviva, the five-foot-tall half-feral Queen of the Deadlands, stands straight-spined and unbothered beside me, regardless of the fact that everything might be falling apart.

      I know the precarious situation the kingdom at large is in. Whispers of war have been swirling through Eastonia for months now. For several weeks this winter, travel between territories was limited, and several battalions of royal warriors were sent into Tarsian and the furthest reaches of the Roguelands looking for anything related to the Spider and his underground crime network. News trickled into the Deadlands, of course, but I’d been away from the rumors while I spent over six months training the Ghosts and Maeve’s royal army in Moonrise.

      I’d seen Blake, however, just moments after his falling out with Maeve. The look on his face… gods, it’s impossible to describe how broken he was.

      Meg discreetly motions for me to join them, but I shake my head. I give her a short nod, tilting my head toward the door leading out of the pack house in a silent promise that I’ll speak to them privately once the pack at large has been briefed. Meg, with her thick, dark red hair and shimmering brown eyes–the beauty of Silverhide according to most–looks slightly annoyed as she turns back to Hara, whispering quietly enough I can’t make out the words.

      I straighten, smoothing the fabric of a simple, woven, baby blue sundress over my stomach, and turn to my mom instead of watching the increasingly anxious crowd.

      She glances at me and my untouched dinner. “Eat something, Lex, please.”

      “Everyone’s looking at us. You have to say something.”

      “I–” She swallows, gripping the back of her chair. We’ve been standing for what feels like an hour, locked in murmured conversation with my parents’ closest friends and family–My Aunt Mercy and my mom’s best friend, Freya, mostly. Their mates have been moving in and out of the pack house–bundles of nerves. Ticking time bombs, to be honest.

      No one feels easy when the Alpha is gone.

      When my dad is gone.

      “Mom,” I urge, looking down into her amber eyes. “Come on, what happened?”

      “I know vague details. It was a mess–”

      “What was?!”

      The doors to the pack house boom as they fly open. A few hushed exclamations of surprise ring out but are drowned by the thunderous footfalls of the nearly seven-foot tall man stalking through the crowd, which barely has time to part. A weight lifts off my shoulders as Dad walks into view with steps so determined the entire crowd hushes. He’s dressed as he was this morning when our day started out early but normal. A slightly sweat-stained T-shirt and the jeans he wears everyday out in the fields, like he didn’t have a single second to change before Uncle Sydney took him away–which is exactly what happened. His dark hair is only starting to pepper with gray around the temples, and he’s clean shaven, which Mom prefers, like he took her into consideration this morning above all else.

      The tired, almost desperate look in his eyes fades the second Mom meets his gaze. He ignores the rest of the pack as he rounds the table and presses a swift kiss to her forehead. It’s a great feat, given their height difference. Mom gives herself a moment to melt before turning back to hard, cold steel, and Dad moves to me with a quick but tender squeeze of my upper arm–something that started as a little joke when I began to join him at the gym in the village.

      He turns to the pack. All eyes hold on him as he clears his throat and… announces war has come to the Deadlands.
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      “What do you mean there wasn’t an attack? I don’t understand?” Chessie sinks onto my mattress while I hastily pack my duffle bag. I fold a few looped shirts and skirts meant for shifting over my arm before stuffing them lazily in with the rest of my gear and random belongings.

      “I know as much as you do.”

      “Oh, don’t give me that! They’re your cousins!”

      “I know as much as what was said during supper. Mom is leading a battalion to Teshka to stand guard on the coast, which includes my regiment–as in you. Are you packed already? Is that why you’re here bugging me?”

      Chessie rolls her eyes to the ceiling. “I haven’t unpacked from our time in Moonrise in hopes of running away from my mom’s incessant marriage talk.”

      “Well, consider this your lucky break. We’ll be gone for at least six weeks.”

      “The whole rest of the summer?” She gapes, rising as I move back to my untidy little closet. Compared to the regal townhouse and gilded palace of Moonrise, the wooden walls and matching floors greet me in a rustically warm embrace. Compared to… well, all of my cousins, I grew up about as simply as it can get. The most important aspects of my life, other than warrior training, of course, are the spring planting and the harvest.

      Which, if the Goddess sees fit, we will be back for… hopefully.

      “Lexa, you have to give me some insight here–”

      “The truth of it will trickle through the grapevine, and by morning, everyone will know–”

      “By then, we’ll be passing through Endova. Please? What happened?”

      I brace a hand on the doorframe, hanging my head for a moment to gather my thoughts. “Can you keep this between us? Completely?”

      Chessie gasps excitedly, “Am I about to get insider knowledge from the royal family?”

      I playfully glare, but my smirk falls flat. “Yes, and I don’t want Meg and Hara spreading it around. You know they will.”

      “Hara’s a safe bet when it comes to secrets, but you’re right about Meg,” she says with a frown. “So? What’s the deal then? What really happened in Moonrise?”

      “We’re not entirely sure if it was an attack or something else….” I scramble with the private debriefing I received from my dad only an hour ago. “My cousin Blake–Prince Blake of Crescent Falls, is… missing.”

      She cocks her head to the side. “What?”

      How the hell do I even begin?

      “He’s a mystic, and my family believes he purposely–or maybe even accidentally–used his powers to essentially blow up the royal temple in Moonrise, and now he’s gone, somewhere else, somewhere they think the Spider has gone to, as well, so we are now on watch.”

      Chessie takes several seconds to try to absorb this information, but I can tell it’s going right over her head. She is and always has been my best friend. I love her as deeply as I assume someone would love their mate. We’re not sisters by blood but of the soul, and there’s nothing I wouldn’t do for her. But she’s a bit spacey.

      “Well, that sounds awfully complicated.”

      Now I’m the one rolling my eyes. “All that’s happening now,” I begin, leveling her with a look, “is leaving for Teshka to spend our summer getting tan on their shores.”

      “And?”

      “And… I suppose being ready to be on the front lines if anyone tries to invade us.”

      “Your dad didn’t seem happy at all about sending Luna Aviva and battalion to Teshka.”

      I smile to myself. My mother is the commander of an army of women. I’ve been training with them, have trained them, and will now stand beside them to defend the Deadlands if it comes to that. I’m the captain of my own little unit. There’s three dozen young women under my direct command, and they were chosen by me specifically. They're the best of the best.

      I took six of them to Moonrise with me to help train the Ghosts. By the end of that winter, those men wouldn’t even look us in the eyes.

      Whoever invades will be steering their boats into a hell of my own design without realizing it before it’s too late.

      I hope.

      Uncertainty makes my stomach quiver, but Mom calls out my name from the living room.

      “Are you spending the night?” I ask Chessie.

      “My bag is already here, in the kitchen.”

      “Of course it is.” I laugh before slipping out of the room.

      But my smile fades instantly when I see a man standing next to my parents–a familiar one. Lips I’m… acutely familiar with.

      Austin is fitted with Ghost armor–a vision in black. His tawny blond hair is gelled back, a far cry from the last time I saw him, so causal in a T-shirt, jeans, and a ball cap he had to move out of the way before he pressed his mouth to mine, and now he’s standing between my parents, in my house. To say I’m shocked would be an understatement.

      “Captain Austin and his warriors will be traveling with your regiment to Teshka,” Dad says.

      “Are your warriors prepared to leave in the morning?” Mom asks us both.

      I can’t form words. My gaze is glued to Austin’s face. He nods, says nothing, but his eyes hold mine for several seconds longer than necessary. Long enough to make my chest feel tight and my mind swim with memories of our encounters in Moonrise, after dark, when we’d snuck out to meet up and…

      “Yes,” I murmur, trying to hide the blush creeping into existence across my cheeks.

      Mom turns with Austin to the door leading out to the deck, but Dad stays behind. I can feel him boring holes in my profile but refuse to look in his direction until the door clicks shut behind Mom, then I ask with great effort, “Is Nora settled?”

      “She’s fine. A little upset, but Ella is going to keep her busy.”

      “And how’s everyone else?” I rush out, unable to stop myself. I need the distraction from Austin. “Blake’s mate and their daughter?”

      Dad runs his fingers through his hair before stepping around the worktable and grabbing a bottle of whiskey from a cabinet. “You can imagine how things are in Moonrise right now. Your uncle is in… Syd is livid with Blake, but Sarah understands, or something. Marianna and Skye are going to be fine, regardless. We’ll take care of them. All of us. Last I heard, Sarah is going to convince them to bunker down in Crescent Falls for a while.”

      I find it momentarily hard to swallow. Dad pulls down two glasses, pours two drams, and slides one in my direction. I like whiskey. I always have–even when I was too young to have it.

      Silverhide might be known for its farming, but our ragers are also legendary, according to the people my age.

      “Are you ready for this, Lexa?”

      “Is it necessary to travel with the Ghosts? Are they our guards or something?”

      He smirks, clicking our glasses together. “You’re their guards, as far as I’m concerned.”

      “What could possibly go wrong?” I murmur, throwing back my drink, letting the burn wash away any lingering uncertainty.
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      Lexa

      Teshka isn’t known for its pristine beaches.

      The water here is gray and turbulent, the waves crashing against the shore to the songs of seagulls and the roar of the water lapping up the cliff faces. I watch the sunset over the horizon–watch it slip beneath the gray water, turning the sky a vibrant crimson that fades into streaks of violet, and as I look into the stars that slowly come into full view, I send another colorful curse down the empty mind-link to my idiot cousin Blake, who is the reason I’m stuck on the Goddess forsaken beach.

      It took four days to travel here in our wolf forms. We stopped to camp every night, not a single fire lit, eating no more than a few oatcakes and washing them down with whatever water we could get our hands on. My girls made haste because that was my command. I’m not here to fuck around–not with so much at stake.

      But the shoreline in Teshka, which spans nearly twenty miles before becoming so steep it’s completely impassable, is just impossible. Boats can’t land here. Not unless they want to be shredded to fine bits before being dragged back out to the violent water beyond. Still, I’ve been sitting on this beach for days now, watching the surf, watching whatever idiot in Ghost armor try to catch a fish or go for a dip against the heat of the day. We’ve already had to rescue three of them, wasting valuable energy.

      I’ve watched my girls get their feet and paws stitched back together after slipping over the sharp, unstable shale that marks the tide line. I’ve chased tarps and supplies across the barren beaches every night when the wind soars, sending rocks, ocean spray, and thick, coarse sand in its wake.

      It’s miserable here. Absolutely, utterly miserable.

      Which is why I’ve been wondering why Blake was so adamant that something would happen here, and Maeve agreed.

      Commander Michael of Queen Maeve’s Royal Army–the Royal Guard of Moonrise–walks beside me down the beach, silent, our footsteps crunching through the shale. I peer at the stars blinking into startling focus, frowning as dark clouds roll in with the promise of a storm.

      “There’s no new intelligence to report from Tarsian,” he says under his breath, his pale blue eyes glowing in the darkness. He’s roughly an inch shorter than me and as old as my grandfather, I believe, but his reputation precedes him. The man fought in every war since the year my great-aunt Ella breached the veil into Eastonia. He stood on the battlefield in Tarsian over two decades ago, and before that, during the battle for Twin Rivers when King Kane finally fell. He’s witnessed it all, which is why seeing him nervous has me especially unsettled.

      “It’s too quiet,” I reply, and he nods his agreement.

      “Are you warriors going to continue camping directly on the beach?”

      “Yes. This is where we were commanded to be. I’m not going to move them off the tideline inland. That defeats the purpose of our mission.”

      Commander Michael hums a soft note of what I think might be praise, but it’s quickly lost to the rumbling of stones being sucked back into the water as the tide rolls out.

      “My forces will remain inland, then, guarding Teshka’s main village and their nearby settlements.” We turn back in the direction we came, but he pauses, looking down the miles of visible beach at small warming fires cast a hazy glow over the pockets of sand where a few campsites have been stationed. “Commander Evander is in Teshka currently. I spoke to him only two hours ago.”

      I take a shallow breath to stop myself from asking after my mom, who’s there as well, meeting with the other commanders, making plans–war plans, in the event of an invasion.

      As a captain, I was not invited. As a captain, I remain with my regiment–my warriors.

      “A small regiment of Ghosts is being deployed to this beach to relieve some of your warriors for a few days. Twelve total can return to Teshka. The Ghosts will take their places.”

      I roll my shoulders in an attempt to stamp down the sudden feeling of defensiveness roiling through my system. “Is there a reason why? Who made the command?”

      “It was a joint decision between your mother–Commander Aviva,” he quickly corrects, clearing his throat, “and Commander Evander. They both want their forces at their best–rested and well fed. The conditions here are harsh.”

      “I’ve already had to send five of my warriors to Teshka for healing. I can only spare another seven before our numbers fall flat.”

      “Send twelve back to Teshka, and you’ll have twelve Ghosts at your disposal–”

      “Under my command?” I turn to face him, meeting his gaze. He’s a steely old man. He’s seen, done, and heard enough to read between the lines I just laid out. He knows what I’m asking. He knows who I am and what I’m capable of. He knows not to fuck with me, and so do his captains and their warriors.

      Still, he purses his lips, tilts his head ever so slightly to the side, and replies, “The Ghosts aren’t under my command, Captain Lexa. This was not my idea. I am simply the messenger.”

      “Why?”

      “Why me and not a lower-ranking soldier? Because they’re all terrified of you. No one volunteered to pass the message along, so I offered to go. I needed the fresh air.”

      “That’s not what I’m asking.” My voice is like iron.

      He steps closer, glancing down at his sandy boots. It’s full dark now, and with the clouds hanging heavy overhead, I can barely make out the lines of fatigue and concern etched across the planes of his face when he says, “Queen Maeve has sensed something in her shields, as has King Ryatt. Eastonia is now at the highest level of alert. Everything has shut down–the railways, the road systems. Crescent Falls has closed their borders and deployed warriors in the event that if war erupts on our soil, it doesn’t spill onto theirs. This is a very recent development.”

      My chest tightens. “And so we wait on the beach like sitting ducks for something to happen?”

      “Yes.”

      “And you were sent to tell me to share this space with Ghosts?”

      “They were sent to aid—”

      “They will slow us down if it comes to defending the shore.”

      “You’ll have to take that up with Commander Evander. It was his decision, but it was your mother’s call to make when it came to relieving some of your regiment for a moment of rest.”

      I look back toward the water as another figure walks slowly into view, shrouded in shadow. I already know the cadence of his steps. His darkened outline is familiar.

      “I’ll make sure the Ghosts are comfortable during their stay,” I reply sarcastically, and Commander Michael hears it as a dismissal.

      Austin hangs back until the commander walks out of sight, his body sliding into the dim glow of the warming fires twinkling along the rocky shore.

      I turn from him, picking my way over the larger rocks, walking toward the bluff overlooking the beach. Austin follows in silence for several minutes while I send a silent command through the mind-link, telling twelve of my girls to pack and go to Teshka and await my command once there. I hate it, having to pick and choose.

      “This wasn’t my decision, Lexa.”

      “Of course not,” I reply hoarsely. “You weren’t champing at the bit to be here or anything.”

      “Don’t get mad at me for heeding orders–”

      “I’m not–”

      “What happened?”

      I whirl to face him, looking down at him as he pauses on the last boulder leading to the top of the bluff. His eyes are full of stormy darkness, glowing ever so slightly, like they’re full of the neon lights of Old Moonrise instead of his wolf powers. He shakes his head at me, chuckling darkly.

      “What do you mean, what happened? I’m stuck sharing a beach with you and your worthless, poorly trained warriors while my own warriors are being sent back to Teshka–”

      “Between us!” Austin throws his hands in the air, looking me right in the eyes.

      I gape at him. I’m not sure what else to do. “What–what do you mean?”

      Another low chuckle laced with frustration, maybe even disbelief, follows him as he climbs onto the bluff. “You’re kidding, right?”

      “Austin–”

      “Did Moonrise mean nothing to you?”

      My stomach twists, and a heavy sensation barrels through my chest, weighing me down. Austin closes in on me but stops only a foot away, running his fingers through his hair. He bites his lip, giving me a look intense enough to bring me to my knees if I had a lick of sense when it came to anything other than fighting.

      “What are you trying to say?”

      “I thought–the night before you left with your regiment–when we went to that bar, then the hotel–”

      I look down at my sandals, a sharp contrast to his boots, his full Ghost garb shimmering in the darkness.

      “Lexa, I like you.”

      “Oh–”

      “I didn’t want you to leave. I thought I made that clear.”

      “We didn’t…. There was never a conversation–”

      “Was it not good for you?”

      I blink, my cheeks burning a fiery red as the memory of that night washes over me like a tsunami, rendering my senses absolutely useless. “I–it was my first time–”

      “I want you, for fuck’s sake. You know that. You knew that when you went back to Moonrise–”

      “This is a complicated situation, Austin, please–”

      “Because you’re from the Deadlands? Because your father is the Alpha King?”

      I meet his eyes as my heart squeezes–not from fear. Not because I don’t match his feelings because I do. At least, I think I do. I never made room for any of this–for love. For the thought of being with someone. Of having a life outside of Silverhide, possibly, a life with a husband and children.

      It’s always felt secondary. It’s always felt out of reach.

      But then, I met Austin, and his pretentious gaze and cocky smiles burrowed under my skin until I couldn’t ignore it. I wanted him in a way I’ve never wanted anyone before. I craved him.

      He craved me back, and we acted on it. In secret. Behind the closed door of a shitty, rundown motel in Old Moonrise. And then we parted ways, just like that, and I felt like a new notch in his belt.

      I was okay with it. I could live with it. I could get over it… eventually.

      But this?

      I might be prepared for my homeland to be invaded, but this?

      “Is it because of your bride price?” he asks, his eyes suddenly serious. “I’ll pay it.”

      “Austin–”

      “You’re my mate, Lexa,” he rushes out like it’s painful. “I’m almost sure of it.”

      My entire world stops spinning on its axis.

      “We’re mates. You might not feel it yet, but I can, and I have since the moment you walked into the training center and this–” he motions between us almost frantically. “This has been–the hardest thing I’ve ever done. Being around you. Watching you train–the most amazing thing I’ve ever seen–knowing you’re mine and having you for just one night then watching you leave again. When Queen Maeve announced she was sending Ghosts to the Deadlands, I volunteered my regiment immediately. I had to see you again.”

      I resist the urge to reach for him, resist the months of longing, months of feeling like I was the only one who felt the way I feel, like there was no way this man–this warrior–this charming asshole who could get any girl he wanted–wants me.

      I’m not a romantic. I never paid men any mind. But I was raised by a pair of mates–fated mates–parents who are desperately in love and were never afraid to show it.

      I also grew up in the Deadlands. We have our customs, our beliefs. Finding my mate was never part of the equation for me. I know who I am and what my purpose is. At least, I did, until that fateful morning six months ago when I walked into the training center and saw him leaning against the wall, all blue eyes and muscles.

      It had been an instant attraction, something I couldn’t shake as the weeks, then months, passed. We sparred in the ring as well as in quiet corridors. I was mean to him to hide my real feelings. He ate it up. He couldn’t get enough, and I fell hard.

      We’re both captains. That role comes with crushing responsibilities that kept us apart. Plus, he’s from a pack in Crescent Falls–the son of a Beta. Our lives are thousands of miles apart.

      “I know what you’re thinking,” he rasps, shaking his head.

      “How could you possibly–”

      “All the things between us? Your family and rank? That I’m from Crescent Falls and you’re from here? None of that matters right now, Lexa.”

      “Of course it matters!”

      “Do you feel the same or not?” He holds out his hands in surrender. “Reject me, if you must. Anything to put me out of my misery. I will get down on my knees, Lexa, if it’s what you wish.”

      I stand, stunned, looking at the man who everyone said was so unattainable. Handsome, strong, and smart–he was the ultimate catch at the training center.

      Yet, he has eyes for me. Me, the woman who towers over most of the men in my village. Me, the freak of nature–stronger than any man I know but my dad. Me, who came into my wolf at sixteen like my father and my grandfather, but the rest of my wolf abilities–like feeling the mate bond–are taking their sweet time to show up.

      “I’m not–if you think I’m the kind of woman who’ll be happy spending her day in the kitchen raising your pups–” I bite my tongue, sucking in a sharp breath.

      Austin searches my eyes for several seconds. “That’s not what I want from you.”

      “Then what do you want? Because I’m a warrior, Austin. This is my life. This is what I want for myself.” I extend my hand toward the beach. “I will be Alpha of Silverhide one day. I will be Alpha Queen of the Deadlands. Everything else is secondary.”

      Austin’s long, hard stare settles in my bones. He’s disappointed. I can feel it.

      “What do you want from me?” I damn near beg.

      “I just want you–”

      “And then? A pretty little wife warming your bed? Keeping your hearth fire burning?”

      His jaw flexes as he grits his teeth.

      “I cannot be that woman, and you know it.”

      “Is this really what you want? Sleeping on the ground every night? Spending your entire existence fighting?” His tone is like steel. “Is there nothing else you want for yourself?”

      “No,” I answer, and it’s the most honest thing I’ve ever said, and it’s… gut-wrenching. Anyone else would have fallen to their knees. Anyone else would have jumped at the opportunity being presented, at the prospect of matched feelings and… love.

      Mates.

      Fated… mates.

      I draw my hand over my chest, physically searching for the bond I can’t feel yet.

      Austin nods, sucking his teeth. “So, what? You feel nothing for me?”

      “That’s not–that’s not how I feel–”

      “Then tell me–”

      “I don’t see how this could work. I need more time. Okay? Just–how–”

      His eyes light with sudden hope.

      I never stumble over my words. Never. I think before I speak. I weigh the consequences. I’ve always been so sure of myself. So confident. So certain.

      Until now.

      “I-I want you,” I admit, hot tears of pure frustration trying to spring along my lash line, but I refuse to let it happen. “But I don’t know how–”

      A rush of sound barrels over the beach below us, a sharp interruption. A scream pierces the air before the fires flicker out, a stiff, unearthly breeze spreading embers across the beach like stars.

      And then it’s quiet.

      Too fucking quiet.
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      Lexa

      Austin brushes my shoulder as he moves in front of me, the two of us towering over the beach on our perch high above the waves. Without the fires, the beach is practically invisible, but it’s the silence that’s unnerving. I look out over the water with the slightest turn of my head. It’s a clear, beautiful night… at least, it was. A strange storm funnels toward the shoreline, smoke-like tendrils of dark mist creeping over the sea in whirls and swirls that carry the unmistakable taste of… copper. The mist floods the beach. Strange orange-hued lightning crackles in the silent storm beyond without the warning of thunder.

      Magic. It has to be.

      I try to step forward, but he stops me with a hand curled around my forearm, his grip tightening in warning. Neither of us breathes. Neither of us moves. I can feel the tingle of magic between us as we send our silent commands for an explanation of the screams through the mind-link.

      I tug out of his grasp and take a single step toward the edge of the bluff. A rock comes loose, pinging off the boulders below.

      The second the sharp chord of another guttural scream pierces the air again, I’m moving, shifting into my wolf form before my mind has a chance to catch up with my body.

      “Lexa!” Austin’s voice fades as my paws meet the smooth edge of one of the wave beaten boulders below, but I’m airborne before his voice cuts out, leaping through salt and smoke scented air onto the rocky beach. Shale comes loose beneath my paws, but I don’t feel the pain as it slices and breaks away. Panic ghosts through my body, settling deep in my muscles, burrowing into the very marrow of my bones–then dread. Then confusion.

      Bodies move in a frustrated dance. My warriors–my girls–draw weapons in slow motion like time is standing almost perfectly still as the mist spreads over the beach, snaking over their feet, curling around their ankles.

      Austin screams my name again. Another howl of fear. Another gust of copper tasting magic.

      Time returns to normal, and it’s violent.

      I tumble into my human form, drawing the twin blades crisscrossing over my back, fastened by a halter worn by every warrior in my regiment. My blades sing as they cut through the mist, but the dark shadows tearing onto the beach curl like fog, my blades piercing… nothing. Nothing but air. It’s a madhouse everywhere else. Every warrior–whether from my regiment or the Ghosts who’ve yet to set up their camp–hurdles into action against an unseen, but obviously aggressive, force. I watch in mingled horror and confusion as a Ghost warrior gets flung twenty feet from the shoreline, his howl of pain fading as his body spirals through the darkness blocking out the stars.

      I grip my blades and sprint toward the group of women still in their human forms, weapons of choice drawn with no foe in sight.

      “MEG!” I shout as smoke-like dark mist spills from the waves, tangling and twisting as it swallows the edge of the beach.

      Before the mist completely shields my vision, I see Meg’s fiery red hair whip around her body as she whirls in my direction. Her short blades are poised to strike, but the fear in her eyes is sharper than any knife. In a split second, she disappears, a shrill scream of what I can only describe as panic left in her wake.

      The mind-link erupts in chaos with my warriors struggling to find their bearings in the darkness consuming us.

      Another warrior bursts through the mist only feet away from where my feet are firmly planted, my heart racing out of rhythm. We lock eyes, and her look of pure relief sweeps through me before it gets torn away in a rip current none of us can fight.

      I don’t have time to even think of raising my blades toward the towering mass of onyx that cuts her down in a single swipe, her blood spraying in a sheet of hot crimson that coats me from head to toe.

      My scream of horror dies in my throat. I freeze, paralyzed by fear that fills my mouth with acid when the force–the beast of air and mist–glides past me.

      The warrior’s head falls at my feet.

      More screams of terror and pain jolt me back to reality. I take a single step forward, and a beast of shadow appears above me. Gnarled claws the color of polished obsidian careen for my face, but I dunk at the last possible second. A clicking, grinding noise follows, but I press my belly to the ground, holding my breath, silent as a fucking mouse.

      “Stand still!” I scream through the mind-link. “This is a direct order! Stand fucking still! Do not move!” Desperate, unorganized chaos reigns through the mind-link. Screams echo all around me–male and female–as the beasts cut through every warrior stationed on the beach.

      I reach through the link for my mom, gritting my teeth as the shadows dance above me, like they’re hovering a few feet off the ground, waiting to strike, but they can’t see me if I’m not moving.

      “Don’t move. Don’t move at all. Stay where you are, and don’t fucking move!” I repeat with force, but the voices in the mind-link–my entire battalion, start peeling away, blowing out like a candle.

      Boots crunch over the coarse sand in a sprint. A Ghost warrior nearly steps on my head. I grab his ankle, and he falls to the ground with a sharp cry, unable to catch himself.

      “Don’t move!” I snarl, trembling as the air above us shifts, swirling like a void. “Don’t fucking move. They–they sense movement–”

      He jerks his leg from my grasp, signing his death warrant. A shadow bursts out of the mist and grabs him, dragging him away. The scent of blood is suddenly so thick I can’t breathe past it, but then there’s Chessie, sprinting out of the mist, her eyes wide and glowing with the promise of transformation, and I–this is my regiment. My warriors. My girls.

      And they’re dying. I hear it with every passing second. I can feel it in the quaking sand beneath my body. I can smell it–the fear, the pain.

      And I can’t do anything about it.

      “Chessie!” I shout, jumping to my feet as the darkness swells behind her. Onyx arms reach for her, for us, and she stretches her arm out to me, and I–

      Austin steps between us and the shadow, still in his human form but battered, his Ghost armor hanging in strips from his shoulders. Chessie launches into my arms, knocking me backward, but my eyes are locked on Austin standing like an immoveable force–a shield between me and certain death.

      His certain death.

      The word no barely leaves my lips before the mist-like claws of the creature slice through the man who just–just professed his love to me on that bluff. The man who said we were mates— he was almost certain.

      He tries to turn back in my direction, but his eyes are already hollow and glassy with death when I see his face, and he twists, falling… lifeless.

      I clap my hand over Chessie’s mouth to block her scream of terror and let us fall onto our backs, side by side. Grief and shock slam into me, crippling me. My entire body jerks with the sudden, piercing knowledge that Austin is gone. His body lies motionless only a few feet away, his hand… outstretched…. Oh gods. Oh, Goddess have mercy.

      “Stay perfectly still!” I plead into Chessie’s mind, and she obeys. My voice inside her head wobbles, broken by fear and utter, unfiltered misery.

      A sob tangles in my throat. My chest tightens, threatening to cave in. A warm, wet sensation begins to pool beneath us. Copper spices the air–hot, like a forge.

      Austin’s blood.

      I close my eyes, biting my tongue to stop the scream threatening to kill us both.

      Shouts ring out nearby–sharp and shrill. A sudden burst of light pushes back against the mist, and the sound that comes from the creatures will forever be embedded in my mind, seared like a brand. The clicking, gnawing groans turn to panicked screeches as the light bursts a second time, and then I see its source. A single golden arrow zooms through the night, shattering the mist to the point I can finally see the beach and what remains of the camps.

      Bodies. Bodies everywhere. Pieces of bodies. Limbs, hands… heads.

      Chessie trembles violently as the arrow tears back in the direction it came. New warriors storm the beach–a mix of Ghosts and Teskan warriors.

      I hear Mom’s war cry lift above the chaos, but she’s far enough away I can’t see her. A sliver of confidence creeps back into existence, and I start to sit up, but my leg brushes Austin’s shredded torso and I see him and I–

      Chessie launches out of my arms. I flail, trying to grab her hand to pull her back. The mist barrels back to the shore, pushed on a phantom gust of magic.

      “CHESSIE!” I scream, leaping upright, reaching for her. My fingers graze her shoulder. I trip over Austin’s legs. A whirling void of death opens right behind Chessie as she turns around, wild-eyed with fear, and her scream dies as the mist curls around her, squeezing her in death’s embrace.

      But the spray of blood doesn’t come. I hit the ground, unable to right myself, my head smashing against the rocky, coarse sand and splitting on a rock. An unearthly roar comes from the water, and the waves surge like the sea is fighting back, offended by the blood tainting its water.

      “Retreat,” I say through the mind-link with little strength and no emotion. It’s a word I’ve never said before.

      “LEXA!” Mom’s voice cuts through the haze threatening to pull me into unconsciousness. My face is wet with my blood, and my mind swims, adrenaline trying to yank me back to awareness, but I know it’s fruitless. My head pounds sharply in warning that I was injured badly during that last fall. My body can take a lot. I’ve been sparing my entire life. I’ve killed people. I’ve been on the front lines during the small, but violent, skirmishes that took place when the Alpha Kings of Tarsian began to fall to the rebel packs. I’ve seen war. I’ve been in the thick of it.

      I’ve never seen anything like this.

      “LEXAAAA!!!” Mom’s voice tinges with panic as it soars over the beach.

      I get to my knees, then all fours, swaying as the corners of my vision go black. I rise, dragging one of my blades with me.

      Warriors run around me, past me, heeding my command. The beach is a wash of shadows. I can’t differentiate between the monsters attacking and the warriors sprinting for their lives.

      “Retreat,” I whisper through the mind-link. “Retreat. Retreat–”

      Monsters of shadow lunge for the warriors. A few get snatched, drawn back with bloody, wet screams before they disappear in a tidal wave of crimson. Death is everywhere. It paints the beach, staining the sand red. The waves draw it out, scattering it, spreading the foul scent with every lapping, angry exhale coming from the sea.

      I stumble, turning from the water, my mouth hanging ajar as I look up at the cliffs hanging over the beach. Warriors in their human form dart back and forth, screaming for their comrades to run, while others–Teskan warriors–send arrows flying into the mist. It won’t make a difference, but the distractions the arrows cause are at least enough for the warriors scrambling off the beach to get to safety.

      But I’m too far away.

      I see her then, standing on the cliff, her golden bow lighting the space around her as she aims for me, aims right over the top of my head. My body tingles as magic surrounds me. It’s surprisingly warm. The monster behind me exhales long and slow, its talons clicking together as they stretch, grazing my skin.

      Mom’s golden arrow screams as it splits the air into pieces. I close my eyes when it pierces the dark force, shattering it. I feel the talons pull away. The monster screams its dying breath.

      Mom’s voice in my head begs me to move.

      Chessie’s laughter blocks her voice. Meg’s sarcastic teasing laces through me. Austin’s determined touch and the look in his eyes when he said we were mates washes me into a current I can’t fight.

      Dead. They’re all dead.

      “LEXA!” Mom’s panicked scream forces my eyes open. Her golden arrow has returned to her, and she’s drawing it back, but it’s too late.

      I feel the talons of a second beast curl around my upper arms and yank me back into the mist, swallowing me whole, and the world as I know it collapses into ash and dust.
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      Lexa

      Boots scrape over stone. Water drips down moss covered bricks with a smooth plop, plop, plop next to my head, where my cheek is pressed against what I can only assume is the floor. It stinks here. Like sweat, blood, and filth I refuse to describe.

      I haven’t moved in hours, but I’ve been awake. Yes, I’m aware. Yes, I can feel every ache in my body. Yes, I’m alive, but why?

      The memories of the beach are hazy. I’m not sure how much time has passed or where I am. I could actually be dead, I suppose, and currently in purgatory awaiting the Goddess’s final judgment. People have been moving in and out of wherever I am for the last several hours. I know that much. Facing the wall with my body curled in the fetal position, I haven’t so much as glanced behind me–at the darkness, at the shadows that groan and grumble, at the sound of chains grating across the wet floor.

      The Boots, I call them, have been coming in and out, collecting souls in silence. A key slides into a lock. A murmured command. Movement. A door closing with a sharp squeal. The scent of male sweat and grime.

      But The Boots stop behind me this time. The key slides into the lock, confining me to my cell. My fingers, which have been curled into fists since I woke up, stretch, flexing. My body tingles with adrenaline, and I’m thankful for it because, otherwise, I’d dive headfirst into the emotions currently threatening to render all of my training useless.

      My friends are dead. I failed my regiment. I watched them get slaughtered. I watched Austin sacrifice himself to save me and Chessie, giving up his life for his mate, and I still failed Chessie. She’s dead. She’s dead. She’s dead.

      The memory of my mom’s guttural, panicked scream burrows through my body, cutting out the sound of two sets of boots approaching where I’m curled into myself. Only a mother could make a sound like that. Only a mother could have that kind of edge to her voice, that agony.

      What is she thinking now? How far has her heart caved in?

      “Up,” a deep, male growl resonates.

      I shakily obey, but not out of fear. My legs are like lead, and my battered arms hang limp at my sides. I’m still in my leather warrior garb–a dress with loops instead of seams–meant for shifting, but my weapons are gone. Long, brutal gashes run the length of my upper arms in sets of three, but the blood has long dried, which gives me some insight into how long I was out. Hours at least. Maybe a full day or more, given the scabs forming. My healing skin crinkles and pulls when a man in dark, well-fitted leather armor clutches my forearm. I take a single step and realize the reason my limbs feel so impossibly heavy is that of thick iron manacles on my ankles and wrists, connected by even thicker chains. Not silver, but iron.

      Still, I can’t feel my wolf. I can’t access the mind-link. I feel utterly empty of any of my lupine gifts as the guard, I presume, tugs me out of the cell toward his comrade, dressed similarly in dark leather and shockingly fine fabric. Golden thread weaves along the seams of a beautiful velvet blue overcoat covering the intricate swirling design of his leather armor. I follow the smooth, polished golden buttons of his coat up to the pointy white collar of his shirt and then his face–

      I rear back, my body colliding with the second guard. He rips me to the side with a grip like iron, the pressure sinking into the horrific bruises painting my skin in shades of purple and blue.

      Pointed ears. Sharp, chiseled facial features. Eyes the color of polished sapphires but too bright, too wide and large.

      And behind him?

      “Let me go!” I rush out, breathless with shock.

      Wings. Wings sprout from his back–a pale, shimmering green in the darkness. His wings flare before tucking in tight, but the damage is done. I’m too stunned to speak again, let alone fight as his comrade drags me out of the cell and into a wet, cramped stone hallway.

      Both warriors have wings and pointed ears. Both are unnaturally tall. Both are beautiful.

      Fae. Fucking Faeries. The family was right. They exist. They’re not just characters in the haunting folklore of Eastonia and beyond.

      The air is thick as the guard–warriors–whatever the fae deign to call them–take turns pushing me, shoving me down the corridor. The chains binding my legs drag, heavy, and make it impossible to take more than a hobbling step at a time. My chest refuses to expand enough to take a full breath, but I’m trying. I don’t know where I am. I don’t recognize this place or these people. The smells are unfamiliar. The garbled, quick, and lifted language they speak doesn’t register.

      I have to get free. That’s the only thought in my mind until they turn me around a corner, and blinding sunlight steals my vision completely. My eyes water as I try to raise a hand to shield my face from the light, but the chains binding my wrists weigh down my arms.

      They pause, talking rapidly to each other, arguing about something. One of the guards jostles me like he’s trying to make a point, and the other grunts, then says in… the original language of the Deadlands, a language so ancient its origins have been lost to time, “Go out there and wait for direction.”

      I blink, completely, utterly startled, and turn to face the man who spoke. His wings are a deep, almost amber-hued brown compared to the other faerie, but he’s also different. It’s hard to describe. His features are roughly beautiful, hardened in a way I find incredibly familiar. His scent is different, too. Warmer, like a crackling fire. His hands, compared to the other fae guard, are bigger, less feminine.

      It’s the only look I get of him as one of those hands presses against my chest and shoves me, chains and all, into the blinding sunlight.

      I stumble backward, flailing blindly. My eyes sting. Bodies push and shove against me as my vision adjusts to the brightness. It’s hot. Terribly so. The heat is wet, thick, and sticks to my skin as I blink rapidly, trying to see over the rippling sunlight and people–men–jostling me into what I realize is a crowd.

      “Move, bitch!” a man snarls before violently pushing me out of the crowd, where I fall to my knees in the dirt.

      There’s a hum of noise, then applause, which nearly bursts my eardrums. My head swims, pounding with a dull ache that hasn’t gone away since I hit my head on the beach. Sweat glistens along my hairline, sinking into microscopic cuts all over my body. It burns almost as much as the sun as I squint at my surroundings.

      My stomach pinches, curling inward.

      I’m in an arena. A massive fortress of white stone. The blinding light is the sun reflecting off the polished tiles shading an enormous crowd situated in a semicircle around the arena’s base, every bench full to the brim with cheering spectators.

      I whirl to look at the crowd in the arena, snapping back to reality, finally, and glare at the dozens of men shifting from side to side, scanning the area just like I am. Only a few have wings. Many are tall and built, but others hang on the outskirts of the crowd, alone, bound in chains while looking warily at the balcony situated several stories above our heads.

      I look up, squinting against the sun, as another tall man dressed in rich turquoise robes steps into view on the balcony. His waist-length thick, dark brown hair lifts in a soft breeze that doesn’t reach us in this pit of hell.

      He raises his hands and silences the spectators.

      “Lexa!”

      I whirl toward Meg’s voice, my heart leaping into my throat when she just barely comes into view. She’s no more than ten feet away, trying to fight her way toward me through the men, also weighed down by chains. I glance at the fae male above us on the balcony before shuffling in her direction, my hands shaking as we reach for each other. I clutch her fingertips, trying to pull her between two of the men currently making no attempt to move out of her way, but at this point, it doesn’t matter. None of this makes sense.

      Meg is in much better shape than I am. That’s the first thing I notice as I pull her toward me. It takes all of my strength, which isn’t a good sign.

      “How the fuck are we alive?” she hisses under her breath, raising her chains to try to touch my face. “How the fuck? What happened–”

      “I have no idea. I don’t know. What do you remember? How did we get here?”

      She shakes her head, her eyes shining with panic. “I remember everything going black, then I woke up in a cell this morning. I can’t feel my wolf at all, Lexa. I can’t summon it!”

      “I know. Neither can I.” I look around, trying to gauge whether any of these men are shifters like us. They must be. It’s so easy to tell the fae apart. But some men are just enormous. Handsome. Rugged. Like true, full-blooded shifter males from a royal line. Still, something is off about them. I scan a few of the taller, stronger looking men. Pointed ears. So many fucking pointy ears!

      “Lexa,” Meg says hurriedly, shaking my arms. “Chessie–”

      “She got–she’s–” I can’t bring myself to say it. My best friend. I loved her more than anything, more than my own life. I feel my chest beginning to cave when Meg shakes her head, her grimy red hair falling over her shoulders like stained red silk.

      “She’s here. I can’t get to her. She’s on the other side of the arena.”

      “What?” I rise on my toes to look over the heads of the tallest men, a first for me, but I still can’t see her. “You’re sure?”

      “I was one of the first they brought out,” she says over the jostling bodies bumping into us as they turn to the balcony. “I swear I saw her. She’s okay–”

      A voice booms like the sky is being split–like a god is talking down at us, to the gathered spectators. I move to cover my ears on instinct, but the chains bite into my wrists, already rubbed raw. The fae male in his turquoise robes speaks in a language I can’t understand, but beneath his words, as if speaking through a megaphone, his voice changes, translated in real time to that ancient language of the Deadlands.

      We all learned it growing up. I’m fluent. I can read and write the symbols and speak plainly, conversationally in the old tongue. My father might be from Crescent Falls, but I also carry my mother’s blood–the blood of the surviving tribes of the Deadlands–the three tribes that carried on despite the odds stacked against them over the course of three thousand years and multiple, horrible wars. Tribes who taught their people the Old Tongue from generation to generation, never letting it die.

      Now, it booms as if coming from a speaker, each word clear as day.

      “Welcome!” the King of the Fae says with a bright smile as he looks at his spectators. “To the Culling!”

      “The Culling?” Meg whispers, glancing up at me. “Lexa, what is this? Why is he speaking in the Dead Tongue?”

      “I don’t know,” I breathe, transfixed on his wings. Massive silver-white wings spread out behind him, tipped with a shade of blue that matches his robes. A cord of golden ivy glints in the sunlight as he turns his head, illuminating a crown. Yeah, this is the king, for sure. He has to be.

      It strikes me then. The cold reality of our situation.

      “We’re very far away from home, Meg,” I whisper and let all of my training take over.

      “Over the next several hours,” the king booms, “our champions for the Trials will be chosen. Only the strongest, the most cunning, will move onto the first Trial.” He looks down at the crowd at the base of the arena–us–the people in chains. But his eyes hold on mine. I feel nothing but a sudden gust of determination as I stare back, unafraid. “Only one fighter will ascend to the Trials from each round of the Culling, a fight to the death,” he says, and the crowd of spectators explodes in applause. “But in this round, whoever kills the three shifter bitches gets an automatic pass.”

      A murmur of excitement passes behind us as the men turn to look in our direction. My hackles raise, but my wolf remains absent. There’s nothing there.

      “Your only objectives,” I tell Meg as the fae king grins wickedly down at us, “are to get to Chessie and kill everyone who gets in your way.”

      Meg rolls her shoulders and smirks at one of the men now glowering down at us with a hungry expression. “This is going to be fun,” she muses, but her expression is murderous.

      They must think we’re easy pickings.

      I keep my eyes on the king as he calls for the games to begin and smooths his hand through the air. The iron shackles all over the arena break apart, and a horn blows in the distance like a death knell.

      Let the games begin indeed.
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      Lexa

      There are no weapons to be had, which is my first and only observation as the horn sounds. Before the chains binding my wrists can fall to the ground like a dead weight, I grab the chain and spin, using my body weight and height to my advantage to send the chain ripping through the air. I keep my grip tight as it makes impact across the face of the first man to turn to us after the horn blares. Blood sprays, and the thick, heavy iron manacle attached to the end of the chain cuts through his face, taking teeth and bone with it. He falls to the ground. There’s a single moment of silence before all hell breaks loose.

      Bodies surge in my direction, faces contorted in violence, rage, and determination. Smug, male arrogance scents the air, mingling with the blood already beginning to stain the dirt beneath my bare feet, but just as I swing the chain back around to collide with two more men, the ground beneath me begins to pull apart, shaking violently.

      I teeter to the side, the chain snapping back in an uneven circle, missing my intended target.

      Sharp screams cut through the crowd of fighters. Dirt pours into three gaping holes, suddenly spreading at an extreme rate of speed. Meg leaps out of the way of the gap as it widens, her eyes wide with confusion, but I shout, “FIND CHESSIE!” before pushing and shoving into an opening in the center of the arena while everyone else is watching the ground swallow itself.

      I count heads. There were fifty of us to begin with, and if Meg was honest about seeing Chessie in the group, that makes forty-seven foes. Forty-seven men wanting to kill us, to kill each other. Forty-seven souls hell bent on making sure we don’t survive.

      Forty-seven souls I don’t give a shit about.

      I sprint through the crowd, swinging the chain, using the trembling ground and the distractedness of the crowd to my advantage, but it doesn’t last long.

      Several opponents fall into the holes. Six in total, which means there’re forty-one left. A grinding sound explodes through the arena, cutting through the cheers of the spectators, and three platforms rise from the pits, streaked with blood.

      A man grabs my shoulder and tries to yank me backward, but I swing, sending the chain across his back. He stumbles away, reaching for me, but I lash out at him, the iron manacles colliding with the side of his head in a killing blow.

      Forty.

      “LEXAAAA!” Meg bellows as she runs at a full sprint, pointing at the tallest of the platforms. It’s nearly forty feet high and caught in the glare of the sun, but as I move to the side on quick feet, keeping the men currently turning in my direction in my line of sight, I see it.

      A weapons cache.

      Precariously resting on the tallest platform.

      Other fighters notice. The air shifts as the initial confusion and shock of the floor of the arena opening subsidies, and violence creeps back in.

      Grunts and shouts of pain echo toward me while the men fight each other, strategically cutting down weaker opponents with only their hands. But I’m a target. Ten men slowly edge toward me, backing me against the inside shaded curve of the arena. My eyes are on Meg until she’s lost to the sun’s glare, chased by at least a dozen men.

      As the first of my immediate opponents steps forward, positioning himself ahead of the pack, I see her.

      “Chessie,” I breathe as relief sweeps through me, untangling the knots in my heart and brain.

      “What’d you say, bitch?” snarls the gnarled, but absolutely massive, fae-ish male creeping toward me, the old tongue falling from his lips in shattered vowels. There has to be some kind of difference between these men and the full-blooded fae watching our deaths with glee. I can’t put my finger on it yet, but I don’t have time to figure it out as it stands. Not here. Not now.

      My eyes snap to his as a sudden sense of purpose replaces my relief. I’m not going to die here. Chessie, currently running across the top of the first platform, ten or so feet off the ground, isn’t going to die. Meg, who is leading the men on her heels on a wild goose chase around the base of the platforms trying to exhaust them, which is an incredibly smart move on her part, she’s not going to die.

      I won’t allow it. We trained for this. They know how to put that training into action.

      The fae man is almost within reach. I press my back against the wall, exhale deeply, and smile at him.

      That catches him and his comrades–at least for now–off guard. He stumbles over his own feet–fine boots to go with his even finer armor, something made for a warrior, someone trained to hunt and kill–and I strike.

      The chain whips from my side, striking him in the neck.

      Through the neck.

      I’m moving before his head slides free from his shoulders. I send the chain barreling into the three men behind him before his body crumples to the ground. The force of the chain being drawn back requires all the strength I have, but I tear through the plated armor, through flesh, until four men fall in a matter of seconds, but the fifth man grabs the chain as it bounces back to me and pulls.

      I have a second to react. A single second to stumble, to reevaluate my next move. I allow him to pull me toward him while the other men rush at us, but the second he reaches for my hair, I leap, wrapping my arms around his neck while using my momentum to twist onto his back, dragging us both to the ground. His neck snaps like a twig despite his size. I roll away as he slumps, grabbing the chain, and whip it toward the men racing in my direction, eyes wild with hatred and violence.

      Bodies litter the arena. The scattered fighters stumble over dead men as I hurry to the platforms, expertly picking my way through the carnage. A distance forms between us while I fall into the shadow of the first platform. It’s only ten feet tall, but two men bound out from behind it, also wielding chains. I scream in determination, sending my chain flying, soaring, through the air, letting go of the one weapon I had in my arsenal.

      The chain knocks them both to the ground but doesn’t kill them. No, the final blow comes from Meg, who jerks her chain across their faces while they writhe on the ground until they no longer move.

      Brutal. Sickening. Explicitly violent.

      But we’re warriors. We’ll always fight for our lives. We spent our entire lives learning how.

      “Where’s Chessie?” Meg shouts frantically, glancing back at the chaos painting the arena red. The men giving me chase ended up fighting each other, which is the break I need to just… think.

      “She’s trying to get to the second platform,” I pant, desperately out of breath. “We need to get up there, to the weapons cache, before anyone else does. We need to claim that third platform and use it to kill off everyone else. We’ll have the advantage from that height.” I grab her arm, noticing the flayed open skin. She yanks her arm back, shaking her head.

      “I’m fine. Go!”

      I grab her and shove her toward the platform, silently commanding her to climb. I’m tall–far taller than the average woman. It won’t take more than a jump to grip the edge, but Meg needs the extra push, which I give her.

      “Come on!” she shouts, frantic, as the surviving men move away from their recent kills and in our direction instead. “Lexa!”

      I leap off my toes and grip the edge of the pillar, straining as I drag myself up, but just as I pull myself over the edge, Meg’s grunt of surprise, then pain, sends adrenaline and fury tearing through my senses.

      I sprint toward the tall, lanky man dragging her backward by the neck. She kicks out, but his grip is impossibly strong, and her eyes bulge. He’s fae, but something’s off about him, too. I don’t give myself a chance to think about it. I can’t, not when Chessie is fighting for her life on the second platform, and Meg is passing out.

      I send my fist against the underside of his jaw. The crowd goes wild, their cheers filling the arena with so much force it sends trembles through my skin. He rears back, dropping Meg, but I grab him by his torn shirt and shove him to the edge of the pillar.

      “S-stop!” he grunts, turning to me with his hands raised. “D-don’t kill me. I sh-shouldn’t be here!” The Dead Tongue is strong and heavily accented but perfect. Fluent. His native tongue.

      My stomach dips to my bare toes. I waver, confused, and almost make a fatal mistake.

      I should have pushed him.

      He lunges at me, teeth bared, but I’m a step ahead of him. His body collides with mine, but I tuck my legs in tight and then extend them, using my strength to send him careening several feet into the air. He rolls to the edge of the platform, trying to save himself, but slips over the side.

      “LEXA!” Chessie cries, but I step toward the edge where the man is holding on, trying to pull himself up. The drop won’t kill him. Not even close.

      But if he can’t save himself from the fall…

      “We’re all slaves, like you. We’re just their entertainment,” he snarls, his mouth full of blood. “We’re just their entertainment!”

      Meg rolls onto her stomach, panting. The six men remaining in the fight are climbing up the platform. I don’t have time for this.

      “We’re just their–”

      I kick, my heel colliding with his teeth, driving his nose inward with a wet crunch. He falls back, arms splayed, and when he hits the ground, his head bounces. Hard.

      Blood seeps into the ground around his face while the crowd jeers.

      I turn, grab Meg’s arm, and race to the far edge of the platform. “JUMP NOW!” I scream, and then we’re hurling through the air. Chessie managed to clear the jump to the second platform already, some twenty feet off the ground, but with Meg’s added weight, I struggle to maintain my momentum and then my grip as we collide with the side of the platform. I clutch Meg’s arm, but she dangles, her entire body flush with the blood-stained wall while I somehow manage to grab the edge. Chessie grabs my arm, yanking with all of her might, but she’s the smallest of the three of us. Meg finds a notch in the side of the platform and takes some of her weight off me and then begins to climb.

      We’ve made it this far. The men now on the first platform fight against each other. The air fills with the sound of flesh meeting flesh in violent, deadly blows. Only the strongest remain–the biggest, the meanest, the ones, I realize, the crowd is screaming for and likely betting on.

      “We’re just their entertainment!”

      I scrub the stranger’s words from my mind and pull myself onto the second platform. Meg is right behind me, panting and whining as her muscles reach their breaking point, but I turn around and pull her up.

      “We need to keep moving,” I say, cutting off Chessie as she shatters into relieved sobs. “We need to get to the weapons cache. The rest can wait.” My voice cracks as tears spill from Chessie’s eyes. I just want to hug her. I want to tell her I’m sorry for not saving her. I want to promise I’ll get her home.

      But right now, I’m the captain. I have work to do.

      “It’s a twenty-foot jump; we’ll never make it,” Meg grunts, bruises starting to welt across her arms and chest.

      “It’s just another climb,” Chessie says, looking at me. “We can. We have to do it.”

      Meg rises, and I can tell by the look in her eyes that she’s on the verge of giving up.

      But she’s right. Chessie won’t make the jump. She’s barely five feet tall. The fall would be enough to kill her instantly. Meg? She might be able to jump, find her footing, and climb, but… she’s exhausted, her arms flayed and bleeding heavily.

      “Stay here. Do not let those men cross.” I turn before they can argue and sprint the length of the platform. The crowd goes totally, unnervingly silent the second my body is airborne.

      Time slows to a crawl. I have a fraction of a second to search the side of the final platform for any openings, any chips and breaks in the stone, before we collide. The impact takes my breath away, but the fingers on my left hand sink into a break in the stone, and I hang, my ribs screaming in pain.

      A hush rolls through the arena before the crowd breaks out in thunderous cheers and chants. I don’t look back. I grit my teeth and pull myself up, break by break, divot by divot until my arms feel like they’re going to shatter, but I find the edge of the third platform by the grace of the Goddess Herself.

      Meg shouts something unintelligible below, and Chessie’s shout of pain is the last ounce of motivation I need to pull myself onto the final platform. It towers over the others, giving me a full view of the arena. My vision blurs, my body begging for rest, but I sway toward the weapons cache, knocking over swords and shields before my fingers lock around the smooth neck of a bow.

      I whirl with the quiver, scattering arrows, weapons clattering. I pull back three arrows at once, taking a shallow breath before aiming and sending them soaring toward the four men trying to pin Meg and Chessie to the ground. Three arrows meet their mark–head shots. Three men go down as the crowd goes wild. But the quiver is empty when I reach back, finding nothing but air.

      The final man–the last man standing–raises his fist, aiming for Chessie’s face, who he has pinned to the ground while Meg writhes a few feet away, her face bloodied from a similar blow, but she’s reaching for Chessie, her mouth moving, too far away for me to hear.

      I grab a spear twice my size and grip it. I hate spears. I’m not very well trained with them, but I can’t fail.

      I can’t fail them like I failed the rest of my regiment.

      I scream at the top of my lungs out of pure, unfiltered grief and rage. The man looks up. He’s fae. Maybe. Still unnaturally gorgeous. Battered wings tucked in tight along his back. His hands are stained a deep, dark crimson, and for a single, aching moment I wonder how many of the dead bodies scattered across the arena are by his doing.

      I let the spear fly, aimed for his head, his face. Then I crouch, gripping the arrow closest to me, knowing I’ll have a single shot if the spear doesn’t meet its mark. He starts to rise, to turn away.

      The crowd hushes as the spear pierces through his neck and keeps going, soaring into the shadows on the far side of the arena, where it breaks into pieces against the farthest wall.

      The shock among the crowd is so palpable I can taste it.

      Meg and Chessie remain on the second platform. Alive.

      There’s no one else.

      But the game isn’t over, is it? Only one person was supposed to walk away, to ascend to whatever hell we’ve found ourselves in.

      Today, there will be three victors or none at all.

      I turn to the royal balcony and aim my last arrow at the king.

      Gasps ring out, but the arena continues its silent watch.

      The king just smiles at me–a sick, curious kind of smile that burrows into my bones.

      But it’s the dark-haired man standing a few feet away from him that catches my attention. Tall and broad, he grips the railing along the balcony, his shoulders tense and arm muscles locked as he looks down at me and stares… disappointed, I think, at the outcome.

      His slightly curly hair ripples around his bare shoulders in the light breeze I can finally feel at this height, and his tan skin is covered in tattoos, but he’s too far away for me to see them clearly.

      Yet his eyes, a pale amber gold, shine as he turns away and fades from view.

      The king raises a hand and calls an end to this round of the Culling.
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