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      For Lisa.

      Thank you for all of your help.
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      *Isla*

      Water laps at the boat as we glide across the water. The larger waves we encountered a couple of days ago, waves that made me question my decision to do this and think that there was a good chance I was going to end up in the ocean, have died down, and now, it’s just a calm, rolling motion that makes me want to fall asleep.

      But I can’t do that.

      I haven’t been able to sleep for days, weeks, not since I had decided that this was something I had to do, even when Maddox had forbidden me to leave the castle.

      Fighting with him absolutely breaks my heart, but I have my reasons for being here. He didn’t understand that. He didn’t want to listen to me.

      I’d taken advantage of the problems he was having, and now, I am here… even though he may never forgive me for what I’ve done.

      Rubbing my hand along my abdomen, I stare out at the ocean, pressing my aching back to the bench behind me. Traveling while so very pregnant is just as uncomfortable as Mystica had warned me that it would be stressful, difficult, unpleasant, even painful.

      She hadn’t been wrong, but to me, the importance of coming was far more important than staying at home. I will survive being uncomfortable, but I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if something happened to my baby.

      “Are you still sitting up here?” Ben asks me as he comes up from the lower deck. The ship we’ve hired isn’t large, but it’s big enough for the five of us and the two crew members. The sleeping quarters downstairs are pretty comfortable, not that I’ve actually slept any at all, but my youngest brother has seemed cozy enough.

      “I am still sitting here,” I tell him, as if he hasn’t figured as much out. “Captain Dave says we should be spotting land within a few hours.”

      “Captain Dave has been spotting the gin for a few hours now,” Ben mutters, and I chuckle, but it takes a lot of effort, so I don’t let it linger. “Is your back still bothering you?”

      “Yeah,” I tell him, arching it so that I can try to stretch out some of the lower muscles in my back, but it’s hard because the baby is so big these days.

      “Do you want me to rub it?” My brother has been nothing but kind to me ever since he snuck out of the house to come with me.

      “No, thank you.” I give him a half-smile. “I’ll have Mystica give me some more of those herbs when she gets up.” Everyone else is still sleeping this early in the morning. I wish that I was, too, but I’m still fretting, hurting, and wondering what’s about to happen to us.

      “I can go get them if you want,” he offers.

      “No, it’s okay. I’m all right.” I’m not sure what I would do without Ben. He’s helped me so much, getting away from the castle, to the train, to the dock, and now… here on the boat.

      It’s been a whirlwind week, and I’ll be happy when we get this over with and can get back home, but I have to take it all one step at a time.

      I hear footsteps echoing off the stairs again, and I can tell by the footfalls who it is. I grimace a bit and brace myself. Ben slides over and holds my hand. I don’t want to see him. I don’t want to talk to him. I wish he wasn’t even here, but there was no escaping him, not from the moment he’d shown up at the castle and began making demands.

      Glowing amber eyes meet mine as I glance over to see him standing there, his blond hair messy from sleep. His clothing is wrinkled, and he has a scowl on what some women may describe as a handsome face, though I can’t think of him that way.

      Not after everything he’s said to me.

      “Oh, good. Look who’s awake. Mr. Sunshine. Good morning, Antony,” Ben mumbles.

      He glares at us and walks over to the railing, staring out at the ocean. “We’ll be home in an hour or so,” he says. “Then, the real work begins. If you think you’re uncomfortable now, on this boat, Princess, just wait until you hit the jungles.”

      I am not looking forward to it. I’m not looking forward to seeing the destruction of our homeland, trekking across uneven land, dodging who knows who might be out to get us. No, nothing about what lies ahead of me has me excited to disembark.

      But I am curious to see the land of my birth. Mystica insists that there’s nothing there we can’t handle. I’m not so sure. I might have some sort of magical powers that allows me to heal people and maybe even bring them back from the dead, but that doesn’t mean I’ll always be in a situation where I can do that if something happens.

      And what if something happens to me?

      I doubt I’m going to come back to life again.

      Poppy’s tone is almost as disagreeable as Antony’s when she emerges from down below deck. “You’d better have some sort of an idea where the hell your mother is when we get there or else, you’re going to be the next who has to rely on that damn waterfall to bring you back to life.”

      Antony turns around and glares at her, and I say, “Poppy—that’s not very nice, considering what happened there.”

      “I know!” she spits, coming over to sit next to me, folding her arms across her chest. “That’s exactly why I said it. Your cousin is an asshole, and I’m tired of putting up with his shit. If he’s going to keep being so fucking rude to everyone, I’m going to be rude right back to him.”

      “Poppy, has anyone ever told you that you need to be more assertive?” my brother jokes, and I backhand him in the bicep.

      Antony doesn’t even turn around. His eyes are fixed on the horizon.

      I can’t imagine how all of this is for him. Sure, he’s a bit of an asshole, like Poppy just said, but he’s been through so much in his life. It’s no wonder he’s bitter and angry at everyone.

      But his attitude had almost been enough reason for me not to come with him either.

      Almost.

      Now, as he mumbles, “Land, ho….” I take a deep breath. We will be there soon, and he’s right… that’s where the real trouble begins.

      I stand, my back aching, as I walk over to the railing near my cousin and look out.

      I can hardly see it, but it’s there, off in the distance. It’s just a green dot on the horizon, my first glimpse of Maatua in almost twenty years. From here, it doesn’t look as big as I expected, but then, perhaps it will get bigger when we are closer. Then, perhaps I’ll get a better indication of exactly what it is I am getting into here.

      I just hope we don’t end up having to travel to that other island, my Aunt Mary’s homeland, KiloKilo, the land of wizards and mages, according to everything I could find in the library in the castle before I left home.

      “We’ll be arriving at Maatua in two hours,” Jude, the captain’s assistant, says, coming around from the other side of the boat. “We will drop all of you, but as we stated, we will not be staying. We’ll be back in two weeks.”

      Two weeks. My hand runs over my abdomen. I’m not due for another month. I hope they aren’t late. I really don’t want my son to be born on the island.

      Jude continues, “We will stay for five hours. If you are not there, you will have to hope another ship drops by.”

      “And how often does that happen?” Poppy asks him.

      He looks her up and down, something I’ve noticed him doing before. He’s probably ten years older than her, but it’s pretty clear, the short sailor with greasy black hair is interested in Poppy.

      A grunt from next to me makes me wonder if he’s not the only one, though I can’t imagine Antony being interested in anyone but himself—and his mother.

      “Not often,” Jude tells Poppy. “That being said, we have seen another boat on our radar that seems to be headed in the same direction. It’s a couple of hours behind us now, so it could change courses. At any rate, be ready to get off when we land because we will not be hanging around.”

      “Another boat?” Ben repeats, turning to look at me. My breath catches in my throat. Surely, he doesn’t know already? We have been so careful….

      I say nothing in response, and neither does anyone else. But my cousin mumbles, “So fucking stupid. Everyone is so goddessdamn scared of the island. There’s nothing to be scared of. I keep telling all of you, the war is over. There’s hardly anyone even on the island!”

      “While that may be true, you can’t say that it’s not dangerous,” I say to him. “If it was safe, you wouldn’t have come for me.”

      “I already told you, Princess, my mother refuses to speak to anyone but you. That’s the only reason I had to track you down. I want this over with more than anyone, but you won’t be in any danger. My father’s dead; he has been for over a decade. The war is over. Most of his followers are dead. Those that aren’t have left the island and moved to areas of the mainland like your family did. We’ll be perfectly fine.”

      I want to believe what he’s saying, but I can see in his eyes that even he doesn’t fully believe that.

      “Two weeks,” I repeat. “And four days until the Blood Moon.”

      “That’s right,” he says. “We’ll have time.”

      I shake my head but focus my eyes on the green dot in the distance that is growing bigger by the moment.

      I hope he’s right. Otherwise, I’ve potentially ruined my relationship with the king to try to save my family’s homeland from permanent destruction based on second-hand information from the son of a mad woman. My own family didn’t even know Antony had survived the earthquake. They thought he’d been killed all of those years ago. His showing up to speak to me had been shocking.

      My agreeing to this mission had been a huge risk, and a hundred times a day, I ask myself what the hell I’m doing.

      When Maddox finds out what I’m up to, I have a feeling he’ll be asking me the exact same thing—if he will ever even speak to me again….
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      *Isla*

      

      Six months earlier…

      

      I am two months pregnant, and I can tell when I look at my reflection in the full-length mirror.

      Poppy says I’m glowing. I’m not sure about that, but I think my hair looks a little thicker, and maybe my eyes are a little shinier. I swear my nose is beginning to change shape.

      And then there’s my abdomen. It’s not noticeable to anyone else, I don’t believe, but I can see a slight change. It’s kind of like when I’ve eaten too much, or I’m bloated. I smooth down the front of the sequined red dress I’m wearing and stare at it for a long moment. Yes, I can definitely see a change.

      I haven’t gained any weight yet. Mystica says that’s typical since I’ve been having a bit of morning sickness. Anything I eat or drink tends to come right back up. She gave me some medicine, and that helps, but I am leery of taking anything since I don’t know how the baby might be affected by the poison I was given when I was just barely pregnant with him.

      Satisfied that I look good, I take a deep breath and head across the room to sit in the chair by the window and wait. Maddox should be here any time.

      He’s been away a lot recently. With everything going on with Zabrina’s mother, as well as the other packs that are threatening to rise up against Maddox because Zabrina somehow tricked their Alphas or their Alpha’s sons into thinking she was their fated mate, he has a lot of negotiating and peace talks to make.

      The last thing he wants right now is a full-fledged war. But everyone knows it may be impossible to avoid. It seems that even when he is here, he’s with Seth, in what they’ve dubbed the war room, which is next to his office. They always have their heads together in there, bending over a table laden with maps, talking about what they should do next, who to talk to, who they can trust, who they can’t, where to gather troops from, where to amass them. It’s exhausting for me just thinking about it, and I don’t know the half of what’s going on with them.

      He’s been gone for a few days, and I miss him terribly. I wish that he was here now, but I will wait patiently. He’s planning to take me to dinner and then to the ballroom for our own private dancing session. I still remember dancing with him at dinner that first time. It was so romantic. That was the first time that I knew I wanted to be with him no matter what.

      I take a deep breath and focus my eyes out the window. I’m looking in the direction of my parents’ pack. My father is the newly appointed Alpha. Maddox insisted when he realized who he really was that he take over Willow pack. Dad had said he didn’t really want to be a leader anymore, but Maddox said he was the most qualified. I know that Dad was afraid that someone from Maatua will hear about where he is and come after him, not to cause any harm but with questions, questions neither of my parents can answer or want to try to answer….

      I have a million of those types of questions myself. But no matter how I beg them to tell me more about what life was like for them there, they refuse. I think they are under the impression that I will somehow fall in love with the idea of Maatua and want to go there even more than I already do. In all honesty, though, my wanting to go there has nothing to do with curiosity.

      I just want to make sure my baby is safe.

      And Maddox says that’s ridiculous and will put both the baby and me in even more danger than if I just have him here and use my own tears or blood to save him if something is wrong. Since we’ve discovered what I can do, Mystica has been drawing small amounts of my blood and administering them to sick people in the infirmary. They get better quickly, depending upon how much they are given.

      I know my blood and tears have magical qualities, but I’m not convinced it will be enough to save my son. I want to be near the same source of water that brought me back to life when he is born, just in case.

      I put my hands on my abdomen, protectively, something I do frequently. No one has confirmed to me yet that he’s a boy. Mystica says I can’t know for sure for a few more weeks, and then she’ll confirm it through ultrasound. But I already know. He may have only been with me for a few weeks, but we are already bonded completely. I feel like I know this little boy as well as I know myself. The thought of losing him, of anything ever happening to him, makes my heart ache.

      But I also don’t want to do anything to upset the Alpha King. If he says I can’t go to Maatua, I’ll just have to figure out another way to keep my son safe. Mystica and I have been doing some research about it, but it’s hard because no one else has the same history as I do. At least, if they do… they haven’t written it down and put it in a book, not one that we can access anyway.

      My thoughts are interrupted by the sound of the door opening slowly. I suck in a deep breath and practically leap to my feet as Maddox sticks his head in. His weary look gives way to a smile, and I grin back at him.

      I am concerned, though. He looks utterly exhausted. He’s wearing a white button-down shirt and black slacks, not the suit I expected him to be in when he arrived. The shirt is undone about halfway, and it's wrinkly. He hasn’t shaven, which makes him look even more ruggedly sexy than usual, but it’s not like him, and I know that something is going on.

      Immediately, I go to him, lifting a hand to his cheek as his arms go around my waist, pulling me close to him. “Is everything all right?” I ask, bracing for news that we’ve gone to war.

      “Yes, yes, everything is fine, baby,” he says, nuzzling against my ear. “I’m just tired.”

      I think back to how he couldn’t sleep before he met me, after his wife, Rebecca died. He had a terrible time of it. He’d told me all about it. But then… when I came to live in the castle, he was able to sleep as long as we were together.

      I imagine him being away from me while he’s been out on these trips to distant pack lands has made it nearly impossible for him to sleep. I pull him closer to me, and his head rests on my shoulder as his hands slip down to my bottom and squeeze, making my thoughts go fuzzy for a moment.

      When his lips sink into my neck, I have lost all thoughts about going to dinner. I’m not hungry for food anyway. The only thing I’m hungry for is this man.

      Maddox raises his face and looks into my eyes. I bit down on my bottom lip, and a crooked smile takes over his face. “What do you say we skip dinner for now? I can have someone bring us something later.”

      I respond without words by pressing my mouth to his.

      That is all the answer he needs….

      He lifts me and carries me to the bed, tossing me down and hopping on top of me. We shed our clothing quickly, and he accidentally tears my dress slightly when the zipper gets caught. It’s new, and I’d never worn it before, but I don’t even care. The only thing that slows him down slightly are the buckles on my shoes.

      Once he has me fully stripped, I spread my legs for him, welcoming him in. It hasn’t been all that long since we made love, but it seems like an eternity.

      His kisses are warm as they coat my neck and shoulder. He moves down to my breast, taking a nipple between his teeth and sucking as I feel his tip at my entrance. I lift my hips in anticipation of him entering me, but Maddox has always enjoyed teasing me, and it’s no different now.

      His tongue lashes out and thrums against the sensitive skin of my hardened peak. I tip my head back and moan a little which only encourages him. He switches and takes my other breast into his mouth. I run my fingernails up and down his back as he continues to drive me wild.

      “Please, Maddox,” I say, hearing the whining in my own whisper. “Please.”

      He lifts his eyes, still sucking on my nipple, his eyes wide and innocent as if he doesn’t know what I want. I buck my hips again, and he smiles at me before lifting his head, grabbing me by the hips, and pulling me toward him. I laugh, but a moment later, he’s plunged deep within me, and my laughter is erased by a loud exhale. Pleasure ripples through my core, and I tighten my muscles around his hardened shaft as we begin to move together.

      He drops his head again, his forehead resting on my shoulder, and I can tell he’s concentrating on the way my body feels wrapped around his. The pace is steady as he thrusts all the way in each time, grinding against me. Every time he makes contact with my swollen clit, I cry out in ecstasy. I want him to go faster so that he can send me tumbling over the edge more quickly, but I know that he is taking his time so that I can enjoy it longer.

      When he picks up speed, though, my cries become more desperate and hardly recognizable to my own ear. I am panting, lifting myself up off the bed, my fingers splaying across the bedding, looking for any sort of grip to keep me from falling.

      I fall anyway, teetering right over the edge and losing my grip on reality as my body goes into spasm, pulsing with his every penetrating blow.

      A few moments later, Maddox joins me, his warm seed bursting out of him with several guttural groans.

      He collapses on me, gasping for air as I hold him close, wrapping my knees around his hips and running my fingers through his sweaty hair.

      In this moment, I never, ever want to let him go. It is just him and me in this world, and nothing else matters. Not the war, or the island, or our families, or our history. Only Maddox and me—and our tiny baby.

      If only it can stay that way….

      Something tells me it will not.
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      *Maddox*

      

      I need to get up and get back to work, but I can’t. Lying here with Isla cradled against my chest, the smell of our lovemaking still heavy in the air, is soothing, and the rest of the world is cold and angry.

      Going back out there seems senseless. Why would I do that when I can simply stay here with her?

      “What is it, Maddox?” she asks, her voice heavy with sleep. “I know something is troubling you. More so than usual.”

      I can’t help the chuckle that escapes my lips. She knows me so well. “I was going to say, since when is there a time when something isn’t bothering me?”

      She turns her blue eyes on me, and I smile at her, brushing my thumb across her cheek. “Have you had any progress whatsoever?”

      A sigh slips out of my mouth, and I tell her, “Yes and no. It’s a slow process, baby. We have to go pack by pack, person by person, and convince them all that turning against me as the rightful king is a huge mistake.”

      “But there are so many packs that have been infiltrated in one way or another by Luna Elaine and her crazy daughter. How can you be sure that you’ve convinced them all that Zabrina was sneaking around behind each one of their backs, going to the next, and telling them the same thing they wanted to hear, that she was their mate?” Isla wants to know.

      “I can’t,” I admit. “She had fooled at least seven Alphas or Alphas’ sons. Austin was only the first of many men whom she’d used her back of poisons and tricks against. She’d managed to convince him that they were going to be together and rule the kingdom.” The thought of all of the webs and lies the woman had woven made me sick, but the fact that it hadn’t been her idea or her choice also made me sick. I almost felt sorry for Zabrina, crazy as she was. Her mother had manipulated her in ways she never even realized before she died.

      “And what about Alpha Geofrey? Is he still trying to convince the packs by Beach Front to join him?” I nodded that he was. “How many packs have pledged to fight against you with him now?”

      “Four,” I tell her. “All of them are coastal packs. My father did a lot of damage in their pack lands when he took a major port away from them and gave it to a pack that had been at great odds with all of them for generations, that didn’t set well with any of them.”

      “Why would your father do that?” she asks me, resting her cheek back against my chest. I smooth back her blonde ringlets, distracted by how smooth and silky her hair is as it slides through my fingers.

      “He was trying to punish the packs because he felt that they were out of line by keeping a majority of the profits coming in from the port for their own packs. My father wanted them to pay more taxes and spread the money they brought into other packs. They said that wasn’t fair, that the other packs didn’t share their resources with them. It was a constant debate.”

      She takes a deep breath, holds it in, and lets it out slowly. “It’s too bad that your father caused such a big problem for all of those packs, and now they’re taking it out on you.”

      “I agree.” Leaning down, I press my lips to the top of her head. I don’t want to mention to her that this is just one of the many problems that my father had created in the packs that I am still trying to fix. “We will sort it out, though. I’ve been trying to fix it since I became king, but now, obviously, it’s more imperative that I get it solved peacefully before it’s too late.”

      Once again, she lifts her head to look at me. “Do you think it will be too late? Do you think we’ll go into a full-blown war?”

      Shrugging my shoulders, I tell her, “I can’t say for sure, but I do know that I trust my people. My commanders and the other people that are working so hard to make sure that we are prepared should it unfold. I don’t want that to be the case, and I am hopeful that announcing that you are pregnant will be the catalyst we need to bring the kingdom back together, but I can’t make that announcement just yet.”

      Her mouth opens and closes, and I know what she wants to say, but she doesn’t say it because she doesn’t want me to have to articulate what she knows I’m thinking.

      I’m not ready for it yet because I’m still not completely certain that the baby is all right. The child went through a lot shortly after conception. Until Mystica can verify for certain that the child will live, I can’t afford to announce the baby’s existence.

      If people believe that I’m just making it up to convince them that there’s no need to get worked up and everything will be fine, but then there’s not a baby, that could make the situation far worse.

      “When are you leaving again?” she asks me, and though I’m glad she’s changed the subject from the uncomfortable topic of the baby, I don’t want to answer that question either, but I find myself doing so.

      “The day after tomorrow,” I reply. “I’ll be gone for quite some time, unfortunately, perhaps a month or so.”

      “What?” she asks, her eyes bulging. “Maddox, I’m not sure that I can handle that.”

      Once again, I stroke her cheek lovingly. I know exactly what she means as it is breaking my heart to think of her back here at the castle without me. But I have to focus on the war efforts right now, and I’ve learned only moments ago via the mind-link that this is the best course of action.

      My generals in the field, primarily Commander Vember and Commander Givens, have determined I need to go to Beach Front myself. It’s the only way to convince our allies there that I am willing to do whatever it takes to make sure that our kingdom stays strong.

      Isla rolls onto her back and places a hand against her forehead, staring up at the ceiling. I want to pull her back to my chest, so that she’s in my arms, nestled against me, safe and warm.

      “When you’re gone, will Seth still be here?” she asks me. “Or will he be going with you?”

      “This time, he’ll be with me,” I explain to her. Sometimes recently, when I’ve gone off to take care of these affairs having to do with the potential uprising, my Beta would stay behind in the castle. But this time, I needed him at my side.

      “Who will be left in charge?” she asks me, turning her head to look at me.

      It’s a good question. I’ve left a variety of different leaders in charge while I’ve been away. It seems like as one of them proved their value here at the castle, he’d be called into service elsewhere, so that it became a bit of a revolving door.

      It is time for me to give another leader a try, and I have recently met someone that I think would do a good job.

      “His name is Commander Pepelos,” I tell her. “I think you’ll like him. I’ll introduce him to you tomorrow.”

      “Pepelos?” she repeats. “That’s an odd last name. Do you know much about him?”

      “I have worked with him a bit. Until recently, he was under Commander Vember. He did such a good job negotiating with Rough Bark pack, Commander Vember promoted him and introduced him to me.”

      “And… now he’s a commander as well?” she asks me.

      “That’s right.” She rolls back to me, and I kiss her forehead. “He’s not that old. I think the two of you will get along well. He’s very straightforward and to the point, and he’s also quite loyal.”

      “If you say so,” she mutters. I know that she hasn’t liked any of the commanders I’ve left in charge while I was away. That is one of the reasons why I kept switching them. Usually, she felt they were too cold and distant, or she felt they didn’t do a good job of maintaining the status quo in the castle. I can understand that. I want her to be happy with whoever is in charge here because this is her home, and while she will need to leave the day-to-day running of the defense and other military aspects of the castle to the commander I leave behind, she is now in charge of everything else.

      She isn’t the Luna Queen, but she has taken on the same role that Rebecca had served in when she was alive. Whether she knows it or not. I hadn’t been so explicit when I’d asked Isla to do these things, but ultimately, that’s who she’s become.

      “All right,” she said in a sleepy voice. “I would like to meet him tomorrow, though.”

      “Of course.” I kiss the top of her head again and hold her against me. Within a few moments, she is sound asleep.

      The next day, after we’d showered and eaten breakfast together, I kissed Isla goodbye and went on about my day, keeping in mind that she wants to meet Commander Pepelos as soon as he is available.

      It isn’t until early afternoon that Commander Vember brings the young man into my office. “Alpha King Maddox, you remember Commander Pepelos?” he asks.

      “Yes, of course.” I stand and shake his hand, and the younger man bows his head to me in respect. “I would love for you to meet the lady of the castle since the two of you will be working so closely together while I am gone.” He is a handsome fellow, and if I wasn’t so secure in the relationship I have with Isla, I might be a bit nervous. But I have nothing to worry about. Isla has eyes only for me.

      “Yes, of course, Your Highness,” he says, and the three of us leave to go to Isla’s room.

      I knock on the door and Poppy answers it. “Good afternoon, my King,” she says, bowing slightly and moving aside.

      Isla is standing just inside the door by her bed. “Hello, darling.” I go to her and kiss her cheek. “You remember Commander Vember?”

      “Yes, of course,” she says as he bowed in respect. “It’s lovely to see you again, sir.”

      “You as well, my Lady,” he says, cordially.

      “And this is Commander Pepelos,” I say, gesturing to the other man.

      Isla’s eyes move to his face, and she gasps slightly before she recovers and says, “Nice to meet you, sir.”

      “Likewise, my Lady,” he replies, bowing to her. He doesn’t offer her his hand, which is fine, because I’m still trying to figure out what the problem is. Isla looks troubled.

      The two of them stay for a moment, and Isla and Commander Pepelos talk about how things will be run while I am gone. They seem to come to an agreement, and then the two of them leave.

      Immediately, I turn to Isla, nervous. Did she think that Commander Pepelos was so very handsome, she could hardly contain herself?

      “Is everything all right?” I ask her.

      “Yes,” she says quickly. “It’s fine. It was only… his eyes.”

      My forehead scrunches up in confusion. “His eyes? What about them?”

      “Haven’t you noticed?” she asks me.

      Shaking my head, I say, “No. I suppose I was more concerned with what he had to say to be thinking about what color his eyes are. Why?”

      “I’ve just never seen anyone with that color of eyes before, not in their human form, anyway,” she says. “It doesn’t matter. It was just taken aback.”

      “But… what color are they?” I ask. If they were that strange, why hadn’t I noticed?

      She’s trying to be nonchalant, but I’m not buying it. With a simple shrug, she says, “Amber.”
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      *Isla*

      

      Saying goodbye to Maddox is always impossibly difficult to do, and the more pregnant I become with our baby, the harder it becomes.

      A few days after he introduced me to Commander Pepelos, the amber-eyed man is walking just behind us as I escort Maddox to the vehicle that is waiting for him.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I can,” the Alpha King says, patting his pocket where he has a cell phone. They are not common among our people, as most of us prefer the old-fashioned ways of communication and don’t necessarily trust this new technology, but I insist that he have one to call me with when he’s out this far away, where the mind-link won’t work.

      “I will be waiting to hear from you.” Perhaps I should say something more comforting, like I understand he’ll be busy, and he should take his time, but I don’t. I want him to know that I will be expecting to hear from him because I am already feeling anxious just knowing he’ll likely be gone far longer this time.

      Not to mention, he’ll be negotiating with men who don’t want to talk, which will likely lead to a war. Beta Seth and others have done what they can to try to get these people to listen to reason, but now they are about at the end of their negotiations, and fighting is how they seem to handle their differences.

      At the car, Maddox turns to me, taking me lightly by the shoulders. “Try not to worry about me,” he says. “I will be fine. I’ll be back as soon as I can.”

      I nod, but tears spring to my eyes. I don’t want to cry, but I simply can’t hold them back, and as they tumble down my face, Maddox reaches up and wipes them away.

      When he kisses me, he lifts me off the ground, his kiss is so deep and full of emotion. I wrap my arms around him, concentrating on how he feels, how he tastes, the smell of him, and imprinting everything about this moment into my mind, as if I will not be able to breathe again until he is right back here in my arms.

      It’s difficult for Maddox to show his affections in front of others, and a crowd of people are standing around us, so I know he wants to cut the kiss off for that reason alone, but he doesn’t let me go until he knows I’ve had my fill, as much as is possible considering the situation. When he releases my lips, he looks into my eyes. “I love you so much, Isla. I love you with all of my heart.”

      “I love you, too.” I am still crying so saying more than that is nearly impossible.

      “Take good care of our baby.” He smiles at me, but he refrains from pressing his hand to my abdomen in front of all of these people, though I can feel that he wants to.

      I nod and assure him that I will. Then, he lets me go and moves to get into the car.

      I stand there and watch the vehicle drive away. I watch it make its way down the winding drive to the gate in the distance. I watch it pull through the gate, and I watch the gate close behind it.

      Even after the car has faded away and the dust has settled back onto the drive, I continue to stand there.

      “Miss Isla?” one of the maids says. “Would you like to go back inside now?”

      Opening my mouth and expecting actual words to come out is foolish, so I don’t. I just stand there, dumbfounded, already feeling a hole forming in my heart.

      “She’ll be back inside in a moment.”

      The voice to my left and slightly behind me belongs to the mysterious Commander Pepelos. I’ve been trying to get to know him these past few days since Maddox introduced us, but I still know very little about him. He is often quiet, keeps to himself, and doesn’t talk. But he has been vetted very well, and I do trust the men who brought him to me, most particularly Maddox.

      I’m just not sure why he is so quiet.

      After the situation with Private Wylie, everyone has been much more careful about where the men guarding me come from. I haven’t asked a lot of questions when it comes to Commander Pepelos, but I have been thinking all along that it would be easier for me to find time to do so once Maddox had left. While he was here, I wanted to spend as much time with him as possible.

      Now that he’s gone, I can’t find any words to speak, so I just stand there. After several minutes, everyone else is gone, and it’s just the commander and me.

      The feeling of safety is strong out here. The guards around the castle wall have been quadrupled since the uprising on the day that Zabrina and the others were hanged. I know I’m safe, so I continue to stand there. I don’t go outside much except for the gardens in the center of the castle. While there is a high wall in the distance, the same one I jumped before when I was trying to escape from Maddox a few months ago, out here, the horizon stretches far into the distance, unlike in the gardens where it seems like outside is a very limited space. Even the sky seems closer inside of the garden walls.

      “Your Majesty,” Commander Pepelos begins, and I am taken aback. I turn to look at him, my eyebrows furrowed. “Perhaps we should go inside now?”

      “I’m not a queen,” I remind him. “Your Majesty should be reserved for the king and his Luna Queen, and I’m not that.” Part of me wants to add the words, “Not yet,” but I hold back because Maddox and I have much to discuss when it comes to my inheriting that title. I know he loves me, and I’m having his baby. But I’m not Rebecca.

      “I believe the term is reserved for the next in line for a throne as well, and since your two older sisters have no interest in ever taking over as the rightful queens of Maatua, perhaps that title should go to you. Therefore, I have no qualms about using it.” Commander Pepelos shrugs like he hasn’t said anything shocking.

      My mouth hangs open for a long moment before I ask him, “How do you know about that?”

      I can think of several ways. My father is the Alpha of Willow pack now, so it’s possible that the truth about our station has come out in all of that. People want to make sure that their Alpha is qualified, and certainly, a former king would be so, but they wouldn’t know of those credentials unless someone told them.

      But there is something about this man who makes me think his knowledge of my family’s life isn’t limited to the amount of information my parents may have suddenly decided to disclose after around eighteen years of pretending to be no one.

      “You and I have much to discuss, Princess Isla,” the commander says. “I will assure you that I have sworn my loyalty to your Alpha King. I’m not a threat to you or him or anyone here in any way, but that being said, I’m not exactly who he thinks I am.”

      I take a giant step backward, thoughts of the torture I went through at the hands of Private Wylie someone I trusted, entering my mind immediately. Even now, though it’s been about three months since I was kidnapped, I can still feel the pain of the silver and the wolfsbane sometimes when I try to sleep at night.

      He doesn’t move, his hands still folded behind him. “Don’t worry, please. I know you can use the mind-link to assemble a huge army to kill me in an instant, and I’m telling you it isn’t necessary. In fact, I believe that you and I want the  same things from this life, so there’s really no reason for you to be afraid of me at all, Isla.”

      “What are you talking about?” I ask him, my eyes focused on his glowing amber orbs. “What is it that you think I want?”

      “I think… you’re concerned about the health of your child, that you’re afraid because of the drugs that were used when you first conceived him that he may have difficulties when he’s born, and even though you have special abilities yourself, possibly the power to bring certain individuals back to life in specific situations, you’re afraid you will fail him.”

      My hands protectively go around my abdomen as I consider his words. Everything that has come out of his mouth so far is correct. Even the fact that I believe my child is a boy—something I have only shared with a few people.

      “So what is it you think I want?” I ask him.

      He leans a little closer to me, and I find a way to keep myself centered, refusing to scoot back. “You want to return to Maatua, to the water that brought you new life. You want to be there, close to them, when your son is born, so that if there is a problem, he can be saved by the same source that brought you back.”

      Again, he’s right, but I’m shaking my head. “Maddox will never allow it,” I tell him.

      “Yes, I know,” he replies with a nod. “And that’s part of the reason why I wanted to be with you while he’s away. So we could discuss the possibilities without his influence.”

      A chuckle escapes my lips. “You think you can persuade me to go against what the Alpha King, the father of my child wants for us?”

      He shakes his head quickly. “No, I don’t think I can persuade you because I think you’ve already persuaded yourself. All I can do is give you the tools and the courage you need to make the leap.”

      “But why?” I ask him. “Why would you care if I go to Maatua or not?” He was leaving something out, something important, something I had to know.

      “Because while you are there, I need you to do something no one else can do.” He is speaking with conviction now, and I find myself closing the distance between us, compelled by his words, drawn to his message.

      “What’s that?” I ask, hoping he doesn’t say what I think he might. I draw in a deep breath and hold it while I continue to stare into his unusual eyes, praying to the Moon Goddess that his response is something I hadn’t considered.

      When he finally answers, his words match my deepest fear when he says, “Lift the curse.”
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      *Isla*

      

      “Lift the curse?”

      I can’t help but repeat the phrase Commander Pepelos has just said to me. Confusion washes over me, not for the first time. “What are you talking about?” I ask him. “How do you know all of this about Maatua?”

      He shakes his head. “I don’t think this is the right place to discuss this, Your Highness. Why don’t we go inside, into your private chambers, and we can discuss it there?”

      “My private chambers?” Nothing he has said makes the statement sound suggestive at all, but I am wondering what people will think if they find out I have some strange man in my room, not a half an hour after Maddox has left the castle to go find out what is happening with the war.

      “Or the library. Whatever room you think is most secure.” He walks to the exterior door and pulls it open, gesturing for me to walk inside first.

      I do and nod my thanks, and the two of us are relatively quiet as we walk down the hallway.

      I am leading him to my room. Not on purpose, but I’m considering everything that he’s said, and I know there’s not a better place for me to go than to my own room.

      The thought of anyone watching us and starting a rumor is mortifying, but I have to imagine anyone who is paying any attention will assume we are just talking about the plan for the war effort.

      I decide I should go ahead and let anyone who might be passing us in the hallway know that we weren’t up to anything sinister. “Why don’t we have a bite to eat in my room while we discuss exactly what it is you’ll be doing for us while my loving Maddox is gone?” I ask loudly.

      A laugh echoes down the empty hall. “What? Are there cameras here or something?” he asks, looking around. “Are you afraid we’re being observed?”

      Glaring at him, I say, “No, but you just never know.”

      “Come now, Princess,” he insists, shaking his head at me. “It’s not a big deal for me to go into your room and talk strategy with you. It’s not as if you have an office that we could use instead.”

      “Don’t you have one?” I ask him, thinking if that might be an option. I’m still slightly leery of borrowing Maddox’s office even though he’s assured me a thousand times that it’s all right. After the first time I used it and he got so upset at me, I decided not to do that again….

      “I do have one, however, it’s all the way on the other side of the castle, and in your delicate condition, I see no reason to parade you all the way over there,” he explains.

      My mind immediately thinks, “And yet you want me to go to Maatua to lift a curse?”

      We make it to my room, and Poppy is there, tidying up. She gives me a sympathetic look, and I know she’s thinking I must be sad that the king is gone. But then she sees the commander, and her face changes. I can read alarm on her brow.

      “Poppy, this is Commander Pepelos. We are about to start discussing what will be the norm while King Maddox is away. Would you mind going to the kitchen to get us something to eat, please?”

      “Of course, Your Majesty,” she says with a little bow, but I can tell she doesn’t trust the commander. “Shall I send another maid in while I’m gone?”

      “No,” I say with a laugh, trying to be dismissive. “It’s all right.”

      “Okay. But I will whip the door open as soon as I arrive, so please be prepared to be startled.” She gives him a sharp nod and then disappears, and I almost laugh.

      “We should get on with this true discussion before she returns,” I say, sitting down at the table where I take my meals when I eat in my chambers. “How do you know so much about Maatua?” I ask him.

      He sits down across from me, and something tells me he’s probably had this speech prepared for a while. Perhaps I’ve thrown him off with my question. He takes a moment before he begins to speak.

      “I’m from Maatua,” he says, keeping his voice down. It seems he’s not as keen on being overheard as he let on before.

      “Okay.” I’m not sure what else to say to him. I’m not even sure that I believe him. “Where do you live now? That is, how did you get away from there, and how did you come to be at the castle? I know that Maddox wouldn’t have hired you without a thorough background check, but he must not know about this.”

      He gives me a crooked smile, letting me know I’ve figured him out. “I don’t think there’s any reason for me to go through all of that. Let me just say that I’ve been off the island for several years. I’ve done my time, serving the king. I’ve been loyal to the Alpha and Commander I’ve worked under, and now, I’m finally in a position where I can speak to you.”

      It seems like confusion is the only feeling I can acknowledge today, at least since I started this conversation with him.

      “But… I’ve only been here for a few months,”  I remind him.

      “Yes, and you won’t believe how excited I was to hear of it. Your family has been nearly impossible to track down.” He shakes his head slightly as he catches my eyes.

      “Have you been searching for us?” I ask. I suddenly think there’s a chance I’m starting to piece this all together, though I’m still a long way from understanding.

      “Yes, I have been looking for you specifically. The baby that died but came back to life.” He runs a hand through his hair and then folds his arms across his chest.

      He does know things he shouldn’t….

      “How did you know that was me, though? It’s not as if it’s common knowledge that I am the princess from the island, and it’s even less common knowledge that I died and came back to life,” I remind him.

      Shaking his head, he says, “I can’t get into all of that. I don’t want to throw any of my sources under the bus. After all, the people that have helped me to get here deserve to be protected as much as I can keep them that way.”

      “Protected from me?” I ask him. “Why would I be upset that someone helped you to find me if you’re here to help me with something that will benefit the people of Maatua?”

      “No, not protect them from you, Princess,” he says. “Protect them from the king. It’s not as if His Majesty has wanted anyone to know that you are actually the long-lost Princess of Maatua. Granted, there are several of us advisors who think it would actually help his cause if others knew that, that you’re not just a commoner, a breeder for hire, or something of that nature.”

      I feel my cheeks growing red. Ever since word has spread that King Maddox has a breeder, I have worried about what people may think about me. I worry about it with my child as well. What if people will not accept him because they think only his father is a royal?

      I can’t even promise Commander Pepelos that I would be able to keep him or the people he is speaking of safe because Maddox has a way of doing whatever he wants, even when I try to assure him that he needs to listen to me.

      “All right, then,” I say. “You’re from Maatua. You’ve come here and served in the military while you’ve been looking for my family. Some spies at the castle that I’m not allowed to know about have provided you with the information you need in order to infiltrate my home and tell me that you need my help in lifting a curse on the island where we both were born?”

      A crooked grin pulls up one side of his mouth. “Yes, I think that’s the gist of it, more or less.”

      I’m not sure what to think about him. I can’t decide if I trust him or not. I can’t even decide if I like him or not. He seems a bit shady to me, and I can’t quite put my finger on why. Perhaps it’s because of all of the sneaking around he’s just told me about, but I’m starting to think there’s a chance I wouldn’t trust him even without all of that.

      “So what makes you think that I can help? You must know, Alpha King Maddox is fully against me going back to Maatua, especially while I’m pregnant,” I remind him.

      He nods. “Yes, I am aware, but I also know that you’re not the delicate flower you appear to be. Just because the king has told you that you shouldn’t do something, that doesn’t mean you won’t.”

      I lift an eyebrow at him. “I don’t intend to anger the king. I’ve done that in the past, and it didn’t end well.” I am speaking of the night I ran away and almost got killed by rogues.

      Once again, the commander nods in agreement. “But this is different. First of all, you’ll want the opportunity to save your baby. I know that you’re unsure as to whether or not you can do that on your own. Also, something that you don’t know but that you need to know is that there’s possibly only a small window of time before your opportunity to lift the curse may be closed forever.”

      He certainly has my attention now. “Why do you say that?” I ask him.

      “Because… in order to lift the curse, you have to get the person who put the curse on the island to lift it. And if she dies before she does that, the curse will never be lifted,” he explains.

      I shake my head. “I don’t believe that. I believe once the person who placed the curse dies, the curse will automatically be lifted.”

      “Well, you don’t know KiloKilo very well, then do you?” he asks me.

      “KiloKilo?” I repeat, and he nods.

      That’s the island my aunt was from. Mary. I swallow hard, afraid I know what he’s talking about now, but I don’t want to know. My head is already swimming, and I only know part of the story.

      “Isla, do I look like anyone that you know? Not my eyes, but… my face. My jawline. My nose. The structure of my profile?” He turns his head a few different ways so that I can get a better look at the different angles.

      That’s when it dawns on me. He does look a bit like some of the men in my family. My father, around the eyes, my brother Chris in the nose, even Ben when it comes to his jawline.

      “Why do you look like we might be related?” I ask, holding my breath as I wait for a response.

      When he answers, his words cut through my soul. “Because we are. I’m your cousin. Antony Moon.”
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      *Maddox*

      

      The drive to Cliff’s Edge pack will take several hours. If so many of the packs between our territory and Alpha Charlton are hostile right now, it’s best if we take our troops around them. The last thing I want to do is give the impression that we might be moving in, planning an invasion, because some of these packs have been rumored to be aligned with Beach Front.

      As we meander through the countryside, my long convo of military vehicles following along in parade order, my mind goes back to the information I’ve gotten from my commanders in the field. Both Commander Vember and Commander Givens have supplied me with plenty of information. I need to make sure that my alliances are strong in the few packs that are closer to Beach Front that might still might be willing to help me.

      “We are expected by Alpha Charlton, but he is a bit leery of our arrival,” Seth says from his seat next to me in the second row in the SUV. “He’s afraid that the other packs in the area might decide to attack him in order to attempt to bring him into the fold and make sure he’s not going to side against them, regardless of whether he intends to fight alongside them or not.”

      I nod, but I don’t have much to say when it comes to this subject. Seth knows my feelings about Cliff’s Edge pack. He understands my consternation about going there again after all of these years, more so than anyone else, I’m certain.

      We drive on in relative quiet, though I am getting reports from the commanders when we approach the pack in question and designated members of our train turn off and fall into position.

      It irritates the hell out of me that we are even in this position, where I am having to defend what is rightfully mine because some other assholes think that they can simply take it from me for any reason whatsoever but most especially because Alpha Jordan and his bitch wife, Luna Elaine have started this fiasco to begin with.

      All because I wouldn’t marry their daughter….

      The border of Cliff’s Edge comes into town, and take a deep breath, holding it tight for several minutes before I slowly let it go.

      A thousand images flicker before my eyes. An elegant castle lit up at sunset, a sparkling silver ball gown, the ocean twinkling in the last light of day, a thousand stars winking down from overhead.

      But mostly, I see a pair of stunning eyes, a gorgeous face, and open arms… arms that will never hold me again.

      “We’re here,” Seth says, and I snap back to reality. The castle in the distance doesn’t look the same as it did ten years ago when I first arrived here. I see patches of green on the outside where nature has attempted to reclaim it. Cracks between the stones testify to a hard life. Something tells me that this place has been just as miserable as I have been these past several years until recently.

      I can’t think about all of this right now. I’m here to do a job. Just because something is difficult, that doesn’t make it impossible.

      I brace myself to get out of the car certain of one thing and one thing only… I will make this right. If not for my own sake, for hers.
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      *Isla*

      “He’s your cousin?” Poppy asks me, her mouth a wide O as her eyes practically bulge from her head. “Are you serious?”

      “I am serious,”  I say, sitting on the edge of my bed as I swing my legs back and forth. “I know it sounds crazy, but I believe him.”

      “You believe him?” Everything that comes out of her mouth at the moment is a question. I feel no need to reply to her in the affirmative when I’ve just told her I believe him.

      Though, I’m not exactly sure I should believe him, not fully anyway. Much of what Antony Moon has just told me seems farfetched and distant from reality.

      But he knows so much that it’s difficult to think that just anyone could’ve come up with this information. No, the more I think about it, the more I believe he has to truly be my cousin.

      “All right, so tell me again,” Poppy says, sitting down on the bed next to me. She had brought lunch in only a few minutes after Commander Pepelos had made his dramatic revelation to me. We’d eaten in relative silence because he didn’t want to say anything more in front of Poppy, I presumed, though he should’ve known that I would tell her everything anyway. But then again, if she were just a maid and not my best friend, other than Maddox, then perhaps he would be right in assuming his secrets would be safe from her.

      As soon as he had left to go do his rounds, I’d spilled the tea to her, disclosing everything he’d said. But in true Poppy fashion, telling her once simply wasn’t good enough.

      No, she needs to hear everything a few times so she can digest it all, take it in, let it ruminate.

      “So… did you know your Aunt Mary and Uncle Tony had a child?” she asks me.

      I shake my head. “I don’t think so. If I was ever aware of him, I’d forgotten a long time ago.”

      “Kind of like Ginger,” she mutters, tapping one finger on her chin.

      I roll my eyes at her. It’s true, I had forgotten about the cat that died and came back to life. But then, I’d been so young. For that matter, if I had known about Antony, I would’ve been a child at the time. It’s not as if my parents ever spoke about anyone or anything associated with Maatua once we left the island.

      “Is he younger or older than you?” she asks me.

      “I don’t know,” I admit.

      “Do you think he has the same powers as you? I mean, if his mother had him after she was killed and came back to life, then maybe he does?” she wants to know.

      “I don’t know,” I say again.

      “But then, if he has the same powers as you, why wouldn’t he just be able to reverse the curse himself? Why would he need you?” Poppy stands and begins to pace as she asks these questions.

      My reply is a simple, “I don’t know.”

      “And if he needs you because he doesn’t have the powers, then why does he think you’re capable of lifting the curse? Does he think your aunt will listen to you for some reason?”

      As I open my mouth to respond, she turns and looks at me, and at the same time we both say, “I don’t know.”

      “Well, I don’t!” I shrug and hold out my arms in exasperation. “How would I know? I’ve told you everything my cousin told me. I either need to speak to him some more, or I need to talk to the only other person I know who has some sort of understanding about Maatua.”

      “Mystica.” It’s not a question. She settles back on the bed beside me, still thinking. I can tell by the expression on her face. “Yes, I think that’s a good idea. You can trust her more than you can trust your wayward cousin.”

      “How do you know he’s wayward?” I ask, though I’m not sure why I feel the need to defend him.

      “Because… he’s here. He’s lying about who he is. He’s pretending to want to help with the war effort when his entire purpose for being here has nothing to do with the defense of our kingdom. That sounds like a wayward person to me,” she declares.

      “To me, it sounds like a desperate person, someone with enough direction to understand that he needs help.”

      She shrugs. “Whatever you want to call him, I don’t think we can trust him yet. There’s just something about him that screams shady to me.”

      I have to agree with her. I don’t quite know what it is that makes me feel that way either. Perhaps it is his strangely colored eyes. Or maybe it is the fact that he’s deceiving the king. I want to get to the bottom of it, so I use the mind-link to call Mystica into my chambers.

      “She’s on her way,” I tell Poppy, and she gives me a small nod of satisfaction.

      While we wait for Mystica to arrive, Poppy continues to pepper me with questions I cannot answer. Rather than telling her my standard answer of, “I don’t know,” I sit in relative silence, waiting for the pack healer to arrive.

      A knock on the door a few minutes later has Poppy getting to her feet. Mystica walks in, and I can tell she’s concerned. “Is everything all right with the baby, Princess?”

      I realize then that I failed to tell her why I had summoned her and immediately feel guilty. “Yes, yes, everything is fine. It’s just… a man has shown up here at the castle claiming to be from Maatua. He says he is my cousin.”

      Her eyes widen slightly as she sinks down into a chair across from us. “A man?” she repeats.

      I nod. “Yes, and we’re not sure we can trust him.”

      “Tell me everything you know,” she insists, folding her hands in front of her, stoically.
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TERMINATION
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