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      *Isaac*

      

      “It’s not bad.” Mom smiles tightly as her hands smooth over the front of my dress suit, her slender fingers pale against the navy blue fabric. I twitch, reaching up to tug on my collar while I look at my reflection over the top of her head. For a moment, I think it’s my father staring back at me, but no. My father, Alpha King Maddox, and I have practically the same face. Strong jaw, high cheekbones, and the same sharp nose. But I’d been blond up until a few years ago, the glossy golden hair that favored my mom fading into a rich brown. I look even more like him now than I ever have before.Mom’s soft blue eyes, the same color and shape as mine, turn up to meet my gaze.

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask, trying to shrug the stiff fabric from my shoulders as Mom breaks from my gaze and walks in a circle around me to inspect the suit she’d had specially made for the occasion.

      “Probably making sure Ella and Rosie aren’t sabotaging something,” she mutters softly, clicking her tongue.

      I hope they are, which is a strange thing to wish for, but I hate events like this. The dressing up, the formality, the Alphas and Lunas of other packs groveling at our feet.

      Oh, and of course, having the daughters of said Alphas shoved at me from every angle.

      The idea that my sister Ella and Rosie, who I’m sure can be called a cousin in some shape or form, are plotting something makes my chest tighten with excitement…. Even if it’s just spiking the punch bowl or letting a snake loose in the ballroom.

      “You look very handsome, Isaac,” Mom sniffs.

      “Please don’t cry,” I almost beg, turning away from my reflection to face her. She reaches up to tuck a lock of my hair behind my ear before picking invisible lint from my suit.

      “Goddess, it seems just like yesterday when I first held you in my arms…”

      I bite my tongue to stop myself from reminding her my birth resulted in her death and resurrection.

      “Well, that was twenty-one years ago.” My face pulls up into a tight smile. Stepping past her, I give myself one more brief glance in the mirror before grabbing my watch off my dresser.

      “A lifetime,” she sighs, her hands smoothing over the pale rose gown she’s wearing tonight. “You’re a man now.”

      “I’ve been a man,” I remind her softly, sitting stiffly on the edge of my bed in the grand castle where I was born and raised. “And it’s not like tonight has any significance.”

      Mom’s eyes flash with what I can only describe as grief, which makes me feel like an absolute jerk.

      Coming into my wolf at sixteen had been a shock to everyone. My family and those who live and work at the castle continue to keep  it under wraps, of course. Instead of going to Wellington University at age sixteen, like the rest of the men in my family, I’d been educated at home until I reached the age of eighteen and those who caught the scent of my powers would assume I was nearing the age of twenty-one and coming into them slowly like all shifters, rather than having hid them for two years.

      The only explanation we had for my early powers was the fact the Diamond of Faith had saved my mother’s life, and possibly my own, at my birth.

      I try not to think about it if I can help it.

      “Are you ready?” Mom asks, her hands folded neatly behind her back.

      “Do I have to?” I sound whiney, but being forced to stand at the top of the grand staircase while I’m announced to my father’s kingdom, Crescent Falls, as the wolf I’ve been for the last five years isn’t what I want to be doing right now.

      Her mouth quirks into a slightly annoyed smile. “Yes, Isaac. You’re the prince, and it’s your twenty-first birthday.”

      I open my mouth to respond, but then I hear a familiar voice. “You look ridiculous,” Ella snorts from the doorway, her white teeth gleaming as she looks me up and down. Rosie peeks her head in next to Ella’s, her soft black curls pulled back by pink and white ribbons.

      “Ella, quit harassing your brother.” Dad’s voice echoes down the corridor leading to my room in time with his thundering footsteps.

      Ella strides into the room wearing a tight red dress made of silk and dusted with little crimson crystals. Now, she looks like Dad. More so than me. Her deep green eyes glimmer with amusement as she folds her dainty arms beneath her chest and looks me up and down with a shrug. “I guess it’s not that bad.”

      “How long do I have to wear this?” I sigh, turning pleading eyes to Mom.

      “It’s just a suit jacket, for Goddess’ sake,” Mom hisses, losing her patience as Ella smirks at us. “You can take it off when the dancing starts.”

      Rosie claps her hands excitedly, but I want to die.

      “We are late, Isla,” Dad says from the doorway. His eyes land on Ella, and a growl escapes his throat. “I told you to change, Ella.”

      “We’re late,” she teases, flipping her long, dark brown hair over her shoulder. “You just said it yourself.”

      Chaos breaks out as my family members begin to grumble and bicker with each other while I sit stone-faced on the edge of my bed.

      “I am not changing my dress,” Ella says with finality, her voice lifted and cutting through the fray.

      Dad fixes Mom with a pleading look, but Mom’s eyes are on me.

      “Happy birthday, honey,” she smiles, tears blurring her vision.
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        * * *

      

      Music swells in the immaculate, golden ballroom. The whole place is a sea of bright gowns and men in fine suits as couples swirl in circles and glasses of champagne catch the light of the massive crystal chandelier overhead.

      “No word from the border?” Dad asks somewhere to my right, his voice low against the music and the hum of various conversations from around the room. Elijah, my father’s Beta, shakes his head.

      “Nothing. No movement. Alpha King Kane didn’t acknowledge the summons whatsoever.”

      A muscle in Dad’s jaw twitches as he shifts his weight, his arms crossing over his chest. “Is Alpha Hunter prepared in the event Eastonia makes any more moves?”

      Alpha Hunter is Elijah’s twin and one of my father’s strongest supporting Alphas. Moorn is a strange, almost mythical, city located at the farthest reaches of my father’s kingdom. The river that once separated our world from the temple in which my father placed the Diamond of Faith to restore peace and order, borders the land.  No one from here even knew there was anything across the river until eighteen years ago….

      I was too young to remember that night, but I’d heard the stories over and over again about how that woman had stumbled into the castle. She’d cried and begged for help, bleeding everywhere.

      And then the Queen of Eastonia had died on the floor right here in the ballroom.

      My thoughts are interrupted by Elijah’s words as I try to listen in. I need to know all of this because the kingdom will be mine to rule one day. “Hunter is keeping an eye on things but feels there’s no immediate threat,” Elijah says after a moment, his eyes on the crowd.

      I chuckle to myself, keeping my face forward so I’m not caught eavesdropping.

      “I’m tired of this game of cat and mouse,” Dad breathes. “I wanted this issue taken care of by now.”

      “Kane wants something.” Elijah’s tone darkens.

      Kane. The young King of Eastonia, a man close to my age from what I understand. Ruthless, brutal, and powerful.

      But none of us have ever seen him.

      And none of us know exactly what he wants. He’s sent scouts out into my dad’s territory several times now, leaving chaos, death, and destruction in their wake. But war is impossible when your enemy hides behind something my parents’ call “the veil.” I’m not sure what they mean, but I need to know.

      Again, my thoughts are interrupted by a voice. “Prince Isaac?” A short, elderly man dressed in the official colors of his pack bows his head to me, then Dad. “I offer my sincere congratulations on your twenty-first birthday, as do my daughters.” He steps aside, revealing two blushing women standing shoulder to shoulder behind him.

      “Thank you,” I say kindly, bobbing my head to him and his daughters. Both are blonde, beautiful, and desperate for my attention.

      I wince when Dad’s elbow slightly nudges my arm.

      “May I have the pleasure of dancing with one of your daughters?” I say, choking on the words. I feel Dad’s silent chuckle as the Alpha beams with pride and yanks one of his daughters forward.

      With a sigh, I take her arm and  lead the young woman to the dance floor for a  waltz around the ballroom. Politely, I ask about her hobbies, her education, her likes and dislikes. This one likes the color pink, roses, and ballet. She hopes to have six or seven children if the Goddess blesses her. She calls herself dutiful and loyal, both qualities all of these Alphas drill into their daughters.

      I manage to smile and nod, pretending to care, but I don’t.

      Looking over the girl’s head, I spot Ella in the crowd, still wearing the dress nearly the color of Dad’s face when he’d realized she hadn’t changed into something more modest and appropriate for a woman of nineteen. Dutiful is not a term I would use to describe my hard-headed sister.

      She’s speaking to a dark-haired man I don’t recognize, but I don’t have the opportunity to try to catch a detailed glimpse at his face before the dance ends, and I hastily lead my partner back to her father, who will be disappointed I won’t be asking her for a second dance.

      Her sister’s eyes look like a puppy left behind at the pound when I don’t ask her to dance, but I see no reason to crush her hopes even more, so I ignore her.

      Everyone watches me. Everyone wants to know if I’ve felt it yet, either the twinge of amorous or possibly even the elusive mate bond. Everyone wants to know if their daughter will be the lucky one who gets to be my Luna, who will one day hold the title that my mom now claims.

      No one knows I don’t, and won’t ever, know my mate.

      I rush out of the room to get some air for a moment, practically panting in my haste to be alone.

      I have no such luck.

      “You look like you want to disappear into the wallpaper,” Ella grins as she slides up next to me in an alcove, her fingers curled around a glass of champagne.

      “Don’t let Dad see you with that,” I sigh. A waiter walks by on his way into the ballroom, and I snatch a glass of scotch. Behind him, I  watch the party go on without me.

      “What’s the matter, Isaac?” Ella’s voice drops, losing that mischief laced tone she’s known for. Her hand rests on my elbow as she turns her eyes toward the crowd.

      Ignoring her question, I turn the tables on her. “Who were you talking to earlier?”

      “I’ve been talking to a lot of people–”

      “The dark-haired man dressed in black.”

      “Oh,” she laughs, her glossy dark hair trailing over her shoulders. “I don’t know. I didn’t get his name. Some Beta’s son, I’m guessing. He asked me to dance, and I declined.”

      I look around at the party goers. So many laughing, smiling faces. So much splendor. So many prim peacocks strutting about. Some of  the women titter and crane their necks not even bothering to try to hide the fact that they are gaping at the platform where the thrones rest. They are empty, of course, my parents enjoying the party they paid for.

      It seems that everyone is looking for me. But tucked away in this quiet alcove in the hallway, both the prince and princess of Crescent Falls are hidden from the world.

      “Do you see that loudmouth girl about my age over there?” Ella asks, pointing discreetly at a woman wearing a gaudy green gown with a matching headdress. “She comes from a place called Celestoria.”

      “That’s over the northern mountains,” I mutter absently.Celestoria is a small, mostly unknown territory with its own Alpha King who is considered our father’s ally, but it’s so far away their alliance is practically useless in times of unrest. Plus, their language is totally different and tricky to learn, let alone understand.

      “Yeah, that’s right,” Ella confirms. “She’s been asking everyone where you are.”

      I sigh, looking down at Ella. What in the world for? I won’t be able to understand anything she says anyway. She must only speak a word or two of our language.

      “She even asked me about your whereabouts, and when I said I didn’t know, she threw a little hissy fit. She’s obviously desperate for a dance.”

      “Her and everyone else in this room.” Shaking my head, I consider sneaking out the back. Would my parents notice? Probably.

      I look back over the dance floor, but movement far across the room catches my eye. A young woman in a pale gray gown darts behind a curtain, her body pressed against the far wall as she brings a glass of champagne to her lips.

      She isn’t dressed like the rest of the young woman in the room. No jewelry drapes over her neck, no rings on her fingers catching the light of the chandelier. Wine-red hair is pulled away from her face and falls down her back in soft, gentle waves. And her face?

      Beautiful.

      I don’t realize I’m walking forward until the crowd parts, and I find myself in front of her, my hand extended.

      “Will you dance with me?” I ask as her eyes meet mine. Eyes the color of a stormy night, so blue they’re almost black.

      Her brow furrows deeply as she looks from my eyes to my hand. At first, I think she is confused. Perhaps she didn’t expect the question. Neither did I.

      But then,, she places her hand in mine, and I walk her out of her hiding spot.

      A hush falls over the crowd. I hadn’t approached anyone for a dance yet, not of my own free will.

      We are the only ones on the dance floor for several moments, my hand resting on her lower back as I sweep her across the marble floor in a very tricky waltz. She knows the steps, and her eyes stay locked on mine to the point I barely notice the other dancers starting to twirl around us.

      Her eyes have me spellbound. I swear on the Goddess I can see stars shimmering in her irises as I twirl her in a circle.

      I lean in, her hair grazing my face as I whisper, “What's your name?”

      But she doesn’t answer, and when I pull away I notice the beautiful, rosy blush on her fair cheeks.

      The music ends too soon, the dance coming to an abrupt end. She steps away from me, curtsying deeply as people start to crowd us.

      “Move! I’ve been waiting to dance with him all night!” someone shouts. Other voices shower over us, but my eyes don’t leave the gorgeous face of the only woman here who has captured my attention. She rises from the curtsy and briefly glances at me before turning on her heel and rushing into the crowd.

      “Wait!” I shout, but my voice is drowned out by the crowd.

      And just like that… she’s gone.
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      Three Years Later…

      

      *Maddy*

      

      The floorboards have never been cleaner, and my hands have never been more raw. Soapy water soaks through my leggings as I kneel, wringing out my sponge in a bucket of water. The chalet needs work, at least my stepmother says so every chance she gets. The cracks in the ancient plaster and the stone chimneys blackened with soot were once clean and whole, and the chalet itself used to be regal and housed her family back when they had wealth and standing.

      Now, it’s a testament to her less-than-ideal situation.

      A situation, she says, is only exasperated by my being in the picture.

      I’m another mouth to feed. Another body to clothe.

      But I don’t eat anything but scraps left over from the main table and my clothes are nothing but tarnished rags after years and years of mending. Elodie eats like a queen, wears the hottest fashions, and is treated like a person, whereas I’m treated worse than dirt.

      Elodie is my stepsister, and she’s the apple of my stepmother Louisa’s eye.

      My back cracks as I sit up and wring out the sponge again. Sweat prickles on my brow despite the chill in the air that’s nipping at my toes through my worn out and fraying boots. Evening is closing in, another day spent scrubbing and mending and toiling while my stepmother and stepsister sit downstairs in front of the fireplace complaining about the ball three years ago.

      I take a deep breath and try to push my own memories from that night away. Dwelling on the events of that night will do me no good, even if they are some of the few happy thoughts stored within the recesses of my mind.

      I go back to scrubbing, but in my mind, I’m transported back to the night of the ball. It was the Prince of Crescent Falls twenty-first birthday. He’d asked me to dance, and while thinking of those few moments the two of us had spent twirling around the dance floor causes my heart to flutter and ache, ultimately, I’d paid a steep price for those few moments of attention from him.

      Since that night, my life has been even more of a nightmare than it had been before. Not since my father died several years ago have I known a moment of peace and happiness, except for those few minutes dancing with the prince. But since then, well, my stepmother has been even more horrid than before.

      Neither my stepmother nor stepsister have forgiven me for “stealing Elodie’s thunder,” whatever in the world that means.

      My only reason for attending the ball was to serve as Elodie’s lady’s maid. My father had been a successful and well-liked merchant during his life, so I had been invited, but my stepmother didn’t want anyone to know I was her child.  I’d been dressed plainly and made to parade around with Elodie so she’d stand out more.

      Smirking as I scrub another section of the floor, I remember that horrible green dress that made her look like a lizard with feathers instead of the regal queen she assumed she looked like.

      “Where is that girl?” Louisa, my stepmother, snaps somewhere downstairs. I bristle, a chill running up my spine at her sharp tone. With no money to afford maids or cooks, all of that work falls on my shoulders. I scrub harder when her footsteps echo through the hallway outside the bedroom I’m cleaning, and I don’t raise my eyes to her when she trudges into the room. “You missed a spot, stupid worthless bitch” she chides, her hands on her hips as she points a toe at a smudge on the floor.

      I ignore her. She’ll likely force me to scrub this entire room again tomorrow just for the hell of it.

      “I need you to go to market to fetch some things,” she says sharply as she walks further into the room, purposefully kicking over the bucket of soapy water. The dirty water rushes toward me, so I scoot back, not daring to get up when she’s standing so close. She’ll just push me down again. “Tisk, tisk. Look at how clumsy you are, Madeline.”

      Biting my bottom lip to keep from saying anything back, I sit there, waiting as she toes around the puddle of water to hand me a list, and drops a small pouch of coins in front of me.

      “You’ll escort Elodie to the seamstress. She needs four new gowns–”

      I rise up to my knees, weighing the pouch of coins in my hands as I meet my stepmother's steely dark eyes. She was once a beauty, but she’s so ugly on the inside now, one could never even tell.  She blames her situation on me, the poverty that I’ve brought to her and hers, of course, but in reality she spent my father’s fortune immediately after his death and was forced to return here, to her decaying familial home.

      The coin bag is so heavy, I’m shocked and speak out of turn. “Where did this come from?” I ask. My cheek burns from the memory of the slaps she often gives me from asking too many questions. This time, the slap doesn’t come. Instead, she gives me a wicked smile and rolls her eyes.

      “Like I said, you stupid girl, go to the seamstress, and while Elodie is there, fetch the rest of the items on the list from the market.”

      I look down at the list–at the fancy wine and expensive meat. I look back up at her, suspicion settling in my stomach.

      “Go on, then.” She smirks as she turns on her heel and leaves the room. I look down at my soaked leggings and blow out a deep breath.

      It’s the dead of winter, and I’m about to freeze to death running errands for my witch of a stepmother and her ungrateful daughter.

      My life is a mess with nothing promising in sight, but when I think of my father, I know I have to go on. He wouldn’t want me to give up or run away. I take a deep breath and follow my stepmother out of the room.
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        * * *

      

      I watch Elodie’s blonde head disappear behind a curtain at the modiste as I stand outside in the blizzard blanketing the sleepy town of Mountain Spring. Mountain Hell, more like it. I wrap my arms around my middle and shiver violently as I turn and trudge through ankle deep snow, leaning against the wind that rips through the ragged jacket I’d had to mend and pack with goose down for the past five winters to keep warm.

      A few wolves pass me, one of them clutching a basket in its jaw. Now, they have the right idea. Having a built in winter jacket is perfect for a day like today, but I haven’t been able to shift in years. Too thin, too weak. I try, and nothing happens. This is exactly what my stepmother wants. If I were strong enough to shift, I might actually run away, despite her warnings that the only kind of life that awaits me out there is that of a whore or breeder.

      Three years ago, after the ball, when she’d beaten me so badly I could hardly stand,  I cowered at the thought. I’d decided to stick it out with her, like my father had wanted.

      But I am starving, and tired, and have worked myself to the bone.

      When I think back to that night, I both treasure the moments I spent with the handsome prince and wish they had never happened. Over the years, the more time I’ve spent thinking about him, the more I’ve loathed him and blamed him for everything. Had he done it just to humiliate me? What else could it have been?

      Part of me likes to think that those words he uttered that I didn’t understand were complimentary, that he thought I was beautiful, alluring. But it couldn’t be anything like that. He is a prince, after all, maybe a king by now. And what am I?

      I am nothing.

      Shaking my head, I clear the thoughts again and enter a store, the bell chiming above my head. “Everything on the list,” I say to the owner of one of the few shops in town. Most families hunt for their meat, but since my mother and sister refuse to do something so “unladylike,” we must buy ours, which is very expensive.

      The older man nods, taking the list and disappearing for a few minutes. When he returns, he fills my basket, and the coins are exchanged. As quickly as I’ve come, I walk back to the modiste to stand out in the cold and snow until Elodie is done.

      I would go in with her, but it’s not allowed. The modiste wouldn’t be caught dead with someone like me within her store. Rags for clothes, skin and bone, my hair a tangled nest of lackluster red waves? No, I belong on the street with the poorest of the poor according to her–and the rest of the wealthy pack members my family tries so hard to fit in with.

      An elderly woman dressed in nothing more than a shawl and thin dress staggers by, her body hunched against the cold. A gust of wind rips her shawl from her frail, gnarled frame, and I jump to catch it before it blows down the street.

      Catching it in my hand, I drape it over her shoulders and turn away from the modiste to walk her back to wherever she lives, but she wraps her frozen, gnarled fingers  around mine.

      “Thank you, sweet girl,” she whispers, patting my hand.

      “Let me walk you home–”

      Her curled fingers squeeze hard as she takes a choked breath, shaking her head. Her eyes are nearly opaque as she stares deeply into mine.

      “Are you all right?” My words are barely audible even to my own ear.

      “Danger is coming,” she chokes, her beady black eyes meeting mine. I go to pull away, but her grip increases to a strength so at odds with her age I can’t fathom what is happening.. “Stay with your mate–”

      “My mate?” Perplexed, I shake my head at her. What is she talking about? A few people snicker at us as they walk by, but I ignore them. “I don’t have a mate.” I’d given up on that childish dream of being swept off my feet and finding my mate long, long ago. The notion had disappeared with my wolf, and possibly with the last ounce of adoration I had for the prince, the only male who had ever paid me any mind.

      She is persistent, leaning toward me, the scent of her breath something like garlic and decay. “Stay with him, and you will be safe.” I find myself nodding as I stare into her grief lined face.

      Abruptly, she releases my hand. I take a step back, my eyes still focused on hers.

      Another gust of wind rips through us, nearly knocking me over. Her shawl is outlined against the gray sky as it’s ripped from her shoulders again. I turn to grab it, suddenly moving as if in slow motion, seeing the swirl of snowflakes almost freeze in place for a moment as if someone pressed pause on the hourglass of time for a fraction of a second.

      When everything falls back into place, I have the shawl in my hand and turn to her.

      She’s not there.

      Confused, I twirl around, searching the nearly deserted street for her form. “Wait…” My heart thundering in my chest, I continue to look for her but see no trace of her.

      How is that possible?

      “Where did you go?”

      “I’m right here, stupid bitch.” I turn to see my stepsister stepping out of the store. Her face scrunches up as she stares at me “Madeline, what the fuck are you doing?” she snaps “Get your ass over here right now and carry my bags, you stupid, useless idiot.”

      My jaw tightens as I give the area another glance before placing the old woman's shawl over a bench next to the sidewalk and walking over to Elodie. She draws her hand back and slaps me soundly across the face, scowling with fury. I’m so numb the slap doesn’t even hurt, but I know it’ll leave a red mark.
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        * * *

      

      I roll over in bed, pulling the thin, ratty quilt up to my chin and trembling against the cold. My room, nothing more than a storage closet with a small, cracked window and a stray mattress on the floor, is bitter cold once again. Ice forms along the crack in the window where the blizzard is still raging outside.

      Sleep won’t come, no matter how hard I try. A lingering ache from Elodie’s fierce slap bruises my cheek, and my hand where that strange woman touched me before she disappeared feels heavy.

      I sit up, rubbing my eyes and blinking into the darkness. Voices drift from beneath the door. I tilt my head, glancing at the window above my head. Usually, I’m up with breakfast starting before Louisa and Elodie are even awake. Did I oversleep? Is the blizzard so severe it’s blocking out the meager sunlight we get during this time of year?

      I pull a sweater over my thin nightgown and quietly sneak out of the closet, stepping into a chilly and dark hallway on the first floor. The voices grow louder as I creep down the hall and peek around the archway leading into the main sitting room. Three men stand protectively behind a smaller man who is sitting in an armchair across from my stepmother. His eyes flick to mine before I can retreat.

      Louisa turns around to look at me, her eyes narrowed, but then her mouth stretches into a wicked grin.

      “Ah, here she is.”

      In a flash, they move toward me. I don’t even get the full phrase out as I ask, “What’s happening?”

      With no response, I’m grabbed by two of the men and dragged forward, my screams cut off by my impact with the floor at the smaller man’s feet.

      “She’s quite thin,” he says with a look of disgust, the toe of his boot hooking under my chin and forcing me to look upright.

      “This winter has been hard on the whole pack, I’m afraid,” my stepmother says with a click of her tongue.

      He shakes his head, his beady black eyes staring at me as he purses his lips. “I had a plan for her. Now I’m not so sure–”

      I try to crawl away from him, to put some space between us, but I’m shoved forward again, nearly hitting my face on his shin.

      Behind me, my stepmother says dismissively, “Well, you’ve already paid for her. I don’t give a fuck what you do with her now.”

      I manage to turn my head and I gape up at Louisa, my throat tightening. What did she say? Is that where the money came from? She sold me?

      I remember what she’d told me before, about me becoming a whore or a breeder. Had she made that happen?

      Panic sweeps through me as I scramble to get up again, but the men are too strong. Before I can even move, they have me, their fingers biting into the flesh of my upper arms.

      Standing, the smaller man says, “Pick her up.” He rolls his eyes and starts for the door.

      “No!”  I scream as I’m lifted into the air. I kick my feet and try to free my arms, but they are too strong, and I’m thrown over one of his cronies shoulders like a sack of potatoes. I thrash and shout, but they overpower me. The other man ties my wrists together, then my feet.

      “Louisa! Louisa” I plead as we head for the door. Lifting my head, I stare at my stepmother. A wicked smile pulls up her wrinkled face as she lifts her hand and waves at me.

      “NO!” I cry out, but my voice is sucked away by the brutal, frigid wind as I’m carried out into the night.
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      *Maddy*

      

      I wriggle against the restraints. My wrists are raw and aching from the ropes. I don’t know what time it is or where I’m being taken, but I was carried from the chalet to a vehicle, then onto a train, and now I lay with my face pressed against a hardwood floor thick with the scent of fresh wax.

      Two achingly slow days have passed, and I have no idea where I am or why.

      Sold. That was what Louisa said. She’d sold me.

      It’s no wonder she had money to buy meat and wine and four new dresses for Elodie.

      I roll onto my side and curl into a ball. At least it’s warm wherever I am. Chill doesn’t bite my toes or waft through cracked windows.

      No, this place is nice. Well-furnished with thick velvet curtains and plush couches. Still, I’m on the floor, hog-tied and filthy after two days of rough travel. I turn to look out a window on the far side of the room. Soft daylight spills across the floor, illuminating obscure sculptures and art collecting dust. Midday, maybe? Afternoon?

      My stomach aches as if to tell me whatever time it is, I haven’t eaten since the scraps from dinner before I was carried out of Louisa and Elodie’s house two days ago.

      The door opens, but I don’t lift my head to see who is approaching me. Shiny blank boots come to halt just before my face.

      “You look like shit.” His accent is thick, but I can understand him as the small man, whose name I now know is Reginald Trauffaut, crouches in front of me and uses a dirty finger to brush my hair away from my face. Two maids hustle into the room, the footsteps tapping across the floorboards. “Get her cleaned up and bring her to my office.” He leans in close, his dark eyes narrowing on mine. “You better be worth the money I paid for you. I have one shot at this, and if you fail me, I’ll slit your throat and dump you in a river. Do you understand me?”

      I just stare at him unblinking. Would it be so bad to die at this point? Three years of torture, hunger, and cold at the hands of the woman who was supposed to protect me? Now, whatever he has in mind for me, it can’t be better.

      When I say nothing, Reginald stands and runs his hands through his hair, cursing under his breath before walking out.

      One of the maids hurries forward with a plastic laundry basket in her hands while the other, much younger than the first, struggles to untie me.

      They speak rapidly to each other like they’re arguing, but I can’t understand a word they’re saying. Alarm sends adrenaline coursing through my veins as I’m hauled to my feet, and the maids start bickering over the state of my bruised and blistered wrists.

      “Where am I?” I ask, glancing between them. “Where am I?”

      Their language is so…so familiar to me in a way that makes me feel a misplaced flicker of excitement, or dread. I’m too tired, weak, and hungry to make sense of it, but I’ve only heard this language once before.

      “Crescent Falls?” My voice is strained as I look from maid to maid. The young one has beautiful green eyes that meet mine, her blonde hair tied back in a low bun. She looks to the other maid and presses her lips together.

      The older maid, who has dark circles under her dark brown eyes, nods at me. “Crescent Falls,” she repeats, glancing at the other maid.

      Silence settles between us.

      I am so far from home, I may as well be on the other side of the moon.

      “Glenda.” The older maid points at herself, and I nod in understanding. Then she points at the other maid and says, “Clare.” Again, I get it. Names. They have names. I say nothing. They either already know I’m Maddy, or they won’t care anyway.

      Glenda, the older maid, ushers me down a narrow hallway in what seems like a townhouse of some kind. We are obviously in some city center, based on the amount of noise coming from outside. Each window we pass has the curtains drawn, so I’m unable to look upon the metropolis I imagine I’m in.

      Crescent Falls.

      The last time I was here I attended the ball to celebrate the prince’s twenty-first birthday. We’d gone to the capital city for the occasion. I’d never seen anything like it. Louisa spent a year trying to secure an invitation for Elodie, using my father’s death to tug on the heartstrings of the royal court of the Alpha King.

      My father, Charles Bardot, had been a merchant for the Alpha King of Celestoria. He and my mother, Adelaide, had been well loved by the Alphas of Crescent Falls, especially their Alpha King. King Maddox, I believe, is his name.

      While the maids bathed me–roughly I might add–I try to ask where exactly in the territory we are. They stare at me, lost, and I realize they don’t understand me any better than I understand them.

      They get me out and help me dry off, slipping a robe on me, as my mind wanders over what may happen next. The young maid, Clare, brushes and dries my hair with a towel before styling it. I can’t see what she’s doing, so I close my eyes and try to stay calm.

      Once they are finished, still dressed in a robe, I’m taken down the hallway again.

      I smell the man before I see him and know they’re taking me back to Reginald.

      I tighten the robe I’m wearing, my wrists burning with the action. Fresh cuts cover my wrists and ankles and my body is peppered with bruises.

      After being doused in oils, scrubbed with fine soap and primed to a fine finish, I can’t help but stop and stare at myself in a mirror we pass before we reach his office. Glenda tugs on my arm but doesn’t sway me. No, I haven’t looked like this in a long time. My hair, brushed out in soft, thick waves over my shoulders, falls down my back in sheets of deep red and chestnut brown. My skin is fair and clear, dusted with pink from the heat of the bath.

      I tilt my chin high, steeling my expression.

      I’ll escape this place and disappear into the city the first chance I get.

      Glenda says something to me, urging me to move. I follow, doing my best to memorize the layout of the townhouse. We descend to the first floor, and I come face to face with a wolf.

      The beast eyes me like I’m his next meal as Glenda ushers me out of the front foyer and into a sitting room.

      “About fucking time,” Reginald growls. His black eyes meet mine with so much disdain I can almost taste his hatred. He might have been a handsome man in his younger years, but now he looks like someone whose meals consist of nothing but hard liquor and violence. He pushes up off a worn leather couch and approaches, pinching my cheeks, turning my head from side to side. “Worthless trash.”

      I bristle but say nothing. His words I can understand. He speaks my language, and I realize he’s the only person in this house that can understand me in return.

      He lets go of my face and shoves me backward, causing me to stumble, before he sits back down on his couch.

      I rub my jaw. “Why am I here?”

      “Don’t speak unless spoken to!” He stands again, throwing a glass against the far wall. The smell of whiskey fills the air as he stomps toward me. “I never want to hear you speak a fucking word again, you useless whore. Do you know how much money I spent on you? Your mother said you were beautiful and healthy. That you were educated and well bred. Virginal.”

      “She isn’t my mother,” I grind out, but my body begins to tremble as he takes slow, predatory steps toward me.

      “Now I’m stuck with you.” He shoves a finger into my chest and I stumble backward again, falling on the ground this time. My bottom screams in pain, but I don’t show him that he’s hurt me. “I’ll be better off using you as a whore.”

      “Why am I here?” I say again, tears stinging my eyes. I crawl backward away from him until my back hits a wall. He crouches, caging me in. The smell of whiskey and smoke rolls off him, and not in a good way.

      A wicked smile spreads across his gaunt face. “You should consider yourself lucky, little wolf, that I was the one who responded to your mother’s ad. I meant to make you a queen.”

      What is he talking about? This man is obviously deranged.

      I whimper as he leans in closer so we’re nearly nose to nose.

      “Maybe you’ll still work as intended.” He places two fingers under my chin, forcing me to look up at him. “Maybe, just maybe, this could work out for the both of us.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about–”

      “This is what’s going to happen.” He drops my chin and rises to his full height, his hands tucked behind his back as he begins to pace. “From this moment on, you’re to call me uncle. You will never utter a single word in the presence of others.” A clock chimes somewhere in the room. He heaves a sigh but continues pacing. “You will look pretty. Be seen, but not heard.”

      “I don’t understand–”

      I barely register his movement before a vase slams into the wall above my head, and I’m showered in porcelain and water, flower petals floating to the ground around me in sharp contrast to the falling glass. I screech, covering my face with my hands.

      “Don’t say a word. If I hear anything coming from your mouth and I haven’t directed you to speak, you will be punished severely, do you understand? I have plenty of men who are so starved of the touch of a female that they will do anything for even a slice of you!”

      Terror clouds my mind as I peek through my fingers at him.

      “From now on, you are my niece. Your father is an Alpha from a far off land. You will do as I say when I say.”

      I can barely hear him through the hammering of blood in my ears, my heart is beating so fast.

      “If we are successful,” he breathes, his eyes going wide and unfocused. “Oh, little wolf. Your life will change forever, and all you’ll have to do is open those skinny little thighs of yours.”

      The word no is bouncing around my skull with no place to land. My tongue is thick and paralyzed with fear, especially now that three wolves have entered the room.

      “Do you have any questions?” Reginald asks expectantly, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I can’t think straight. My mind is reeling and my mouth feels dry and useless.

      Reginald snorts, eyeing one of the wolves.

      “No, Claus. This one isn’t going to the breeder auction just yet. She’s staying right here, for now. If she proves useless I’ll have her sent to the markets right away, after you boys have your share of her, of course.”

      The wolves growl and lick their chops. Reginald must be able to mind-link with them, but he chooses to say those words aloud so I can hear them.

      Breeder auction? I’ve heard of those. While legal in Celestonia, they were outlawed in the other territories decades ago.

      I draw my knees to my chest and try to make myself as small as possible. Somewhere in the recesses of my mind I still believe I’ve been sold as just a maid. Someone to cook and clean and hang laundry.

      But I know that’s not the case. A maid isn’t worth four new dresses, meat, and wine.

      “Do you have any questions?” Reginald repeats, a bite to his voice. “I don’t want you fucking this up, so if you’re unclear, ask now, bitch.”

      “What are you going to do to me?” I sound as broken as the vase, but I can’t help it. I look from Reginald to his pack of wolves now blocking the entrance to the parlor. A pack. Not just a few. Reginald is the Alpha here, in practice if not by law, and I am nothing in comparison.

      “That depends on if you prove your worth.” He snaps his thin fingers and Glenda comes rushing back into the room, the wolves parting to allow her to step to my side and haul me to my trembling feet. “Get her dressed. Make sure she wears boots and gloves to hide her injuries. Make her look alive, if that’s even possible. Don’t go light on the blush.” He smirks as he looks me up and down.

      “Why?” I finally ask, my voice wobbling over the word I’ve been asking myself for days.

      “Why?” he mimics, laughing heartily as he steps toward me. “Because, little wolf, tonight we make a Luna out of you. Tonight, I secure the favor of the Alpha of Alphas. Tonight, I will take you to the King.”
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      *Isaac*

      

      My office feels like it’s caving in on me as I tap my fingers on my desk and stare down at the profiles scattered across the wooden surface. The same desk I used to sit beneath as a child while my dad conducted pack business is now littered with pictures and essays written by women I don’t know.

      And I don’t really care to know them either.

      Dad is going to be livid when he finds out what I’m doing. Mom, too. Especially Mom, now that I think about it. They went through hell and back to be together and raised me and Ella to never have to worry about being in the position I’m willingly putting myself in.

      It’s not like I’m looking for a breeder.

      I’m looking for a wife.

      “For the love of the Goddess,” I breathe, pinching the bridge of my nose as my head begins to throb.

      “You still have time to back out,” Cassian grins from the red leather sofa across from my desk. His ankles are crossed over one of the arm rests as he lounges aimlessly, still in jeans and an old college T-shirt. His coppery blond hair nearly touches his shoulders. He decided not to cut it all summer and autumn, probably to grind his father’s gears.

      Cassian is the son of my dad’s commander, Leo Fendley. We’ve been best friends since boyhood. He’s always had my back, even when we were up to something none of our parents would have been proud of.

      This, however?

      “You know I can’t,” I reply. “Plus, they’ll be here within the hour.”

      “So what? You look like you’re ready to throw yourself through the window behind you.”

      “I’ve considered it.” I start shuffling the papers into a neat pile.

      “Well, consider it some more. We can ditch this joint and go out tonight. Get some beer, talk to some girls, play some pool–”

      “You need to get dressed.”

      Cassian purses his lips and glances in my direction before rolling his eyes to the ceiling. “I hate that you’re doing this to yourself. Shackling yourself to a stranger just to appease the Alphas.”

      “I don’t have a choice. I need their armies. They want me to have a wife, an heir, someone to carry on my line if I die in battle. It’s a fair trade off.”

      “A fair trade off?” he exclaims, swinging his feet to the ground and sitting up straight. “You’re twenty-four years old, Isaac.”

      “And I’m the Alpha King.” I meet his eyes, my gaze hard and demanding. Cassian drops his boyish demeanor in an instant and turns into the brute force that made me choose him as my Beta. My father’s Beta, Elijah, didn’t have a male heir, so I didn’t have to worry about bloodlines, thank the Goddess.

      Cassian is ruthless, merciless, and something to be feared. You wouldn’t know it just by looking at him, but it didn’t take much for it to come out full force. When my dad stepped aside and allowed me to take his place on the throne, I knew I’d need someone like Cassian in my corner. Someone willing to put everything on the line for his King, for his friend, and for his brother.

      That’s what I consider him. A brother, a friend. Someone who knows what lurks beyond the towering mountains south of Moorn where that mythical river disappears into the mist, and the very reason I have to make these moves now, before it’s too late.

      Alpha King Kane has been making moves again. Slow, deliberate moves, but moves all the same. I don’t know what he wants, and I don’t care, but the image of the young queen dying at my mother’s feet in the ballroom has been seared into my mind since I was a child.

      King Kane isn’t a normal Alpha or a normal wolf. His scouts move like mist, and the destruction they cause has no end and no beginning. I have to give credit where credit is due, however. Without Kane clawing his way into my lands, I would have never convinced my dad to give me his title so early in my life.

      In the three years I’ve been Alpha King of Crescent Falls, I’ve added hundreds of miles to my territory. My kingdom prospers, a new, modern era ushered in by a young, iron-fisted king. With the help of Elijah, my father’s Beta, I added the rogue territory south of Moorn to my kingdom, their people bending the knee to my throne in return for my protection from a threat only I could understand.

      My parents are legendary, but the truth of their lives before and shortly after I was born is shrouded in myth. The minds of the people in my kingdom can only go so far when it comes to the mystical and unknown. They don’t understand my mother’s powers, though they are grateful for them and admire them. Their stories grow beyond what she is actually able to accomplish when she waves her hand and summons her powers.

      Our people think we are infallible because of it.

      I know better. And one look at those distant mountains veiled by impenetrable clouds tells me whatever lies on the other side has the advantage of the unknown.

      Magic. Great magic.

      And Crescent Falls doesn’t stand a chance against Kane unless our Alphas are allied without any doubts.

      So, I will give the Alphas what they want, regardless of how my family feels about the fact that I have yet to locate my mate. While some Alphas choose to use a Breeder without marriage, I want my parents to think I have at least found love even if I haven’t found my elusive mate.

      The two of us agree to meet in the hallway in a few minutes, and Cassian heads out to get changed.

      “How many are there?” I ask Cassian as we walk through the castle I grew up in. A maid scurries out of our way as we walk shoulder to shoulder down a narrow, winding hallway to the main wing of the mansion.

      Cassian, now in black dress pants and a white button down shirt, his hair brushed back away from his face, checks his watch before saying, “Four or five, I believe.”

      “And their parents will be there?”

      “Yes, or whoever is presenting them to court.”

      I nod, nerves causing my stomach to tighten as we turn toward the throne room. I can hear conversation coming from behind the massive double doors. I hate this kind of thing. The social aspect of being the king. The grand parties, the displays of wealth and status. I’d rather be upstairs in my office plotting moves like a game of chess or facing down Alphas who think I’m nothing more than a child with a fancy crown on my head and a legacy that goes back for generations.

      I don’t need to prove who I am anymore. I’ve made that perfectly clear. Finding a wife is just a roadblock, and once I’m over it, I can focus on my kingdom at large and leave things like this to her.

      That’s why I created a list of exactly what I’m looking for.

      “Someone dutiful.” Ella’s voice rings in my ears as the memory of her perched on the corner of my desk several days ago flashes into my mind. “Quiet, obedient. Well-bred and well mannered. Able to bear children. Goddess, Isaac. Are you looking for a life partner or a new horse?”

      “This isn’t about love,” I tell myself quietly enough Cassian can’t hear me over the sound of music and chatter filtering from inside the throne room.

      No, not love. It’s not about finding my mate, either. Once, three years ago, someone caught my eye and disappeared before I even had a chance to get her name. The memory of her face has blurred with time, but the feel of her hand in mine is as strong as ever.

      That is as close as I’ve come to feeling the mate bond. A flicker of excitement, of attraction, maybe even just sheer curiosity.

      “Open the door,” I command the two guards posted outside the throne room. The doors open wide, light spilling into the foyer as I step inside.

      All conversation stops abruptly. I walk forward, nodding to the Alphas and Lunas who’ve brought their daughters. All eyes are on me as I walk to the base of the steps leading to the two gilded thrones, but I don’t sit down. I turn to face the small crowd gathered in the room–five young women and their guardians.

      “Alpha King Isaac,” says one of the Alphas, a man who leads a pack in a nearby territory. “You look well.”

      “Thank you,” I nod with very little emotion in my voice.

      The five women before me couldn’t be more different. All of them beautiful and accomplished, all of them daughters of Alphas or Betas..

      I go down the line, matching their names with the profiles I’ve read over a thousand times. Getting the word out of what I was doing without alerting my parents was hard, but I managed. These women were selected from a long list of applicants, and I know all of their details by heart, even if I feel nothing for a single one of them as I glimpse their faces.

      Light conversation starts up again as the Alphas bring their daughters forward. This was meant to be casual, a meet-and-greet, as Ella would call it. Thankfully, she’s in Maatua with our parents, hopefully keeping her big mouth shut about my plans.

      “Your Highness,” Lorena, a beautiful blonde woman with eyes the color of whiskey says as she curtsies. Her eyes meet mine, a soft smile touching her full lips.

      “Greetings.” I try to be cordial, but it’s difficult. “Are you getting along well here in the castle?” I ask, watching her as she straightens up. Good posture. Good manners. Good breeding. Check, check, and check.

      “Very well. Queen Isla has exquisite taste. The rose garden is lovely.” She glances to the side where her own mother is standing a few feet away, watching the exchange. A gentle smile passes between the women, catching my attention.

      Close family ties. Check.

      I open my mouth to say something, but a commotion near the entrance to the room catches my attention. A short, thin man has entered, his face red and twisted into a scowl as he leads a frail young woman into the room.

      Wine-red hair falls over her shoulders, nearly touching her waist as he turns her to face the guards again. The corset of the pale blue gown she’s wearing is tied so tight she strains with each breath despite being wisp thin.

      “What is the meaning of this?” I ask loudly, my voice echoing through the room. The man turns, his hand gripping the young woman’s arm so tightly his knuckles are white.

      “My King,” he says with a dramatic bow. “Your guards were not aware we were coming.”

      “And who are you?” I step forward to meet him, the rest of the Alphas and their daughters now behind us in a semicircle. They were all invited. He was not.

      “Alester Martin, your highness. This is my niece–”

      “This was invite only,” Cassian says, snapping his fingers. Two guards approach, but the man waves his hand in dismissal.

      “We were invited.” He pulls out an invitation, extending it to me. “My brother is the Alpha of Silver Pass, in Celestoria–”

      But I’m not looking at him any longer. I’m looking at the woman, her eyes downcast and hair partially shielding her face. Long white gloves cover her hands and rail thin arms. The man is still arguing with Cassian and the guards, and his grip on her arm loosens. She takes a small step away from him.

      Then she steals a glance up at me, startling a bit, not realizing I’m standing so close. Her eyes… so familiar, but I can’t place them. The pale blue fabric of her gown reflects in her irises like a deep pool of icy, turbulent water.

      “We didn’t extend invitations to Celestoria,” Cassian grinds out. I reluctantly tear my gaze from the woman and look at the man who brought her.

      “That’s enough,” I say, catching Cassian’s attention as I tilt my head toward the curious crowd. I need to choose a few of the women to interview separately at another time. “The daughters of the Alphas of Western Ridge, Crescent City, and Windsong Gorge will be contacted, and–”

      I hesitate to continue, to dismiss everyone now staring at me, some with heavy disappointment in their eyes.

      But I turn to look at the red haired woman over my shoulder. I meet her eyes again, wondering where I’ve seen her before.

      Because I’m sure I have. Part of me wants to invite her back for an interview just to find out why I recognize her.

      But one look at her uncle has my shoulders tightening with disgust.

      “And you,” I say to her, and then to her uncle, “May go home.”
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      *Maddy*

      

      I need to run now. I can feel Reginald's fury starting to suffocate the room. He’s still arguing with one of the well-dressed men who is now shouting in his face. I understand nothing.

      A few of the women dressed in fine gowns start to walk out of the ballroom, their faces drawn in disappointment. I glance around quickly, trying to keep my battered face shielded from the Prince–no, the Alpha King.

      He’s the Alpha King now. I hadn’t realized until I saw him, but the crest he wears on his lapel confirms it.

      He hasn’t recognized me. I didn’t expect him to. It’s been three years, after all. And I look nothing like the rosy cheeked teenager I’d been when he’d asked me to dance at his birthday ball.

      He’s as handsome as ever with the same dark hair as his father and his mother’s bright blue eyes. I remember them well from the ball. The scent of bergamot and leather waft off of him, making my lower abdomen tighten, but I’m not here to throw myself at the king. It seems clear we’re not wanted. I need to get out of here. Now.

      As the small crowd departs the ballroom, I take a risk and slip away, walking behind a voluptuous blonde woman and whom I believe to be her mother.

      “You did so well, my dear,” the older blonde woman croons as I follow a few steps behind through the grand foyer. I don’t know what they are talking about or what that means. It’s all just noise to me.

      “I know I did,” the younger woman grins, throwing her hair over her shoulder. Her golden locks glinting the soft light of the sparkling chandelier over our heads. “I’ll need a new wardrobe. And when I become the Luna I’ll need to bring Henriette with me to redecorate this Goddess forsaken fortress. I’ve heard the rose garden is lovely in the summer, but I much prefer dahlias. The whole thing will need to be ripped out by the roots and replaced.”

      I listen to her speak and catch a few words I know. Rose. I know what that means. She’s talking about the flowers, and I think she doesn’t like them. I remembered the rose garden from the ball. I’d slipped away and walked outside, running my fingers over the lush red petals. I’d smelled of roses for a week afterwards. I’d never seen a garden more beautiful, and the thought of someone not liking it makes me wonder who this woman is.

      Did she say Luna??

      Whatever. It doesn’t matter. What matters right now is running for my life and getting the hell out from underneath Reginald’s scheming.

      The woman and her mother turn one direction, and I dart toward a door I’m praying will lead me outside. I push it open, and a burst of cold air hits me in the face.

      Clumps of melting snow hug the grounds of the mansion–a castle of gleaming white and silver–as I scurry down the path.

      But at the gates I spot two young women talking in hushed tones. They glance up at me. One of them has tears in her eyes, the other looks annoyed.

      “Didn’t make the cut either?” the dark haired young woman says with a pout.

      I cock my head, wishing she’d spoken slower so I could understand her.

      “My father’s going to be so disappointed,” her mousy blonde companion sniffles. “He’ll make me be a priestess at this rate. The Alpha doesn’t host any balls. How are we supposed to make matches with men if he doesn’t even hold Moon Goddess Balls?”

      Their words are rapid and harsh as they speak. I catch a few words I recognize, but I was never taught the language. Elodie is fluent, but Louisa hadn’t seen a reason for me to attend those lessons.

      “Lorena will likely be the Luna,” the dark haired woman sneers. “She’s such a bitch. Did you hear her speaking so softly and kindly to the Alpha King? I’m tempted to march in there and tell him who she really is when she’s not acting–”

      “There you are,” Reginald growls. I go rigid as his hand wraps around my upper arm. “Making friends?”

      I open my mouth. Both women are staring at me, waiting for me to say something. I can’t speak to them. Unless they know my language, anything that comes out of my mouth will be useless.

      Help me. I’ve been kidnapped. I’m here against my will.

      I should’ve never stopped next to them, but scrambling off into the forest seemed pointless. I can’t shift because I’m too weak, and there’s probably a stone wall and guards out there.

      How was I ever going to get away?

      Reginald is careful not to manhandle me in front of the guards, but once we’re through the gate and into his car, I wait for the sting of the slap I know is coming my way.

      But it doesn’t come.

      Reginald is grinning like a madman at his driver. He turns to me, looking me up and down before saying in my language, “You have a meeting with the king in a few days. We don’t have much time to prepare.”

      “Prepare for what?” I choke on the words, my throat dry from lack of use. “Why was I brought before the king? What is this?”

      “I spent a fortune on you, and I mean to triple that return.” He looks me over carefully before snorting and facing the windshield. He pulls out a phone and presses it to his ear, ignoring me completely for the remainder of the ride.

      I can’t understand a word he’s saying, but when we arrive back at his run-down townhouse in the bowels of a city I can’t name, Glenda is waiting for me.

      Reginald grabs me by the arm in the foyer and whirls me around to face him. He inspects me like I’m a cow he has an interest in buying for meat, twirling a lock of my hair around his finger. He says a few things to Glenda, who nods her assent. Then to me, he says, “We have a week to prepare for this meeting. You must go alone. That was the deal. You’re to seduce the king, and make him fall in love with you in the hour he’s permitted for the meeting.”

      “An hour? I don’t know the language–” Everything that has just come out of Reginald’s mouth is asinine, but a thought strikes me as his words settle. An hour alone. With the king, yes, but still… I could slip away to a bathroom and make my way out of the castle. When we were leaving, I got a better look at the walls. I think I could climb last season's vines to the top and run away.

      An hour is plenty of time for a head start.

      “You will practice with a tutor for the next six days. Other than that, you will eat and gain weight. Glenda will make sure you eat every scrap you’re given.”

      I shrink away from him as he leans in. He says nothing else but holds my gaze like he’s trying to drill the words into my mind.

      “Behave yourself.”

      Dread washes over me. A week trapped in this house. A week taking lessons so I can speak the language. A week left plotting, if I can keep my mind off my own demise.

      From our trip to the Alpha King’s home–based on the small group of well-bred women vying for his attention–I gather he is looking for something in particular. Not a breeder. The word Luna springs to my mind and shatters like glass as something sharp and heavy cuts through my chest.

      He isn’t the clear-eyed prince who danced with me that night. Not anymore. When his eyes had locked on mine just hours ago, I felt nothing between us. Not a hint of recognition. Not a breath of something warm and familiar.

      Why does he want a Luna so badly he’ll sacrifice that position in his home, and his heart, in lieu of a mate?

      I barely register Glenda leading me upstairs and forcing me into a hot bath. The corset left deep wells in my skin that tingle against the scalding water.

      I eat as much as I can that night. Reginald wants me to gain weight so I looked healthy and capable of breeding an heir for the king. I want to gain weight, to gain muscle, so I can run as far away as possible.

      The next day, the tutor comes–a rigid older gentleman with a face like a crow and eyes just as black and beady. He’s neither gentle nor kind.

      “Hands flat on the table,” he commands in my language. He runs me through a series of responses to simple questions and commands.

      Yes. No. Yes. No. Yes, Your Highness. No, Your Highness.

      I pick up as much as I can, willing my mind to expand and allow the words to settle and become familiar.

      By the end of the first day, we’ve moved on to more complicated phrases, all of which are tuned to keep my tongue in check and obedient.
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