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      Kenna

      

      It’s quiet here. The golden walls and spiraling columns soak up the sun as I walk steadily toward my dad’s office. Beyond giant ceiling-height windows, the sparkling city of Moonrise, the capital of Eastonia, spreads out in a sea of cream and gold until it touches the banks of a lake the color of polished turquoise.

      On the opposite shore, at the base of a towering network of mountains, sits Old Moonrise–the original witch coven native to the Roguelands. Once, twenty or so years ago, there used to be a palace built of crystal sitting on a ridge overlooking the old village and the lake.

      Until, well, my mother destroyed it.

      I smile softly at the thought of my mom and pick up my pace, my sandals clacking against the white marble tiles.

      I turn a sharp corner, nodding hello to a trio of maids who pass me, and slip into my dad’s office like a shadow.

      He looks up from the massive mahogany desk in the center of the room, his dark brow lifting as I gently close the door behind me.

      Behind him, bookshelves stretch toward the domed, muraled ceiling.

      A map lies on his desk beneath untidy papers and a scattering of old paperweights. He sighs heavily, checks his watch–a rather expensive and gaudy gift from my uncle Isaac, the Alpha King of Crescent Falls–and leans back in his leather office chair.

      “You’re supposed to be packing,” he says, crossing an ankle over a knee as I edge toward his desk and lean my hip against the side of it.

      “I’m packed.”

      “That didn’t take long.”

      I roll my eyes to the ceiling, to the sweeping depictions of some battle that took place during the Great War when the Moon Goddess rebelled against the gods who wanted to tether her, to leave her powerless, and her people in shackles. I click my tongue and look down at my manicured nails. “Aunt Maddy is my size. She said I could borrow whatever gowns I need while I’m there. I didn’t see a point in bringing any of my own. They take up so much room!”

      “The fashions in Crescent Falls are different from here, Ken. Are you sure?”

      I run my hands down the vibrant violet pants I’m wearing–made of silk with swirling embroidery–that cuff around my ankles. My top, with its long, loose sleeves that gather at the wrists and shows off my midriff, is made of the same fine fabric. I shrug.

      “I want to fit in.”

      Dad stares at me for a long, long time saying nothing.

      I run my tongue along my lower teeth and give him another little shrug. “I packed two gowns of my own.”

      “Good,” he finally says softly, and looks back down at the paper he’s reading.

      I can tell by his gruff demeanor that he’s as wound up about this upcoming trip to visit my cousins in Crescent Falls as I am but for completely different reasons.

      To him, this is an opportunity to stress about my safety for two months. I imagine he’ll pace back and forth in front of his desk, or the magic mirror he uses to call my uncle, until the floor turns black from scuff marks. Mom, too, will worry. They always do.

      It’s because I’m not like them.

      I watch my dad, Alpha King Ryatt of Eastonia, mark a few lines on the paper before signing the bottom of it. He’s all sharp lines and rigid muscles. He has a spine of steel, and a heart just as strong.

      He met his match in my mom, Ella. The Queen of Eastonia. The Luna of Moonrise. The Firestone Witch.

      While my parents would cut someone down just for looking at them the wrong way, I’ve always been more of a pacifist. I lean toward kindness, and I’m far too trusting, too soft, too willing to please.

      My soft heart isn’t interested in conquering kingdoms or squashing my foes. No, there’s only one thing I want, and I have two months to find it in Crescent Falls before it’s too late.

      I roll my lower lip between my teeth and smile as my dad meets my eyes again, his gaze softer than before. “Say what you want to say, Dad.”

      “I don’t like this at all.”

      Sighing heavily, I hop onto his desk. “Why not?”

      “You’re practically putting yourself out to auction–”

      “It's a Moon Festival, Dad. There’s going to be balls every night to help people like me find their mates.”

      “There will be more balls held here, in Eastonia.”

      “I went to every mating ball and festival held this spring, Dad. I even went to Tarsian, remember? I didn’t find anyone.”

      Dad narrows his eyes and blows out his breath at the mention of Tarsian, the desert kingdom across the river boundary that used to be the marker between the Roguelands and Rifthold. Now, Alpha King Jaxon rules over Tarsian and maintains a strained relationship with my parents, although deep down, I think he and my dad might actually be good friends, but would never admit to it.

      “You only turned twenty-one this spring. You’re so young–”

      “But I’m old enough to take over Veiled Valley this fall when Grandpa Westfall steps down.”

      A hush falls over the room.

      When Dad doesn’t say anything, I continue, “I did everything you wanted me to do, Dad. I graduated from college. I trained with you and Grandpa. I trained with Mom….” I taper off. “I need one summer of freedom before I take over as Luna of Veiled Valley, one summer to try to find my mate, and then…” And then my real training begins. Training that includes preparing myself to be queen of this entire kingdom one day.

      My stomach curls in my belly at the thought.

      I couldn’t be farther from my mother in temperament and poise. During my childhood, I was wild, practically uncontrollable, but that changed as I matured. I excelled in school. I learned to keep my enormous and varied powers under lock and key until I needed to harness them, and I can harness those powers well.

      I attended the exclusive Moonrise Academy of Mystical Arts–a school for witches and shifters with special gifts–and graduated this spring as valedictorian of my class with a specialty in healing and midwifery.

      I’m a skilled healer. I have knowledge of, and can harness the use of, dark magic, including curses. I can create and control magic fires that burn cold and silver and turn my body into a mere shadow of mist.

      But I’m nothing like them. I haven’t ever used my powers in battle. I’ve never needed to.

      I’ve never wanted to.

      “I don’t want to rule alone,” I say, and my voice breaks around the words.

      Dad looks at me with so much love in his eyes that it makes me consider not stifling the tears now brimming on my lashes.

      “I don’t want you to go and come home disappointed, Kenna.”

      His words ring through his office.

      I chew my lip, unable to meet his eyes. As a family, we’ve skirted around this subject for a long, long time. While I am, most definitely, a witch, my wolf abilities are minimal in comparison. Shifting is fine and dandy, but I’m clumsy, tiny, and comparatively weak in my wolf form, and there’s question about my ability to feel any kind of mate bond whatsoever because of it. My witch side is just too strong and overwhelms my wolf gifts.

      That hasn’t stopped me from obsessing over finding my mate, though.

      “And you won’t be ruling alone,” Dad says, rising and organizing the papers. “Evander will be your Beta, like Granger is mine.”

      It’s like a knife to the chest.

      I stifle my emotions, turning my expression to a mask of steel, but he catches the single flicker of uncertainty behind my eyes.

      “He’ll come around, Kenna.”

      “I haven’t spoken to him in five years.”

      “He’s been busy.”

      “Mhm…” I nod. Busy, sure. If that’s what they want to call it. Busy roaming whatever kingdom he’s called to serve as a Ghost, the greatest and most lethal kind of spy the Allied Kingdoms have.

      Right now, I think he’s in Celestoria. I honestly don’t know. I haven’t seen him since the day after my sixteenth birthday. I haven’t talked to him, either. I doubt he wants to give up a life of danger and adventure to stand beside me in Veiled Valley, just like I doubt he ever thinks about me at all.

      I slide off Dad’s desk and cross my arms under my chest, my mind reeling over the past twenty-one years of my life all at once, picking through every memory of Evander despite my internal desperate pleas not to.

      He was my best friend. We grew up together. We played in the woods and at the lake shore. We had sleepovers and trained together until we started school and went our separate ways for the first time.

      It was my fault we grew apart. One day, I didn’t want to play in the woods anymore. My interests shifted from climbing trees to playing with dolls, then shifted further to my piano and the romance novels that cover every surface of my room. Evander fell to the wayside, and it was natural. He is a boy, and I’m a girl. I’m a witch, and he’s a shifter. I’m a princess, and he’s… a lethal machine trained to inflict quiet, swift death.

      I find it hard to swallow as I turn from Dad and pretend to be invested in his  bookshelves. My mind races to our last encounter. Evander, having been gone for years while training in Tarsian, returned to Moonrise shortly after my sixteenth birthday.

      I’d been sitting outside reading a book on the terrace overlooking the private garden in the back of the castle. I didn’t realize he was there until he said my name, and I turned.

      It’s hard to describe it. I didn’t recognize him at first. The goofy little boy with freckles, copper blond hair, and startling emerald eyes had turned into… something beautiful, but also dark and empty.

      The rest of the encounter is buried deep, deep down in my memory. I refuse to think about it, or how much it hurt when he tore through the friendship we’d built and left ashes in his wake, with no remorse for my sensitive feelings. For my heart.

      “Kenna?”

      “Did you say something?” I ask Dad. He’s staring at me right now, his brow furrowed.

      “Are you all right?”

      “Where’s Mom?” I clear my throat, giving him my best smile.

      He arches a brow and sighs. “She had a meeting in Old Moonrise with the mystics. She’ll be home in time for dinner, she said.”

      I nod, trying again to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      “Are you sure you’re okay? You look pale. Are you sick? Maybe we should postpone your trip–”

      “I’m fine,” I say hurriedly, shaking my head.

      Dad walks over to me and lays a hand on my shoulder, squeezing. I have to look up at him to gaze him directly in the eyes. I’m several inches shorter than my mother, which means I’m over a head and a half shorter than my dad. I don't know how I lost the genetic lottery in terms of height and emotional composition, but here I am, short and trying not to burst into tears.

      “Don’t rush into anything. You’ll find your mate one day. It shouldn’t be your priority right now.”

      He’s right. I hate that he’s right but… I’ve looked all over Eastonia for any flicker of a mate bond. I’ve attended countless balls, visited almost every village here, and nothing.

      In two months, I’ll move to Veiled Valley and rule as their Luna, alone. My opportunities to find my mate will be significantly diminished.

      I know I sound pathetic. I know that I have everything I could ever want. I’ve never needed for anything, never gone hungry, never been brutalized or scared.

      But I want what my parents have.

      I want love, more than anything. Even if I can’t feel the mate bond, I at least want something close to it.

      Dad kisses my forehead. “Don’t let Ryan get you into trouble, either.”

      “I can’t make any promises about that,” I laugh.
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      Evander

      

      The nondescript warehouse in the Crescent City commercial center smells like cleaning solution and sweat.

      I rack my weights, panting, catching my reflection in the dirty mirrors overlooking the makeshift gym in one corner of the massive building. Above me, light pours from several half-broken windows at the juncture of the galvanized roof. A single pigeon flies from one rafter to the other.

      I take off my headphones, the thrumming music giving way to the sounds of my colleagues, my brothers in the Ghost forces, continuing their workouts.

      Flynn walks into view, his reflection in the mirror coming to rest beside mine. His dark hair is brushed away from his face, his dark eyes locking on mine as he nods and asks, “You still using those fifties?”

      “No.” I shake my head, motioning for him to take the dumbbells I just racked.

      He pulls them off the shelf and sits on a weight bench, rolling his shoulders. “Fuck, man. How are you doing curls with these?”

      “Ev’s gonna need to buy some new shirts while we’re here. He can barely walk around without the seams busting loose.” An agent named Connor chuckles somewhere behind us. I glance at him and shake my head as he drops into a squat with a bar over his shoulders.

      “I already have,” I reply coolly, giving him a flash of teeth as I pull my sweaty shirt away from my skin. It’s hotter than hell in here. It’s dead of summer, and we’ve been housed in an old warehouse with no ventilation whatsoever. One would think the Allied Kingdoms would put a little extra care into housing their most lethal defense.

      Flynn rolls his eyes back to mine in the mirror as I take my shirt off and toss it on the cracked cement floor. “We’ve got a meeting with General Howard today.”

      I run my tongue along my lower teeth. “Why?”

      “Maybe we’re finally getting an answer about why we’re in this city.”

      I catch my own reflection in the mirror as I run my fingers through my dark blond hair. Before this, we’d been in Maatua for three months doing some reconnaissance for Alpha King Anthony. The old king won’t stop picking fights with the rulers of KiloKilo, and when a few of his best generals went missing, the Allied Kings, Alpha King Isaac and Alpha King Ryatt, called on the Ghosts to go find them.

      So, I spent three months in the sun, lounging on sparkling white sand beaches, which turned my skin a deep bronze and my hair a rich shade of gold. My green eyes are brighter now, contrasting with the tan.

      Now I’m here, sweating my fucking balls off without a reason as to why.

      I rub my jaw, noticing the week-old stubble. “Fuck, I need to shave before he gets here.” General Howard is a stickler when it comes to the rules. When he gets here, we have to be clean shaven, clean, and dressed in our order issued uniforms.

      The idea of standing around in this gods-forsaken warehouse in leathers and long sleeve, scaled armor makes me want to vomit.

      Just as I turn to get my water bottle with every intention of going to take a shower, the massive metal door leading into our makeshift gym bursts open.

      General Howard, tall, lanky, and all business, strides in. He comes to a stop, crossing his arms over his chest.

      I glance at Flynn, who smirks at me. General Howard is our manager. He’s good at the paperwork aspect of our missions, but when it comes to being in the field… I doubt the man has ever raised a claw to an enemy before.

      Instead, he sends us out to do the secret dirty work for the Allied Kingdoms.

      “Is this what you’ve been doing for a week? Fucking around?” His gaze sweeps around the room before landing on me. “Go take a shower and meet me in my office in ten minutes, Agent Evander.”

      “Your office?” I ask, my voice laced with mischief. “Is it behind the crates, or the old shipping container by the bay doors out front–”

      “Now,” he growls.

      I run my tongue along my lower teeth and shrug, clutching my discarded shirt. I look back at the group of men still standing around the gym, all of them watching me and the general closely while I brush past him.

      As I walk over the metal threshold into the main area of the warehouse, I hear the general say, “The rest of you miserable lot are to dress and prepare for a mission tonight in the inner city. There’s an underground auction ring that needs to be disbanded–”

      The door closes behind me. The bay door overlooking the street is open, a large black SUV parked just within sight. I heave a breath and turn toward another set of rusted doors, which lead to a network of dimly lit, dusty hallways. There’s a few bunk rooms back there where we sleep and house what belongings we have.

      I take a cold shower because the hot water is nonexistent. I dress, putting on a worn out gray cotton shirt and black athletic pants instead of my leathers, and walk out to the SUV.

      It’s unlocked, and Howard is sitting in the back behind a driver wearing sunglasses and a suit. Likely one of King Isaac’s men, by the look of it.

      The people of Eastonia still prefer to keep their paws on the ground.

      I grind my teeth and slide in beside Howard, closing the door behind me with a snap.

      “What is this about?” I ask.

      He hands me a folder. “You’re going out in the field for an undercover mission.”

      I open the folder and feel my breath catch in my throat. I slowly scan the page and then the picture of the woman staring back up at me. Her glossy brown hair falls in thick waves over her shoulders as she beams at the camera, that button nose of hers scrunched and silver eyes creased with pleasure. Beautiful. She’s always been beautiful.

      I shut the folder and hand it back to him. “No.”

      Howard raises a brow. “You’re saying no to the Allied Kings–”

      “Fire me, then. My contract is up in two months, anyway.”

      “Agent–”

      “This isn’t a mission. This is babysitting–”

      “From this moment forward, you are the Princess of Eastonia’s personal bodyguard.”

      “Find a warrior from Alpha King Isaac’s ranks for this. I’m overqualified.”

      “Alpha King Ryatt has asked for you personally.”

      “I highly doubt that,” I growl, reaching for the door handle.

      But the driver locks me in. I frown.

      “This is undercover, like I said. You’re not to be seen. Not by her, or anyone else, for that matter. She’s to remain unaware that she’s being watched.”

      “So, I’m stalking her.”

      “Not–not stalking. Keeping tabs.”

      “And reporting back to you with her movements? What would you like to know, General? Where she shops? Who she talks to? How many times she licks her thumb when turning pages in her little books?”

      The general narrows his eyes at me. “This isn’t up for debate.”

      “What is the reason for this?”

      I know for a fact Alpha King Ryatt wouldn’t put his spies on his daughter. He trusts her. Kenna is powerful. She’s smart, sharp, and able to defend herself. At least, she was trained to be like that.

      But knowing her like I do, she’s oblivious to the evil of others. Too trusting, too fucking sweet for her own good.

      And then there’s me.

      “You have to find someone else.”

      Howard thumbs through the folder. “You know her the best, according to the king.”

      “Then tell me why–”

      He sighs heavily. “The Moon Festival is going to be the biggest event the United Packlands has seen in two decades. There’s going to be thousands of people in Crescent City and the nearby territories. She’ll be there for the festival. She needs protection. Quietly, however. Her parents don’t want security getting in the way of her… agenda.”

      I keep my face trained on an expression of boredom, but instead I’m starting to reel. “Agenda?”

      “She’s looking for her mate, and King Ryatt wants to make sure she’s still allowed her freedom while keeping her safe from anyone who might try to take advantage of her.”

      “Her cousins are Alpha Sydney of Shadowcrest and Alpha Ryan of Lighthide. She doesn’t need me.”

      “They’re unaware of this plan. Only the Alpha Kings know you’re here. This isn’t up to us. It’s been decided. Plus, from what I hear, you will be her Beta shortly. This is a good way to get to know the woman you’ll be ruling beside as her second. She won’t even know you’re there.”

      I eye my general. I’ve spent the last five years of my life avoiding Kenna. I spent the last five years trying not to think about what this fall will look like as I ascend the title of Beta beside her and whoever she ends up falling in love with and marrying.

      I’ve been a Ghost for years now, moving from one territory to the next. I’ve killed dozens. I’ve moved unnoticed, like a shadow, leaving no traces behind. I’ve never felt guilt or remorse for my actions, for the blood on my hands.

      I am trained to kill. To fight. To protect Eastonia and aid the other kingdoms who come calling for my skills.

      I am not trained for this.

      I grind my teeth and snatch the folder back from Howard, giving the pages inside another once over. I ignore Kenna’s picture. Her image is already burned into my mind, as is the look on her face when I told her we could never be friends again, that I never… that I hated her…. It haunts my dreams.

      “Is she in danger?” I ask. It’s the only plausible reason Ryatt would send a Ghost to protect his daughter. Kenna’s parents love and trust her, and she has family here in Crescent Falls. Her cousins are Alphas. Her aunt and uncle are the Luna and Alpha King, for Goddess’ sake.

      “The rest of the men are going to find out that aspect of this tonight. She might be, or it might be another of the princesses currently in town for the festival. All we know is there’s been rumors of a rebel group planning a kidnapping of a royal, and the Allied Kings want their princesses secured.”

      I think of Misty, the fifteen, almost sixteen-year-old princess belonging to the royal house of Crescent Falls. I’ve only met her once when her entire family came to Moonrise. She’s good friends with my younger sister, Piper. She’d just been a kid when her family visited, and she’s still a kid in my opinion. Luna Madeline and Alpha King Isaac are her parents.

      Which makes her Kenna’s cousin.

      “You’ll be housed in an apartment near the Silverhide territory, just outside of town in the neutral zone. She’s staying with her cousin, Alpha Ryan, during her trip.”

      I nod, because there’s nothing else I can do. I can’t get out of this.

      The driver unlocks the door, and I leave the car without another word.

      Within minutes, I’ve packed the few belongings I have, which is nothing more than a few changes of clothing and a picture of my family–my parents, Granger and Amanda, and my five siblings.

      I told myself leaving Moonrise and following this path, even though my parents protested, would be the best course of action. I didn’t want to be Kenna’s Beta, but it’s my birthright. It’s a role I am destined to play.

      But Kenna and I were destined for other things, too. Things that would ruin the sweet, kind, compassionate girl I loved when I was just a kid and everything was easy.

      So, I ruined what could have been. I told her I hated her, that I felt nothing for her, that the childhood crush I had on her for years, the crush she admitted she shared, meant nothing to me now.

      Five years ago, I broke Kenna’s heart.

      This is what I deserve, I think, as I walk into the apartment near the gates to the sprawling, wooded pack territory within view of my window. I deserve watching her try to find the happiness I can’t give her.

      Because she’s my mate.

      And she’ll never know, because she can’t feel the bond, and maybe that’s a blessing.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            3

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

          
            MEATHEAD

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenna

      

      A sharp scraping sound pulls my attention from the book in my lap. I blink then whirl in the chair I’ve been lounging in for the better part of three hours to find my cousin Ryan dragging a massive grill across his back patio.

      “What the hell are you doing?” I ask.

      “Dinner.” He grins then picks up the grill like it weighs nothing and walks to the far side of the patio where the concrete gives way to a stretch of emerald green grass before it meets the woods.

      I huff out a breath as Ryan continues his show of strength. “You’re such a show off, Ryan.”

      It’s true, and he knows it. He simply winks at me and walks back into his house–a large log home with several bedrooms, sparse furnishing, and an assortment of manly decorations like the mounted buffalo head over the fireplace… with a glittery blue thong hanging from one of the horns.

      This place is a party house, plain and simple, and I’m not surprised in the slightest. Ryan has always been the wild one of the twins, and the pack he rules over, Silverhide, emulates that energy perfectly. Everyone in the wooded village nearby is young and mostly single. The village square is sleepy during the day but a wild party at night, with live music and dancing and street food.

      Compared to the cityscape a few miles away, this place feels like… I’m not really sure how to describe it. It’s not like Eastonia, but Ryan and his pack remind me a lot of the smaller packs dotted throughout the Roguelands. Tight knit, secluded, and more in tune with their wolfish ways.

      Ryan returns from the house with several packages of meat wrapped in wax paper and dumps them unceremoniously on the table in front of me.

      “Are we feeding a small army?” I laugh, pushing my sunglasses down the bridge of my nose. “I thought we were going out to dinner tonight!”

      He motions to his body, arching a dark brow. “This is a pre-dinner snack, Ken.”

      I roll my eyes and curl into the lounge chair, trying to find where I left off in my book, but Ryan is purposefully being noisy and annoying.

      He’s probably right about the six steaks and dozen or so sausages being nothing but a snack before dinner. Ryan is huge. Huge in a big, stupid way that doesn’t seem necessary. He’s the tallest man in our family, with Sydney only an inch behind him. But he’s also broad and so heavily muscled that all of his shirts are always too tight.

      The girls drool over Ryan. No wonder he has a thong hanging from his mantle.

      “Are you going to sit around being boring all day, or are you going to help me with this?” he asks, cracking open a beer.

      “Help you with what?” Sydney’s voice sounds from the house behind us, and I turn, smiling up at my cousin as he walks through the back door dressed in a white button down shirt and gray slacks. “Hey, Kenna.” He squeezes my shoulder. “It’s good to see you.”

      “Thank the Goddess,” I groan, rolling my eyes to Ryan. “Now that you’re here, I can actually have an intellectual conversation with someone.”

      Ryan glowers at me from over the rim of his can of beer.

      Sydney sits down beside me and eyes the table. “I thought we were going out to eat before the festival?”

      “I’m hungry now, and Kenna hasn’t even started getting ready.”

      I close my book with a snap. “You never gave me a time to be ready, Ryan!”

      “Make yourself useful and go start the grill.”

      “I don’t know how to start the grill,” I argue.

      Ryan wiggles his fingers. “Use those powers of yours.”

      I turn to Sydney, giving him a pleading look. “Can I stay with you instead?”

      Now Ryan’s laughing and digging in the pocket of his jeans for what I assume is a lighter.

      Sydney just smiles apologetically. His pack is closer to his parents’ home, the castle of Crescent Falls, and his pack is… all business, to say the least.

      “You’re going to be bored out of your mind staying with Syd, trust me. I fall asleep the second I pass through the gates into Shadowcrest.”

      “It’s true.” Sydney nods then smirks. “Plus, my house is going through a renovation right now. You’d be stuck in one of the pack houses in the village, and I doubt your parents would be happy about it. You could stay with our parents if you want.”

      “Dad can read you the complete history of the pack lands every night before bed.”

      I frown, but wave them both off. Ryan turns to walk over to the grill, but I light the coals with a flick of my finger from all the way across the patio, and he turns, giving me a dramatic bow in thanks.

      Despite the constant bickering and teasing, it feels great to be here with my cousins. I’m an only child, and Ryan and Sydney have always felt like brothers to me. They also couldn’t be more different.

      Ryan is a playboy. He loves the ladies and can charm anyone out of their clothes with a single heated look in their direction, whereas Syd is more reserved and serious. Ryan’s sense of humor is sarcastic and loud, while Syd is on the dry side and prefers to just sit in contemplative silence.

      Ryan and his pack members own a garage that works on luxury vehicles. He’s a mechanic and is usually covered in oil or other grime after a day’s work while Syd is an engineer with his own firm that helps their father, the king, when it comes to city planning and updating infrastructure.

      I assume their differences are genetic, but also… Sydney is going to be the Alpha King of Crescent Falls one day. He’s always had that burden on his shoulders. He’s always had to be the serious one.

      “How’s your mom?” Sydney asks, leaning back in his chair and sliding a pair of sunglasses onto his face.

      “She’s great,” I reply.

      “Mom and Dad want a family dinner soon,” he says, resting his elbows on the armrests.

      “I’d love to see them. Misty, too.”

      Sydney nods as he stares absently at the woods beyond the backyard.

      I chew my lip and look him up and down. Though naturally a quiet person, right now he seems slightly out of sorts. “What’s wrong?”

      “Just a long day,” he sighs.

      “You're still going to the festival with us, right?” I turn in my chair. “You can’t leave me with him. Ryan will have me dancing on a table by the end of the night, and you know I can’t handle alcohol very well.”

      Sydney chuckles. “I’m going, don’t worry. And don’t worry about Ryan. He’s just not ready to settle down yet.”

      “Are you?”

      Sydney looks at me, a ghost of a smile touching the corners of his mouth. “I might be. I’m considering it.”

      “So you’re going to look for your mate during the festival?” I grab his arm as excitement blooms through my veins.

      “Sydney is going to end up with some princess from a far off land,” Ryan grins as he walks to grab the meat for the grill.

      “I have to find someone to fill Mom’s shoes,” Sydney corrects, “regardless of her societal standing. She has to be–”

      “Don’t start,” Ryan says in warning. “I don’t want to hear any of that ‘she has to be dutiful, responsible, blah blah blah’ shit tonight, Syd. You’re getting drunk. I swear on the Goddess, I will drink you under a table tonight.”

      “That’s not going to happen,” Sydney laughs.

      Ryan shrugs, a playful gleam in his eyes. “You gotta get out, man. You need to have a little fun before Dad retires and makes you sit on his throne. Right, Kenna? See, that’s why she’s here, to have fun before taking over as Luna of Veiled Valley.”

      “So that’s still the plan?” Sydney asks, ignoring Ryan completely.

      I nod, trying my best to smile. “Yeah. Grandpa Westfall was always going to retire when I finished college and turned twenty-one–”

      “Speaking of which,” Ryan cuts in from across the patio, where he’s now laying fat steaks on the grill. The smell of roasting meat fills the air and suddenly, I’m just as hungry as he is. “You and I are going to shift one of these nights. I want to see what you can do.”

      “You’ll be terribly disappointed, Ryan. I’m not much of a wolf.”

      Sydney eyes me curiously. I haven’t seen them since I finally came into my wolf powers. I’ve only been able to shift for a few weeks now, and it hasn’t been going well.

      I sigh and turn to fully face Sydney. “I’m a really small wolf, and I’m clumsy.”

      “Okay… that doesn’t really mean anything, Kenna. You have to get used to being in your wolf form. It takes training, sometimes, for some people.”

      “Shifting… hurts.”

      “Oh,” he says. “It shouldn’t hurt.”

      “I know, that’s what my mom said.” I swallow and glance at Ryan, who is looking at us over his shoulder, likely listening to every word we’re saying.

      Sydney considers my dilemma for a moment. “What do you think is wrong?”

      “My powers are overwhelming my wolf abilities for sure. So, there’s no way around it. I’m a witch. A Firestone, at that. This is just who I am, I guess.”

      “What about the mate bond aspect?” Sydney lowers his voice and leans in. “Have you felt… anything?”

      “No, and I went all over Eastonia this spring during our mating season. I went to, like, every ball and festival held in the villages. I felt nothing. That’s why I’m here. Maybe my mate is on this side of the border.” Or maybe I can’t feel the mate bond at all. All I know is that if this fails, I can return to Eastonia and take over Veiled Valley without feeling like I didn’t leave a single stone unturned. I can rule alone, not having to worry that my mate is still out there, looking for me as much as I’m looking for him.

      And maybe I’ll meet someone. Someone special, someone I can fall in love with despite not having a mate bond between us. I mean, before the veil between Crescent Falls and Eastonia fell, a lot of people in Eastonia did something called imprinting, which is the act of marking and pledging to be with each other forever.

      I think of Evander’s parents. Granger imprinted on Amanda, because as a fox, and the only fox at that, she was mateless. But from what I heard from my parents, Granger felt the mate bond with her regardless of if she could feel it.

      Maybe my mate is out there, and I’m just incapable of feeling it.

      Ryan sets a plate in front of me. “Eat. We have a long night ahead of us.”

      “Do you ever eat fruit and vegetables?” I tease, staring down at the steak taking up the entire surface of the plate.

      “This body,” he grunts, flexing his arms, “isn’t built on broccoli, Kenna.”

      Sydney slides his tongue along his lower teeth and laughs. “No wonder you got stuck in our mom when you were born. Your head is just as big as your ego.”

      Ryan chokes out a laugh, “Damn, dude. Don’t let her hear you say that. You’re the current favorite and that might knock you down a few pegs.”

      Sydney and I sink back into silence while I eat a few bites, but then he clears his throat, momentarily checking his watch. “Have you talked to Evander lately?”

      I set my fork down. Great. I really don’t want to have this conversation. Sydney and Evander were friends as kids when our families used to meet in Maatua every year.

      “No, not in a very long time.”

      “I haven’t either. Last I heard, he was some kind of specialized warrior who can shift into a fox and a wolf interchangeably. Is that true?”

      “It is.” I slouch in my chair, not wanting to even think about what Evander has to do for work.

      Sydney licks his lips. “But he’s going to be your Beta, right?”

      “So many questions,” I tease, giving him a big, sparkling smile that I hope hides the hurt behind my eyes. “I need to go dressed for this party, huh?”

      “Sure,” Sydney says, but there’s an edge to his voice I’ve never heard before. In fact, as I walk back into the house, I glance over my shoulder at the twins, who are now talking quietly as if they don’t want to be overheard.

      I have a sudden feeling that something is amiss.

      But, I’m not here for drama and politics.

      I walk into my guest room and throw open the closet, looking past the boxes and cramped workout gear on the floor, and pull out one of the dresses I packed.

      Tonight, I’m going to find my mate.

      Or, at least, I’m going to try.
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            IS HE MY MATE?

          

        

      

    

    
      Kenna

      

      The main temple of the Moon Goddess sits beside a lake which is currently illuminated by lanterns that make the water glow. Large tents cover the wide, grassy plain between the lake and the temple, and music rises to the star filled sky.

      I’ve never seen so many people in one place at one time. Eastonia is big, sure, but my people are more secluded than the packs that hug that territory surrounding the Alpha King of Crescent Fall’s lands.

      Over two dozen packs bleed into Crescent City, their territories separated by walls, or woods, or even just a single street.

      On the far side of the lake, I can just see the castle where my aunt and uncle live.

      I smile, my cheeks straining. I’m glad I came here, even if I don’t find my mate. The city is intoxicating.

      Ryan and I lost Sydney some time ago as we moved from tent to tent, checking out the different music and entertainment. The main mating ball is taking place in the temple tonight, but we haven’t made our way there yet. I’m too busy soaking it all in.

      “So,” Ryan says, nudging my shoulder as we walk side by side toward the temple, “what do you think?”

      “Is it always like this?” I ask, motioning to the crowd.

      “This busy? No. No way. There’re people from other kingdoms here right now. We have smaller festivals throughout the year where all the packs come together, mostly around specific holidays, but Celestoria and Crescent Falls just signed a new treaty, opening up some more territory for my dad to expand into, and with the borders opening up between here and Eastonia, my parents decided this summer is the perfect time to put on this show of unity.” He looks down at me with his cocky smile.

      “Is that what you think this is? Just a show?”

      “Nah, I think this is a good thing. It’s always a good time when the packs around here open their gates and mingle with each other. It keeps spirits high and communication open.” He’s quiet for a moment, as if lost in thought, then asks, “Is it true you’re here to try to find your mate?”

      “Yeah. It’s true.”

      “So I have to watch you flirt all night? Gross.”

      I give him a playful punch to the arm, and my knuckles sing with pain.

      “Don’t hurt yourself.” He chuckles, roping a burly arm over my shoulders. “Let’s go find this mate of yours, then. I’ll be your wingman.”

      “You’re the last person I want as a wingman,” I reply tartly, trying to shrug his arm from my shoulders. “Secondly, I have this under control.”

      “Do you even know what a mate bond is supposed to feel like?”

      Like a pull you can’t  ignore. Like an electric pulse is moving through your very soul at their touch. Like you can get lost in the way they smell, and taste, and…

      “Do you know?” I ask, and Ryan smirks.

      “Yeah, of course.”

      “You don’t sound all that convinced.”

      “I’m a few months older than you, Ken. Who says I haven’t felt a spark yet, huh?”

      “Judging by the sheer amount of random bras I’ve found lying around your house, I highly doubt you’ve found your mate.”

      “Unlike you, I’m not ready to settle down. I’m waiting.”

      “Waiting for what? Why would you ignore the mate bond if you’ve felt the pull?”

      “There’s loads of reasons. Jeez, Ken. You act like we all still live in caves. The bond isn’t just about breeding anymore, you know. It’s… shackles–in more ways than one.”

      “You just don’t want to give up your life of bouncing from one woman’s bed to another.”

      Another cocky grin. “So what?”

      “So, what if you meet your mate out here tonight, then what?”

      “I won’t.”

      “What makes you so sure?”

      “Because I’ve already met her.”

      I whirl on him, and he drops his arm to look down at me with that patronizing look that runs on my mom’s side of the family. He looks like my Grandpa Maddox right now. “Shut up. You’ve met your mate?”

      He nods then shrugs like it’s nothing at all.

      “What? When? Why–”

      “Kenna, drop it. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “It’s a huge deal! Who is she–”

      “She’s–she doesn’t feel the bond yet. And I’m not saying another fucking thing about it. You’re going to drop it.”

      Of course I’m not.

      “What do you mean she can’t feel the bond yet?”

      “We’re done, Kenna.”

      Ryan starts jogging up the stairs leading into the temple three at a time, and I hurry after him, much slower in my heels. “Ryan!”

      But he reaches the top of the stairs and gives me a teasing look before disappearing into the swelling crowd of party goers standing on the veranda overlooking the festival.

      “No!” I huff out, standing on my toes to try to see where he went. He seriously thought he could drop a bomb like that and run away? This isn’t over. Not even close.

      I wade through the sea of finely dressed people attending the mating ball. I blend in with my fuchsia silk gown, my thick, dark brown hair curled and piled on top of my head. I’m wearing a little makeup today, which I rarely do. I feel pretty.

      A few people glance in my direction as I pick my way deeper into the temple. Some stares linger longer than others, but I’m not approached. I doubt many people know who I am. Even though the veil came down shortly after I was born, Eastonia is still shrouded in myth. The borders between our lands are tightly monitored, almost impossible to cross. Why would these people need to know about the Princess of Eastonia?

      I smile to myself, happy to be a faceless, nameless stranger in the crowd for once.

      Finally, I reach Ryan, who is standing next to Sydney near the back of the temple’s main room where a statue of the Goddess rises several stories over our heads.

      I’m panting and flushed, my ears ringing from the music, when I lurch to a stop and grip Sydney’s arm for support. “Ryan, you–you better tell me–” I fight for air as Sydney and Ryan turn around to face me, Ryan looking smug, and Sydney looking concerned.

      “Have you been running?” Sydney asks.

      “Ryan just told me about his–”

      A third man comes into view when Ryan whirls to fully face me, giving me a warning look. But my eyes are on the handsome man between them, the man who’s leaning against a marble column with the first three buttons of his shirt undone and his tie loosened. His brown hair is swept back away from his face, and his dark eyes lock on mine while he gives me a soft smile, a kind smile.

      He dips his head. “Hello.”

      “Hi,” I manage to say, my chest locking up. I nudge Sydney, hoping for an introduction.

      Sydney’s jaw flexes as he slowly turns from me and back to the mystery man he’d just been talking to when I so rudely interrupted, apparently. “This is Ella Westfall, Princess of Eastonia.”

      “Wow, it’s an honor,” the man says, and promptly bows to me.

      I blush.

      Sydney exhales deeply, his eyes flashing with annoyance. I’m not sure if it is directed at me or his companion. He says, “Ella, this is Markus Aberfeldy, Alpha of Emerald Shore.”

      “It’s very nice to meet you,” I say, holding out my hand for him to shake, as is customary in Crescent Falls, I think.

      But he takes my finger and bends them, pressing a kiss to my knuckles. “Very nice indeed.”

      Sydney and Ryan exchange glances as Markus straightens, his touch lingering on my fingers for a moment longer than necessary. “What brings you into town? You’re far from home.”

      “This festival,” I tell him, wondering why my heart is beating so fast. Is this the mate bond? Is this breathless feeling what that first moment of clarity is supposed to feel like, or am I terribly out of shape and just spent the last five minutes chasing Ryan?

      “Have you been dancing?” he asks, smiling around the words.

      “No, I just arrived.”

      “Well, you shouldn’t waste any more time standing around with these guys,” he says, and at first I think he’s telling me something along the lines of ‘get lost, the Alphas are talking,’ but he takes my hand and whirls me into the crowd.

      I look over my shoulder at my cousins and notice their frowns. Ryan leans in to say something to Sydney who nods, looking grim.

      I’m not here to get involved in the complicated pack politics of Crescent Falls. The rest of my life will be nothing but politics. I’m here for this.

      Markus sweeps me into a dance–some kind of old-school waltz that has me tripping over my feet immediately.

      “Do you not know the steps?” he asks in a teasing tone.

      I look up at him, taking him in. Handsome, sure. I haven’t ever considered what my type would be, but he is nice to look at.

      “I wasn’t ever trained in formal dance,” I tell him, and he smirks wider.

      “What were you trained in, then?”

      My stomach twists. While my parents always told me my powers were gifts, and something to be proud of, there was an unspoken rule about not showing them off while visiting family across the border. Eastonians are used to us and our magic, but here?

      What am I even supposed to say?

      “My grandfather is an Alpha, and I’m going to be filling his shoes at the end of the summer,” I say, and it seems to be enough for Markus.

      “That’s odd. Do you not have brothers?”

      “No, I’m an only child.”

      His eyes brighten. “I only know of one female Alpha, Alpha Emery of Obsidian Temple.”

      “Well, now you know two.” I grin.

      He smiles too, but there’s something unreadable flashing behind his eyes as he says, “Then you’ll take over as Queen of Eastonia someday?”

      “Not for a long time, but yes, eventually I will be queen.”

      “Ruling second to your husband–”

      “No,” I laugh as he leads us into another turn. “No, Eastonia is a matriarchal society now. My dad is actually my mom’s second.”

      “I find that hard to believe.”

      Something in his tone makes my skin crawl, and I briefly try to pull away, but he has a hand locked on my back, keeping me fixed in place. “What’s so hard to believe about that?”

      “It goes against our nature, doesn’t it? Men lead; women follow.”

      I scoff. “Maybe in Crescent Falls, but not in Eastonia. Plus, my parents have always treated each other as equals. It was my dad who actually battled to ensure my mom would rise as queen of his lands–”

      “Then it wasn’t law, and your dad could have ruled as king. It might be subject to change, then.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. He has a far off look in his eyes as he absently scans the crowd over the top of my head.

      The exquisite string quartet music fades, and the dance draws to a close, but Markus keeps his hands on my body regardless of the Alphas coming to fetch their daughters off the dance floor.

      Then I realize why.

      Another song starts up, something recorded and new age. Music booming through speakers situated throughout the large ballroom. The crowd cheers as a ripple of relief washes over everyone around us.

      I look around, trying to untangle myself from Markus. More women are being led off the dance floor, some arguing with what I assume are their parents. These must be the high bred ladies of the packs whose parents aren’t okay with them staying for what I imagine is about to be a huge party.

      Again, I try to pull away from Markus, but… something inside of me shifts. At first, it’s a scent. Something… something faint, but delicious. Something that causes my body to tremble, and my breasts suddenly ache with the need to be touched. I find myself blushing and inhaling deeply, leaning closer to Markus to see if that scent is coming from him.

      “What is that?” I whisper to myself, and then it hits me. It’s like a flicker of electricity zooming over my skin. My heart races. My blood hammers in my ears, blurring with the music.

      I look up at Markus, confused, wondering if he feels it too.

      Is he my mate? Is this… is this what it’s supposed to feel like?

      I open my mouth to say something, anything, but then the feeling fades so abruptly it steals my breath with it, leaving behind a kind of emptiness I’ve never felt before.

      Sydney suddenly grabs my arm. “Time to go, Kenna.”
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      Evander

      

      The column at my back is smooth and cool to the touch, which is a welcome relief. In front of me, the crowded ballroom in the temple writhes with color and noise as the ball takes on a new vibe. There’s a darker edge to the music now compared to the soft, classical music that was playing before. The dancing has changed as well, and couples are glued to each other as they sway and grind to the music.

      I exhale deeply, crossing my arms over my chest, my feet firmly planted in place.

      A tall, dark haired man dressed similarly to me–all black, wearing a finely made dress shirt and matching trousers–makes his way through the crowd clutching a bottle of what might be beer, his face shadowed and distorted by the strobing light now suffocating the dance floor.

      But then I realize who’s walking in my direction.

      Flynn huffs out a breath as his back meets the wall behind us. “Fuck, man. This place is getting rowdy. I had to wait twenty minutes to get this warm beer.” He inspects the bottle, frowns, and proceeds to drain the contents in full.

      I glance in his direction before locking my gaze on the crowded dance floor again. “It must be nice having the night off.”

      “Yeah, well, all the other guys hung back. We were awake all night in the fucking catacombs under the city. Did you know about those? Creepy, man. Anyway, I figured I’d see what the hell you were up to tonight, given you’re on some top secret mission.”

      “You wasted a perfectly good opportunity to rest.” I take a step deeper into the shadow currently keeping my body veiled from view. “This is all I’m doing.” Standing here, trying to stay hidden. Trying not to tear into the crowd and pull the man who has his hands on Kenna out of the temple and take him apart piece by piece.

      Flynn rolls his eyes and frowns at his empty beer bottle. “Who are you spying on?”

      “Confidential.”

      “So is everything we do. Don’t leave me hanging. Which Alpha fucked up?”

      I sigh, wishing I had a drink to nurse, but I’m on duty. “Not an Alpha.”

      “Beta, then?”

      “No.”

      “Ev, tell me. Everyone back at the warehouse is wondering. It was a shit show not having you around last night while we were taking out that auction.”

      I roll my shoulders and wonder if maybe I should tell him, but once he finds out who I’m here for, he’ll have nothing but questions.

      Fuck it. “I’m guarding the Princess of Eastonia.”

      Flynn grunts in surprise. “Kenna?”

      Here we go.

      “Dude, Princess Kenna? She’s here?”

      “She is, and it’s not that big of a deal.”

      “Uh… does she know you’re here?”

      “No, and it needs to stay that way.” I swallow hard, keeping my eyes locked on the crowd. I can’t see her right now. She’s short, which makes this vantage point a terrible one, but there’s no upper level overlooking the ball room, so I’m stuck looking at the fucking man touching her right now, looking down at her like she’s a snack.

      “Why?”

      I finally tear my attention back to Flynn. He knows more about the Kenna situation than anyone because we went to school and then trained in Tarsian together. “I was told it’s because she’s looking for her mate.”

      Flynn raises a brow. He doesn’t know that aspect of our relationship, thank the gods.

      “How does that make you feel?”

      “Are you a therapist now?”

      “No, but I remember you coming back to school after visiting home that one time, when you were fifteen or sixteen. You were a fucking wreck, man. You used to talk about her all the time. You used to write her letters, and then it was like she didn’t exist.”

      “We were childhood friends. Nothing more. It was hard to avoid that since we were practically raised together.”

      “But something happened between you guys?”

      I bite my lower lip. Flynn catches the motion before I can stop myself and gasps, then laughs. “No way.”

      “No way, what?”

      “Oh, don’t do that whole, ‘I’m a big tough super spy with no emotions’ act with me, Ev. You love her.”

      “I don’t love her. I don’t feel anything for her. I am here because General Howard demanded it of me. This is just a mission, and right now, you’re distracting me.”

      Flynn smirks. “You got it bad, don’t you?”

      “Shut. Up.”

      Just then, the crowd parts enough that I finally catch a glimpse of Kenna and…,

      I’m moving forward, cutting through the crowd, careful to keep my head down. Thankfully, the lights are dimmed, and it’s easy to blend in. Kenna’s back is to me. She can’t see me. She won’t see me.

      It takes all of the self-control I’m capable of to not launch myself at this man, this man who’s gripping the back of her dress hard enough his knuckles are turning white as she places a hand on his chest and firmly tries to push him away.

      My blood boils.

      I’m not supposed to intervene. I’m not supposed to make myself known at all, but I can’t sit back and watch this happen.

      Kenna is too polite to tell someone to fuck off. She’s always been that way. I’d been the one, when we were kids, who slammed bullies into the dirt and told them if they ever touched, spoke, or even looked at Kenna again, I would end them, slowly, mercilessly.

      Kenna never knew about it, either. I made sure of that.

      I’m almost at her side when I notice another man barreling in her direction.

      I immediately stop moving, letting the crowd swell around me, but he sees me.

      Sydney, now an Alpha, meets my eyes with the same feral, protective expression I’m sure is on my own face as he slows but doesn’t quite stop. A look of relief mingled with confusion, then understanding, passes behind his eyes. He nods at me before putting himself between the man and Kenna, whispering something in her ear while taking her hand and giving the man who was so roughly clutching her a look that conveys the man overstepped.

      But I’m close enough to feel her. To feel that pull… gods. Her scent. Like the lilacs that bloom in the gardens around the castle where we were raised. She smells like home, and it hits me like a punch in the gut.

      She looks wildly around as Sydney leads her away, but her cousin doesn’t let her turn around to look at where I’m still standing, unable to snap out of the sudden haze gripping my senses.

      When the crowd starts to swallow them again, and Kenna is lost from view, Sydney turns to look at me over his shoulder.

      We can’t mind-link, but the look he’s giving me right now is clear enough.

      He will find me later, and we will talk.

      I pull myself back out of the crowd, and it takes all of my strength not to turn around and go to her, to make sure she’s fine, but another sense is taking over.

      “Change of plans,” I tell Flynn as I reach his side.

      Flynn raises his brows as I roll up my cuffs.

      “See that guy, right there,” I jab my thumb toward the man moving out of the crowd to join a group of men who look roughly our age.

      “Yeah. Why?”

      “I want to know who he is and what pack he belongs to. You can be seen, I can’t. Go talk to him.”

      “Bossy,” Flynn grumbles. “You owe me a drink for this.” He pushes off the wall and makes his way toward the group. Flynn can charm anyone. He can schmooze his way into any crowd, and within twenty minutes, he returns to my side and leans against the wall clutching a glass of whiskey.

      I don’t ask where he got it, but he’s smirking at me as he dips into the shadow I've been lurking under.

      “Markus Aberfeldy. Twenty-five. Just took over as Alpha of Emerald Shore after his older brother’s… unfortunate accident involving a stairwell.”

      “Huh,” I muse, crossing my arms over my chest. “What else?”

      “He’s looking for a Luna. I asked about the girl he was just dancing with, and he was smug as hell. He told his buddies he might be selling himself short talking to the daughters of Betas. He made a comment about how an advantageous match might be in his cards.”

      I wonder what Kenna said to him. If he’s an Alpha, she was likely introduced to him by her cousins. He would have known she was a princess, but what else?

      “Are we kicking this guy's ass?” Flynn asks, smiling.

      I lick my lips. “Sure. Why not?”

      Flynn grins like mad and hands me his drink. I drain it, catching movement out of the corner of my eye. Sydney is leading Kenna out of the temple, his hand wrapped around her upper arm. Ryan follows close behind. It’s hard to miss the twins, even in a crowded place like this. Tall, imposing, and handsome, all eyes are constantly on their movements. The disappointed looks of the women watching them depart briefly makes the corners of my mouth twitch into a ghost of a smile.

      I used to be friends with them. My family sometimes joined Kenna and her parents when they did their yearly trip to Maatua for Winter Solstice. I’d been particularly close with Sydney, but it’s been at least ten years since we last saw each other.

      Still, he’d recognized me in the crowd. That brief moment of clarity in his eyes makes me wonder if he knows exactly why I’m here despite General Howard telling me the princes were as in the dark as Kenna.

      Kenna is pointing an accusatory finger at Ryan, and he’s laughing, as they cross the threshold onto the veranda and out of sight.

      She’s fine. She’s safe with them.

      For the first time since I arrived at the ball, I feel like I can breathe.

      So, I turn my attention back to Flynn.

      “Have you been briefed about the kidnapping threat?” I ask Flynn.

      “Not really, but I assumed something was going on the second you said you were here to guard Kenna.”

      “It’s a rebel group,” I tell him. “With ties to both here and Eastonia.” I did a little digging today before the ball. It’s not hard to find information about the underground in the neutral zone, where my apartment is strategically located.

      Flynn nods. “Yeah, we picked up a few guys from the auction who were from Eastonia. They won’t tell us who they work for, but they have ties to both kingdoms for sure. Something’s brewing.”

      We know enough to understand the dissent in some spaces is about the borders opening up between Crescent Falls and Eastonia. Once, a veil of magic prevented the two kingdoms from contacting each other. Now, twenty-one years later, border crossings aren’t nearly as tight. The kings are allies and bonded by shared family.

      Not everyone agrees with the way either kingdom is moving, ushering in a new era of unification and peace.

      “I’m going to introduce myself to Markus,” I tell Flynn. “Maybe he knows something about this underground network of rebels.”

      Flynn snorts. “That guy? Doubt it. He’s as dense as a brick.”

      “Everyone is until they’re in a situation where they’re about to be flayed open,” I say and scan the crowd for the Alpha in question. He’s leaving.

      But he’s not going to get far.

      “Let’s go.”
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