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            HE’S ALIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Isla

      

      “Ella,” I whisper. I’m in shock. My entire body hums with adrenaline as I try to step deeper into what remains of my living room. Everything is ash and embers. The ceiling is gone, revealing the glare of the midmorning sun.

      And there she is, kneeling in the center of the room, covered in her mate’s blood.

      Maddox lurches forward, but I grab him around the waist and haul him back. “Wait!”

      Ella pants, her chest heaving with each ragged breath she takes. In the distance, I hear sirens. Smoke funnels toward the sky. It’s only a matter of minutes until people start descending on our property, and they can’t see this.

      “Ella,” I repeat, louder this time. “Take off the mask, honey.”

      She whimpers as she raises her bloody hands, her sea-green eyes full of tears. She’s wearing a dress that may have been white at some point. It’s thin, and hanging off her body, which is covered in bruises and deep scratches. I’m not sure where she’s hurt. I’m not sure what blood is hers and what blood is Ryatt’s.

      “Honey,” I whisper, taking a few steps toward her. The mask she’s wearing… I can’t explain the way it seems to suck the air from the room around us. It’s pulsating with power I can’t begin to describe. I just know she needs to take it off. I don’t know how I know, but something in the power emanating off it isn’t right. My own power recoils away from it, as if it wants to curl into itself and hide.

      “Isla, we need to do something,” Maddox growls somewhere behind me as the sirens get closer.

      “Take it off,” I tell her. “Take it off and let us help you.”

      Her fingers brush over the crimson stones before she pulls it off with what looks like great effort. Her mouth parts as she inhales sharply, and then her eyes roll back in her head, and she slumps forward over Ryatt’s chest.

      “Goddess above,” I hiss as I race to her, falling on my knees and pulling her into my arms.

      Maddox kneels near Ryatt’s head, his fingers on his pulse. He meets my eyes as I gather our unconscious daughter in my arms and slowly shakes his head.

      I look down at my daughter’s mate. How did this happen?

      “My tears,” I say to Maddox. “I have vials in the bathroom upstairs.”

      “He’s dead, Isla.”

      I can’t accept that. I don’t know this man. I can’t be a judge of his character or whether he lives or dies. He taunted Isaac for weeks before the war last summer. He was our enemy, at least we thought he was. Maybe he still is. But he’s Ella’s mate. There’s so much we don’t know. And her scream… Goddess, that scream told me everything I needed to know about the two of them.

      She loves him, and if she wakes up to find that he’s dead, it’ll be a pain worse than whatever happened to her to put her in this state.

      “Get them,” I beg, fresh tears welling along my lower lashes. I’ll need as many tears as I can get. “Please, hurry!”

      Maddox rises without a word and pulls his phone from his pocket before rushing out of the living room. His footsteps thunder up the stairs to my left.

      “It’s all right,” I whisper into Ella’s hair, rocking her side to side like an infant. “You’re all right now.”

      She’s totally unconscious. Her body is a dead weight in my arms, her blood soaked hair sticking to my chest and arms. I look down at her body–at the red welts forming on her arms and legs. Burns, I realize. I choke down a sob, clutching her tight and thanking the Goddess she’s not awake to feel the pain of these injuries.

      Ryatt makes a breathy sound–a gasp, then goes silent again.

      “Maddox!” I shout, leaning forward and reaching for Ryatt. “HURRY!” There’s a sliver of life left in him. A single beat of his heart. That’s enough. I can bring him back. I know I can. “MADDOX!”

      I lower Ella to the ground beside Ryatt and crawl to his side, taking his battered face between my hands. “Come on,” I plead, shaking him gently. “Don’t you dare die. Do not leave her like this!”

      I shake him again, hard, ignoring the blood seeping through the gaping holes in the dark leather vest that covers his chest. “Ryatt, wake up. Open your eyes–”

      Silver eyes open to slits, locking on mine. He jerks, teeth bared, but doesn’t have the strength to do much else. Pain shines behind his eyes as he blinks once, then twice, as if trying to clear his vision. “You’re safe,” I tell him quietly. “She’s safe–”

      “Ella–”

      “She’s okay,” I whisper, tears blurring my vision as I lean over him. A single tear rolls down my cheek and along my jaw before falling onto his lower lip.

      Telling him Ella is all right might have been a mistake. He closes his eyes again, breathing rapidly while blood dribbles from the corners of his mouth. His mate is safe, and now he feels like he can succumb to death in peace. “Ryatt–Ryatt!”

      “Isla!” Maddox lunches himself off the stairs and tosses me a vial of tears, the most precious medicine we have. I wrench the lid off with my teeth and pry open Ryatt’s mouth, dumping the entire vial onto his tongue. He jerks, but I hold him down, covering his mouth and nose with my hand. I turn desperate eyes to Maddox, who has Ella’s head in his lap while he begs for her to drink, to wake up, to open her eyes.

      The sirens have abruptly stopped, but another noise rips through the air.

      “Did you call a boat?” I ask, releasing my grip on Ryatt, who has fallen back in a state of unconsciousness and riding a fine line between life and death.

      “I called Poppy,” Maddox says breathlessly. He picks Ella up, cradling her limp body in his arms. “We’re going to the castle directly. This was a gas leak.” He tilts his head toward the remains of our living room.

      A gas leak. Sure. Not our magical daughter and her mate falling through our ceiling out of thin air.

      “Okay,” I whisper over the roar of a boat engine ripping into the private cove that touches the edge of our backyard. It’s too shallow for one of the big boats that take us over the sea, so it must be a skiff of some kind, or Goddess forbid, jet skis. “Maddox?”

      “I’ll come back for him,” he says, meeting my eyes. Grim determination makes his green eyes shine in the smoke still curling toward the opening in the roof.

      I don’t want to leave Ryatt, so I don’t. I know Ella will be okay. I feel it in my very soul that she will live. When it comes to her, I’m more worried about what she’ll be like when she wakes up. They went through something awful–awful enough that she ripped the sky in two to bring her mate, a man considered an enemy to our people, back home to me.

      She brought him here so I can heal him.

      But he’s still bleeding badly despite my tears. His pulse is weak, and his chest trembles with each unsteady breath he takes. Warriors hurry in, calling out my name, but my focus is locked on Ryatt.

      Maddox's voice telling me to let Ryatt go breaks me out of what feels like a trance.

      “Do not die,” I demand before rising to my feet.
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        * * *

      

      “They sedated him,” Poppy says as we hurry down a long, open air hallway with archways that look out over the endless beach. Hot afternoon sunlight beats down on Maatua, but inside the castle, the air feels cold and suffocating. “He’s going into surgery as we speak.”

      Poppy pants as she tries to catch back up to me.

      “Isla, wait.” She grabs my arm and pulls me to a stop.

      “I need to check on Ella.”

      “She’s still asleep. I swear. I have two healers tending to her. Her wounds–the burns–” Poppy’s face pales as she shakes her head. “I need you to tell me what happened to them.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” I say sharply, massaging my jaw. I’ve been darting between the state-of-the-art infirmary where healers have been trying desperately to save Ryatt’s life and the bedroom Ella is in. The entire castle is crawling with warriors and healers.

      My tears healed some of Ella’s wounds.

      My tears did nothing for Ryatt. He’s in worse shape than when he first arrived.

      What I really want to do is bring them both to the falls, but Ryatt might not survive the trip at this point. We’ve run out of time.

      “It’s like he wants to die,” I growl, closing my eyes and lowering into a crouch. My muscles ache from sprinting all over this Goddess damned castle for hours. My hands are raw from repeated washing. My eyes are puffy, but dry, having cried so many tears my power simply snapped and withered away.

      Poppy licks her lips and kneels, her hands squeezing my shoulders in a way that makes me hum with relief. “Ella is going to be okay. Your tears healed her body. But… that wound on her thigh is… resisting all efforts. It’ll need to be stitched.”

      “That’s fine.” In reality, the fact that I couldn’t heal my own daughter is weighing heavily on me.

      “Isaac and Maddy are on the way,” she says, forcing a smile. “That’s good, right?”

      “I feel awful for calling them,” I admit. “Maddy’s in no state to travel.”

      “We’re more than ready to deliver twins here, Isla. I think we have every healer in Maatua at the castle right now, actually.”

      “I think we need to get Ella and Ryatt off Maatua.”

      “Why?”

      “Ryatt–” I suck in a breath and stand. Poppy follows, her eyes glimmering with concern as I rub my temples. “Ryatt is very powerful. That’s all we really know about him.”

      “You’re worried about his powers?”

      “We don’t know what we’re dealing with when it comes to him, Poppy. He’s weak now, but when he heals… if he’s not who I think he is–”

      “Who do you think he is?”

      “Someone who loves my daughter.”

      Poppy holds my gaze, understanding blooming over her lovely features. “What can he do, exactly?”

      “We have no idea.” We know Ella can cause an insane amount of structural damage, if what's left of my house is any indicator of her powers.

      “Well,” she claps her hands, rubbing them together. “I just had the east wing of the castle renovated, so I’m in agreement that we need to move them both elsewhere… for our safety, of course.”

      “Of course,” I repeat, but both of us know this has everything to do with the fact this matter needs to be kept secret for as long as possible. We may be in peace times now, but if the Alphas under the rule of Isaac, and even Antony, catch wind of this, rumors will spread. The people of our kingdoms need to stay under the impression they’re safe.

      Even if I’m not sure they are.

      We won’t know anything until Ella and Ryatt can explain what happened.

      “On the matter of the mask,” Poppy says as we start walking again. We turn a sharp corner, coming face to face with a narrow set of stairs leading down into the depths of the castle. “It’s in a vault deep underground. A vault only I have a key to.”

      “Good, it needs to stay that way.”

      “Are we in danger, Isla?”

      I halt on the second to the last step. “I don’t know.”

      She nods, pursing her lips in thought. “The Teal Isles, then. The royal house there has been empty for some time. There’s plenty of room for your entire family to stay, to spread out. It does have an infirmary, but I’ve been assured that once Ryatt is out of surgery he’ll be all right, at least physically.”

      “Have a boat ready, please.”

      “I will.” She reaches out and grabs my wrist. “They’re going to be fine. Ella is going to be okay.” Tears finally start to spring to life again. She notices, giving me a smile as she reaches up to dab one off my cheek. “I’m so happy your girl is home again, even if the situation is less than ideal.”

      “She’s awake!”

      We look to our right where a healer just ran into view, her cheeks pink with exertion.

      “Princess Ella is awake and–”

      A frustrated screech echoes through the corridor, followed by the clattering sound of something hitting the floor.

      “Go,” Poppy urges, giving me a little shove.

      I don’t need it. My feet barely touch the floor as I race after the healer, Poppy’s beautiful seaside home passing by in a blur.

      I push through the door into the large, airy bedroom. It’s all white and pale blues–a calming place with large windows overlooking the turquoise water.

      Ella stands in the center of the room, panting, her eyes wide and round as she whips around to face me. Three healers cower against the wall as her eyes blaze with silver white fire.

      My beautiful, powerful daughter.

      “Come here,” I whisper, opening my arms to her. “Ella, it’s all right–”

      The force of her running into my arms is nearly enough to knock me off my feet, but I dig deep for the strength I need to carry whatever is weighing her down.

      “Tell me everything,” I whisper into her hair.
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            OUR ENEMY

          

        

      

    

    
      *Isla*

      

      It’s a beautiful, clear night. Waves brush against the rocky shore of the private island in the Teal Isles, a small group of islands roughly forty miles south of Maatua. The moon is full and bright, casting a long silver beam across the practically still ocean.

      On a night like this, Maddox and I normally would have shifted and gone for a nice long run through the tropical forest surrounding Maatua.

      But now I’m standing by a window in a snug, wood paneled bedroom in the massive vacation home of the Alpha and Luna of Maatua wondering how we got to this point.

      I turn my head to look at the bed in the center of the room where Ryatt is lying on his side, his eyes pinched shut as he sleeps.

      He died at least twice today, three times if we count the moment his heart stopped during the surgery to mend and close a dozen stab wounds to his chest and abdomen. My tears were the only thing keeping him alive, even when his body repeatedly tried to give up.

      He’s stable now, at least. His entire chest is a tangle of thick bandages. The burns on his arms and legs have healed nicely, and I believe my tears are to thank for that.

      But his powers aren’t compatible with mine. I truly believe they fought against my healing powers in some way.

      I heave a sigh and look back out the window. I couldn’t get Ella to talk today. She just kept asking me about Ryatt over, and over, and over again. I still have no idea what happened to them. I don’t know how she got here, or what spurred them to make this incredible journey to save Ryatt’s life.

      I look at him again. He’s so young, not much older than Isaac. A king, I believe. I’m not sure how it works in Eastonia.

      No one here does, so no one knows what to expect when the truth inevitably comes out.

      I watch the moon begin to dip below the horizon as violet, velvety morning sunlight starts to bleed across the sky.

      What a day we’ve had. We arrived in the Teal Isles six hours ago. We’ll remain here as long as we have to.

      “Isla, what are you doing here?”

      I turn to Maddox’s voice. His eyes are narrowed on Ryatt. “Checking on him,” I tell him sternly, not liking his tone.

      Maddox takes up the entire doorway, but I can still see the outlines of several warriors standing in wait in the hallway just beyond the room. This entire mansion is full of warriors, both in their human and wolf forms. In fact, I had to wade through at least a dozen of them to get to Ryatt’s room earlier. “What’s in your hand?”

      Maddox holds up a metal box, his expression unreadable. “Silver manacles.”

      “Absolutely not,” I growl, glancing at Ryatt before swiftly crossing the room to my mate. “You’re not putting those on him.”

      “We don’t know what he can do,” he says in a low whisper as he steps aside, allowing me to exit the room.

      I shut the door behind me with a soft click. “He is our daughter’s mate, and he nearly died yesterday, Maddox. We’re not putting him in silver shackles.”

      “Our daughter,” he grinds out, and I realize he’s doing his best to keep a firm grip on several overwhelming emotions, “was tortured, Isla.”

      “What do you mean?”

      He takes me by the arm and guides me further down the hallway so we’re not overheard by the warriors keeping guard at Ryatt’s door. “I spoke to Jane, her healer, just a few minutes ago. They have a full report now of Ella’s injuries. Based on the injuries they found before your tears could heal them, and her behavior…” he sucks in a breath, looking more furious than I’ve ever seen him before, “she’s been tortured, Isla. Physically, and mentally. The wound on her inner thigh…” He hisses out a breath and closes his eyes. “Did he do it?”

      “What?”

      “Ryatt. Did he do this to her?”

      “He’s her mate!”

      “He’s a stranger to us,” he reminds me. “And the healers didn’t pick up a shared scent between them. Ella doesn’t bear his mark.”

      I blink. I hadn’t even thought to try to pick up the scent of their mate bond. It’s very hard to do, honestly, but once you spend enough time with a couple, or know one of them well enough to scent the changes once a mate bond has been established, it’s glaringly obvious.

      I would have noticed the scent on Ella.

      “But, they have to be mates.”

      “They’re not.”

      “Something must have happened to break their bond. You just said she was tortured; that could have broken their bond somehow. Maybe that’s why she was tortured in the first place!”

      “Isla, I need you to listen to me,” Maddox demands, leading me so far down the hallway Ryatt’s room and the warriors fades out of sight. “Ryatt is a prisoner here now as far as I’m concerned, at least until Isaac and I determine he didn’t have anything to do with the state Ella’s in right now. Has she said anything to you?”

      I know Maddox is only trying to keep all of us safe, but I’m livid. “She only said his name, Maddox. Before we came to the Teal Isles, all she wanted to know is whether or not he’s still alive. I can’t even describe how shattered she sounded as she begged me to tell her whether or not her mate was still breathing. She loves him!”

      “I have to think about our family.”

      “He is our family.” My words echo through the corridor. “Ryatt is our family now.”

      Maddox rolls his lower lip between his teeth. He looks like he’s about to say more, but hurried footsteps cut through the air as someone rushes around the corner.

      A warrior comes to an abrupt stop, panting, holding out a phone. “Alpha Antony’s Beta is trying to reach you, sir.”

      Maddox snatches the phone, his brow still pinched with frustration from our fight.

      “What’s going on?” I ask as I watch Maddox’s face undergo a great transformation.

      “Have them wait in Maatua until Alpha King Isaac arrives,” Maddox says into the phone before hanging up, his cheeks flushed with surprise and worry.

      “Maddox?”

      “Cassian and Hannah just arrived in Maatua,” he says slowly, calmly, but his eyes are shining with confusion. “They’re uninjured.”

      “Hannah’s back?”

      Maddox nods. “Did you know Cassian was able to cross the veil into Eastonia?”

      This is too much. My mind is reeling as I stammer, “N-no–”

      “I have to go back to Maatua.” He runs his hand over his face. We’re both exhausted. Neither of us slept last night. “Isaac and Maddy should be arriving there soon. I need to speak with our son and Cassian before bringing them back here.” He meets my eyes. “Do not go into Ryatt’s room again. Promise me.”

      “I’m not going to promise that.”

      “Isla.”

      “We have a lot more to worry about right now than him, Maddox. If there’s a threat coming our way, Isaac needs to be ready to deal with it. But right now, I’m going to go talk to our daughter.”

      Maddox exhales deeply as I turn from him and rush away. I refuse to cry. I feel awful knowing that Maddox and I are at each other's throats right now. I understand his concerns, but I know Ella wouldn’t have brought him here if he was a threat to our family.

      It doesn’t take long to reach the room where Ella’s been assigned. I open the door and find a healer helping her into a seated position. She’s wearing a loose shirt from some mainland band Isaac liked as a teenager. We didn’t have time to grab anything or pack to come here, and the last time our family had visited the Isles, Isaac must have been barely sixteen and Ella…

      She’d been thirteen. Just a girl.

      “Is he awake?” She stands, gripping the headboard on wobbly legs.

      I give the healer a brief nod to dismiss her from the room and close the door behind her. “No, he’s resting.”

      “How long will he be asleep for? I need to talk to him.”

      “We need to talk first, Ella.”

      She sinks back down on the edge of her bed, her knuckles white as she clutches the headboard. Her eyes go glassy with tears. “Mama, please, just let me see him.”

      “What happened to you, Ella?”

      Her lips part, several tears sliding off her lashes.

      “It w-was a trap,” she whimpers. “Ryatt’s wards failed, and the king found me before I could find Ryatt.”

      She was pulled, she tells me, through time and space. Summoned before King Kane, a man who stole other people’s power which was then harvested into the very mask Ella wore when she arrived back home.

      “I fought,” she says, her cheeks wet with tears as she turns desperate eyes to me. “I need you to know that I fought back for as long as I could. I need Ryatt to know that I tried to stop him.”

      “What happened?” I’m fighting my own tears as I watch my daughter break apart. She hugs her stomach, rocking back and forth.

      “My powers were nothing against him. He got me on my knees within minutes. Everything Westfall taught me… I tried, though. I fought back even when I felt my bones would break under the pull of his powers. I tried to kill him, but that mask…. He was a god while wearing that mask, and my powers were nothing compared to his. It was fruitless. Ryatt was right all along, and I kept pushing him to let me help. I kept pushing, and pushing, and the whole time I had no idea–” She’s rambling now, hugging her stomach tighter. “He drained me, Mama. He bit my neck and sucked my powers until I couldn’t move. He held me down and–” She closes her eyes. “I couldn’t do anything. He cut out Ryatt’s mark. He shattered our bond. He knew Ryatt would feel it when it happened. He knew Ryatt would come for me.”

      I edge toward her. Her thighs are bare beneath the shirt, and I can see the bandages covering the inside of her left thigh.

      “Westfall is dead,” she whispers absently. “He was Ryatt’s dad. His real dad. Westfall never told him. He never got a chance, and now he’s gone. I couldn’t save him.”

      I don’t know who she’s talking about, but the pain in her eyes tells me it’s someone she loved.

      “I tried to get Cassian and Hannah home. I tried–I tried–Everything was going wrong and my powers–”

      “They made it home.”

      Her head snaps in my direction.

      “They made it. Your dad just got a call from the castle in Maatua. Cassian and Hannah showed up in the city a few hours ago.”

      “Are they all right?”

      “As far as I know.”

      “I did it,” she whispers, running her hands over her face. “Oh, my Goddess, I did it–”

      “Ella,” I edge closer, “Is King Kane coming after you?”

      She blinks, her shocked expression relaxing.

      “I killed him,” she says with no emotion whatsoever, but her lips twitch into a smile. “He’s dead. I made sure of it. The mask–”

      The door to the room opens so fast it bounces off the opposite wall, nearly coming off its hinges.

      I whirl around, stepping in front of Ella, my powers prickling to life in my fingertips.

      Ryatt stumbles into the room, steadying himself on the doorframe. Behind him, a trail of groaning warriors are left in his wake, all of them injured and rolling over the tiles trying to regain their footing.

      His knuckles are busted and bleeding, and the bandages covering his chest are crimson with fresh blood.

      He fought his way here.

      Ella’s breath quickens as she steps out from behind me. “Ryatt,” she croaks.

      Ryatt shakes his head, trying to catch his breath, but the corners of his mouth tick up in a smile. “What the fuck did you do, Princess?”
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            HIS TOUCH ON MY SKIN

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella

      

      Ryatt takes a single step into the room before his face flushes of color, and his eyes roll back in his head.

      Mom gasps and rushes forward just in time to break Ryatt’s fall.

      “Ryatt!” I screech, jumping in to help as he pitches forward.

      “Goddess above, Ella. How much does he weigh?” Mom grunts, her cheeks puffing with effort while we try to keep him upright.

      “Ryatt, come on,” I urge, helping Mom lower him to the ground. Some of the warriors he tore through in the hallway are back on their feet and limping toward the door. I pull my lip back in a snarl as a trio of them stumbles into the room. “GET OUT!”

      They back away, going pale.

      “Shut the door, please,” Mom huffs, forcing a kind smile, but her eyes are narrowed with determination and concern as she looks down at Ryatt.

      The warriors reluctantly edge out of the room and shut the door slowly behind them.

      “Ryatt, please.” I help Mom roll him over onto his back.

      “Oh, no,” Mom whispers, mumbling the words under her breath as she looks down at his bandages. “His stitches came undone.”

      “But he’s okay?”

      “He’s fine,” she says with a hint of annoyance. “Stupid, but fine. What was he thinking fighting all of those warriors in his state? I’ll call for the healer. We need to get him back to his room.”

      “He’ll stay with me.”

      Mom meets my eyes. I suddenly feel like I’m sixteen again, asking for a later curfew so I can stay out with my new boyfriend, even though she knew full well I’d be finding a way to sneak out regardless of her rules.

      “Mom, he’s my mate.”

      “I know.”

      “Why are you giving me that look, then?”

      “Your dad is… uncomfortable with this.”

      “With me sharing a room with my mate?”

      “With Ryatt.”

      I should have expected this. I’m numb, to be honest. I’m still riding some kind of high brought on by the sheer reality that we survived, and King Kane is dead. But there’s so much that needs to be discussed. There’s so much that needs to be done. We have to go back to Eastonia as soon as possible.

      But right now, I’m on the other side of the veil with what could possibly be my brother’s number one enemy, and therefore, my dad’s as well. “Oh, shit.”

      “Ella,” Mom warns, clicking her tongue in distaste.

      “What exactly is Dad planning to do to him?” I glance at the door. “Oh, my Goddess. All of those warriors have been standing guard outside of his door, haven’t they?”

      “What exactly did you expect to happen, Ella?”

      “I wasn’t expecting anything! I brought him here because–because I had no other options. He was going to die, Mom! You were the only person who could help!”

      “I couldn’t.” The words settle between us heavy and thick, choking the air from the room. Her eyes darken as she checks Ryatt’s pulse. “My tears barely helped him. They might have kept him alive long enough to get into surgery, but that was it, Ella.”

      “Did your tears help me?”

      She glances at my thigh and the exposed bandages creeping toward my knee.

      My chest tightens.

      “Everything healed but that.”

      I try to distract myself from the memory of how I ended up with a gaping wound in my leg by running my fingers through Ryatt’s hair. He’s beginning to stir. His brow pinches as he tries to open his eyes, but early morning sunlight is starting to stream through the floor to ceiling windows overlooking the sea and the increasingly bright sunrise.

      “Ella, how exactly did you get that wound?”

      “Not now,” I whisper. My throat tightens around the words as the reminder of the injury brings on a wave of fresh pain. Mom’s powers might have healed the bruises Kane left on my body, but I can still feel his touch on my skin. It sends a chill up my spine, my entire body suddenly racked with shivers.

      “I think you should rest,” Mom says quietly.

      I can’t even look at her right now. The act of holding myself together and burying my feelings–something I’ve been so damned good at before–is taking all of my strength.

      A soft knock on the door releases the tension in the room, and suddenly, I can catch my breath again. I inhale deeply as Mom turns and rises on her knees, beckoning the healer into the room.

      Jane, who has been hovering around me like an anxious bird since the moment we arrived in the Teal Isles, lets out a little squeak when she sees Ryatt lying on the floor. “Oh, dear. Not his stitches!”

      “I’m afraid so,” Mom says with a sigh. “What can we do?”

      “No more,” Ryatt groans, waving a hand, his eyes narrowed to slits against the glare of the sun. “Please, no more needles.”

      “I didn’t know the word please was part of your vocabulary,” I say lightly, giving him a teasing smile.

      His eyes slide to mine with so much annoyance shining behind them that I nearly burst into tears. He’s okay. Ryatt is truly alive and already back to usual self.

      “It’s right in between the words shut, and up–”

      “My mom is standing three feet away from us,” I hiss, gripping his arm and lowering my voice to a whisper. “You need to be on your best behavior. I’m dead serious, Ryatt. We’re not in Eastonia. You’re not the king here.”

      “Yet.”

      “That’s not even remotely funny!”

      Ryatt thinks it is. His mouth quirks into a smug, but sleepy, smile. “I’ll behave if no one touches me for at least a few hours.”

      “He’s going to be loopy for some time.” The healer's voice cuts over our murmured conversation. “The sedation from his surgery to close his wounds won’t wear off until later this evening, I’m guessing.”

      “And what can we expect when the sedation does wear off?” Mom glances down at Ryatt with a weary expression.

      “He’ll be in pain, for sure.” The healer tucks her hands in the pockets of her white coat, her eyes sliding from mom to Ryatt. “I’d like to suggest keeping him medicated to help with that.”

      “It’s not necessary,” I tell them, patting Ryatt on the thigh. “He’s been through worse.” It’s not totally the truth, but in the months I’ve known him, I’ve seen him battered and bruised and incredibly worse for wear. “He’ll be good as new after some rest and a glass of whiskey.”

      Mom raises her brows, but there's still weariness behind her eyes as she turns her attention back to the healer to discuss what to do about his torn stitches.

      In the end, I don’t get my way. He’s going to be moved back to the room assigned to him. Whatever strength Ryatt summoned to fight his way down the hallway to my room against over a dozen royal guards fades with each passing second, and soon, he’s fast asleep on the carpet while Jane and Mom discuss how to move him back to a sterile room to redo the ridiculous amount of stitches holding his chest together.

      I watch as two warriors lift Ryatt to his feet and drag him away, and there’s nothing I can do about it.

      “Where’s Dad?” I ask, hugging myself as Ryatt disappears from sight.

      “He went to Maatua. I’m sure he missed all of this commotion by only a few minutes–if that.”

      “Why is he going back to Maatua?”

      “Isaac and Maddy should have arrived there an hour ago,” she breathes. She turns her gaze to me, a flash of guilt lighting behind her eyes. “I called Isaac and told him what happened.”

      “It would have been hard to keep this a secret, I guess.”

      “He’s not going to hurt Ryatt.”

      “I’m more worried about Isaac getting hurt.”

      She purses her lips. “Ella, look. Ryatt is an enemy of our kingdom until proven otherwise. Your father is under the impression that he may have… that he may have done this to you.”

      “What? Why would he think that?”

      “You were tortured, weren’t you?”

      I turn my expression to steel, refusing to let even a glimmer of the truth show. “He didn’t do this to me.”

      “Your Dad couldn’t scent the mate bond between you–”

      “It’s gone.” The words hurt almost as bad as the act that severed the bond between us. I fight the urge to scream, keeping my expression painfully neutral. “It was broken. But he’s my mate regardless.”

      “Do you love him?”

      “Of course.” My voice breaks despite my best efforts. “I wouldn’t have flattened an entire kingdom for him otherwise.”

      Confusion flashes across Mom’s face, but I shake my head, refusing to even think about what I’ve done, and what might be happening in Eastonia right as we speak. “Will Hannah and Cassian come here?”

      “I don’t know. Maybe, but it’ll be up to Isaac.”

      “I’d like to at least talk to them.”

      “I’ll try, Ella. Please get some rest.” Mom reaches out and takes my hand, squeezing hard. “Everything is going to be fine.”

      I watch her walk away. I walk to the door and slowly close myself into the unfamiliar room. I’m exhausted, and nothing sounds better than falling into a deep, dreamless sleep, but I know once I close my eyes, I’ll relive the nightmare that was my time in the fortress of King Kane.

      I’ll see Westfall’s lifeless eyes locked on Ryatt.

      I’ll see Amanda and Granger in that cavern beneath the coven, not knowing if they’re dead or alive.

      I place a hand on my stomach and close my eyes. “We’re safe,” I say to myself–and to the tiny flicker of life I tried so hard to protect.

      Then, I crawl into bed, and dissolve into a puddle of tears.
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        * * *

      

      “Please–” I shove my hands against his chest. He shouldn’t be this strong. He’s so small, so old, so withered beneath the mask.

      Kane drags the silver blade up and down my thigh while his other hand clutches my throat. Blood trickles down my neck and shoulders from several deep, jagged bite marks.

      “It was so foolish of him to mark you, to think he could claim you.” His laugh cuts through my soul. “You’re mine. I’ll drink from you and drain you of your powers until the end of your days. You’d taste so much sweeter without the taint of his bond staining your blood.”

      “Don’t, please! I’ll do anything–”

      The edge of the silver blade slices into my thigh as I scream Ryatt’s name.

      “No!”

      I shoot straight up in bed, my hands curling around my throat. I can still feel Kane’s touch there, like the imprint of his hand is now burned onto my neck. My entire body is coated in sweat, causing my shirt to cling to my damp skin. Shivers snake up and down my spine as I blink wildly into the darkness, trying to clear my vision.

      Outside the window, the moon is high in the sky. It’s the middle of the night. I slept the entire day.

      “Oh, Goddess,” I breathe, running my fingers through my hair. My hands tremble as I bring them down over my face, rubbing sleep from my eyes.

      I barely register my actions until I find myself in the darkened hallway outside of my bedroom dressed in sweatpants and a crewneck sweatshirt, my hair tied in a messy bun on the very top of my head. My bare feet pad over the cold stone tiles, and the only sound beside my footsteps is the gentle hum of the AC. Several warriors turn to look at me as I make my way further down the hallway. I ignore them. I doubt any of them have the balls to stop me. I’m still a princess here, aren’t I? What authority do they have over me?

      “Princess Ella,” someone says, stepping into my line of sight. “You’re not allowed to go in there–”

      I stare up at the warrior, narrowing my eyes at him. Moonlight creeps over his face as he slowly backs away. “I’ll take it up with my parents when I see them in the morning. Get out of my way.”

      “Princess–”

      I wiggle the doorknob I believe leads into Ryatt’s room based on the fact that there’s a million warriors standing guard nearby. “Unlock it. Now.”

      He reaches past me and slides a key into the doorknob, and then I’m inside Ryatt’s room, locking the door from the inside.

      He’s asleep facing the window overlooking the endless ocean. Fresh bandages wrap around his chest and back, the sheets pulled up to his waist.

      I silently walk across the room and slide into bed beside him as gently as I can. I carefully wrap an arm around his waist and find his hands, knitting my fingers between his.

      I brush my lips over his bare shoulder as I close my eyes, breathing in his scent. He smells different. I can’t pick up everything I used to. That leather scent is gone, replaced by the astringent the healers used to clean his wounds.

      Tears sting my eyes as I cuddle closer.

      “I’m so sorry, Ryatt.”

      He squeezes my hand just as I start to drift back to sleep.

      I don’t know how long I’ve slept, but I slowly crawl back to life to the sound of voices shouting nearby. Heavy, determined footsteps breach the quiet, peaceful climate in the room as Ryatt goes totally and wholly still. “Ryatt?”

      The door opens at the same moment I roll over to face it.

      I knew who it would be before the man entered the darkened room and turned on the light.

      I know, without a shadow of a doubt, that Ryatt is going to do everything in his power to not behave right now.

      “You fucking prick,” Isaac sneers.

      And then all hell breaks loose.
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            FIGHT TO THE DEATH

          

        

      

    

    
      Ella

      

      Ryatt is out of bed in an instant, his face dancing with shadows cast by the early morning daylight creeping through the airy curtains. He grabs me by the ankle and drags me toward him across the bed as Isaac stalks into the room.

      Ryatt looks murderous. His eyes are bright, clear, and lucid as he narrows them on my brother while I swing my legs off the bed and stand at his side. He stretches his arm across me, trying to push me behind him.

      I feel a flicker of something deep in my heart. It’s fleeting, but Ryatt’s desperation to keep me safe from this threat–my brother and his temper–awakens a single speck of the bond that was stolen from us.

      “Stop,” I whisper. “Ryatt, stop!”

      “Get out,” Ryatt sneers as Isaac comes to a stop in the center of the room. Through the doorway, I see several figures lingering in the shadows. Warriors, from what I can smell.

      “What are you doing in here with him?” Isaac snarls, his eyes locking on mine.

      “Do not speak to her.” Ryatt's voice is sharpened to a bitter edge, such a far cry from the sleepy, teasing manner in which he spoke to me yesterday.

      I wanted my mate back, didn’t I?

      Well, now he’s back, fully lucid, the sedation having worn off sometime in the night.

      Just in time for my brother to get here. The tension between them is so thick I can taste it.

      Isaac’s jaw flexes, his eyes matching Ryatt’s vengeful gaze. “Get your hands off my sister.”

      “My wife,” Ryatt says coolly, the corner of his mouth lifting in a smug grin, “is my business. I’ll do as I please.”

      That’s all it takes. I close my eyes at the very moment Isaac lunges at Ryatt. The sound of furniture crashing to pieces and their fists meeting flesh rings in my ears as I back myself against one of the windows and open my eyes to slits. I don’t want to watch them try to kill each other, but it’s hard not to. They haven’t shifted yet, but they’re beating the absolute hell out of each other with their fists.

      All while the warriors in the hallway watch with bated breath.

      Isaac probably told them to wait outside while he handled this on his own.

      Isaac gets Ryatt in a headlock, but it’s short lived. Ryatt jerks forward, sending Isaac flying over his shoulders and crashing into the side of the bed I’d just been peacefully sleeping in.

      Isaac recovers a second later, lunging at Ryatt’s legs. Ryatt goes down with a smack, and now they're rolling across the ground spewing the most colorful insults I’ve ever heard in my life.

      Two Alpha males in one room is bad enough. But two Alpha Kings?

      Isaac plants a fist in Ryatt’s chest. Ryatt sucks in a breath, his face draining of color.

      “Stop!” I shout, rushing forward.

      Ryatt is trying to get out from under Isaac. His eyes meet mine, narrowed and bright with pain. “Ella, get back!” my mate insists.

      Another crushing blow to his abdomen has him gasping, then snarling with rage.

      “He’s hurt, Isaac. Stop!”

      Ryatt locks his leg with Isaac’s and flips him over.

      I race forward, grabbing Ryatt around the shoulders. Isaac tries to kick out, but Ryatt has him pinned. My brother grunts, wrenching one of his arms free and sends it into Ryatt’s chest again.

      This time, Ryatt’s entire body trembles, and I can almost taste his pain as he rolls off Isaac and clutches an arm over the fresh bandages now soaking with blood, again.

      “ENOUGH!” I scream, shoving Isaac, who is back on his feet and trying to make another move toward my mate.

      But Isaac makes the mistake of grabbing me by the arm and yanking me toward him.

      Ryatt’s eyes open wide and lock on the spot where Isaac is touching me.

      One of them is going to die if this doesn’t stop.

      Ryatt leaps onto his feet and rushes at me and Isaac. I can’t do more than throw myself in Ryatt’s way, my hands planting on his chest.

      “Don’t touch her!” Ryatt shouts, but his voice cracks, his eyes shifting from pure rage to something desperate and full of pain. “Do not touch her–don’t–” He takes a ragged breath before slumping onto the edge of the bed. I hear Isaac slowly back away as I kneel between Ryatt’s knees and take his face between my hands. He hangs his head, panting, his hands coming up to clutch my wrists. He doesn’t push me away like I expect. He leans down, closing his eyes, and rests his forehead against mine.

      “Ella,” he breathes. “What did he do to you?” He’s not talking about Isaac. He’s talking about Kane.

      My chest tightens. “I–I don’t want to talk about this right now, Ryatt.”

      “Westfall? He didn’t make it out, did he?”

      Tears burn along my lashes. I hadn’t thought about how this might feel for Ryatt when he woke up and came out of the heavy sedation he’s been under for a couple of days, maybe longer. The days and hours since I cut through the veil to bring him here for help are a blur.

      How much does he remember about those last seconds in the remains of King Kane’s fortress, when he was dying in my arms?

      I hear Isaac shift from foot to foot somewhere behind us. I ignore him for a moment and swipe my thumbs over Ryatt’s cheeks. “We’re okay, Ryatt. We’re safe.”

      “We have to go back.”

      “I–I know–”

      “Granger,” he says, gritting his teeth. “Granger and Amanda, are they here?”

      “They’re–They should be at the Coven. They were safe when I–when I left them.” I swallow hard, closing my eyes and finding comfort in his scent and close proximity.

      “I thought you made it back here,” he says softly, his silver eyes finally meeting mine. “I know I saw the veil part. Westfall and I were in Rifthold, and I thought you got out. I was–I walked into what I knew would be my death knowing you got out.”

      “I don’t know what happened,” I try to say, but it comes out as a strangled sob. “The wards were down around the Coven, Ryatt. He found me.”

      “Who found you?” Isaac’s voice rips through the air. Ryatt stiffens, exhaling through his nose. “Who are you talking about, Ella?” Isaac asks, a little softer this time.

      “King Kane,” I tell him, turning around to face my brother.

      Isaac stares at the two of us. He’s developing a black eye, which he deserves, in my opinion. I know I need to start talking. I need to tell him everything, but right now all I can think about is Ryatt.

      “I’m not your enemy,” Ryatt rasps, his eyes locking on Isaac’s battered face.

      “I know,” Isaac says, a little too casually. “I spoke to my Beta before I came here. He told me what he knows about you and your kingdom.”

      I glare at my brother. “So you had this knowledge and still barged in here to try to kill my mate?”

      To my surprise, Ryatt chuckles. It’s a dry sound broken by pain. He rasps, “This was a personal matter between me and the Alpha King.”

      “What the hell is that supposed to mean?” I ask them both.

      “This was about you,” Ryatt says as I lower my hands from his face.

      I glare at them both and rise to my feet. “You could’ve killed each other.”

      “We were trying to,” Isaac admits.

      “He almost did,” Ryatt says, his voice strained.

      “He has around a hundred stitches in his chest right now, you jackass!” I snap at my brother, who doesn’t look the least bit guilty about his actions. “Do you feel better now, Isaac?”

      “We’ll face off again when I’m healed,” Ryatt cuts in, rising to his feet.

      Isaac takes a step forward as Ryatt extends a hand in his direction. I look between them, watching as they shake on it.

      “You’re fucking joking,” I hiss. “You’re sparing over me?”

      “Normally, when a man steals a woman from her family and mates her, it’s a duel to the death,” Ryatt says quietly, casually. “At least in Eastonia.”

      “It’s a dated practice here but relevant all the same,” Isaac agrees with a short nod.

      “Give me a few days, and we’ll do this in wolf form, like it’s meant to be done.”

      “You’re both insane!” I shout, wrenching their hands apart.

      I’ll never understand men, especially Alphas. This is ridiculous. What’s even more ridiculous is that they both turn and look down at me expectantly.

      “What the hell do you want now?” I sneer between my brother, and my mate. “Are you going to fight me too?”

      “Dad will be here shortly. We’re having a family meeting.” He glances at Ryatt. “That does not include you.”

      Ryatt arches a brow and sits back down on the edge of the bed.

      “He’s my family,” I snap. “Whatever this meeting is about, he’ll be there, or I’m not going.”

      “Take it up with Dad, Ella.”

      I bristle a bit. I haven’t talked to Dad much at all since we broke through the veil.

      “Is there anything I need to know before you face the entire family?” Isaac asks. His eyes, a bright blue so like our mom’s, lock on mine. One is puffy and slitted.

      “You need to tell us everything, Ella,” Ryatt says.

      I grind my teeth. My heart aches, and my chest feels heavy. My entire body thrums with stress, nerves, and heartbreak.

      I’m not ready to talk about it. I know what my powers are capable of. I nearly killed us all when I brought down the fortress. What if my powers extended beyond Rifthold and topped other cities, wiping out the packs who fight beside my mate?

      “Ella,” Isaac says, sensing my apprehension. “Please, I need to know if my kingdom is in danger right now.”

      “I don’t know,” I tell him, shaking my head. “We’re going to go back as soon as Ryatt is able to travel.”

      “Why not now?” Isaac asks.

      “My powers,” Ryatt says, chuckling darkly. “It’s going to be a few days until my body is healed enough to regenerate and….” He looks at me for a moment before his gaze returns to Isaac. “Ella used too much of her own power in the past few days. It’s an especially dangerous journey in her condition.”

      I wait for Isaac to catch on to what Ryatt means. As far as I know, my family isn’t aware of my pregnancy. Mom would have said something to me if the healers had noticed and mentioned it to her. Now is not the time to spill the beans.

      “You need rest, then?” Isaac glances at each of us. “That’s it?”

      “I didn’t come here to cause trouble,” I say, biting back the edge in my voice. “We’re not here because we–we want to be.”

      I wish, even for just a moment, that I can have this conversation with Isaac alone. There are months’ worth of tension between us right now.

      “I came back because I was going to lose him if I didn’t. Mom was the only one who could help. I didn’t think about the repercussions, Isaac. I didn’t think about your kingdom, or your people. I just needed to help him.”

      Isaac watches me closely. I let my pain and heartache show, even if just for a moment. Maybe he sees the desperation behind my eyes, because he gives me a short nod and turns his attention back to Ryatt. “I am the Alpha King here. Your title means nothing.”

      I place my hand on Ryatt’s shoulder, squeezing. There’s been too much going on for me to even try to connect with him over the mind-link, but hopefully he takes my hint and shuts up before he says anything to piss Isaac off right now.

      Isaac continues, “My Beta has told me about his time in… Veiled Valley. The only reason you’re not dead right now is because he vouched for you and your treatment of my sister.” He glances at me for a single second before turning back to Ryatt. “You’re going to stay here, in this room, to heal, however. No wandering around. Until I decide otherwise, you are a prisoner of Crescent Falls.”

      “Isaac–”

      “What happened in here?”

      I’m on my feet in an instant, my heart threatening to leap out of my chest. I turn to the door as Maddy steps inside the room looking skeptical and upset, her dark blue eyes scanning Isaac before slowly turning in Ryatt’s direction. “Isaac, I told you to be nice to him!”

      I run to her but stop short. She’s heavily pregnant and steadying herself on the doorframe as she smiles up at me with tears in her eyes. “Are you okay?” she asks softly. “We have a lot to talk about.”

      “We do,” I almost sob, then wrap my arms around her and squeeze.

      “Come on then. Let these two work it out. Hannah’s waiting for us to meet her for breakfast.”

      “You’re not supposed to be on your feet, Maddy.”

      Maddy turns and gives Isaac a look that makes not only me, but Ryatt, who is still sitting on the edge of the bed, cower slightly.

      Isaac clears his throat and looks away, but Maddy’s expression shifts to something bright with amusement. “Alphas, right? Goddess, I’m so glad you’re home.”
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            NO ONE TOLD HER

          

        

      

    

    
      Ryatt

      

      Seeing King Isaac go pink in the cheeks after his exceedingly pregnant mate gave him a look that could make the fiercest warrior cower made me feel slightly more whole.

      I even felt a flicker of sympathy for the man. If the situation had been different, I would have empathized with him about the trials of being mated to a pregnant woman, but we’re not friends.

      I don’t have friends. I prefer it that way. I guess Granger would be the closest thing I have to one, and he’s on the other side of the veil right now, hopefully alive and doing his duties as my Beta.

      My head still feels heavy, my senses blurred. My power is nothing but a whisper in my veins as Isaac leaves the room behind Ella and Maddy.

      Ella turns back to look at me before her brother closes the door, her eyes shining with concern.

      With the barrier closed, I hear a lock slip into place from the outside.

      I turn to the window and watch the waves beyond this strange house built into a cliff. I want nothing more than to get Ella alone and talk about what needs to be done. I shouldn’t be alive. It might have been easier for her if I’d died, honestly. She would stay here with her family if that had been the case.

      I run my tongue along my bottom teeth as I watch a shockingly large boat slowly float by in the distance in the glare of the sun.

      King Kane is dead. I know that without having to be told. I have fractured memories of Ella donning the mask. I remember stroking her cheek, thinking it would be the last time I ever touched her. The regret I felt was immense. Something grave had happened to her during her time with the king, and I hadn’t been there to save her.

      Instead, she’d saved me.

      I get off the bed and stumble into the bathroom, stepping over shattered glass and broken furniture left behind from my fight with Isaac. I steady myself with my hands pressed against the counter and slowly raise my head to look at my reflection. My hair falls over my shoulders. The humid, salt-filled air causes my hair to curl more than usual.

      I’m developing a black eye and sporting a split lip, but otherwise Isaac’s punches only did damage to my chest and stomach. Bastard. If he wasn’t my wife’s brother, I would have killed him.

      I’ll have a chance. He wants to duel. That’s fine. He only wants me back in fighting shape so it’s a more satisfying fight.

      I shake my head and turn on the faucet and splash water on my face, but I hear the door to my prison open and close, then soft footsteps edging toward the center of the room.

      Isla’s scent fills the space as I step out of the bathroom.

      “Oh,” she says, her cheeks going rosy as she balances a tray of food in her hands. “You’re awake. I wasn’t sure you would be.” She looks around the room, frowning. She’s probably looking for the little wooden table Isaac and I threw ourselves into. “I see that Isaac paid you a visit.”

      “He did.” I cross my arms over my chest. It hurts, but I don’t let it show. Isla’s face was the first thing I saw when I came back to lucidity after Ella brought us through the veil. She’s beautiful. Dainty, soft, and smells like a garden in bloom. But she’s so different from Ella. I find that interesting. Isla is shorter than her daughter. Her hair is golden blonde, like the sun, and her eyes are an icy blue. She and Isaac favor each other.

      Ella is her father’s daughter, through and through. She has none of her mother’s sweetness. Graceful, sure. Beautiful, the most. But Ella is all fire. She’s bossy, demanding, and sometimes cold. I wouldn’t have it any other way.

      I thought I’d lost her. When I opened my eyes to find Isla hovering over me, pleading with me to stay awake, I’d realized where my mate had brought me. Ella had brought me home to her family. She was safe. I readily prepared to die knowing she, and our daughter, were finally out of danger and could live in peace.

      Now I’m locked in a room in an unfamiliar place, alive at least, but waiting to face her father.

      I’m not afraid of Isaac.

      But Maddox?

      I purse my lips as Isla looks for a place to set the tray. “I can take it.”

      “Maybe you should just come eat with the family,” she suggests, but her eyes tell me that it’s probably not a good idea. She’s just trying to be kind.

      “I’m not very hungry.”

      “That’s just all of the medication you’re on for the pain,” she says, turning and setting the tray on the bed. “You haven’t eaten in days, I’m sure. At least not since you’ve been here.”

      I chew my lower lip. The last time I had a meal, and a shitty one at that, had been in a camp outside of Twin Rivers before we crossed into Rifthold.

      Memories of Westfall come rushing back to me. I blink, forcing myself not to dwell on him. I can’t face it yet.

      I clear my throat. “Thank you. I’m fine eating here.”

      She nods, smiling grimly. “I’m sorry about this, Ryatt. Oh, is it okay if I call you that? Or do you prefer your title?”

      “I don’t know what my title would be at this point.”

      She purses her lips. “Can you tell me why?”

      I roll my lower lip into my mouth and cross the room, but I keep my distance from her. The last thing I need is for her mate to pick up my scent on her clothing. “You have an exceedingly powerful and… uncontrollable daughter.”

      “Hmm,” she hums, a real smile brushing over her lips. “I do, don’t I?”

      Now I’m smiling, but I stifle it and look out the window over the ocean. “She’s confident she killed the Alpha King of Eastonia. I believe her. She wouldn’t have been able to take the mask from him otherwise.”

      “The mask is here,” Isla cuts in. “It’s in a vault on Maatua. It’s safe.”

      “I don’t care about the mask. It can be dismantled and dropped in the ocean,” I tell her, looking at her over my shoulder. “In fact, I recommend it.”

      I can feel her gaze on the back of my head as I turn toward the window with a sigh. “Your mate and your son want to know if there’s a threat from Eastonia. There’s not. Ella and I are the only people capable of crossing the veil. Whatever is happening there is contained. As for my title… I spent my early childhood being paraded around as the king’s heir. I am not his son by blood. I am not the Alpha King of Eastonia.”

      Isla makes a little noise in her throat. I turn to look at her, noticing her confused expression. “Then who is?”

      “There won’t be another.”

      Now, she’s very confused, and I’m not sure I want to stand here and explain everything. I’m weaker than ever, and being in the presence of food makes me realize how long it’s been since I’ve eaten. But, given the fact this woman is not only, technically, my mother-in-law but also a very kind and hospitable host, I tell her what I can.

      Eastonia is an ancient place full of ancient magic. I tell her about the Firestone witches, and their queen, and the Alphas who rose up against her to enslave the people of Eastonia. I tell her about Kane’s rise to power and his suspected immortality, since he held his throne for close to a hundred years. All that time he spent looking for a Firestone witch, someone capable of charging that mask to its full potential. When he wore it, he was immortal, so he never took it off.

      But Ella had been able to kill him. How she did it so easily, I’m not entirely sure. I tell Isla what her daughter is, and how her mate and his ancestors are to thank for that.

      “Ella is our queen,” I say quietly, my eyes still searching the water for more of those massive boats I saw earlier. “Our daughter is her heir.”

      “What?”

      Isla’s voice is a whisper full of shock and confusion. I realize what I’ve said a moment too late. She’s not confused about her daughter’s title, no.

      “You didn’t know?”

      “She’s pregnant?”

      “Yes–” I turn to face her, my stomach twisting with a sudden feeling of dread. “Does anyone know?”

      “The healers–they didn’t run those kinds of tests.” Isla sucks in a breath and turns for the door. “Oh, Goddess, the baby!”

      No one checked. My body goes numb as I watch the blood drain from Isla’s face. She looks between me and the door, struggling with what to do. “How far along is she?”

      “Three months at the most,” I say hurriedly. “Do you have a way to find out if the baby’s still alive? A healer or mystic?” The journey through the veil could have killed us both based on how weak we were after battling Kane. Ella had been drained of her powers by Kane. She would have tapped into the baby’s powers without realizing it when she cut through the veil.

      “We have ultrasounds,” she breathes, “and healers, of course.”

      I have no idea what an ultrasound is but I nod, my heart starting to race. Surely, Ella would have told someone about the baby. She isn’t showing yet. No one would suspect at first glance that she’s pregnant, and with our bond severed, I’ve had a hard time not only picking up her scent, but being able to feel those changes through our mate bond. I can’t feel either of them anymore, and it’s tearing me apart.

      “I need to see her,” I say.

      “I will go,” Isla says briskly. “But you will come with me, now, to see Maddox.”

      “No,” I shake my head. “Not until–”

      “I will make sure your–your daughter… is safe.” Her eyes glisten with tears, but her mouth pulls into a smile that drips with pure, unadulterated joy. It surprises me immensely to see the happiness in her expression. “Oh, a girl,” she whispers. “I always knew Ella would have daughters. She’ll be the best mom to girls.”

      My heart aches as I watch Isla nod to herself, having some internal conversation only she can hear. She says, “Ella would know if anything was wrong. There would have been signs. She would have said something.”

      “Yeah,” I say, but I’m not sure I believe it. Ella can be secretive sometimes. At least, she used to be like that around me. She tends to bottle things up until they explode, but this is different. We’ve been through hell and back the past two days, neither of us fully lucid. She probably didn’t even think anything could be wrong. But now the truth of what occurred is crashing down around my feet as I follow Isla to the door.

      “Everything is going to be fine, I’m sure. She’s with Maddy and Hannah right now.”

      “That’s good.”

      “You need a shirt–”

      “It doesn’t matter.” I detest having to see Maddox and Isaac right away. But Isla might be right. If something is wrong with the baby, Ella is in better hands with the women.

      What do I know about babies? Absolutely nothing. Being a father was never something that crossed my mind. The idea of Ella being in pain cuts me to the core, however. The idea she could end up grieving the loss of our child makes me want to put a hole through the wall and tear a few of the guards watching Isla and I swiftly exit my room to ribbons.

      Isla ends up having to keep up with me as I move as quickly as possible down the long hallway. Every step aches, but I’d be sprinting right now if I knew where I was going. An archway leads out onto a wide terrace, and I briefly stop to gawk at our surroundings.

      This building is one of many, all of them connected by bridges that lead to the main house, which towers in front of us. Turquoise water surrounds us completely. A small city is visible in the distance along a white sand beach, but that’s it. Isla passes me in her haste to reach the main house.

      I race after her, ignoring the view all around me, and follow her through a large exterior door. Everything is all cream paint and light wood paneling with huge windows overlooking the endless ocean. “What does your mate need to see me about?”

      “Oh, probably political matters,” Isla groans as I follow her up a flight of marble steps. “To make sure Isaac doesn’t need to deploy any armies. He’s not going to kill you.” She abruptly turns, and I almost run into her when she comes to a stop. “Don’t touch him, please. Isaac, I mean. I love him dearly, but he probably deserved the black eye you gave him today. He’s fair game, in my opinion, but he’s also about to be a new father, and I’m sure his mate would be livid if you maimed him in any way.”

      “I’m not here to hurt your family,” I grind out, losing my patience. All I want to do right now is see Ella and make sure she’s all right. I’ve been down for far too long. I’m supposed to be the one protecting her, making sure she’s healing, not the other way around. “You have my word, but–” I take a cautious step toward her. “If anyone hurts Ella. If King Isaac–”

      “I understand,” she says softly, meeting my gaze. “They had a rough time before she left. Their relationship was never the same after the war. She wasn’t the same. You have to understand that.”

      I exhale through my nose. She straightens her shoulders and turns to lead me down an airy corridor with arches open to a sweeping terrace overlooking the water. She raps her knuckles against a heavy wooden door three times before opening it and shoving me inside. “I’ll come back in a little while,” she says, then slams the door shut behind her.

      Two men rise from their chairs.

      I sneer at Isaac, who sneers back, but then I shift my gaze to the man standing closest to the windows. He slowly raises his coffee mug to his lips, peering at me over the rim.

      Yeah, Ella takes after her father.

      And if she takes after him personality wise, I’m royally fucked.
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