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      I gave the savage my body…and my heart.

      

      With Merrick at my side, I have the power to control my own destiny.

      He is my rock.

      My alpha.

      Together we are the force that will bring a kingdom to its knees.

      There's only one problem, though.

      Merrick's control is slipping.

      The curse that binds him grows more volatile every day.

      If we don't find a way to break it, my warrior will become the beast--forever.

      His love is hard.

      His love is savage.

      His love is mine.

      And I will not lose him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Kiya

          

        

      

    

    
      Ezra and Bonnie’s blood-stained bodies will haunt me until the day I die.

      Even staring at the graves Merrick and Peter dug for them, the soft mounds of dirt freshly disturbed, all I can see are their headless corpses lying on the green grass at my feet. My eyes are dry, anger overwhelming my grief. When I finally have my vengeance, there’s no telling how long I’ll be broken.

      But as of right now, the king’s message will not be ignored. Only, the response he’s hoping for is not the one he will get. He wants me to cower at his feet. To offer up my firstborn and obey every one of his orders.

      I’ll die before I let that bastard have anything he wants.

      “Here.” Lea sniffles and lays a bundle of lavender on the top of each grave. Then, she turns to me and rushes over, carefully wrapping both arms around my body. “I am so sorry, Kiya.”

      “Thanks.” I wince, the lashings I received from the king still fresh on my back. Lashings I received less than a day before he delivered the bodies of my only remaining family to my home.

      After my mother died and I was taken to the castle at fourteen, Bonnie and Ezra were the only ones who were kind to me. They treated me like the child they were unable to have. Honestly, they are likely the only reason I survived in that hellish life the king set out for me when he plucked me from the streets.

      They were the only people who treated me like a human being rather than a pawn to be used if it meant winning the game.

      I ball my hands into fists and close my eyes, trying my best to reign in my anger. Fury burns hot in my veins. It mixes with my grief until all I can think of is driving a blade through the king’s cold, black heart.

      I’d wanted to overthrow him to protect these lands and myself.

      But now? Now I just want to fucking kill him. Even if it means I die too.

      “Kiya?” A hand goes to my lower back, just below my injuries, so I look up into my husband’s bright golden gaze. His black hair is threaded with white and has been pulled to the nape of his neck, the massive scar over his eye putting his features at war with the soft expression he’s giving me.

      “Yes?”

      “Are you alright?”

      “No,” I reply. “Not even a little bit.”

      Ferris, Merrick’s uncle and the man who married us, crosses over and gently squeezes my shoulder. He’d presided over the funeral, saying kind words about two people he’d never met. “I am so very sorry for your loss, Beta,” he offers. “We will do whatever we can to bring you peace.”

      “The king’s death is the only thing that will bring me peace now,” I reply.

      Ferris’s wife, Faera, takes a step forward to stand beside him. “Then that is what we will get you.”

      A massive white wolf—Merrick’s brother, Maynard, in animal form—rubs his snout against my hand. I rub the top of his head as he whimpers. Then, I force a smile, not just for his sake, but for Merrick’s other brothers, Maverick, Myke, Madox, and Maxwell as well. Even for Lark, who’s kept her distance but watches intensely. “Thank you,” I whisper, knowing Maynard is offering me the support of his family also.

      “And thank both of you,” I tell Ferris and Faera. Then, I note the fading sun. I want to remain out here where I can feel somewhat close to the only people in the world who actually cared for me. Even as I know they’re no longer there. Bodies are merely shells for our souls, and with any luck, Ezra and Bonnie’s souls are finally at peace. “We should go inside, get you ready,” I say, tipping my face back up to Merrick.

      His expression darkens, concern flitting over his features. He’s worried about me, worried that I might do something irrational like try to run away again. Yet, what he doesn’t seem to realize is that I am firmly rooted here. Where I once feared this place, the Shadow Lands are my home. My peace in the chaos that has become my life. “Yes, I suppose we shall.”

      “Thanks again,” I tell everyone then turn toward the house. Each step echoes through my mind despite being near soundless. How am I supposed to move on when this is all over? They were supposed to be here with me. Alive. Bonnie was supposed to hold my children. She was supposed to fuss over them like they were her blood grandchildren.

      Tears well in my eyes, so I furiously blink them away.

      Ezra was supposed to be here. Supposed to be getting to know my new husband.

      Merrick tucks me against his hard body as he guides me toward the house. Behind us, the wolves linger, and I’m more than grateful for the privacy as the first of my tears slip from my eyes. We take the stairs slowly. Then, Merrick closes the door of our bedroom softly and guides me toward the bed. I sit, chest hollow, eyes empty.

      He kneels at my feet, and our height difference puts us at eye level. So close I can make out the green flecks within the gold. “I can sense your pain, Beta, and it is killing me.” His large hands cup my cheeks. “I want to bring you his head on a fucking platter. Let me do that for you. Let me kill him tonight.”

      My mate is pleading with me, begging me to allow him to enact vengeance. Part of me wants to let him do it. Just get it over with so I can move on and grieve. But even if I believed he could be successful—that going after the king won’t lead to me losing him as well, there’s another part of me, pieces that I didn’t even know existed until Merrick woke them, that wants to see the life fade from the king’s eyes when I drive a blade into his chest.

      “I want to kill him,” I say. “I want the bastard to look into my eyes as I steal his life, his throne, his future,” I reply. My voice is completely unrecognizable to me, the layer of fury something I am not accustomed to. Never, in my entire life, have I ever felt so murderous.

      Merrick studies me. I’m expecting him to tell me that it is not my place. That he will be the one to wield the sword. Instead, he presses his lips to my forehead and nods. “We will get you your vengeance, mate. You have my word.”

      “Thank you.”

      “I wish I could stay with you.” Still cupping my cheeks, Merrick rests his forehead against mine. “In any attempt at all to bring you some comfort tonight.”

      “I do, too.” Wrapping my arms around his neck, I pull him closer and breathe in the familiar scents of leather and lavender. For so long, I lived under the thumb of King Julius, a man whose father stole the crown by slaughtering the previous king in his bed.

      Julius abducted me from the streets and forced me to replace the daughter he’d lost, yet treated me as though I were nothing more than a stray animal he brought in from the cold. I was beaten, molested by his nephew, and convinced my only purpose was to marry and forge an alliance for him when the time came.

      Little did he know that my new husband would hate him even more than I do.

      “We need to tend to your wounds,” Merrick tells me as he gets to his feet and gestures to a bowl of steaming water and clean cloths Lea must have brought up before we came in. I swear that woman must have a magic all her own. “Before the beast makes his return tonight.”

      “I suppose having them fester would be the last thing we need right now.” Sniffling, I stand and turn my back to Merrick.

      His fingers gently tug at the laces of my dress. Then, he slides the gown over my shoulders and lets it fall to my waist. I fold my arms over my breasts before reaching back and pulling my dark hair away from my shoulders.

      “Seeing these makes it difficult to honor my vow and let you kill the fucker.”

      Water trickles from the cloth as Merrick squeezes it out. He presses it against my back, and I bite down on the inside of my cheeks to keep from crying out. There I remain as Merrick continues washing my injuries and then applies a salve Lea makes from flowers grown in their gardens.

      “Done.” He pulls the sleeves of my shift back up over my shoulders then turns me to face him. “Are you all right?”

      “Physically, yes,” I tell him truthfully.

      Merrick cups my face once more and presses his lips to mine. “You are the strongest woman I have ever met.”

      “I don’t feel strong,” I whisper as I lose my battle with the grief. Tears stream down my cheeks. I drop my chin, wanting to hide them, but Merrick’s strong fingers grip my chin, and he raises it again.

      “Do not turn away from me in your grief, Beta.”

      “I’m not ready to cry.”

      “We don’t often get to decide that.”

      He wraps his arms around me carefully and pulls me against his hard chest. I breathe him in as I cry, shoulders shaking with sobs I’ve managed to keep contained. All the while, he strokes my back, whispering promises of vengeance in my ear.

      Promises of violence.

      Blood.

      Death.

      Minutes tick by as we stand this way, wrapped in each other until, finally, I’m able to pull back and wipe my eyes. Throat raw, I look up. Merrick snakes a hand around the back of my neck and pulls me in so he can press a kiss to the top of my head.

      “I love you, Beta.”

      Love. I look up, eyes still blurry from my tears, and into his bright gaze. “I love you too.”

      It’s the first time those three words have been spoken between us, and the realization that this man I’d been determined to keep my heart from so entirely captured it hits home.

      Merrick smirks. “I suppose that is a good thing given that you’re stuck with me.”

      “I wouldn’t want to be anywhere else.”

      He tilts my face up and captures my lips with his. The kiss starts tender, but my need is far greater than I anticipated. I reach up and wrap my arms around his neck, deepening the kiss.  It turns feverish, bruising, a distraction from my broken heart. Thankfully, Merrick does not pull away. Instead, he threads his fingers through my hair and gives back as much furious passion as I offer him.

      He lifts me with ease, lays me back against the mattress, and climbs on top of me, pinning me to it with his massive body. We steal these moments, in the twilight of dusk, before Merrick’s beast takes over and I lose him until morning.

      While his beast will slaughter anyone it crosses paths with, it remains protective over me. So beside me, he will remain. Even as I rest the best way I can.

      With a final, bruising kiss, he pulls away and presses another to my forehead. “I long for nights where I don’t have to become something else entirely. When I can lie with you pressed against me.”

      “I do, too,” I reply. Truth is, having his arms around me is something I could really use right now. Exhaustion settles in my bones, so I pull back and lie down on the mattress, curling in on myself.

      Merrick reaches down and pulls up a blanket that’s been folded at the end of the bed. Then, he lies down behind me, settling his body against mine. “Until I begin to change, my love,” he whispers and presses his lips to my neck before lying against the pillow.

      His arm drapes over my waist, and I close my eyes.

      One day, I will grieve.

      Cry.

      Scream.

      But not until the king is dead.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 2

          

          
            Merrick

          

        

      

    

    
      I’m out of the bed, blade in hand, before the tray even hits the floor.

      It crashes the instant my steel dagger presses to the tender throat of the shadow hovering over the bed. Heart hammering, it takes me a moment to completely pull myself out of sleep, something that is rather rare given I haven’t actually slept in over a hundred years—at least, not as a man.

      “Merrick!” Kiya shoots up out of bed, her nerves assaulting my senses and adding to my own. “What—”

      “Son,” my mother whispers. I barely hear her, though, shock and realization hitting home. I’m still a man. And it’s dark.

      “You didn’t change,” she whispers then raises the candle in her hand so it clearly illuminates her face. A human face I have only seen through the eyes of my beast for the last century. The bloodlust is gone, though my resentment for what she’s forced me to become holds strong. “Why didn’t you change?” she questions, eyes wide.

      “I do not understand,” I reply.

      Behind me, Kiya presses her hand to my back. The feeling sends a calm washing over me, much as it has done since the first moment I felt her skin against mine. The woman is my tether to humanity.

      “It’s your mother,” she reminds me.

      Realizing I’m still holding a blade to my mother’s throat, I lower it.

      “Why are you in here?” Kiya demands, tone annoyed. She despises my mother for what happened to me; that much has been clear from the moment I told her the truth behind my damnation.

      “I brought you food,” my mother replies. Tone steady as always, the woman who raised me is far too distracted to be offended by my beloved’s underlying accusations.

      “You brought food to me, knowing your son’s beast would be slumbering in the room with me?”

      “His beast is calm around you,” she replies as though that answers the question. “We need to go downstairs. Your brothers—”

      “Kiya needs me,” I reply even though the desire to see my brothers, to embrace them, is strong.

      “Your mother is right,” Kiya says.

      I turn to face her, searching her ethereal face for the pain I can feel radiating off of her. She’s heartbroken, grieving. The last thing she needs is to be surrounded by my family in what will surely end up being a happy moment between us.

      Guilt crushes down. She’s hurting, and I am overjoyed that, for once in a hundred years, I am not the creature.

      “Let’s go see them,” she says again, climbing off the bed to stand beside me and threading her delicate fingers through mine.

      “You’re hurting.”

      My insistence is met with a forced smile. “Aside from your beast trying to kill them, you haven’t seen your brothers as humans in a hundred years, Merrick. My pain is not going to go away just because you remain here. Truthfully, this distraction will be a welcome one.”

      Swallowing hard, I remain rooted where I am. My connection to her allows me to feel things that otherwise would have remained private. Through it, I know she’s being genuine, that this is not simply her kindness overshadowing her own needs, but it’s impossible to tear myself away from her.

      We’ve been granted a night together. As man and wife. Mates. Should I not spend it up here, savoring every moment and loving her through the pain?

      “Come on, Alpha,” she says as she pulls me toward the door.

      I follow Kiya’s lead, letting her take me downstairs. Shadows dance on the walls, thanks to the candle my mother holds as she follows us silently. While I can no longer communicate with them through the Alpha bond that allowed us to speak without using words, I can feel every one of her chaotic emotions.

      The moment we reach the bottom, my brothers’ muted voices echo down the halls toward us.

      “We have to do something to help her,” Maynard announces.

      “We need to kill the king,” MacKenna states. “That’s the only thing that will help Kiya.”

      Their words make my chest swell with pride. My brothers have always been strong. Truthfully, before I was cursed, I’d wanted to leave this place. To see the realms. I would have done just that, leaving the Alpha title to Maynard.

      Then the curse happened, and my plans were laid to waste. Something I despised until the moment Kiya was brought into my life. Even as I’d been determined not to take a mate, the second I laid eyes on her, I knew there was no going back.

      My wolf—the beast that it is—recognized her. It knew she was mine. And I was helpless to deny it.

      “Fine. We go to the kingdom and slaughter the fucker while he sleeps,” Madox offers, his tone radiating with fury.

      We come around the corner and step into the hall. All eyes turn to me, the gazes of my family widening near comically.

      Maynard and MacKenna shoot to their feet. Maxwell’s shaggy hair falls into his eyes, but his jaw drops, and his fork clatters to the plate before him.

      “Holy shit!”

      “Language,” my mother scolds Maverick, my third youngest brother, as she steps around us and into the dining hall.

      “Language? Are you serious, mother? It’s Merrick!” MacKenna rushes forward. Kiya releases my hand and moves to the side just in time for my brother to slam into me. The air is nearly knocked from my lungs as he wraps his arms around me. I return the embrace, emotions so raw I’m not entirely sure how to manage them.

      For so long, I’ve locked myself out of feeling anything at all because the agony of being separated from my family was too much to bear. My brothers and I were thick as thieves growing up. The best of friends despite our age differences.

      When I was cursed, I not only lost a piece of myself, but I lost them as well.

      Maynard joins the embrace, then Maverick, Myke, Maddox, and finally Maxwell. Within seconds, I’m surrounded by my brothers, all of them laughing happily and holding onto me as though letting me go would mean my changing into the horrid beast they’ve known me to be.

      My gaze finds Kiya’s through the fray, and I note the pain in her eyes even as she smiles at me.

      For the second time tonight, a tray hits the floor. My brother’s pull back, revealing Lea standing just behind them. Her gaze shifts to Maynard’s, and in it, the longing I’ve noticed increasing frequently. I couldn’t be happier for him. Especially when I worried he’d never love again after losing his fiancé.

      “Is the curse broken, then?” she questions, tone betraying every bit of her hope.

      A muscle in my brother’s jaw tightens, and MacKenna crosses his arms. “That’s a good question. Is it possible?” he asks me.

      “I don’t know what would have broken it,” I reply. “The wolfsbane surely wouldn’t have had that type of effect.” While getting shot with poison-tipped arrows was a first for me, I can’t imagine breaking a curse of vengeance as strong as this one would be so easy. If it were, I would have done it ages ago.

      “I bet it was Beta Kiya,” Myke announces with a wide smile. “I always knew she was special.”

      I turn back to her, noting the flushed color of her cheeks and her tear-misted gaze. “Thank you, Myke, but I doubt it was me.”

      “Maybe it was.” Maxwell narrows his gaze as though concentrating. “The stories you used to read us, Mother. They always spoke of true love.”

      “Those are fairytales,” my mother replies. “We shouldn’t get our hopes up that the curse is broken, though we’ll know by morning. If we change—” she trails off, and the mood sobers once more. My mother has always been good at that. Whether it was to protect my father from us or vice versa, she’s never been one to retain any ounce of optimism. Which made it my job to ensure my brothers had normal childhoods.

      A job I failed at when I was forced into my father’s place.

      “Tomorrow we can worry about the curse. But tonight…” Maynard trails off and claps a hand on my shoulder. “Tonight, we celebrate.”

      It sounds wonderful, to spend an evening with my brothers, but doing so would mean leaving Kiya to her grief. Turning to her, I shake my head. “I believe my wife needs rest. After the day she had—”

      “Of course.” Maynard releases me. “I am so sorry, Kiya. I didn’t—”

      “No,” she interrupts. “It is quite all right. There is no need to feel sad on my account. This is a big deal.” Her gaze levels on me. Dark eyes I could get lost in if only I had the time. “Maynard is right. We need to celebrate.” Her smile is forced, but I get the sense she’d much rather forget right now. And that is something I can give her.

      “Shit! Merrick! You handsome bastard.” MacKenna slaps me on the shoulder. “I can’t tell you how glad I am to see your ugly face through my eyes versus the eyes of my wolf.”

      I’m unable to keep the grin from my face. “And I, you. Though, you look better as the wolf.”

      He throws his head back and laughs, a rich sound that sends hope blossoming through my chest. Hope that there might be a future for me outside of the beast.

      “Drinks?”

      We turn as Lea offers a tray boasting some glasses and a bottle of whiskey.

      “When the hell did you have time to go get that, woman?” Maynard questions.

      “I’m magic.” She winks, and his cheeks flush crimson.

      “Magic indeed,” I reply as I take a glass and the bottle. After filling everyone’s glasses, I raise mine. “To a broken curse and hope for a future free of the bastard king.” I wrap my arm around Kiya’s shoulders as she clinks her glass to mine.

      “Cheers!”
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      We drink.

      And drink some more.

      In fact, hours before dawn splits the sky, we’ve managed to kill not one—but two bottles of whiskey from what was my father’s personal stash.

      “Well, I have to say, that was an evening desperately needed.” Maynard leans back, his arm draped casually over the back of Lea’s chair. I wonder if he realizes just how natural they look together. How well they complement one another.

      “Agreed.” MacKenna yawns and stretches.

      Myke and Maxwell are curled in the corner, both of them asleep. The young boys have been trapped in a state of youth for so long it breaks my heart.

      “I suppose we’ll know soon enough whether or not the curse was broken,” Lea says softly.

      Given that I can still not sense my wolf, my assumption is that it is not. That, very soon, my brothers and mother will shift back and eventually my beast will take over again. But I will voice none of that.

      Because my family deserves hope.

      Kiya has remained at my side all night, laughing and listening to my brothers recant stories from our childhood, when our biggest concerns were frogs and snakes. She yawns. “I think I am going to head down to the springs.” She leans forward and presses her tender lips to my cheek and then excuses herself from the room.

      I watch her leave, every nerve in my body fighting the urge to follow.

      “She is a strong beta,” MacKenna says.

      “She is,” I agree then turn to face my brothers.

      “Have you told her?” Maynard’s question is met with nods of agreement from MacKenna, Maverick, and Madox. My mother, however, remains stoic as ever.

      I don’t have to ask what he means because the lie has been bitter on my tongue since the moment I let myself fall for the dark-haired beauty. “She does not need to know.”

      “Really? Because I think you strengthening the curse further by helping her get revenge is a pretty big fucking thing to leave out.”

      A low, frustrated growl leaves my lips. “Kiya has enough on her plate. The last fucking thing she needs to be worried about is a curse that we have absolutely no control over anyway.”

      “Killing makes it stronger,” my mother reminds. “And you’ve been doing a hell of a lot of killing since Kiya came here.”

      “In case you’ve forgotten, I’ve been doing a hell of a lot of killing since we were cursed, and I was left with no choice.”

      Maynard throws his hands up, drawing my attention back to him. “Listen, you need to tell her. That’s all I’m saying. She’s beta, now. Your wife. And that’s one hell of a clause you’re omitting.”

      I stand, my chair scraping against the floor. I know he’s right, that I should tell her. But seeing as how the king needs to die—doing so will only make her feel guilt that is not hers to bear. One final fight.

      One last war.

      And then I will confess. “I cannot tell you how glad I am to see you all. To be able to speak to you.” I glance over at my youngest brothers as they continue to sleep soundly. “It’s been ages since I saw either of them.” My throat constricts, a fresh wave of grief simmering through me.

      Soon, I promise myself. Soon I will break this fucking curse and make up for lost time.

      “Do you think the curse is broken, Merrick?” Madox asks.

      His question makes my soul ache. To be trapped in the body of a teenager…I wish the punishment would have ended with me. Bearing the full weight of their pain is what my job has always been.

      And in this, I failed them all.

      Turning so I am facing him, I plant both hands on the table. “Even if it is not, one day I will find a way to make things right. Then, you can fully grow and become as much of a pain in my ass as Maynard, MacKenna, and Maverick have always been.”

      “Yeah, well, let’s hope so. Being stuck in a perpetual state of puberty is pretty horrific.” Madox groans.

      “Sixteen isn’t all that bad,” Maynard replies.

      Madox doesn’t even reply, he simply glares at Maynard.

      Straightening back to my full height, I take one final look at my brothers and mother before turning to leave the room.

      “Merrick?” my mother calls out.

      I turn to face her, trying my best to shove down the anger I’ve carried for so long. “What is it?”

      “You cannot go to war with the king,” she says softly.

      Every single one of my brothers falls into complete silence. “He slaughtered two of the most important people to Kiya, Mother,” Maynard answers before I can. Likely a good thing, given the temper simmering within me.

      “Not just slaughtered them; he left them on our front lawn. That cannot go unpunished,” MacKenna adds. “He will pay for that. Curse be damned.”

      But my mother’s gaze never leaves my face. “It’s not just about the curse,” she snaps. “We will lose. The king’s army will take the Shadow Lands. Lands that your father—”

      “Fuck my father,” I growl. “You do not get to use him as a reason for me to not defend my wife.”

      My mother straightens. “Your father built this place for us when we had nothing.”

      “And then he raped a woman,” I snap. “And fucking lost our souls in the process.”

      Her eyes widen, and she glances at the youngest of us as they sleep soundly in the corner. “Not in front of—”

      I take a step forward. “Not in front of who, Mother? In front of Myke and Maxwell, who have been trapped as children for a hundred years?” My voice grows louder with my anger. “Why should they not be made aware of why they have been cursed?” Truth is they’ve known for years, but my mother is still so ashamed she likes to pretend nothing happened. “My father was a fucking bastard,” I snarl. “The king is a fucking bastard. Men like them have to pay for the crimes they’ve committed.”

      She shakes her head. “You’re going to get us all killed.”

      “I am your alpha,” I declare. “And if you do not wish to follow my orders, then you can fucking leave.”

      Furious that she would have the audacity to tell me what I can and cannot do, coupled with the fact that she chose this night to confront me, I stomp out of the dining hall and leave them all behind.

      Even with my distance, I can make out the sounds of arguing, and I know my brothers will stand at my side. They will handle her—for now.
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            Merrick

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time I make it down to the springs, Kiya is already undressed and sitting in the water. Back to me, I can make out the healing lashes on her milky skin. My hands tighten into fists. The rage I feel every single fucking moment I think of that night. Of how I’d been shot and incapacitated just in time for the king to arrive. It was not a coincidence, of that I’m sure.

      She sniffles then glances at me over her shoulder. “You should have stayed with your family,” she says softly.

      I strip out of my boots and pants and then walk over to kneel in the water before her. “You are my family.” Her eyes are red and swollen, and the scent of her grief is thicker than the lavender hanging in the air.

      My beauty has been broken. And I am less of a man for having been unable to protect her.

      “I cannot imagine how terrified they must have been,” she chokes out. “Did he kill Bonnie first and make Ezra watch? Did he torture them?” Her sobs are blades in my heart.

      While I do not know the answer to that first question, I do the second. Based on the marks left upon their bodies, both Bonnie and Ezra were tortured—mercilessly—before being killed. But that truth will never leave my lips.

      “I wish I could give you answers,” I tell her truthfully. “But knowing them won’t change anything.”

      She nods. “I know that.” Angrily, she wipes her tears. “I told myself I’d be done crying until he is dead.”

      “My beautiful Beta,” I say softly as I cup her face.

      “Will you love me?” she asks. “Please. Make me feel something other than pain.”

      The heart in my chest begins to pound as my body reacts to her request. Being buried inside of Kiya is the closest I’ve ever been to paradise. To complete and utter bliss. But distracting her from grief is not the way to handle it, no matter how badly I want to. “You need to feel it, Kiya. Otherwise, when it comes time for you to end his life, you will still be so wrapped up in your pain that it will serve only as a distraction.”

      “I need you.” She releases the hold she has on her legs, moves to her knees, and rests both hands on my shoulders. “Please.” Her gaze drops to my lips, and my cock hardens instantly. The beast within me is silent, which is unusual, but the man in me wants to show her pleasure. After all, should she want the distraction, should she need it, who am I to refuse?

      Pulling away, I get to my feet then reach down to pull her up with me. Her breasts press against my chest as I steal a kiss, plunging my tongue into her mouth. I taste her, a silent promise of pleasure while I lift her into my arms and move deeper into the water.

      Lavender surrounds us, the delicate aroma relaxing the angry storm within me. I remain in the shallow end where the water reaches my chest, shifting so my back is to the stone ledge. I release her mouth then move her so her body straddles mine.

      Every inch of her skin is perfect.

      Every slope and curve of her body burned into my memory.

      Blood hammering in my ears, I grip the back of her neck and pin her against me. Softness has never been a strong suit of mine. I’m as rough as I appear, but right now, Kiya needs love. Tenderness. So I reign it in and focus only on her pleasure. My free hand cups her breast, and I roll her taut nipple between my thumb and finger.

      Kiya moans, head falling back as she arches into me. Her pussy presses against my stomach, and it’s all I can do to not thrust inside and fuck her until she’s too damned tired to feel anything but satisfaction. “More,” she urges, her throaty order snapping yet another one of my restraints.

      “I’m trying to be gentle, Beta,” I reply then drop my head down. My lips close around her nipple, and I suck it into my mouth. She bucks against me, so I do it again, gently nipping on the taut bud.

      Her sounds are a map to her pleasure. My mouth and fingers learning every single curve of a body I was dying to get my hands on from the moment we met.

      “More,” she urges again.

      “Not here.” I pull away and then, with her in my arms, leave the water.

      “Where are we going?”

      “The bedroom,” I reply as I quickly cover her body with the fabric of her dress. Moving near silently through the house, I sneak inside and past the dining hall where my family still remains. They argue of uncertain futures, but I ignore them, moving fast enough that my beta cannot hear words of war.

      The moment we’re inside our room, I flip the lock and set her on the bed. Kiya watches me with hooded eyes. “I want to love you in our room, Beta. In our bed.” Climbing onto the mattress, I spread her legs, baring her perfect fucking pussy to me.

      “Do you trust me?”

      At my question, she nods without hesitation. “With everything that I am.”

      “Good.” Lying down on my belly, I position myself in between her legs then lean in and run my tongue over her.

      “Yes,” she whimpers, arching up.

      I keep one hand on her breast while slipping the other underneath her ass. Kiya freezes, but I keep a close watch on her expression as I slip a finger into her wetness and then slide it down to her ass.

      Careful not to move too quickly, I simply run it over the one place I’ve never touched.

      Kiya moans. “I—”

      “Do you want me to stop?” I question.

      “No,” she replies. “Please don’t.” She reaches up and grips her hair as I cover her with my mouth, sucking her clit between my lips. I draw at it as I slide my finger over her ass one final time then slowly slip the digit inside.

      “Tell me how it feels, Beta,” I whisper against her heat.

      “I—it feels so good.” A moan escapes her lips as I continue sucking. Tasting. Devouring her pussy while my finger slips in and out of her tight ass. She moves her hips, pumping them with the beat of her own need until she cries out, “Merrick!”

      Kiya comes undone. Her orgasm rips through her, and she arches against me. But I don’t let up. Wanting her to feel every ounce of pleasure possible, I draw it out, gently fingering her ass as I continue to taste her.

      When she stills beneath me, I withdraw my finger and rush over to the wash basin. After cleaning my hands, I turn to catch her watching me. She chews on her bottom lip, and I stop, wanting to bathe in her beauty.

      How I managed to get so lucky I’ll never understand. Not that I deserve her. Certainly, that answer is no. Because there is no way in hell the picture of perfection was destined to be with a damned man.

      Yet, here we are.

      Her and me.

      Gaze locked on hers, I move across the room and climb onto the bed. Situated between her legs, I wrap a hand around the back of her neck and bring her closer to me. I capture her lips as she’s captured my heart.

      Completely.

      Fervently.

      Then, I lay her back and drive into her. Wet heat surrounds me, and I still for just a moment, not wanting to waste a single second of our time together. I pull back and then drive into her again and again. Harder. Faster. She wraps both legs around my waist and reaches up to grip my biceps.

      The sounds of our ragged breathing are all I can hear as I continue taking us both to the edge of complete and utter bliss. In these stolen moments, as we linger on the brink of destruction, I know one thing to be truth.

      No matter what comes of this war…

      No matter how much crimson stains our horizon…

      As long as I have Kiya at my side, I will have the strength to fight.

      My release explodes, filling her body as she comes again. We ride the waves of our pleasure together. Then I slowly pull back and lie down beside her. She doesn’t speak, doesn’t move.

      “Did I hurt you?” I get up off the mattress and head for the water basin. After washing my hands, I wet a cloth and carry it over.

      “No, not at all.”

      I grunt then kneel between her legs and use the cloth to clean her.

      “I can do that.” She sits up and starts to take the cloth, so I move it away and press her back onto the bed with my free hand.

      “It is my pleasure to do so,” I reply. She doesn’t argue, though she watches me as I wipe her pink flesh with the cloth. As soon as she’s clean, I return it to the basin and climb back onto the mattress.

      I pull the blankets over us both, and Kiya settles against my body, head on my chest. It’s fucking bliss, and I feel like a bastard for feeling such joy when I know she’s grieving.

      “Maybe we shouldn’t go to war with the king,” Kiya whispers.

      “Why the fuck not?” I ask, a bit harsher than I meant. If she heard my mother—

      Kiya sits up enough to look at me. “I don’t want to lose you, too, Merrick. You’re all I have left.”

      I press a kiss to her forehead. “I’m not going anywhere.”

      “You already nearly did. The wolfsbane arrows nearly killed you. We both know, when you were shot, it was not coincidental. He must have had someone in those woods.” Kiya shoots up, her skin paling. “Merrick. If he shot you. If he’s responsible—”

      “Then he knows what I am,” I finish her thought, having already had it myself. “Yes, I believe he likely does.”

      Her cheeks go from pale pink to crimson. “Which is why the bastard wanted our child. He wanted a shifter. But why?”

      “Why do power-hungry men do anything?” I question.

      “How long have you suspected that’s what he wanted?”

      “Truthfully? Not until I was shot and he showed up right after. I assumed he wanted an heir to suit his own purposes, but we’ve always been cautious. Even before the curse. So I never would have imagined he’d be after gaining an heir possessing our particular abilities.”

      “He knew killing them would spark a war.”

      “I believe he did,” I reply. “In fact, I imagine he is betting on it.”

      “Which means he’s coming for me.”

      I watch her face, seeing her expression go from angry to haunted and then back to fury as she puts the piece in place. “He’s not going to get anywhere near you.”

      “They died because I didn’t give him the heir he wanted.” She closes her eyes and shakes her head before opening them again. “He’s hoping to bait you. Then, if he comes after the Shadow Lands, it’s because you attacked first.”

      “Precisely. Which is why we’re going to come up with a way to sneak in and kill him.”

      She shakes her head. “We do that and his army comes after us. He has plenty of supporters, Merrick. People he’s manipulated into believing he’s a hero.”

      I sit up to prop myself against the headboard. “Then what do you suggest?”

      Kiya remains quiet, clearly processing. It’s amazing to see her think because she wears every expression on her face. It’s as though I can see the pieces being shuffled in her mind until they come together to create the full picture. Her gaze levels on me, and a cool smile spreads over her face. In this moment, there is no sign of the woman who first arrived here. A woman who’d been forced to fit into a box that was never her own.

      Now, she’s calculated. A savage beta. A war queen. “We get our own supporters, and we lay waste to anyone who stands against us as we rip his world apart.”
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      I wake before Merrick, which makes it very difficult to want to climb out of bed. He’s sleeping soundly, one arm behind his head, his bare chest bathed in the early morning sun as it sneaks into our room from the window.

      As he sleeps, I study the scar over his eye as well as the ones marring his chest. He’s so damn brutally beautiful it steals my breath. Though I won’t vocalize how excited I am over the fact that the curse may be broken, I cannot help but feel a bit of hope. After all, he never shifted.

      And he always shifts at night.

      With a smile on my face, I slip out of bed and pull on a robe. Then, with my hair loose and my feet bare, I head out of our room and downstairs. I no sooner reach the bottom step then that little flame of hope is doused.

      Lying in the living room are seven white wolves.

      “So the curse is not broken, then,” I say sadly.

      Maynard’s wolf drops his head in a half nod and then continues lounging before the fire burning in the hearth.

      “Morning, Beta.” I turn as Peter carries in an armload of firewood and sets it beside the hearth.

      “Morning,” I greet.

      “How are you doing?” he crosses his arms, gaze turning pitied.

      “I will be better when I have the king’s head on a spike,” I reply.

      “Vengeance is a bumpy road.”

      A low growl escapes the mouth of one of the wolves.

      “I mean no disrespect,” Peter adds quickly. “Just wanted to warn you that sometimes it can lead you to far darker places.”

      “He murdered my family. I’m already in a dark place.” Irritated, I turn away and leave the room, heading for the kitchen.

      “Kiya, wait!”

      With a deep breath, I stop and allow Peter to move around in front of me.

      “I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to offend.”

      “No offense taken,” I reply. “No apology needed. We simply disagree.”

      “Listen.” He reaches out and touches my arm, which sends a shiver of unease through my body. I’m not entirely sure why, just that his touch is unwelcome. “Why don’t we go for a walk? Clear your head a little?”

      “No, thank you.”

      “I—”

      “You’d better remove your hand should you wish to keep it.”

      A delicious shiver runs up my spine as Merrick’s deep baritone wraps around me. He steps in closer, his body heat pressed against my back. Given our substantial height difference, I just barely reach his shoulders.

      Peter removes his hand then offers a nod and leaves without another word.

      “One of these days, I’m going to kill him.”

      Turning, I wrap both arms around Merrick’s waist and rest the side of my face against his chest. He embraces me and presses a tender kiss to the top of my head. “He’s harmless.”

      “If you could sense the way he feels around you, you would think quite differently, mate.”

      I pull away, leaving one arm wrapped around his waist and letting the other dangle at my side as we move toward the kitchen. “He told me that vengeance is a bumpy road.”

      “Doesn’t mean it’s not worth traveling,” Merrick replies.

      I stop us then tip my face up to him. “Exactly.”

      His answering grin is blinding. “I will never be a voice of reason,” he says. “Sometimes there is a diplomatic solution. But more times than not, blood must be spilled before any real change is made.”

      Taking a deep breath, I try to envision any way this could have ended without war. And every single one of those solutions went out the window the moment Julius slaughtered Bonnie and Ezra.

      Lea is kneading fresh bread on the counter, her hands coated in flour. “Morning,” she says, her tone far less friendly than usual.

      “Are you alright?”

      “The curse isn’t broken,” she says. Then, with a guilty look at me, she shakes her head. “I’m sorry. That was quite negative of me.”

      “It’s true, though.” I reach out and rest my hand on hers, offering her a smile. She’s head over heels in love with Maynard. Something that has been apparent to me since the moment I saw them both in the same room.

      My heart breaks for her shattered hope just as it did for my own. “We will break it. One of these days,” I promise her.

      “The king must be dealt with first,” Merrick says. “Otherwise, we will be dead and there will be no reason to break it.”

      “Merrick!”

      We both turn as Ferris, Merrick’s uncle rushes in. Face red, breathing ragged, he looks terrified.

      “What is it?” Merrick demands.

      “You need to come see. I—” He trails off, closing his eyes before opening them again. “You just need to come see.”

      Merrick follows his uncle, and I trail behind them. When we reach the door, he turns to me. “Stay here, Beta.”

      “Not a damn chance.”

      “You’re not fully dressed.”

      “Neither are you,” I point out, gesturing to his bare chest.

      He shakes his head and mutters something under his breath but turns and rushes out the door without giving me any further shit for my lack of dress. I bolt, sprinting after them and toward the two horses Ferris already has waiting.

      Merrick climbs onto Boots and then reaches down and pulls me up to situate me between his thighs. We begin to run. Hair wild, I do my best to tame it as Boots sprints after Ferris’s horse. We race through the trees toward the boundary line between us and Aurum.

      Even without enhanced senses, the stench hits me before we leave the tree line.

      Merrick slides Boots to a stop and leaps off before reaching up to pull me down. My leather house shoes hit the soft dirt near soundless, not that I could have heard them if they’d been loud as thunder, though.

      No, the only thing I can hear is the pounding of my heart as I take in the carnage before me. At least a dozen wolves lie in the road, their bloated bodies mutilated. I cover my mouth with my hand as much to stifle a cry as to keep the scent from sending my churning stomach into overload.

      “I found them this morning,” Ferris explains. “The scent is potent in town.”

      Merrick nods as he kneels beside the body of a grey wolf. “The wind is blowing that way, which is why we didn’t smell it at the house.” His tone is one of fury, his gaze hard.

      “This was a message,” I whisper. “Another way for him to remind us that he’s close.”

      “We cannot wait much longer,” Merrick says. “The type of violence this fucker is sending our way cannot be tolerated.”

      “He is angry that we didn’t immediately respond after Bonnie and Ezra,” I tell them both. “This is his way of trying to push us.” Merrick turns to face me, so I add, “He’s going to continue escalating until he gets the rise out of you he desires.”

      “We’re not going to give it to him until we’re ready. And it will be on our terms, not his.”

      Merrick straightens, expression unreadable. I can’t tell whether he agrees with me or wants to run to the castle and slaughter Julius as he sits upon his throne.

      “Go home and tell Lea what happened. Have her send Peter this way.”

      “I’m not leaving you, Merrick. Not when I can’t trust you not to do something rash.”

      He takes a deep breath then reaches forward and cups my cheek. “I will never do anything that will put you at risk. Killing Julius after this will be what he expects. He will likely have an ambush waiting for me, in which case, I have a very low chance of survival. My death leaves you vulnerable.”

      “I have your word?”

      “You have my heart, Beta. And that is far stronger a declaration.”

      I swallow hard as the very thought of him leaving me at all, especially on the heels of Bonnie and Ezra, places a heavy weight on my chest. This man has become everything to me.

      Therefore, losing him is not an option.
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      Merrick and I have been apart nearly all day. After alerting Lea and Peter to what happened, I was ushered upstairs by the former and dressed as she half-chastised me for catching my death outside in the early fall air.

      When Merrick finally returned home, he’d locked himself in his study where he’s remained all day. The desire to be near him is strong, but my need for quiet outweighed it—this time.

      I curl my knees up and stare out at the gravestones from my seat at the base of a large tree. The sun is starting to sink in the distance, letting me know dusk is soon approaching, but I make no move to go inside. Soon, but not yet.

      Out here in the light breeze, surrounded by the cheerful chirping of birds, I can almost recall the happiest memories I shared with Bonnie and Ezra. Moments that we’d stolen in between my studies and the king’s watchful eyes.

      The first time Ezra taught me to ride a horse.

      When Bonnie taught me to embroider.

      Moments in time when they’d shown me just how much they loved me.

      A brightly colored butterfly the same shade of a new day lands atop the stone of Bonnie’s headstone.

      There, it flexes its wings before taking off into the sky once more. I smile. Bonnie loved butterflies. “I miss you,” I whisper as a tear rolls down my cheek.

      “There you are.”

      I glance over as Lea crosses toward me, the dark skirt of her dress lightly touching the grass. The basket in her hands is full of bread and cheese. My stomach growls. When was the last time I ate?

      She sits down beside me, the sun glinting beautifully off her dark skin. “You forgot to eat today.” The woman offers me the basket, so I pluck out a piece of bread.

      “I apologize, it’s been quite a day.”

      “So I’ve heard.” After offering me a smile, she turns to face the gravestones. “Ezra was very kind while he was here. Was his wife the same?”

      “She was,” I reply with a smile. “They were the most amazing couple, too. Always looking out for each other. Ezra blackened more than one eye when the other guards disrespected her.” Smiling, I recall the memory of seeing Simon, one of the guards, cradling his nose after Ezra had broken it during what he claimed to have been a training session.

      “I am so sorry, Kiya. I know I already told you once, and that words cannot ease your pain, but I am just so damned sorry.”

      Turning to her, I offer a smile that has fresh tears rolling down my cheeks. “Thank you, Lea. I hope you know how much of a friend I consider you.”

      She nudges my shoulder with hers. “I’d hope so. Otherwise, it would be quite strange for me to consider you my friend and you not return the sentiment.”

      Real, heart-felt joy brings a smile to my face. “Since we’re friends,” I start, desperate for a conversation change. “What is going on between you and Maynard?”

      Her cheeks turn rosy, and she looks away, laughing nervously. “I have no idea what you are talking about, Beta.”

      “Come on, now. It’s Kiya. And we were talking about the feelings you clearly carry for my brother-in-law.”

      “Maynard and I—” she trails off.

      “Have you told him you love him?”

      She lets out a breath. “It’s that obvious then?”

      “The only way it would be more obvious would be if you were to write it on a rock and throw it at my head.”

      Lea laughs and tucks her knees up then wraps both arms around them. “I am so foolishly in love with him it would make a fairy sick.”

      “A fairy, huh?” I grin.

      “He is honorable,” she starts, “Well, you know that much. And so handsome. Strong. I’m not sure how I couldn’t love him as I do.”

      “Which is why you get very little sleep then.”

      “Missing moments with him are just not something I care to do. Even if it is only from afar.”

      “Neither of you has ever acted on it?”

      She shakes her head. “How could we? He is the son of an Alpha. Might as well be a prince. And I am—”

      “A beautiful woman who just so happens to cook and cleans for him. Something that does not make you beneath anyone.”

      “I’m not sure Lark feels the same.”

      “Lark is no longer woman of this house,” I reply fervently. “Love is love, Lea. Status be damned.”

      She takes a deep breath and smiles at me. “Then perhaps, one day, I might find out whether or not he feels the same.”

      “He does,” I tell her without hesitation. “I’ve seen the way he watches you when he believes you are not looking. Hell, even when he knows you are.”

      “And what of the curse? I’ll grow old and die while he remains the same delectably handsome man he is.”

      “If I have my way, we’ll be dealing with the king and then finding the witch who cursed them. Once it’s broken, we’ll both get to remain at the sides of the men we love.”

      “Men we love,” she repeats. “Tell me, did you ever believe you would have fallen for Merrick the way you have? Talk about love and longing looks, you two put off so much heat you may burn the house down one day. And it’s made of stone.”

      Now it’s my turn to laugh. “If you had told me when I’d first arrived that I was going to fall in love with my husband, I never would have believed you. He was a brute, a savage, an asshole,” I add with a laugh.

      “Has much changed?” Lea questions with a giggle of her own.

      “It has not. But, now I see the beauty in him as well. The loyalty. He’s the best man I’ve ever known.”

      Lea releases her legs to wrap an arm around my shoulders. “I told you to give him time, didn’t I?”

      “You did,” I reply with a smile. “Right before you sent me into his springs where I got chastised.”

      “That was your own fault. You never should have been in the water if you cannot swim.” Lea pushes to her feet as the sun continues to sink lower in the sky. “You coming in?”

      “Not yet. I want to sit with them a bit longer.”

      She smiles at me. “Understood. Take another hunk of bread, then you’d best be inside for dinner, or I’ll have Maynard come drag you in.”

      I do as she asks and smile up at her. “I’ll be there.”

      Lea offers me a nod and then turns and heads inside.

      “Oh, Bonnie.” Sniffling, I try to picture what she’d tell me now. How she’d advise me to deal with the king, the curse, and everything in between. I imagine that she’d tell me it was time for me to fully accept that I am the woman of this house.

      The beta.

      That it is time to learn how to behave as such and stop relying only on a title.

      “My love.”

      I turn my head as Merrick drops to the ground beside me. Leaning in, he presses a kiss to my temple and then wraps an arm around my shoulders. “Did you get everything taken care of?” My tone is sharp, and he clearly picks up on it.

      “I did. What troubles you?”

      “I am the beta of this house.”

      “You are.”

      “What are my duties?”

      “Duties?”

      “Yes. A queen has her tasks, a princess hers, so what are my jobs as beta? Do I simply sit around and wait for you to make the decisions? Do I visit with the people in town?”

      Merrick releases me so he can situate himself in front of me. It blocks my view of the graves, but I’m far too irritated to care. It’s not even that I’m angry with him—or not exclusively with him, at least—but more that I’ve been living in the moment rather than planning for an actual future here.

      “Kiya,” he says, my name a soft whisper as he reaches up and brushes a strand of hair behind my ear. “Your duties are whatever you wish them to be.”

      “Then I wish to be kept in the loop when it comes to things like dead wolves and a plan to destroy the king.”

      “You wished to remain behind and help us bury the wolves?”

      “If that is what needed to be done, yes. I may be a woman, Merrick, but I am not helpless.”

      He chuckles, which only pisses me off further. “I never thought you helpless, Kiya.”

      “No? Then why did you send me away?”

      “To get Peter.”

      “But I wasn’t allowed to return.”

      “You were allowed to do whatever you wanted. I never said you had to stay away, did I?”

      I think back, recalling his exact words, then let out a sigh. “No, I suppose you did not. But you kept me away today, locking your study and not allowing me to be a part of whatever it is you were doing. We spent the whole day apart, and there’s no telling how long we have left.” My throat constricts as my mind pieces together an image of Merrick lying on the grass-stained ground.

      Losing Bonnie and Ezra was heartbreaking.

      But losing Merrick would shatter me.

      “It is never my intention to keep you out of any business regarding our lives or home, mate. In my pack, a beta is just as strong as her alpha. More so even. The only difference is that, when it comes time for a fight, it is the alpha who stands ready to bleed.”

      “And if it’s my fight?”

      “There is no fight of yours that is not mine.”

      “Then there is no fight of yours that is not mine,” I repeat.

      Merrick smiles. “As it should be.” He tips his face up to the sky, studying the sinking sun. “Can I walk you inside before the sun is down?”

      “As long as you’re planning on staying around.”

      “I wouldn’t be anywhere else.” He reaches down and pulls me to my feet. “If I am indoors when I shift, the beast will be less likely to run.”

      Linking my arm through his, we make our way into the house. We’re just reaching the stairs when I hear MacKenna’s voice echo through the halls. “Another day gone.”

      Merrick and I stop. His chest heaves with the force of his deep breath. Whether it’s relief, confusion, or fear, I cannot be sure.

      “I suppose you’re not shifting tonight,” I tell Merrick.

      “It would seem I’m not.”

      As we walk to the dining hall, I continue. “I don’t understand why they are being forced to shift and you are not.”

      Merrick sighs. “My only thought is that perhaps there are still traces of wolfsbane lingering in my system. Not enough to kill me,” he adds, likely due to the fact that the blood rushed from my face at the thought of him slowly succumbing to the poison. “But enough to mute my wolf. The curse is tied to that side of me, so it would make sense that it would suffer due to the toxin.”

      “You’ll tell me if you feel weak?”

      “Of course.” He stops and pulls me toward him, stealing my breath in a passionate kiss. Blood pounds in my ears as my limbs turn liquid. “I’ve been wanting to do that all day.”

      “You should have.”

      He smiles then releases me.

      “I want you to teach me to fight.”

      “To fight.”

      “Yes. I want to be able to defend myself.”

      “I am your blade, Beta.”

      “That is fine. But I will be yours. I spent far too long being treated as though I am weak. And besides the few things Ezra taught me to fend off assaulters, I know nothing. Teach me. Please.”

      To my complete surprise, Merrick nods. “I will teach you, Beta. As long as you allow me to be at your side when the time comes to fight this war. You do not fight it alone.”

      For the first time today, a warmth burns through my chest that feels a hell of a lot like hope. I smile. “I promise.”

      He kisses me noisily then guides me into the dining room where his brothers are gathered. They all turn to him.

      “Merrick!” Maxwell runs over and throws himself at us. Merrick catches him mid-jump, crushing the small boy against his chest.

      At nine, Maxwell is the youngest of the brothers—cursed to an eternity of being a child. “Good to see you, scamp.” He sets his brother down and ruffles his hair. While Merrick’s black hair is laced with silver, Maxwell, Madox, and Maverick share dark, raven-colored hair. Maynard, Myke, and MacKenna’s hair is far closer to their brothers, though MacKenna’s is more white than the others.

      Makes me wonder what caused the differentiating colors. Was their mother’s hair white before it turned silver?

      Myke grins at his older brother. “Madox promised to take us out hunting birds tonight.”

      “Birds?” Merrick arches a brow. “Don’t you get enough hunting during the day?”

      “Mother doesn’t let us go outside,” Myke complains.

      “Someone needs to keep you lot in check,” Lark says as she takes her seat at the table.

      Lea comes in, her hair pulled off the nape of her neck. The soft blue gown complements beautifully with her dark skin. My gaze instantly shifts to Maynard, and I get the absolute joy of watching him lose his breath.

      His lips part ever so slightly, eyes widening.

      But the moment she looks at him, he forces his attention away.

      The fool.

      “What news is there today?” Maynard questions after clearing his throat.

      “I assume you know of the dead wolves left at the boundary line.” Merrick ushers me into a chair before taking his seat beside me—at the head of the table.

      “Hard to miss that stench,” MacKenna spits out. “Fucking bastard. Slaughtering innocent creatures.”

      “As horrific as it is,” Maynard says, “We learned something from it.”

      “Confirmation that the king knows what you all are.” I shake my head. “He’s known this entire fucking time.”

      “Which is why he had me attacked with wolfsbane,” Merrick says. “Though I very much doubt he knew it would have killed me.”

      “Unless he knows of your curse,” Maverick offers.

      “Doubtful,” Maynard replies. “My guess is that he doesn’t believe it’s a curse but rather that Merrick’s true form is the beast.”

      “Which is why he wants our child.”

      At this, Lark turns toward me. “He won’t get a child from you.”

      “No. He won’t.”

      She offers a slight dip of her head then shifts her gaze to Merrick.

      “We’re going to need to deal with him sooner rather than later.” MacKenna leans back in his seat and crosses his arms. “Or he’ll keep casting until we bite.”

      “We’re going to bite,” Merrick assures them. “But it will be on our terms.” He stands. “Now. Given that we get very little time together, let’s not talk of war.”

      I smile. Getting to see Merrick interact with his brothers brings joy to my broken heart. “I couldn’t agree more.”

      “I’ll get the whiskey.” Lea offers.

      “I’ll help.” Maynard stands, but Lea stops him with a glare.

      “Not a damned chance. If you find out where I’ve hidden it, we won’t have any left. At least, this way, I can moderate.” She turns on her heel and stalks out of the room.

      “I’ve always known where it is,” Maynard says as soon as she’s out of earshot.

      “Then I’ll be telling her to move it,” MacKenna replies with a wink.

      As conversation continues around us, Merrick slips a hand beneath the table and rests it on my thigh. Warmth spreads through my body, a need that I fully intend on sating later. For now, though, I simply cover his large hand with my much smaller one, threading my fingers through it and take in the sounds of happy chatter from the brothers around me.
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      Kiya stands before me wearing trousers and a white shirt I pilfered from Myke’s stash. As disturbing as it is for me to think it, my mate looks damn good in my brother’s clothes. She’s tied her dark hair back in a thick braid, which shows off the elegant slope of her neck.

      “Show me what you do know,” I tell her. My chest bare, I catch it when her gaze drops to my torso and then slides back up, her cheeks pink.

      It thrills me to know my beta likes what she sees.

      Kiya stalks forward then stops and stares up at me. “You aren’t going to defend yourself?”

      “If I do that, how will I see what you know?” When her brow furrows, those gorgeous eyes narrowing, I chuckle. “You will not hurt me, Kiya. Come on.”

      She swallows hard. “Okay, well, Ezra told me that if a man has me pinned against a wall, I am to bring my knee up in between his legs as hard as I can.”

      “That one doesn’t need demonstration,” I say quickly.

      The ghost of a smile graces her lips. “I assumed as much. He told me to aim for the throat and to keep my thumb on the outside of my fist.” She mimes jabbing at my jugular then spins and shoves her elbow into my gut.

      I groan and take a step back at the fire spreading through my body.

      “Shit! I’m sorry, Merrick! You said to show—”

      “You have quite the elbow,” I tell her, playing up the pain because it brings the color back to her face.

      The light back into her eyes. To do that, I will happily take any hit to my pride. Hell, I will rip it out and stomp it into the ground if it means bringing a smile to her lips.

      “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t be.” Straightening, I roll my shoulders. “The best way to ensure your victory in a fight is to protect yourself. Let your opponent use their strength and stamina to try to tire you.” I grip her fists, raising them up toward her face, ensuring her elbows remain down to protect her center. “This is the best defensive position. Your forearms and elbows protect your sensitive middle while your fists stand ready to block and shield your face.”

      Stepping back, I hold up my own fists. I jab out slowly, and she instinctively knocks my arm away. After realizing what she did, Kiya beams at me. “I did it.”

      “You did. Now, keep your eyes on me, and try to wear me out.”

      “If history is any indication, you do not get worn out.”

      Her reply catches me off guard, something that—until her—never happened. I reach out and grip her wrist and then spin her and crush her back against me. “I said try, mate.”

      Kiya laughs and throws an elbow into my stomach. I’m faster, though, and manage to move just in time that it only grazes my side. “I’ll take that challenge.”
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      Hours later, exhausted, sweaty, and covered in dirt, we make our way into the springs. The heady lavender scent clings to the air, and after years of recovering in these very waters, the mere aroma relaxes me.

      I follow Kiya around to the far pond, and she begins to strip from her clothes. I watch, unable to tear my gaze away as she reveals inch after inch of flawless skin. I’ve had my hands on her more times than I can count.

      My mouth.

      My tongue.

      And still, the mere sight of her has my cock hardening, my body ready to give her pleasure in the way only I can.

      “Seems only fair you give me a show,” she says without looking at me.

      “I’ve never been one for fairness,” I reply as I cross the distance between us in two long strides to rest my hands on her bare sides. When her ass presses against my cock through the barrier of my pants, she lets out a gasp. I let my fingers trail around to the front of her belly, then up to cup her breasts as she fully relaxes into me.

      I work her nipples with my fingers as the perfume of her arousal fills the air. “Does that feel good, Beta?” I question.

      “Yes.”

      “Do you recall when I taught you to pleasure yourself?”

      “Not something I will ever forget,” she replies, already near breathless.

      “It was quite memorable.” I release her before pulling away and drawing her toward the stone wall. Once I’ve pressed her back against it, I drop to my knees before her and look up into her heavy eyes. “It was also the first time I tasted you. And fuck, I haven’t been the same since. Addicted to you. That’s what I am.” Her lips part on a sigh. I grin. “Spread your legs for me, Beta.”

      She obeys.

      “Good girl.” I take her leg and throw it up over my shoulder then slide my tongue over her clit. She bucks against me, her hands burying in my hair as I continue to taste her, to pleasure her with my mouth. Kiya comes to life when my hands are on her, much in the way she breathed new life into me when we’d first met.

      “Merrick!” she screams my name as she comes, her release soaking my face, but I don’t stop. Not until the leg she’s still standing on goes weak and she collapses against the wall.

      It’s then that I let her down long enough for me to stand and remove my clothes. As soon as I’m naked, I reach down and lift her and carry us both toward the water.

      The warmth surrounds us both, lapping at our flesh the farther in I go. Pressing her back to the ledge, I take her mouth, kissing her deeply until she moans against me. Kiya wraps her legs around my waist as I drive into her, a furious pumping of hips.

      “You feel so fucking good, Beta. Always so fucking good.”

      “So do you,” she whispers as she clings to me. “Yes!” she cries out at the same moment my release breaks.

      We ride it out, both of us exhausted, until I slip out of her then turn us so it’s my back against the wall.

      There, I hold her against my chest and hope for a million more moments just like this.
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      We’re just about to step into the dining room when Ferris approaches, mouth set in a grim line. “Merrick, we need to speak in private.”

      I glance at Kiya, already seeing the argument on her face. There’s no need for it, though. She asked to be involved. Therefore, she is. “The three of us can speak in my study.”

      Ferris nods, so Kiya and I change direction and move upstairs.

      As soon as we’re inside, I shut and lock the door. Kiya remains near the door, arms crossed, while I lean back on my desk and face my uncle. “What is it?”

      “The villagers are becoming restless,” he says then reaches into his pocket and withdraws a piece of parchment. “This arrived earlier today via a messenger, who is now resting uncomfortably in a cell.”

      I take the paper, anger already moving through my body like a toxin. Scrawled in elegant penmanship are words that make me strongly question whether or not I need to break my oath and just slaughter this so-called king then beg for my wife’s forgiveness once the problem has been resolved.

      Your leader has refused to allow us to reach peaceful negotiations.

      Therefore, you will all burn for his crimes.

      Choose your next actions warily. Leave and survive, stay and die.

      King Leonard Julius III

      “Mother fucker.” I hold the letter out as Kiya crosses to take it from me. After a moment, she shakes her head and crumples it.

      “We cannot continue ignoring him.”

      “We have no army to take him on,” I remind Ferris.

      “At least a dozen people have already fled.”

      “As is their right.” I cross my arms. “They are not prisoners of mine.”

      “No,” he agrees, running a hand through his hair. “But if the others begin questioning your loyalties—”

      “There is no need to question them. My loyalty is to my mate first, pack second.”

      “That’s not how it’s supposed to be,” Ferris says with a cautious look at Kiya then back to me. “I mean no disrespect of course.”

      “Of course,” Kiya replies then turns her attention to me. “You have to put your people first, Merrick.”

      “No, I don’t.”

      Kiya swallows hard. “Perhaps you should just kill him.”

      I narrow my gaze on her. “You wish for his blood to be on your hands.”

      “Yes. But I won’t risk lives just to sate my own thirst.”

      “And what of those loyal to him? They won’t allow a power shift to happen at his death. Not peacefully.”

      “No, but once you’ve killed him, we can rally those who opposed him. Hope that the numbers are in our favor.”

      “I don’t make war decisions based on hope,” I reply, tone cool.

      “Merrick. If he comes for them, if he burns your village—”

      As much as I want to refuse her thoughts, as much as I want to believe he will not be able to do that, the possibility is there. It’s always been there.

      For centuries, the Shadow Lands have remained in my family out of fear of the army we once held. A pack of three hundred strong who could kill three times the number of human men in a matter of minutes. Now, though, that pack is down to a handful of villagers, my brothers, my uncle, and me.

      We have not had the numbers since well before my father took over as alpha and ran most of our pack out of town.

      “Say I manage to get past his guards and kill him. What then? How do we bring together those who were against him? How do we convince them to stand for us when they do not know us?”

      “They know me,” she replies. “Or, at least, they know of me. I can make a plea, tell them we wish to de-throne him and be fair leaders. That the kingdom has existed in ruin for far too long.”

      “And what of Viridia?” I question, considering the neighboring kingdom. “Will they not see the weakness caused by a regime change and use it to their advantage to attack?”

      Kiya’s brows furrow, her lips flattening.

      I step forward and grip her arm. “It is not my intention to break down your idea, wife. But if we do not play this right, no matter which way we turn, we are staring our destruction in the face.”

      “You at least need to come address the town,” Ferris says. “I did my best to put them at ease, but it will mean a lot if you can come and help. Anything you can do to let them know you’re working on a solution.”

      After taking a deep breath, I nod, dread heavy in my gut. “Very well.”
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      The ride to town is a stressful one at best, given the last time we were exposed like this, Merrick ended up pumped full of wolfsbane-tipped arrows.

      And that was before the king managed to sneak a messenger through the Shadow Lands nearly unnoticed. I keep my eyes on the trees around us, scanning the spaces between massive trunks.

      Behind me, Merrick rides still, quiet, likely listening for anything amiss. If the trip weren’t necessary I would have insisted we stay put until the king is dealt with. But even as I wish it could already be over, I know Merrick is right. Going for his head before we’ve fully thought out what happens next is far too risky.

      We need to find a way to gain followers for our cause. Supporters in this war. And doing so requires confidence in Merrick as the Alpha, as the leader. So, we make our way into town, all of us silent the entire ride. Ferris’s horse moves beside us, while MacKenna, Maynard, and Maverick’s wolves pad softly on the dirt.

      Night is still hours away from falling, but we should have plenty of time to get back to the house just in case Merrick’s beast chooses tonight to return. I don’t want it to happen. Don’t want to lose him to the curse. But the wait is killing me.

      Like a massive boulder hanging over our heads.

      The last time I was here, people lined the village, all happily chatting as they traded their goods. Now, though, it seems they are painfully aware of the war looming on the horizon. Those of them who are out watch us carefully, their gazes traveling over Merrick and me, then Ferris, and finally the three white wolves beside us.

      The fact that my being here has endangered all of these good people has my stomach in knots. Everyone here had nowhere else to go. A lot of them escaped from Aurum, and now they’re potentially going to be slaughtered by the very man they fled from. Though it is their fear of him I am counting on. Their fear that will hopefully have them following our orders even though what we ask of them is steep.

      “Ease your nerves, my love,” Merrick whispers in my ear.

      “How can I? These people are all in danger because of me.” My chest constricts, a fist closing around my heart.

      “They were at risk the moment Julius turned his attention to these lands,” he replies. “You were merely a pawn in his strategy.”

      Honestly? That makes me feel even worse. Merrick’s aunt is already waiting for us outside of her small cottage. She raises her hand in a wave, though her smile is grim at best.

      Merrick stops Boots and climbs off then reaches up for me. I’d offered to ride my own horse, but he’d insisted on riding together. He’d said he wanted to remain close to me, that he enjoyed my body pressed against his. While I don’t doubt that, I also assume it has something to do with his own nerves and not being exposed.

      Ferris drops down beside his horse while the wolves linger beside the horses.

      “My love,” Faera greets as Ferris drops his head for the kiss. “I’m relieved the journey was a safe one.” She releases him then wraps her arms around me. “How are you doing?”

      “Managing,” I reply honestly. While I have not cried today, the pressure in my chest is still the same. I miss Bonnie and Ezra, though I imagine that will never change.

      Her expression saddens, and she wraps an arm around my shoulders to guide me into her house. As soon as we’re inside, the heady scent of chamomile fills my lungs. Warm tea steeps on the table, still steaming bread sliced and arranged in the center.

      I take my seat, and Merrick slides onto the bench beside me.

      MacKenna, Maynard, and Maverick remain outside on the porch, likely watching for any hint of danger. I hate that it’s necessary. That we’re in the position we’re in now. But, as Bonnie used to tell me, we cannot focus on the ‘what-ifs’. There is no going back. We are here, and now we must do what we can to survive.

      Faera and Ferris sit across from us. Merrick’s hand finds my knee beneath the table, giving me the strength I need to get through today. This meeting with Ferris and Faera is only the beginning. Once we leave here, they will know all of my secrets.

      And, hopefully, they will be open to the plan I’ve been forming since we started our journey here.

      “Well, best get right into it then.” Faera claps her hands. “Enjoy the tea and bread.” She pushes my cup closer, so I take a drink. The liquid is laced with honey, so it’s sweet as it slips down my throat. Though, even the flavor brings a wave of memories I’d rather leave buried, so I set it aside.

      Clearing my throat, I raise my gaze to Faera first and then Ferris. “I want to start off by apologizing. I never meant for my being here to put you all at risk.”

      “Do not apologize for the actions of a bastard king,” Ferris tells me. “You are our family, and we will protect you at all costs.”

      Tears well in my eyes, and Merrick gently squeezes my knee. “I appreciate that,” I say. “But I still wish I had not given him more of a reason.”

      “And just how did you give him more of a reason?” Faera demands, cheeks reddening. “By simply existing? By following his orders and wedding Merrick?”

      “You make it sound like a chore,” Merrick says, his deep voice laced with humor despite the seriousness of our conversation.

      “It can be at times, I imagine,” Faera replies with a soft smile for her nephew.

      I look to Merrick. This was part of why we wanted to meet with them first. So we could tell them what it is the king was originally after. A sore subject that was a huge source of resentment between Merrick and me prior to me discovering he’d overheard what the king made me promise to do.

      I should have told Ferris earlier, but speaking on it once is impossible. Twice? I’ll be lucky if I don’t vomit.

      “I did not do everything I was told,” I say as I rest my hands in my lap. “The king ordered me to give him my firstborn child.”

      They are both silent for a moment as they gape at me. Then, Faera explodes from the table.

      "You have got to be fucking kidding me!” she roars, fingers elongating into claws. Her eyes blaze golden, and I’m momentarily taken aback. I’ve never seen her shift—never seen her show any signs that she was a wolf. I’d assumed it, given her marriage to Ferris, but this is something new. “I’m going to rip his cock off and make him swallow it!” she bellows.

      “Easy, Faera,” Ferris chuckles. “Get control of yourself before you terrify Kiya.”

      Faera closes her eyes and takes a deep breath. When she opens them again, she’s clearly still pissed but once again all human.

      “You’ll find I am not easily terrified,” I say, hoping my light tone will diffuse some of the heaviness.

      Ferris turns his attention back to me. “You cannot expect us to blame you for not handing over your child.”

      “A child I don’t even have,” I say. “Not that it would have mattered. I still would have refused. I just never believed he’d come after us. Not with how afraid he seemed to be of Merrick.”

      “Fear I will happily reinstate when the moment is right,” Merrick comments dryly.

      “He’s going to use any attack to justify his war.”

      “Do you believe those who follow him will continue to support him?” Faera questions. “Even knowing what he required of you?”

      “Without a doubt,” I reply. “He has managed to convince a good portion of Aurum that he is their hero. That he’s the only thing standing between them and the monsters lurking within the Feral swamps. Something that was confirmed when the barbarians came in and started slaughtering villagers.”

      “Barbarians that Merrick dealt with.” Faera shakes her head angrily.

      “What is your plan?” Ferris questions. “I assume you have one.”

      “We do not.” Merrick withdraws his hand and crosses his arms. “Without a fighting force, we have to play this smart. Savagery will not work unless we can ensure our victory.”

      “There are very few able-bodied fighters in our midst,” Ferris tells us. “Maybe two dozen? Certainly not enough to take on an entire kingdom.”

      “I’m not asking them to. I want all of you to retreat into the caverns; set up a camp there until this all passes,” Merrick announces. I watch Ferris’s expression morph into one of anger. Rage. And betrayal.

      “You expect us to run?” Ferris nearly chokes on the last word. “After you’ve protected us all this time? You took these people in when they had nowhere else to go.”

      “I do not require payment for that,” Merrick replies. “And certainly not in the form of their lives. This is a fight we cannot win with a handful of villagers,” he says. “The king put no timestamp on his threat, which means it could happen at any moment. I do not want to wait to act until he makes his move.”

      “Then how do you win? Sneak in and kill him while he sleeps?”

      Merrick turns to me and offers a slight nod, his cue for me to fill in the other part of the plan. The one I came up with last night and relayed to him over breakfast. “We’re going to plead our case to King Grendel of Viridia. Before launching an attack.”

      Both Faera and Ferris stare back at me once more. Honestly, I think they’re more surprised about this than they were about the king requesting our firstborn.

      “You’re going to plead your case to a king who has sent countless scouts into our lands?”

      I whirl on Merrick. “You never told me that.”

      He shrugs. “They were dealt with before they could return. It didn’t seem relevant.”

      “Not relevant?” I stare at him, annoyed at his neutral expression. “Merrick, if he sent people here and they never returned, he’ll know you had them killed.”

      “He’ll suspect it,” he replies. “There was never any confirmation.”

      “Suspicion is enough to plant doubt. What will you do if he goes to Julius and tells him of our plan? Of our request?” Ferris demands.

      Shifting my gaze from Merrick to Ferris, I swallow hard. “We have to hope his hatred for Julius outweighs his pride. Julius fathered Grendel’s only son,” I tell them.

      “Are you serious?”

      I nod. “And Grendel knows it.”

      Ferris grins, a savage smile that closely mirrors one I’ve seen on his nephew’s face. “That is perfect. If I were him, I certainly would be looking for any way to get back at the bastard for fucking my wife.”

      “Exactly,” I reply. “And if he believes he has the support of Merrick’s rumored army—” I trail off and look to my husband. “He will see a chance to reinstate his name.”

      “It’s a good plan,” Ferris commends. “If you can get him to agree.”

      “Having the village retreat to the caves has to happen before we go to him just in case he sets Julius off,” I tell them. “We don’t want him making good on his threat before we have a chance to fully prepare.”

      Ferris offers me a tight smile then shifts his attention to Merrick. “You do realize you’re asking them to abandon their homes. Their lives here.”

      “It’s better than the streets being littered with their bodies,” I reply before Merrick can. “Julius is ruthless. Worse than his father ever was. I sat in on his strategy meetings, watched his every move out of my own self-preservation. He’s a damned snake, one you won’t see coming until his fangs are buried in your throat.” My blood thunders in my veins, adrenaline responding to even the thought of him coming here and killing these people.

      Ferris takes a deep breath then nods. “We will take it to them, but I won’t go with them. You need to know that now.”

      “Uncle—” Merrick starts.

      “No,” he interrupts. “I failed you by not stepping in when you needed me. I won’t do it again.”

      I don’t dare ask what he’s referring to, not when I can see the raw emotion plainly on his face. So, pocketing the question for Merrick later, I remain silent as Merrick clearly battles between ordering his uncle away and allowing him to stay.

      “Fine,” Merrick concedes. “But the rest of the village goes.”

      “You, too, Faera,” Ferris tells her.

      She glares back at him but, to my surprise, doesn’t argue. “Only because the people will eat each other if not tended to.”

      “I want to speak to the messenger,” Merrick announces. “Before I speak to the village.”

      “Understood.” Ferris pushes up from his seat and then turns to me. “Do you wish to come?”

      “Yes.” While I doubt I know the man he sent, I want to hear what he has to say. Hear what the king promised him should he deliver his message successfully.

      Ferris leads us out of the house, so Merrick’s brothers—still wolves—fall into step just behind us. We’re silent as we walk, though a few of the villagers do offer their nods in our direction.

      We’re guided into a small house, down a set of stairs, and into a dimly lit room. “You can leave, Karver.”

      A man I haven’t seen since I first met Merrick’s brothers beams at me. “Beta, Kiya. It is lovely to see you.”

      “You as well. Your wife?”

      “Helen is doing quite well, thank you. We’re expecting our first child, though, and the sickness has been hard on her.”

      Jealousy churns in my belly even as joy sings in my heart. “I am so happy for you both, congratulations.” Forcing a smile, I offer my hand. He takes it but releases it quickly. I want a child. A family. Want those things with Merrick.

      And if the king has his way, I won’t ever get to see my husband holding our baby in his arms.

      My throat constricts, and Merrick presses a hand to my lower back, his way of giving me strength.

      “Alpha,” Karver greets.

      “Good to see you.”

      "You as well." The man gives us one final smile then slips Up the stairs.

      Ferris grips the handle on a massive steel door and pulls it open. Inside, a dark-haired man raises his head—and smiles at me.

      My stomach churns.

      Bile rises in my throat.

      “Good to see you, Princess.”

      “Who the fuck are you?” Merrick demands, stepping forward and very nearly blocking my view.

      “Ask your wife,” he replies. “We know each other quite well, don’t we?”

      “Hardly,” I snap. “His name is Vars. He’s an executioner for the king. Strung up and murdered a guard who’d been trying to court me. Barclay outed us, and the king had Oliver killed for it. This bastard left his head on display until the crows finished picking it clean.”

      I can still see it. Still taste the stench of decaying flesh.

      “I only acted on orders, Princess,” he replies with a grin.

      “We both know you enjoy slaughtering nearly as much as Julius thrives on taking what does not belong to him.”

      “You still address him as King, Princess,” Vars sneers.

      “You will not give the orders here,” Merrick snarls, stepping forward.

      Vars’ eyes widen. “You are just as savage as they claim, aren’t you?” He turns to me. “If I’d have known you had a taste for violence, I would have dipped in for a taste of you. Barclay did always enjoy bragging about how your body felt under his hands.”

      Merrick moves so quickly that I don’t even see what he’s done until he’s slamming Vars into the wall.

      Ferris makes no move to stop him.

      And neither do I.

      “What do you know of the king’s plans?”

      “Nothing,” Vars chokes out, his face turning a deep shade of crimson. “Aside from the fact that he’s planning to shred your pretty Shadow Lands until he has what he wants.”

      “And just when does he plan on paying a visit?” Merrick questions.

      “I have no idea. Ask your bitch. I’m not in his inner circle.”

      Merrick growls and leans in to snarl in Vars’ face. “Call her a bitch again and I’ll pop your fucking head like a grape.”

      “He never was in his inner circle,” I tell Merrick. “Though with Pallgard, it’s possible that changed.”

      Merrick retains his hold on Vars as he stares him down, likely trying to decide whether he’s worth keeping alive—for now. After a few heartbeats, though, he throws him to the ground and stalks out. “Lock this fucking door, and throw away the key. He’ll rot until he tells me something worthwhile.”
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      Men and women stand shoulder to shoulder around a massive fire pit in the center of town. I’ve never been this far in, nor did I have any idea just how many people have sought refuge in this town. Well over a hundred gazes watch us. With every passing moment, my nerves grow. Especially when I notice Devrona standing at the edge of the group, her angry expression trained solely on me.

      “Thank you all for coming,” Merrick starts, his deep voice loud enough for everyone to hear him. His arms are crossed, hair loose at his shoulders. “As you know, I recently married Princess Kiya of Aurum.”

      Some smile at me, some whisper. A few call out congratulations. Their approval only spurs my anxiety.

      What if they turn on us?

      As if on cue, Devrona breaks the silence. “And now her father is going to kill us. Seems a fair exchange.”

      Merrick completely ignores her and continues. “Her father has requested something we will not freely give in exchange for peace with their kingdom.”

      Murmurs spread through the crowd.

      Merrick continues, “He is requesting we hand over our firstborn.”

      The entire group before us falls completely silent. Even Devrona looks relatively upset. Eyes wide, she stands a bit straighter. I force my attention from her to the crowd, scanning the faces of everyone in attendance.

      I catch sight of two people standing in the back, a few yards away from the rest of the villagers. The woman’s hair is dark and her eyes mismatched. One blue, one copper, they study not Merrick but the crowd before us.

      The man beside her is tall, his skin pale, eyes a dark copper—near crimson. His hair is obsidian and shorter than most of the men’s here. Both are dressed in clothes one might wear when traveling on a long journey, and neither of them looks like they belong.

      Curious. Is it possible Julius sent more scouts? I straighten until Maverick’s wolf pads over and sits beside them. The woman smiles down at him while the man simply ignores his presence.

      “Your child? Seriously?” someone calls out.

      “Yes,” Merrick replies. “As you can imagine, that will never happen.” He takes a deep breath.

      “Because of your refusal, the king has declared war on the Shadow Lands!” Devrona calls out.

      Gasps, shocked cries.

      “We have no army to defend!” a woman calls out.

      “Fuck that! I’ll fight!” a man replies.

      “Me, too!” another says.

      The pressure in my chest abates slightly, just enough that I am able to take my first full breath since arriving here this afternoon.

      “Are you fucking kidding me? So, not only did you bring an outsider in, but she’s going to get us all killed, too?” Devrona yells the accusation, drawing the attention of every single person in attendance. What’s worse is the number of nods I see in the sea of faces.

      Some agree with her. And I can’t even blame them.

      Merrick’s growl is low and deep. “Kiya is my wife,” he snarls. “My mate. You will address her as such.”

      “Some beta she is,” Devrona sneers. “You should have sent her away. Instead, you drew the attention of a king who a lot of us fled from.”

      She’s from Aurum. Which, to be honest, actually makes me understand why she hates me so much. Knowing that, I clear my throat. “I am so sorry for the pain the king caused you,” I tell her. “But there’s something you should know. That you should all know.” The words are right there on my tongue, a truth I used to be so afraid of speaking. But with Bonnie and Ezra dead, and war looming on the horizon, what do I have to lose? “I am not Julius’s daughter.”

      “No? Certainly seems that way, given your title, Princess.” If Devrona’s looks could kill I’d be dead ten times over.

      “His daughter died when she was young, and he hid it from the rest of the kingdom. His advisor, Pallgard, found me on the streets and abducted me. They forced me to play the part of the princess so it didn’t look like he had no heir.” The truth is a weight lifted from my chest. I stand straighter, feeling stronger by simply speaking words against the man who terrified me. “I was not allowed to leave the castle walls where I was terrorized by the king, Pallgard, and the king’s nephew until the day I arrived here.”

      Merrick stands beside me, a solid wall of muscle that makes me feel damn near invincible.

      So, with that confidence, I continue. “I hate him. With everything that I am. And the fact that he is using me to pull you into war is absolutely sickening. But if you know Julius, you know what types of horrors he is capable of, and you can understand that, even if Merrick had turned me away, Julius is determined to go to war with the Shadow Lands. He would have used that refusal to do exactly as he’s doing now.”

      They continue watching me, hanging on to my every word. I see some angry expressions, some full of sorrow. But it’s the two in the back who continue to captivate my attention. The woman is watching me now, wearing a smirk on her face. The man is still focused on the rest of the villagers, though he leans in close and whispers something to her that pulls her gaze from me to Devrona.

      My husband’s ex-lover, who is still glaring like she wants to drive a dagger into my heart.

      “We are not asking you to go to war,” Merrick says. “We regret to tell you that you are all required to retreat to the caves until this is over.”

      “We ain’t runners!” a man yells out as he crosses his arms.

      “I’m not asking you to run,” Merrick says. “But there are those who cannot fight that need protecting. We have a plan to dismantle Julius’s reign, but we will not do it until you are all safely tucked away. You came to me for protection. For refuge. I will not have you risk the peace I promised. Not when there is another way.”

      The more I discover of Merrick, the more my love for him grows. I’ve never known a man who exudes such kindness. And, given his reputation as a brutal warrior, I never would have expected it.

      “And if you lose?” a woman calls out. She cradles an infant in her arms, and her eyes glisten with tears. “What then?”

      A muscle in Merrick’s jaw tightens. “Then you get on a boat and cross the Cerulean Seas. Find a land where you will be far from the hell Julius will rain down upon our lands.”
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      “Great speech.”

      I turn to face the woman with mismatched eyes. She and the man she’s with stand side-by-side less than a yard in front of me. Merrick remains in the center of town, addressing concerns from the villagers, and though my back is now turned to him, I can feel his gaze on me.

      Maynard, MacKenna, and Maverick’s wolves stalk off, though I catch sight of them as they patrol just inside the trees.

      “It was the truth.”

      “I got that much.” She holds out a hand. “I’m Corrine.”

      Taking her offered hand, I note the daggers strapped to her waist. I see at least two, though I imagine she has more in places I cannot see. “Kiya.”

      She smiles, releases my hand, and points to the man next to her. “This is my partner, Zane.”

      He doesn’t say anything but offers me a nod.

      “You two are not from here, are you?”

      She chuckles. “No. We’re from another realm entirely.”

      “Seriously?” Tendrils of excitement spread through me. I’ve heard of other realms that border this one. Of faraway places with creatures straight out of nightmares, but having no interest in crossing the Cerulean Seas, I paid them little attention. After all, no matter how bad Julius is, the pirates infesting those waters are far worse.

      Specifically the pirate captain, Neo. The stories I’ve heard of him would make the most savage of men curl up in fear.

      Well, all of them but Merrick. Somehow, I don’t see him cowering for anyone.

      “Cambrexia, heard of it?” she questions, pulling me back to the present.

      “When he was first showing me the village, right after we’d gotten married, Merrick mentioned there were people here who’d come from there.” A massive hand goes to my lower back as Merrick comes to stand beside me.

      “Corrine, Zane,” he greets. “I didn’t realize you were still here.”

      “Seems good that we stuck around,” Zane says, speaking for the first time. “Looks like you might need the help.”

      “Right now, I need help keeping them safe,” he says. “As for the rest of it, we have a plan.”

      Corrine arches a dark brow. She’s absolutely stunning, tall, toned. Clearly a warrior. “Which we can do, but as you know, we are capable of much more than that.”

      “I know that. But these people are under my care, and I won’t be around for some time.”

      She nods in understanding.

      “We’ll keep them safe,” Zane offers. “Like an extended vacation.” He grins at Corrine, and she shakes her head.

      “Your version of fun and mine will never align.”

      “Not all of us grew up on that guardian bottle,” he replies with a wink.

      “Guardian?”

      “I’ll fill you in later,” Merrick offers. “Do we have a de—” he stops speaking, body going completely rigid.

      Corrine and Zane’s expressions become serious in an instant. I pull away from Merrick and step in front of him. Face pale, eyes wide, he looks utterly terrified. Sweat beads on his forehead.

      “What is it?” I demand, hands running over his face and down his shoulders, checking for injury. “Merrick? Talk to me!”

      “It can’t happen. Not now.” He grinds the words out, and my stomach plummets.

      “You’re changing?” I whisper.

      He offers me a nod then roars and drops to his knees.

      I whirl on Corrine and Zane. “Get everyone off the streets!” I scream the order then look to Ferris, who stops rushing toward us.

      Zane disappears, moving far faster than my eye can track. Corrine follows, blurring out of existence, and I don’t even have the chance to ask what the fuck just happened before Merrick lets out a blood-curdling roar. His hands dig into the ground at his feet.

      “What is happening?” Devrona runs over to me, and I whirl on her.

      “Get off the street, now.”

      “No.” She tries to shove past me, so I grip her arm and rip her away from him.

      “Get. Away. From. Him,” I growl at her, blocking him with my body. His bones snap behind me.

      Devrona pales. “He’s—what is happening?”

      “I swear to you, Devrona, if you don’t get the fuck away from him—” But it’s too late.

      Merrick throws his head back and bellows. I fall back, scooting along the ground as Merrick’s beast all but explodes out of him in a mess of fur and claws. Seconds later, the massive obsidian animal is glaring at me, drool dripping from his fangs. The single white stripe down his back is more visible now than ever, given the bright sun above.

      “Oh my—”

      The beast whirls on Devrona, gnashing teeth bared as he growls. I throw myself in front of her and hold both hands out. “Leave her alone,” I order the thing.

      Maynard’s wolf steps up beside me and snarls at Merrick’s beast. Maverick and MacKenna flank him.

      “You crazy bitch! Did you do this to him?” Devrona shoves me from behind, throwing me into the creature.

      He charges. Dropping his head, he slams into Devrona. I scream, “No!” But blood splatters the ground as he disembowels her.

      “And I thought I had a temper.”

      The wolves circle me, forcing me back as the beast continues shredding the now very-dead Devrona.

      I whirl on Zane. “You need to go, now!” Tears blur my vision. Merrick just gutted her. Despite how I felt about her, it’s going to haunt Merrick once he realizes what he’s done. The last thing I need is for that body count to grow.

      “You do too.” He reaches for me, and a burst of hot air blows the hair from my shoulders as Merrick’s beast growls.

      “He won’t hurt me,” I reply. “But he’s going to kill you.”

      Zane considers then turns and blurs out of sight. Gathering my emotions, I try to remain calm as I turn to face him. Devrona’s blood coats his chest, matting his hair. With a snout as long as my forearm, he’s a twisted version of a wolf and nothing like the rest of his family, thanks to the curse laid on his shoulders for the actions of his father.

      “You need to get control of yourself,” I tell him. “Like before.”

      His lips rise in a snarl, and he shakes his head. The creature turns to Devrona and drops its snout before inhaling deeply.

      “It’s okay,” I tell him. “It was an accident.”

      The wolves continue trying to force me back with Maynard pressing against the front of my legs.

      The beast drops its head and growls.

      “Get behind me,” I order. “Please.”

      If Merrick kills one of his brothers, this entire fucked up situation is going to go from horrific to unbearable.

      Finally, the beast lifts its head then sprints toward the trees.

      “Merrick!” I scream as I gather my skirts and chase after him. “Merrick!”

      Zane appears in my path. “Stop.”

      “I have to get to him. Get out of my way.”

      “Even if he won’t hurt you, everything else in those trees will.”

      I know he’s right, but I don’t know him. Don’t trust him. “Who the hell are you? Really?”

      Corrine appears at his side. “We need to go somewhere else and talk.”

      “In my house,” Ferris calls out. I turn, surprised to see him only a few yards behind me. Merrick’s brothers are beside him. Even in their wolf form, all three men look absolutely horrified at what happened.

      “Fine.”

      I turn and march toward Ferris’s cottage, all while my heart yearns for Merrick to come back even if all I can get is his beast.

      We make our way inside. I don’t sit, don’t take the tea offered to me by Faera. Crossing my arms, I face the strangers and wait for them to give me a good reason not to chase after Merrick.

      “I want to know how the hell you moved so fast.”

      Zane grins. “I’m impressive, what can I say.”

      “Not interested in your self-compliments.” I’m raw, my tone sharp.

      Corrine takes a seat and beams at me. “Finally, someone not enthralled by your charm.”

      “Zane is a vampire,” Ferris says.

      “Excuse me?” I whirl on Ferris. Surely he’s lying. There’s no way in hell he just said that with a straight face. Vampires? Those only exist in books.

      “Hybrid, actually. Part Sage.” He winks.

      “And what the hell is a Sage?”

      “Someone who can practice magic,” Corrine offers. “As I told you, we come from a different realm entirely. One where magic is far more prominent than it is here.”

      “Magic.”

      “You believe in that, right?” Zane questions as he moves away and joins Corrine at the table. “After all, your husband just sprouted fur and claws. You’d have to be pretty damn hard-headed not to believe in it.”

      “Magic I believe in. But Vampires? Seriously?”

      He shrugs. “Our magic is far older there than it is here. The world is full of realms, some with magic, some completely devoid of it.”

      “Why are you here?”

      “Because we heard of the shifters,” Corrine replies. “And as it happens, I’m looking for one in particular. He’s not here,” she adds quickly. “Which is why we were going to be leaving soon.”

      “Yet you’re so willing to stick around for a fight that’s clearly not yours. Why?” I demand.

      “Untrusting, good on you,” Zane retorts. He stands and steps toward me then crosses his arms. “As it turns out, I can’t fucking stand bullies. And fuckers who think themselves rightful kings piss me off.”

      “You’ll excuse me if I don’t take you for your word. I’ve been treated like shit by most of the men I’ve met.”

      “Then take mine.” Corrine stands and crosses toward me. She moves with strength and grace that alludes to a royal upbringing. Which really makes me wonder what led her here. “We will protect your people while you handle the king. Then, once you return, we will be leaving. Consider it our way of thanking you for your hospitality while we searched for our friend.”

      Zane clears his throat, and Corrine throws him a glare.

      “My friend,” she corrects.

      I turn to Ferris. “You trust them?”

      “I do,” he replies. “They’ve been nothing but kind since they arrived.”

      “He’s a damned vampire.”

      “So is she,” he replies.

      “You are?” I ask, turning back to Corrine.

      “Another hybrid,” she replies. “Though I’m also Guardian and wolf.”

      “Three for one,” Zane replies.

      I shake my head. “I need to get to Merrick. He cannot be left in the woods. It’s been days since he’s shifted, and if being in wolf form is just as unreliable as being in his human one, there’s no telling when he’ll shift back. If he’s too far—”

      “Go home,” Ferris tells me. “He’ll find you.”

      “But—”

      “Do not venture off the path, Kiya. If anything should happen to you, Merrick will kill me himself.”

      I’m torn. I know Ferris is right. That I need to get back to the house and prepare for a journey that will be long and strained. But doing so means abandoning Merrick in the woods, and that feels wrong.

      Still, I know he won’t allow me to leave otherwise, so I nod. “Fine. I’ll go home and wait for him.”

      “Want an escort? Aside from the three you seem to have,” he adds with a wink at Merrick’s brothers.

      “No,” I tell Zane. “But thank you.”

      He grins, flashing canines I hadn’t noticed before. “I assure you, I only bite Corrine these days.”

      “Uh-huh. See to it that it stays that way.” But I can’t help the soft smile I give him. The two of them might be creatures I didn’t know existed, but it’s difficult not to like them. “Thank you for protecting our people. I will warn you, though, if you harm them—”

      Zane’s smile spreads. “Your husband will eat us.”
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      Every muscle in Boots’s large body is tense as we make our way through the trees. Dusk has fallen, casting the world in shadows, as the moon slowly rises overhead. I don’t dare call out for Merrick, though I want nothing more than to scream for him.

      Despite the wolves’ constant growls of protest, I’ve already checked the cavern Merrick took me to when I first discovered his secret, and it’s completely empty. The falls too.

      Everywhere I can think to look for him shows no sign of him being there. No disturbed branches or leaves, nothing to indicate he’s even passed through. The terror in my gut grows substantially until it is all I can feel.

      Ferris took care of Devrona’s body, but the sight of her corpse lying in the street—I shiver and wrap the blanket Faera made me leave with tighter around my shoulders. Winter is setting in, which means soon the rest of the leaves shall fall and the ground will be powder coated. I only hope Merrick finds his way back to me before then.

      Boots’s huge head whips to the left, and he stops, ears perking.

      Breath held, I reach down and close my hand around the hilt of Merrick’s sword where it rests in the sheathe alongside Boots’s saddle.

      Footsteps grow loud enough I can hear them now, and my heart begins to race. I turn in my saddle, but all three wolves are gone.

      Where the hell did they go?

      “Merrick?” I whisper.

      “Fucking-A! Finally!” Maynard bursts through the trees, MacKenna at his side. Both men are completely nude, and Maverick stalking out after them makes three. “Every time we shift I remember just how damn much I miss having thumbs.”

      I let out the breath I’ve been holding.

      MacKenna scans the area around me. “I told you we wouldn’t find him.”

      “You told me? Really? Was that what you were growling about?” I say, exhausted and not wanting to fight.

      “You know good and damn well that’s what we were trying to say,” Maynard replies. He takes Boots’s reins, and we begin walking again.

      ”What are we going to do now?” I choke out, emotion clawing at my throat.

      “We stick to our plan, and when Merrick returns, we can take it from there.” Maynard shakes his head. “Never cared for Devrona, but damn. Talk about a horrible way to go.”

      “He didn’t mean to,” I insist. “She pushed me and—”

      “You don’t need to defend our brother to us, Beta,” MacKenna interrupts. “We saw the whole thing.”

      “That wasn’t even our brother,” Maynard argues. “That beast is a creature all its own.”

      A tear slips down my cheek, and I nod because he’s absolutely correct. Merrick might be aware of what’s happening while the creature takes over, but the beast’s actions are its own.

      “We need to get you back.”

      I shake my head. “Not until I find him. I have to find him.”

      Maverick smiles softly at me, his hand resting on my leg as we walk. “Kiya, he’s been changing like this on his own for a century. If there’s one thing Merrick is damn good at—besides being an insufferable ass at times—it’s taking care of himself. He’ll return tomorrow, you’ll see.”

      I turn to the trees. Leaving feels wrong, like I’m abandoning Merrick when he needs me. But Maynard is right. Merrick was surviving long before I arrived, and my being out here will force Maynard and MacKenna to remain. Which means, if we do find Merrick’s beast—no. The images of their bodies is not something I can handle.

      “Fine. But if he’s not back tomorrow—”

      “We’ll all go looking.” MacKenna touches his nose. “With our better noses, too.” He takes Boots’s reigns and guides us back down the path, both of them falling into step beside us.

      “Do you guys know Zane and Corrine?”

      “Met Zane a handful of times at the pub in the village. He’s a hoot.”

      “A hoot?” I question, arching a brow at Maynard. “So you like him.”

      “Seems like a decent enough guy, why?”

      “Do you know what he is?”

      MacKenna throws his head back and laughs. “Damn, I wish I had been inside when you found out. You should have seen your shock when you realized shifters existed.”

      “Okay, but I was pretty open-minded about that.”

      “You were,” he confirms. “But it was still hilarious.”

      Settling back in the saddle, I mentally recap everything that happened today, from the original meeting with Ferris and Faera to addressing the town and, finally, Devrona’s brutal death and Merrick’s disappearance.

      Ferris assured me that he will handle everyone in town. My only hope is that when Merrick returns, he’s not going to have a full uprising on his hand. The last thing we need is the people he swore to protect coming for his head.

      I will not stand for that.

      “Your thoughts are loud, Beta,” Maynard comments as we reach the edge of the clearing.

      “I have a lot of them.”

      Peter comes running toward us, so I add, “We’ll discuss them inside.”

      “Is everything all right?” he demands, coming to a stop beside us. “Where’s Merrick? Why are you three naked?”

      “He had to stay behind,” MacKenna says.  Even though Peter knows Merrick is a wolf, the last thing I need is him discovering the true nature of Merrick’s cursed side and becoming so terrified he flees. “And I rather enjoy a light breeze,” he adds.

      I climb off the horse and MacKenna assists me then steps back.

      “Can you please see to it he’s watered and fed?” I ask Peter.

      “Of course.” I turn away, but Peter grips my arm. “Are you sure you’re all right?”

      “You’re going to want to let her go,” MacKenna warns. “I’m nowhere near as level-headed as Merrick, and I might just rip it off without warning.

      I force a smile at Peter as he releases me. “Absolutely. Just tired.”

      The stable hand stares at me for a moment then nods. “I’ll take care of Boots. Have a nice night, Beta.”

      “Thank you.” Dipping my head in appreciation, I fall into step between Merrick’s naked brothers. It should be awkward, but somehow it’s not. Perhaps because I’m so caught up in the fear of not finding Merrick.

      Or the shock of what happened.

      Three naked men are hardly the craziest thing that I’ve seen today.

      We do not speak again until we’re inside. Lark, Lea, and Madox are the first ones rushing toward me.

      “Where have you been?” Lea questions.

      “Go get dressed, you three,” Lark adds.

      “Is Devrona really dead?” Madox demands.

      “Easy.” Maynard throws his hands up. “Can we get the beta some food before we interrogate her?”

      “Of course, I’m sorry.” Lark steps back and crosses her arms. “I’m going to go in and let Myke and Maxwell know you’re home. Lea, can you get her some food? And you three—clothes. Now.”

      “Yes, Mother,” they all say in unison then jog off to their rooms to dress.

      “I can definitely get you some food.” Lea wraps both arms around me and squeezes. “We’ll find him,” she whispers in my ear. “I promise.” Then she releases me and heads toward the kitchen while Madox ushers me into the dining room.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks, taking my hand and checking my arm for injury.

      “No,” I say, though my voice is hollow.

      “Okay. Here, sit.” He guides me to the chair at the end of the table then gently rubs my back. “Breathe easy, Beta. We will find Merrick.”

      I let out a breath, then another, until finally I’ve managed to ease the knot in my chest. At some point, the room has filled, because when I look up again, MacKenna, Maynard, Lark, and Maverick have all joined Madox and me. He takes a seat beside me.

      Lea sets a plate of meat and vegetables in front of me, followed by a mug of ale, before taking her seat beside MacKenna. Once most of the family is seated, Myke and Maxwell having been ushered upstairs by their mother, I finally lift my gaze to all of them.

      Their expressions betray their worry even if I can clearly tell they are trying to keep a level head for my benefit. I push my plate away, not at all hungry.

      “What the hell happened?” Lark demands.

      “Merrick shifted in the middle of town and killed Devrona,” Maynard tells her.

      Lea shakes her head angrily. “I bet she deserved it. That girl was nothing but trouble.”

      “She pushed me,” I say quickly. “I don’t think he would have attacked had she not, but after he killed her, he took off into the woods.”

      “Did the town see?” Lark demands. “Did they see what he turned into?”

      I swallow hard. “Ferris said some of them noticed. He says he will handle them.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Lark shoves to her feet and begins to pace. “He never should have gone into town. Not when we had no idea what was going on with the curse. He went days without changing. That was evidence enough the curse wasn’t acting reliably.”

      Her words piss me off. So, I stand slowly and place both palms on the table. “In case you haven’t noticed, we’re facing a war.” My reminder has her angry glare shifting to me. “We needed the town to go into the caverns so we can protect them. So we can ensure they do not suffer given that Julius had the forethought to send a messenger into town.”

      “A messenger?” Maynard questions.

      Honestly, I’m surprised Ferris did not tell them when they went to see him, but I leave that out. “Yes. He is currently sitting in a cell in town.”

      “What did he know?” MacKenna questions.

      While he’d been physically in town, none of them were down in that cellar with us. “Nothing more than what we already know. Though I think I’ll pay him another visit. We have history,” I add. “He killed a friend of mine.”

      No one asks anything further, and I couldn’t be more grateful for that. Re-living it once was enough to last me lifetimes.

      “Either way,” Lark continues, her voice little more than a low growl. “You should have handled the villagers as Beta. Merrick never should have left this house.”

      Maverick turns to his mother. “Do you seriously think Merrick would have let her go alone?”

      She glares at him. “She should have insisted. Besides, you three went anyway.”

      “What else should I have done, Lark?” I demand, anger shoving all of my fear aside—for now. “Please, I would love to get your thoughts on the matter, especially considering you seem to have had such a huge hand in Merrick being cursed to begin with.”

      Lark’s cheeks turn crimson, and all eyes turn to me. “You continue speaking about something you have no understanding of.”

      “I understand it perfectly,” I tell her. “So if you feel the need to blame me for the current predicament, I will continue to remind you why he was cursed in the first place. It was your inaction, your refusal to turn your husband over that led to this entire damned situation.”

      Lark’s eyes narrow on my face. I’m literally taunting a wolf right now, playing cat and mouse with an animal, and yet somehow she is not even close to anything I fear.

      “This realm does not need more violence, and yet every time I turn around, bodies are beginning to pile up,” she retorts.

      “Sometimes violence is the only answer,” I snap. “Barclay, the man you tried to save, would have raped me if given the right opportunity. Had the king not required my virginity to remain intact, he would have taken me when I was only fifteen. Merrick killing him was so much more satisfying than I can even begin to put into words.”

      “And Devrona?” she demands. “What was her slight?”

      “She may not have deserved death, but I warned her. I tried to get her to leave, and she shoved me. Her actions led to her death. You treat your son like a monster, and you don’t even bother to stop to think about why he kills. Every death has been to protect those he cares about. Something you clearly know nothing about.”

      Lark’s cheeks turn crimson. “If only you knew the true cost of what you claim to be justified violence.” She spins on her heel to march out of the room.

      I don’t follow. How I ever believed this woman to be strong, I’ll never know. But I see her clearly now. She’s weak, and weakness will get you killed in a world riddled with monsters who look like men.

      “Damn. Talk about an ass chewing.” Maverick lets out a low whistle.

      “I apologize, I shouldn’t have—”

      “Behaved like a beta?” Maynard questions. “Merrick would be proud.” He leans in, arms resting on the table. “We love our mother. We would die for her. But that doesn’t mean she’s perfect. Far from it, even.”

      “She’s run this family for over a century,” Madox says. “And she doesn’t seem to want to let that power go.”

      Exasperated, I sit back down. “I’m not trying to steal her power. But I won’t have her treating her son like he’s a soulless murderer.”

      “Her power is your power now,” Maynard tells me.

      “What cost is she talking about?”

      All five men stare back at me.

      Lea looks between them then turns to me and shrugs.

      “Who the hell knows,” Madox replies.

      “She always was a tad dramatic,” Maverick adds.

      But MacKenna and Maynard remain silent, and I get the overwhelming feeling that there’s something I’m missing.

      MacKenna clears his throat. “Now, we need to get down to business. Since, as much as it pains me to admit it, the king seems to be the least of our problems at the moment, what the hell are we going to do about this curse?”

      I hate that he’s right. Hate that Merrick changing in the center of town today created even more problems for us. But hating it doesn’t make it any less true. “Merrick said he couldn’t find the witch that cast it.”

      “She fled nearly immediately after she cursed us,” Madox says as he runs a hand over his face and leans back in his chair.

      “And no one knows where she went?”

      “Our best guess is she left the realm altogether.”

      “That, or she’s hiding in the Feral Swamps,” Lea says. “It’s what I would do.”

      MacKenna whirls on her. “You’d hide out in the swamps? Are you mad?”

      She shrugs. “If I wanted to make sure no one could find me, that seems the best bet, don’t you agree? The Cerulean Seas are not safe, that’s for damn sure, which means the only option is to remain here. Since both kingdoms have their own problems and I would have pissed off the Alpha of the Shadow Lands, where else is there to go?”

      Honestly, it makes perfect sense even if it does introduce a whole carriage full of new problems. The swamps are where barbaric men who defy all laws reside. They kill without mercy or reason, steal what is not theirs, and when they grow tired of the day-to-day, they attack villages out of sheer boredom.

      They’re the very reason I’m here at all.

      “With the villagers retreating to the caves, we will hopefully have more time to figure out our next move. Even if he does move on our lands and we have to steal them back.” I take a deep breath. “So, we start with the curse. I will go to the swamps.” I stand. “And if the witch is there, I will find her.”

      “You cannot be serious!” Maynard yells as he gets to his feet. “The swamps are deadly, Beta!” I’ve never seen him so enraged, and honestly, it catches me off guard.

      But the steady feeling of hope in my gut tells me there is no other way. “What option do we have, then? Merrick didn’t shift for two nights then turned into his beast in the middle of town. What if the curse is so flawed he doesn’t turn back in the morning? Or, what if the next time he turns, it’s in a room full of people with nowhere to go?”

      “Kiya—” Lea starts.

      “You and I both know this is the right thing to do. You all know it,” I add, gesturing to the brothers. “I can take someone with me. Someone who can add protection on the off chance I run into trouble. But don’t you want this too? To have the curse broken so you can actually live?”

      “Merrick will never stand for you going into the swamps,” Maynard snaps. “So let’s hope he’s back by the morning.” He stomps from the room and slams the door behind him.

      “So yelling at his mother doesn’t piss him off, but my trying to break the curse does?”

      “Maynard’s fiancé was killed in the swamps,” Maverick tells me sadly. “About a month before the curse was cast, she and her brother had gone in to collect some herbs. He found their bodies at the edge of the boundary line.”

      To say my heart shatters is an understatement. “I am so sorry.”

      “You didn’t know,” Maverick replies plainly. “And the idea is a good one, even if it is foolish.”

      “I will go with you,” MacKenna offers.

      “So will I,” Maverick adds.

      “We’ll just be shit conversation during the day given that we’ll be—you know—wolves.”

      “It’s better that way,” Lea half-jokes. “No one can annoy Kiya with incessant speaking.”

      The ghost of a smile passes over my lips. “I don’t want to put you both at risk.”

      “He’s our brother,” he replies.

      “And it’s also our curse,” Mackenna adds. “If anything, we’ll be putting you at risk.”

      ”When will you leave?” Lea questions.

      “Two days. That will give me time to pack and come up with a reasonable plan when I find her,” I say. And, with any luck, Merrick will be back by then.

      “If you can find her, how will you convince her to fix it?” Madox asks.

      Turning to him, I note the hope burning brightly in his gaze. Hope that I seriously hope I can deliver on. “When,” I correct. “I will not give her the option to refuse.”
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      No Merrick.

      It’s been two days since he shifted in that village square, and he has not returned. Every single morning, I sit on the steps in front of the house, waiting for him to emerge from the trees. What I wouldn’t give to see his angry glare aimed up at me as I watch from my window just as it was those first few months I was here.

      Today we leave for the swamps.

      With no Merrick and a plan I seriously hope isn’t sending us straight to our deaths. But what other choice do we have?

      Groaning, I set the book I was pretending to read down on his desk and study his workspace. It still smells like him. Lavender and leather, the potent combination that has had me weak at the knees whenever we’re together.

      Everywhere I look, I’m reminded that he’s gone.

      That there’s a chance he may never return.

      “This just arrived,” Lea says as she breezes into the study and offers me a piece of paper. She stops at the edge of the desk and spins in a slow circle. “Never been in here before.”

      I barely hear her through the pounding of my blood in my ears. The handwriting is unmistakable, the seal burned into my memory. Red wax boasting a crown and feather is still cool to the touch as I rip it open and scan the message scrawled.

      Kiya Umbra, Princess of Aurum, Beta of the Shadow Lands.

      Daughter, I fear we have forgotten that we are father and daughter in this foolish fight we’ve been having. I was having tea the morning of writing this and realized just how much my affection for you has clouded my actions.

      I miss you.

      Will you please come to see me within the next four days? We can sit down and discuss the regrettable deaths of Pallgard, Barclay, Ezra, and Bonnie, then come to an agreement that ends peacefully.

      Should you choose to ignore this message, I will consider your absence a declaration that you do not wish to resolve this, without bloodshed, and act accordingly.

      Your father,

      King Leonard Julius III

      “Dammit.” I crumble the letter in my hands, every muscle tensing for a fight. Four days. That’s barely enough time to find him at all! And if Merrick doesn’t return today, I’ll be facing him alone.  I close my eyes and take a deep breath.

      “Not good news, I take it?” Lea questions.

      “The king is requesting my attendance in Aurum to discuss a peaceful resolution.”

      “That is problematic.”

      I glare up at her.

      She takes a seat in the chair across from me. “What are you going to do?”

      “He said if I don’t show, he will consider it an act of war.”

      “Shit.”

      “Exactly.” I push to my feet. “Going is foolish. That much is plain to see as I imagine he is not going to let me leave without incident. But staying means giving him every reason to attack.”

      “This is a test?”

      “It is. He’s trying to find a reason to attack us. And I can guarantee he will use my absence to do so.” I stand and begin to pace. “‘My poor daughter is being held at the mercy of a savage. She’s been brutalized, tormented, and we need to rescue her!’” I say, repeating words I can all too clearly hear coming from Julius’s mouth. “He’ll rally the entire kingdom behind an attack.”

      “But if you’re captured, we’ve already lost.”

      “Possibly.” I plop down in the chair. “It’s not like he gave me much time to consider.” Covering my face with both hands I try to consider all outcomes.

      I don’t show? He attacks.

      I do show and he captures me? He’ll use me to take the Shadow Lands.

      There are no good options. Unless— “I’ll take Ferris and MacKenna with me. But I need to leave today so I can ensure I arrive on time.”

      “You cannot seriously be going! First the swamps and then this? Are you trying to get yourself killed?”

      “I have to. If he decides to attack before we’re ready, we’re all going to die. If he truly is using it as a show of force, he’ll see me cower to him, then move on. I will convince him I am not pregnant yet, but as soon as I am, I will let him know. The false promise should be enough to buy us more time. As for the swamps, I may need to stop waiting for Merrick. It is well past time I make that journey, too. I will do it on my way back. Once I’ve handled the king.”

      “We won’t have any time left if he captures or kills you, Beta.”

      I swallow hard. “We have to take that risk. Killing me won’t give him what he wants,” I remind her. “If I’m dead, it’s hard to procreate.”

      “And if he believes you are lying? That you actually are with child? He could capture you! Hold you hostage!”

      “Calculated risks, Lea. I have no choice.” I leave the room quickly, breezing down the stairs and past the wolves. The sun is bright overhead despite the early winter chill hanging in the air. By the time I reach the barn, Peter is already walking out.

      “Hey, Kiya.”

      “Can you help me prepare Boots? I need to go check in with Merrick.”

      “Of course.” He turns on his heel and heads toward the stall, grabbing a lead on his way. After slipping it onto Boots, he opens the gate and guides the horse out. “Any idea when he’ll be back? I think this is the longest he’s been away since I came here.”

      “Not sure. Hurry, please.” I’m short, but I don’t have time to wait.

      The wolves come padding out, so I move away from Peter, stopping just short of the creatures I recognize as Maynard, Maverick, Madox, and MacKenna. “MacKenna, will you come with me to get Ferris? We’re going to ride to Aurum. The king sent a letter requesting my presence.”

      All four wolves drop their snouts and growl.

      “Yes, I get it. Bad idea. But we have no choice. I have a plan, but there is no time.”

      MacKenna’s wolf steps forward, and he rubs his white snout against my hand.

      “Great.”

      “He’s ready.” I turn toward him then climb onto Boots and push the horse into a gallop as I race through the trees, MacKenna running beside me.

      Lea is right. If there is no show of force, the king will not hesitate to keep me there until Merrick tears the kingdom apart to get to me.

      Refusing his threat is not an option.

      Going alone is not smart.

      Going with only a wolf as a companion—also not smart. But a wolf and a man who can become one? Brilliant.

      The town is empty by the time I arrive. It’s disheartening to see so many abandoned carts, to not see children playing in the streets, but knowing they are already in the caves gives me hope because it means they are far from where Julius can reach them.

      Ferris steps out of his house at the same moment I’m sliding off of Boots.

      “What is it?”

      “I need you to come with me to Aurum.”

      His brows furrow. “Aurum, why?”

      “The king sent a letter demanding my presence to negotiate terms of a peaceful resolution,” I tell him. “Since Merrick is not able to attend with me, I need company.”

      He looks from me to MacKenna. “Why the hell are you going? Just ignore the fucker.”

      “I can’t. He gave us four days, Ferris. Four days and then he’s going to consider it an act of war. We’re not ready for that fight yet. I have to buy us more time, and since the brothers cannot speak during the day—”

      “You need me.”

      “Can you come with me?”

      He runs a hand over his hair. “Of course I’ll come. Fuck, this is a mess. First Merrick, now this? I yearn for long, lazy days.”

      “With any luck, we will have them.” I study the empty house behind him through the door left ajar. “Faera get out okay?”

      “They left this morning. None of them happy about it, I can tell you that much.”

      “How did everything go in regards to Devrona?”

      He sighs. “They had questions. Lots and lots of questions. But all of them seemed to understand. To be honest, I’m quite surprised myself. Don’t know that I would have been quite so understanding if I’d discovered the man leading me was a monster of nightmares.”

      “Merrick protected them when they had nowhere else to go,” I remind him. “That kind of loyalty does not disappear overnight.”

      “And isn’t that lucky for us?”

      My gaze drifts to the house where Vares is being held.

      “He’s dead.”

      “What?”

      Ferris runs a hand over the back of his head. “The beast got him.”

      “Karver? Was he—”

      “Not back yet, thankfully. Though Merrick’s beast painted the walls with things I will never be able to wash off.”

      “I can’t say I’m entirely bothered by that, though he could have been helpful.”

      “Doubtful,” Ferris replies. “I think he said all he had to say.” He sighs. “When do you wish to leave?”

      “I need to return to the house and pack a satchel but soon after that. We’re not taking a carriage, so bring your horse.”

      He nods curtly. “Pack light. I’ll meet you at the house.”
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      Four hours later, when the sun is high in the sky, Ferris and I guide our horses down the path, leaving the Shadow Lands. MacKenna trots beside us, his ears forward. On the steps behind us, Lea stands with the rest of the wolves surrounding her. They all watch us, which is not surprising, given the number of times Madox tried to put himself between me and Boots.

      None of them understand the king like I do, though. Not showing up would have given him every excuse to attack us, and his supporters would have hailed him a hero for doing so. There’s no doubt in my mind it would have gone down exactly as I told Lea it would. A twisted tale of vengeance for his only daughter the barbaric leader insisted on keeping.

      An alliance formed in blood.

      That cost him his child.

      Fucking bastard.

      “You all right?” Ferris questions as he rides beside me.

      “Not even a little,” I reply. “The king—”

      “Is not going to get his hands on you,” he replies. “Don’t forget, I may not be cursed, but I do still have the ability to rip a throat out.” His gaze burns brightly, his own wolf lingering just beneath the surface of his skin.

      It’s easy to forget that he’s a force to be reckoned with as well. A wolf in man’s clothing.

      MacKenna lets out a low growl.

      “Yes, yes, and we happen to have the best swordsman in this realm alongside us.”

      “Best swordsman?” I question.

      I don’t think wolves can grin, but I swear MacKenna does when he looks up at me.

      “Oh, yes. MacKenna is even better with a sword than Merrick. The latter is better hand-to-hand, though. No doubt about that.”

      Smiling, I try not to think too heavily on the fact that there’s been no sign of Merrick. “Thank you for coming with me.”

      “No need to thank me; you’re family.”

      We ride in silence for a few more minutes with nothing but the echoes of birds to fill the passing time. By not bringing a carriage, I am hoping to have shaved off at least a day from our time, but we’ll still need to stop and rest the horses. Arriving early is a power move, though. And one the king will not see coming.

      He expects me to behave as the pampered princess everyone in the kingdom believes me to be. What the bastard fails to understand, though, is I’ve never been her. Not truly. It only took marrying Merrick to bring me back to the survivor I was before Pallgard ever found me.

      “What happened? Between you and Merrick?” I question. When he turns to look at me in confusion, I add, “You said you’d failed him before and didn’t want to do it again.”

      Realization dawns, and Ferris sighs before returning his gaze to the road ahead. “Merrick came to me with concerns about his father. He wanted to challenge him for the position of Alpha and wanted my support. I told him no. That doing so would just put more pressure on his mother and he needed to bide his time.”

      “What kind of concerns? Did you know about—”

      “The witch?” He shakes his head. “Had I, I would have killed the bastard myself. The urge was there, had been since I was a child, and he was a bully. I knew he was an ass. That he got off on flexing his power, but it never occurred to me he was a rapist.” Ferris shifts in his saddle. “Grif chased most of our pack away when he became Alpha. We have very few families left, but standing up to him would have put Lark at risk.”

      “And you didn’t want to cause your sister to experience any more pain.”

      “Yet, I caused her far more than I will ever realize.”

      “She doesn’t care much for me,” I tell him honestly. “I went off on her after I got back from town the day Merrick went missing.”

      “Lark has a hard head,” Ferris says. “She will never admit she’s in the wrong. My sister’s peaceful ideology has no place in this realm. But Lark will never understand that. She will never see that in order to keep the peace, you must be prepared to kill for it.”

      “I won’t let anything like what happened before take place again,” I tell him. “Even if that means standing up to your sister.”

      His gaze levels on me, and in it, I’m surprised to see pride. A small smile spreads over his face. “And that is what makes you the perfect beta, Kiya. Because you, too, can be a savage.”

      Savage. When I first found out I was being traded in marriage to Merrick, I’d called him that. Referred to him as a brute. A ruthless warrior. Then, being referred to as such would have made me angry. Now? That word empowers me.

      Savage?

      I like it.
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      Morning dew settles on the grass surrounding my sleeping mat. I sit up and stretch, smiling at Boots when he raises his head to look at me. Ferris still sleeps on the other side of the fire, which has now burned down to little more than embers.

      MacKenna, back in his wolf form already, sits with his back to me, watching the trees.

      Birds chirp softly as the world comes awake, though the sun has yet to crest over the mountains. It’s barely morning, but I’m wide awake. Aurum is mere hours away, which means, by lunch, I’ll be standing face-to-face with Julius.

      Murdering fucking bastard. I move my blanket aside and stand, stretching as I do. Since Ferris is still sleeping, I set out to gather some kindling for our fire. We may be eating dried meat and bread for breakfast, but I’d much rather do it near a warm fire.

      As I approach MacKenna, I place my hand on the top of his head, and he looks up at me. “Going to grab some firewood.” He drops his head in a nod, but, to my surprise, doesn’t follow.

      Quietly, I make my way into the trees, stepping over logs and jumping crevices until I spot some twigs just ahead. After today, we’ll head back to the Shadow Lands and prepare for our journey into the swamps.

      These days without Merrick have been far more difficult to manage than I ever would have thought. Especially since I didn’t want to marry him in the first place. I guess I hadn’t realized just how much a part of my routine he’d become until he was gone.

      A branch cracks, and my head whips up. I drop the kindling in my arms as a man emerges from the trees. Chest covered in dirt and scratches, he remains a few yards away from me. My gaze travels over his massive form, from powerful legs to obsidian and silver hair that falls to his shoulders.

      “Merrick?” I choke out his name, terrified I might be dreaming.

      He doesn’t speak as he rushes toward me. I do the same, meeting him in the middle. His hands go to my hair as he slams his mouth down on mine. In a mess of tongue and teeth, he devours me, warming my body from the inside out.

      I grip his shoulders and then wrap both arms around his neck as he lifts and presses me against a tree. His lips leave mine, and he trails kisses over my throat. I arch my head back, exposing more of my flesh as a soft moan leaves my lips. His hands slide up my legs, calloused fingers caressing my skin. Pushing my skirts up, he positions himself between my legs and drives into me.

      My body fills, and he drops his face to the hollow of my throat and breathes deeply. “You are my serenity,” he says softly.

      “And you are mine,” I whisper.

      Merrick growls before slamming into me at a furious pace. I’m helpless to do anything but cling to him, so damned happy to see him that I cannot even be bothered to care that Ferris or MacKenna could stumble upon us at any moment.

      I see stars as my release consumes me. Merrick swallows my cry when he takes my lips again, not letting up even the slightest.

      He pumps into me. Over and over again until he comes. He stills, remaining inside of me, and I can hear nothing but our combined ragged breathing.

      “Fuck, I missed you,” he whispers against my lips before capturing them again.

      He lets me slide down his body until my feet hit the ground. I maintain my hold on the tree, though, thanks to legs that might as well be made of jelly. “I missed you, too. Are you okay? Where have you been?”

      “Following you,” he replies. “We’d better check in with Ferris and MacKenna. Then you can tell me why in the fuck you’re on your way to Aurum.”
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      “Clothes, nephew,” Ferris says as he tosses a pair of trousers and a white shirt to Merrick the moment we step out of the trees. MacKenna’s wolf snorts in agreement.

      My cheeks heat. Did they hear us? “You brought his clothes?”

      Ferris offers me a shrug. “I had a feeling his beast would trail us, so I asked Lea to grab me some just in case.”

      “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “Why would I get your hopes up? You had enough on your plate, and I didn’t want you constantly watching the trees, hoping he’d show.”

      Merrick dresses quickly. Once he’s fully clothed—boots and all—he crosses his arms and stares at me. “Explain.”

      “The king sent me a message,” I tell him. “Demanding my presence to negotiate the terms of a peaceful resolution.”

      “And you couldn’t wait for me?”

      “We had no idea when you’d be back.” I cross my arms too, angry that he’s frustrated with me. “There was no other option. He gave us four days to arrive or he was going to take it as an act of war.”

      “Motherfucker,” Merrick snarls.

      “Exactly.”

      “What was your plan then?” Merrick questions. “To plead our case? How were you going to keep from getting yourself captured? Ferris and MacKenna are hardly enough force to get you the fuck out of Aurum if Julius sends his army after you.”

      I swallow hard, biting back my anger. “My plan is to convince him that going to war with the Shadow Lands is a mistake. That we could come to a peaceful resolution, even if it meant promising him that as soon as I am pregnant, I will tell him. That alone would have gotten me out of there.”

      Merrick’s glare is molten. “If you’re lucky, it would have gotten you out of there,” he snarls.

      “There weren’t any other options. I need time. We need time. That way, we can get to the Feral Swamps and then Viridia.”

      Merrick goes completely rigid. “Why would you go into the Feral Swamps?”

      “We think the witch that cursed you might be there,” Ferris offers.

      My husband’s gaze never leaves my face. “You cannot go into the Feral Swamps.”

      “We cannot live with your curse being this unpredictable,” I argue back.

      “I got used to it once; we can get used to it again. The Feral Swamps are off limits.”

      Crossing the distance between us. I press my palm to his chest. Merrick closes his eyes and inhales deeply. “You have no idea what it was like for me. Not knowing what happened to you. This curse has to end, Merrick. Why would you not want to do everything to fix it?”

      “The Feral Swamps earned their name, Beta. The men who reside there make your king look like a child. People who venture into those swamps never return.”

      “Which makes that the perfect place for the witch, wouldn’t you agree?”

      A muscle in his jaw flexes, his gaze hardening.

      “Merrick, you killed Devrona.”

      “I know,” he growls.

      “Then you can understand how important it is that we fix this. I want a future with you. A life with joy and children.” I place both hands on his chest. “Please, we have to do this.”

      He lets out a breath. “You’re a stubborn woman.”

      “A stubborn woman willing to do whatever it takes to free you.”

      “If she’s not there?” he questions. “What then?”

      “We look in the kingdoms. I’m not stopping until I find her, Merrick.”

      Merrick reaches out and cups my cheek. “You are too good for me, Beta.” Before I can respond, he withdraws his hand. “Fine. First, we deal with your king. Did you bring my sword?”

      “Of course.” I gesture to Boots’s saddle set aside by the base of a tree.

      “Then let’s get this over with.”
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      The impressive stone wall around the kingdom of Aurum comes into view, and dread settles in the pit of my stomach. This place that was once my home is so unfamiliar to me now, an unwelcome sight on the horizon.

      Behind me, Merrick sits, his arm around my waist as I lean back against him. I know with him, MacKenna, and Ferris, I’ll be fine. But that does nothing to curb the anxiety building within me. I’m about to face a monster.

      A murderer.

      A man I plan on killing before the coming snow of winter melts and makes way for the flowers of spring.

      Beside us, MacKenna’s wolf struts, his movements completely confident.

      The gates are wide open but guarded by men in armor, though they pay us no mind as we enter the city amidst dozens of others traveling in and out. The horses’ hooves click against the stone path, and I take note of the shopkeepers lining the way. They smile and wave at us, holding up trinkets and baubles they hope will put food on the table for their families.

      Everyone here knows the taxes are so steep. Over fifty percent of what they make will line the pockets of the king. I take a deep breath and force my attention to the castle looming ahead.

      I spent more than half my time sitting in those huge towers, looking down on a world I would have given anything to return to. Even if it meant starving to death.

      “Are you all right, Beta?” Merrick whispers in my ear.

      “I’ll be fine.”

      “No one will touch you,” he tells me.

      I glance over my shoulder at him, letting myself get lost for a heartbeat in his deep golden gaze. “I know.” Nerves dancing in my belly, I turn back around. “Where were you? When you were gone. Did anything happen?”

      “Nothing worth mentioning,” he says, kissing the top of my head. “I ran. Far and fast. Then came back because my beast—like me—cannot fathom being far from you.”

      “But you were far. I didn’t see you.”

      “My beta, I never stray far from you.”

      “Next time, make that known.”

      Merrick grunts in response. Ahead, the secondary gate that blocks the city from the castle comes into view, and a guard steps forward, holding his hand up and requesting us to stop.

      The man gets closer. Then he looks up and grins at me. “Princess Kiya. So nice to see you return,” he says.

      “Lewis,” I reply. While I don’t know the guard well, he was never one to delight in tormenting me. So that’s something. “We’re here to see my father.”

      “Of course. He’ll be delighted to see you.” But that was always Lewis’s problem. He refuses to see Julius for the snake he is. He steps to the side and gestures for us to continue as the gate is opened.

      I exchange a glance with Ferris as the three of us ride through the gate and into a much quieter area of the kingdom. Sprawling rose gardens are maintained here, beautiful blooms in varying shades of crimson. These are the only remnants of the late queen that remain, and I believe it’s more for show than anything.

      After all, if the people see this, they still believe their king to be grieving.

      People love a love story. Even if it’s nothing more than a mask.

      Huge doors are pulled open, and the king steps outside. Wearing black riding pants and a crimson shirt, his casual appearance is yet more proof of the coming war. The only time I’ve ever seen him not dressed in his royal robes is when Aurum and Viridia were at war over the boundary line. A line Aurum now holds firm.

      Merrick and Ferris stop our horses just before the king. MacKenna remains beside his uncle, golden eyes watching, while Merrick swings his leg over and climbs off before he reaches up and pulls me down. We offer Ferris the lead and then turn toward the king. With each step closer, my heart rate increases. Merrick’s hand gently squeezes mine, but I barely feel it.

      The king’s voice slithers over me like poison on my flesh. “Kiya, I was so worried you would not show.”

      “I’m sure you were,” I reply. The images of Bonnie and Ezra pop into my mind, so I take a deep breath. Vengeance will be had. But not on this day. “I very nearly chose not to after all you’ve done.” I speak loudly. Clearly. So everyone around might hear, should they only lend an ear.

      I need them to know I am not a captive of my husband but rather a victim of my father.

      “You have a lot of nerve to send such a threatening message to me mere days after you left two dead bodies on my land,” Merrick says, his tone so sharp it might have been a weapon all its own.

      “Bonnie and Ezra were preparing to poison me on the orders of your wife,” he replies, shifting his glare to me. “Their deaths, while regrettable, were necessary.”

      “You are lying,” I snarl.

      Merrick holds my hand firmly, keeping me in place at his side.

      The king grins. “Lying? I think not. I found her attempting to slip something into my food. Perhaps you did not order her to do it, but, my dear daughter, I assure you she was planning on it.” He clears his throat. “Shall we go inside? Discuss things further?”

      “No,” Merrick replies. “We will speak out here.”

      The king looks frustrated but nods. “Very well. Then we shall remain out here and discuss the terms of your surrender.”

      “There will be no surrender,” Merrick replies.

      The king cocks his head to the side, studying us. “Oh? You do not wish to resolve this peacefully then?”

      “There is nothing to resolve,” Merrick replies. “We had a deal. I handle your barbarians, you grant me your daughter’s hand in marriage. I handled your barbarians, and you sent two men into my home, both of whom attacked my wife.”

      “So you admit that Pallgard and Barclay arrived.”

      “They did. Where they tried to rape my wife. She was merely defending herself when Pallgard found himself impaled on her dagger.”

      Julius’s cheeks flush as he turns to me. “You killed him then.”

      “I did.”

      “And Barclay? Did you handle him as well?”

      “Oh no.” Merrick smiles, a savage grin that has the king taking a single, calculated step back. “I handled Barclay much in the same way I handled your barbarians.”

      “You killed two of my people.”

      “And you killed two of mine,” I reply.

      The king glares at me. “They belonged to me. Not you.”

      “They were people who belonged to no one,” I snap.

      Something soft brushes my hand, and I look down as MacKenna takes a seat at my side.

      “How sweet, you have a pet.”

      “You and I both know he’s not my pet,” I tell him.

      The king grins. “Then we are on the same page.” He turns to Merrick. “We can settle this peacefully if you give me what I want. No more blood has to be spilled. No more death suffered by either of us.”

      “And what is it you want?” Merrick demands.

      “An heir. Someone who will lead my kingdom with the same strength as I have.”

      “It seems to me you should be finding a new queen,” Merrick tells him. “Not starting a war.”

      “I can have no more children. Therefore, I am counting on my daughter to produce one. The child will be raised well and want for nothing.”

      Knowing this is what he wanted and having him speak it so candidly, out here in the open, are two very different things. My body vibrates with the force of my anger. My rage. “You expect me to hand over my child?”

      “Yes. You can give me what I’ve never had. A child with otherworldly abilities,” he adds with a whisper. “And we both know it.”

      “You stand here and require my child, threaten me with war should I not obey your command. Yet you seem to forget why you came to me in the first place.” Merrick releases my hand and steps closer. The guards on either side of Julius move in as well, but I know they’re no match for Merrick. Not now, not ever.

      “And you seem to forget who is the true power of this realm. Just because I didn’t see a point in sacrificing my men to the swamps doesn’t mean I couldn’t have dealt with them. In fact, I chose not to because doing so meant granting you my daughter, whom I needed to give me an heir.”

      “Listen to me carefully. I, too, would like to avoid bloodshed. But I will not be bullied into handing over my child. Should you choose to attack, you will be met with the same force that has kept the Shadow Lands safe since we first took these lands from Aurum centuries ago.”

      “If you do not plan on negotiating, why come here at all?” Julius snaps. His frustration is palpable.

      Merrick glares at him, their height difference forcing my husband to look down on the king. “So I could look you in the eyes and tell you that, if you come for my future child, my wife, or my home, you will not survive it. The Shadow Lands, though, they will remain as they always have. Untouched by selfish men and powerless kings. I suggest you choose wisely, Your Highness. The lives of your men depend on it.” Merrick turns on his heel and grabs my hand as he pulls me down the steps.

      I don’t spare Julius another glance until Merrick helps me onto Boots’s back. The king glares at me, his murderous expression nothing compared to the anger in my heart. He may have the bigger army, but he fights for power.

      I fight for my life and the lives of those I’ve grown to love. And that alone gives me the upper hand.

      Merrick turns Boots and nudges him into a trot. We gallop down the street past the vendors, Ferris directly behind us, MacKenna at our side.

      It’s not until we’re safely outside the main gates that Merrick slows Boots to a walk. Ferris falls into step beside us.

      “Were we not there to slow the war?” Merrick’s uncle demands. “Instead, you goaded him!”

      “He was expecting us to bow down to him,” Merrick replies. “What I did was remind him that he is not the biggest motherfucker in the realm.”

      “Except he is,” Ferries replies, clearly frustrated. “We needed time. Now we’ll be lucky if he doesn’t launch a full-out attack on us within the hour!”

      “Julius will stew on it for a while,” I tell them both. “Because Merrick’s show of force will make him second guess the strength he believes we have.”

      Ferris lets it go, and silence once again takes over. My mind is reeling, going over the mere minutes we spent in Julius’s presence, to what I know must now be done. And if I’m wrong and the king doesn’t reconsider, we will lose.

      Merrick leans down and presses a kiss to the side of my throat. His beard scrapes against my skin, and I shiver, leaning back into him. Then, he whispers, “I will not allow anyone to touch what is ours, Mate. Not even a fucking king.”
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      Being separated from Kiya was pure fucking torture.

      Watching her from afar while being completely out of control of my actions—that’s something I hope to never have to experience again. She lies on her side, head in my lap as she sleeps, and I run my fingers through her dark hair. A fire crackles before us, the flames sending shadows dancing over her face.

      “The beta is strong,” Ferris says softly from where he sits against a large tree across from me.

      “She is,” MacKenna agrees.

      The horses graze beside us, a treat after a long day of riding. We’re nearly to the edge of the kingdom though, one bridge away from crossing into the Shadow Lands. “When we cross the boundary line, you both are going to escort us to the edge of the swamp. Then you’re going to take Boots and head straight for the house.”

      He arches a brow. “You two are going in on foot?”

      “Why the fuck can’t I come?” MacKenna snarls.

      I shake my head. “The fewer of us in the swamps means the easier it is to hide. I know the area, so getting through it unnoticed shouldn’t be an issue.”

      “Yet the more blades means double the chance of survival.”

      “You may be a better swordsman, brother, but I will do just fine on my own.”

      “And if you shift again? If Kiya is alone?”

      “The beast can be beside her without my worrying he will take your head off for being near her.”

      He opens his mouth to respond then closes it. MacKenna knows I’m right. Thanks to her being my mate, the beast does not harm Kiya. But my brothers? He sees them as competition even as they are not. The last thing I need is him attacking them as he did Devrona.

      My chest tightens.

      “Fine. You’re a jackass, though. And you’d better come back.”

      “I will.”

      The conversation ends, but even as it does, I despise the fact that we’re going at all. Especially given that I fear the curse is only stronger now with the lives I’ve taken over the past few months. Who knows if it’s even possible to break it at this point? Let alone if it’s ever been possible to break it?

      The swaps were dangerous even when I was a child. I cannot count the number of times my mother warned us to stay away. And after Maynard’s betrothed—I push it aside. Kiya and I will survive. “On foot is the safest way to navigate the swamps,” I tell Ferris. “We can move quickly and quietly. We’ll be stopping at the village just before the bridge to get Kiya some riding clothes.”

      “Why not go home first? Your mother—” he starts.

      “I don’t know how much time I have before I shift again. While I don’t see it as being an issue in terms of safety for Kiya, I’d really rather not. We had two nights between shifts. Tonight is night number one. The swamps are dense, but they are not vast. Two days and one night should be plenty to get through them.”

      “What will you have me do if the king does choose to attack?” MacKenna questions.

      “Run,” I reply without hesitation. “Head for the caves, and hide. We’ll find you.”

      My uncle gapes at me. “He will destroy our home.”

      “Yes. But we will get it back. He may take the Shadow Lands, but he won’t keep them.”

      Ferris quiets for a moment, gaze lingering on the trees to his left. Then, he turns to me. “Do you truly believe the witch is hiding there?”

      I lean back against the tree, continuously stroking Kiya’s soft hair. “It would not surprise me. I’ve searched for her everywhere else. We both know she’s nowhere near Viridia or Aurum. If she’s not there, that means she’s left the realm entirely.”

      MacKenna shakes his head. “With the pirates patrolling the seas? That’s doubtful.”

      “Zane and Corrine made it through,” I remind him. “Who’s to say others haven’t?”

      He shrugs. “I suppose that’s right.” Moments tick by in silence as I try to imagine what it would be like to have the curse broken. To spend nights wrapped up in my wife, days spent playing with our children.

      What will it be like to know such peace?

      “Kiya and mother had a spat before we left,” MacKenna tells me. “You should have seen your beta. She handled mother quite well.”

      I snort and shake my head. “That is not surprising. She cannot seem to learn from her mistakes.”

      “You do know she only wants the best for you,” Ferris says. “For all of you,” he adds with a pointed look at MacKenna.

      “I love my mother,” I tell him honestly. “But she is weak. The second she discovered what our father was doing, she should have put a blade through his heart. Or, at the very least, allowed the witch to take vengeance owed.”

      “I agree with you. You know that I do, but I also know who my sister was before she met your father. And I truly hope that one day I get to see that fire burning back in her eyes.”

      It should bother me that I still harbor so much anger and resentment over what happened to our family. But, truthfully, it’s not even my curse that I despise her for. It’s what has happened to my brothers. They deserved to grow up and get married, to carve their own paths.

      Instead, they remain confined to the Shadow Lands, trapped in an endless life.

      “She damn near outed you,” MacKenna says. When I glare at him, he holds up a hand. “She is sleeping soundly, we can all hear her heartbeat.”

      I swallow hard. “Did you stop her?”

      “She stopped herself. But you’d damn well better say something soon. Kiya hears it from anyone else and she’ll hate you for it.”

      I look down at my slumbering beta. Her heart is beating steadily, her breathing smooth. I know MacKenna is right. Truth is, I hate myself for it. But if we manage to break the curse and I don’t have to tell her—I trail off, rationalizing it that way in my mind. “Has the town cleared out?”

      Ferris nods. “Zane and Corrine escorted them.”

      “They’ll keep them safe.”

      “Kiya is not so sure.” Ferris lets out a laugh. “You should have seen her face when she discovered what they were. It was quite amusing.”

      A smile toys at the corners of my lips, even as I hate that I missed it. “I bet it was.”

      Ferris lets out a yawn and stands. “I’m going to get some sleep. Want me to put out the fire?”

      I shake my head. “Thank you, both of you. For keeping her safe.”

      Ferris smiles. “Always.”

      “Kiya is a force of her own.” MacKenna laughs. “But you’re welcome, brother.”

      MacKenna stands, stretches, then follows Ferris a way into the trees, likely to give Kiya and me privacy. Leaves and twigs shuffle on the ground until it finally falls silent. I remain where I am, hand buried in Kiya’s hair. The fire crackles, and somewhere overhead, an owl hoots.

      So much beauty in this world and men like Julius seek to destroy it. To paint the green grass with bright crimson. To litter it with the bodies of men who truly are not so different from the ones they are fighting against.

      It has never made sense to me. The twisted desire to rule over others. While I never sought to overturn a kingdom, the more I consider what can come of it, the brighter my need to do so grows.

      I want to see Julius dead. Saving his people will simply be another positive.

      Raising Kiya’s head, I move slowly, briefly setting her head on the ground so I can climb beneath the blanket on her bedroll with her. Then, I rest her head on my arm and lay flat on my back to stare up at the canopies.

      She stirs, a soft moan leaving her lips, and my cock hardens near instantly. This hunger for her seems to only grow with every passing day. A desire that makes me seriously question how the fuck I was able to keep my hands off of her when she first arrived.

      But then I remember that first time I caught her in the springs. Water dripping from her breasts and into the water. When she’d stepped backward into the deep end, I’d panicked. And the moment my arms went around her, I knew there was never any going back for me.

      Even if I didn’t trust her, even though my wolf is so far out of reach these days, I’d known then she was my mate. The other half of my soul.

      My only hope is that we find this witch and break the curse so I can make her my beta in every sense of the word. I press my lips to her temple, and she shifts in my arms, tipping her face up so I can see the shadows dancing along the bridge of her nose.

      I kiss her there, too, a gentle caress of my lips. Then I lie back again and close my eyes.
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      It’s been nearly a year since I’ve been to the boundary village. I tend to avoid it on the off chance the king’s guards opt for a visit. The last thing I need is for my presence to put these people in danger. Which is precisely what would happen if he believed I was moving in on his territory.

      The Shadow Lands have remained out of reach because of the river separating us. It makes it difficult for them to launch an attack. Difficult—but not impossible. Carts line the main road, shopkeepers moving around quickly to fill their wagons and prepare for what will likely be another wave of customers here soon.

      We climb off the horses, and I offer Ferris the reins. “I’ll be here,” he says.

      MacKenna sits beside him.

      “Thank you,” I say. Then, because I’m an ass, I reach over and pet my brother’s head. “Stay and be a good wolf.”

      He snaps his jaws at my hands, and Kiya laughs.

      “We’ll be back.” Taking Kiya’s much smaller hand in mine, I guide her deeper into the village. Contact between us has become second nature. And if we’re not touching, I wish we were. A strange change from the man I was before she was thrown into my life.

      “Alpha Umbra!”

      I turn, barely having enough time to release Kiya and hold open my arms as a young girl slams into me. She wraps her arms around me tightly then releases me and steps back. Bright blue eyes watch me with the same curious fascination she’s always regarded me with. Her dark hair is tied back at the nape of her neck, and her toothless smile is a bright light in my otherwise sour mood.

      “Jenna,” I greet. “You’ve gotten big!”

      “That’s because I haven’t seen you since I was nine,” she replies. “I’m ten now.”

      Chuckling, I gesture to Kiya. “This is my wife, Kiya. Beta to the Shadow Lands.”

      Jenna’s eyes widen, and she stares up at Kiya as though she’s larger than life. I imagine she’ll get quite a few looks like that while we’re here. “Beta, it is so nice to see you.” She bows her head, and Kiya laughs.

      “No need to bow, sweet girl. It is lovely to meet you too.” Kiya beams at Jenna then looks to me and smiles.

      “We’re here to see your father, can you let him know?”

      “Yes! Right away!” Jenna turns and races toward town, weaving in and out of people with the proficiency of someone who was raised amidst the chaos.

      “I didn’t realize you came here often,” Kiya says.

      “Occasionally through the years.”

      “Jenna seems to know you quite well for occasionally.” She nudges me with her shoulder, and I grin.

      “I saved her father a few years ago. He’d been attacked by a bear. I brought him back to town and check in every few months or so. From time to time, I deal with issues that arise as well as the barbarians who try to take what is not theirs.” I leave out the fact that the man I saved is a witch, mainly because he’s already tried to help me break the curse and it didn’t work. The last thing I want to see is Kiya’s hope fade when I reveal that bit of information.

      “The barbarians from the swamps?” she questions, a shiver running through her.

      “Yes.” Ahead, a man steps into view. His long, dark hair is loose and falls to the bottom of his elbows. As usual, he wears a bright amethyst robe.

      “Merrick,” he greets with a wide smile as soon as we reach him.

      “Noah,” I reply as I take his offered hand. “Good to see you.”

      “You as well. It has been longer this time, nearly a year.”

      I glance to Kiya. “I’ve had things to tend to.”

      Noah beams at her. “So I see. It is lovely to meet you, Beta—”

      “Kiya,” she replies. “And it is great to meet you as well.”

      The moment their hands touch, Noah stiffens. His eyes turn completely white. Kiya turns to me, panic in her gaze as she tries to pull her hand free.

      “It’s okay,” I tell her. “It’s his gift.”

      She opens her mouth to respond, but Noah clears his throat and releases her. “You have a troubled past, Beta,” he says seriously. “But it is nothing compared to what awaits you in the future.”

      The mood shifts drastically, and Kiya stiffens. “You’re a seer?”

      “Something like that,” he replies. “I truly wish I could control the visions, but unlike my magic, they come and go as they please.” He turns to me and claps his hands. “What can I do for you, Alpha?”

      “Wait—what? What do you mean what awaits in the future?”

      Noah turns to her and smiles softly. “I cannot tell you. I merely get feelings. Emotions. And you have something headed toward you that will test you in every sense of the word.”

      Truly, he’s been saying the same thing to me for years. “We will handle whatever comes our way, Beta.”

      She nods. Then her eyes widen. “Magic?” Kiya steps forward and then looks up to me. “Can he—”

      “No,” I reply. “He has tried.”

      Her expression falls, and it guts me. “Okay.”

      “I truly wish I could put an end to Merrick’s curse,” Noah says. “If you ask me, it was a bullshit one to begin with.” He turns away and gestures for us to follow.

      “He’s a witch?”

      I nod. “A powerful one, too. Which is why I thought he might be able to help with the curse. Unfortunately, it seems that the witch who cast it saw to it that no one but her could break it.”

      “I feel so bad for her,” Kiya says. “But I still want to kill her for what she did to you.”

      Grinning, I look down at her as we climb the steps to Noah’s home. “My savage,” I tell her lovingly, hoping she realizes just how much that means to me.

      The air in here is filled with an herbal musk, the shelves lined in various plants and bottles likely containing whatever mixtures are selling in the market these days. Noah’s furniture is warm and inviting in shades of red, orange, and yellow.

      “Please, sit,” he says, gesturing to pillows arranged around a small round table.

      I guide Kiya over first and then sit down beside her. It takes some strategic placement of my knees, but I manage not to look too much like an ass.

      “So, tell me of your meeting.” Noah carries over three cups stacked one on top of the other and a teapot full of steaming liquid. After setting the cups down, he fills them quickly while Kiya and I share a look of amusement.

      “Ours is not your typical romance,” Kiya replies. She takes the cup offered to her, and Noah’s grin spreads.

      “I wouldn’t think it was, given who you are married to, Beta.”

      Color rushes to her cheeks. “Well—”

      “It was an arranged marriage,” I interrupt quickly. While I trust Noah, if word were to get out that Kiya is the king’s daughter—even if she truly isn’t—it could mean trouble for her. Those who despise the king will try to use her to get to him.

      Something that wouldn’t work, considering he doesn’t care for her in the least, but it would likely end with both of us dead. Because there is no world where I exist and she does not.

      “Arranged marriage?” He looks from me to her. “Tell me, what was your first impression?”

      Kiya chuckles. “Seeing as how he branded me on our first meeting, I cannot say it was a good one.”

      Noah throws his head back and laughs heartily. “I imagine it was not.”

      Something slivers beneath my skin, a prickling awareness of the magic lurking. Fuck. What if I don’t have long in this form? “We need clothes for Kiya. Pants and boots, a shirt. Something to aid us in our journey.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “The Feral Swamps,” I reply.

      Noah’s skin pales slightly, the dark color losing some of its luster for a moment. “You cannot be serious.”

      “I need to find the witch who cursed me,” I tell him. “A few days ago, I was poisoned with wolfsbane.”

      “Shit! Who did that?”

      “We are not sure,” Kiya replies, lying because I imagine she picked up on my wish for things to remain secretive. My savage misses nothing. “But ever since, Merrick’s curse has been volatile. He shifts at random and remains a beast for far longer than he should.”

      Noah’s eyes widen further. “The wolfsbane must have altered the magic.”

      “Which is why we need to get to the witch,” Kiya urges. “So we can fix it.”

      Noah nods absently, clearly considering what we’re saying. Finally, he stands. “I can help with the clothes, and I believe I have some herbs that might assist with the change. I’ve been working on something for quite a few months now, trying to concoct something to help you tame the creature. Come with me.” He rushes over and scoots a rug aside. Then, he grips a metal ring and lifts it to reveal a set of stairs descending into the ground.

      “What is this place?” Kiya asks in wonder as we descend the steps and enter a room full of drawings. Ferocious beasts cover the walls, and it takes me mere moments to realize what he’s been drawing: me.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “As I said, I’ve been trying to come up with a way to help you control your—wilder side.” He reaches onto a shelf and retrieves a corked green bottle. “This is a blend of lavender and chamomile, and it also contains seaweed and a bit of magic. My hope was to give you a few nights of reprieve, but with your uncontrollable shifting—” He trails off and offers it to me.

      “Does it work?”

      He turns to Kiya. “Truly? It helps to calm a bad mood. As far as Merrick’s beast, though, I can only speculate. It won’t hurt you,” he adds quickly. “But I truly don’t know if it will help. Could just be a bitter tea.” He laughs uncomfortably then takes the bottle and places it in a bag and offers it to Kiya. “Now, clothes. I believe I still have some of my wife’s riding clothes. You look to be about her size.”

      Noah heads for the stairs, so we follow, and he closes the trapdoor, replacing the rug on top of it to shield his workspace. Something he has to do because witches are still being persecuted by those who fear their power.

      “Wait here,” Noah says with a smile before heading into his bedroom.

      Kiya stares down at the bag in her hands. Her thumbs stroke it tenderly as though it alone holds the answers we seek.

      “We will find her,” I tell Kiya. “Then we will get the bastard.”

      She smiles at me, but it doesn’t reach her eyes. Fuck, I miss those rare times it did. “I know.”

      “Here you go. These should work.” Kiya hands me the bottle and then takes the clothes offered to her. “You can change in Jenna’s room,” he says, gesturing to an open door to our left.

      “Thank you.”

      Noah nods and waits until the door closes before turning to me. “You should have come to me the moment you started having issues with your beast.”

      “I did,” I reply. “That’s why I’m here. It wasn’t until recently I discovered there was an issue.”

      “Yet you were shot with wolfsbane?”

      “I truly had no idea it was going to cause any difficulties. And I had my hands full with other issues that arose.”

      “The village?”

      “Fine,” I reply.

      Noah nods. “My friend, I want you to have relief from your beast, but if you’re going to the Feral Swamps, you might need him.”

      I stare down at the bottle as yet another wave of magic slithers over my skin, sending the hairs on my arms to stand on end. “Unfortunately, I know that.”
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      Wearing pants for the very first time in my adult life, I climb up on Boots’s back as Merrick gets on behind me. After saying goodbye to Noah and Jenny, Merrick has remained completely silent. He’s clearly wrapped up in his own thoughts, and I wish he’d talk to me. Noah’s proclamation has returned now that we’re enjoying some silence, and I’m desperate for a conversational shift.

      Something, anything to pull me from the what-ifs.

      Ferris eats a piece of dried meat as he rides beside us, and MacKenna rides just ahead.

      We take the path out of town, the horses’ hooves clicking against the stone bridge as we crest it. The second we reach the top, though, Merrick pulls Boots to a stop. MacKenna growls and my heart drops when I get a look at what’s waiting for us. Half a dozen of the king’s soldiers glare back at us with carnal sneers.

      Blades in hand, a single look at them makes their intentions quite clear. My stomach churns with nerves, adrenaline pushing through my system.

      “Fuck,” Merrick snarls.

      “I’ll go speak with them,” Ferris offers.

      “No, let me.” I try to wiggle out of the seat, but Merrick’s arm banded around my waist keeps me firmly in place.

      “They will kill you, Beta.”

      “No, they won’t. The king needs me alive, remember?”

      He doesn’t speak right away, his eyes flashing a bright gold then returning to their normal shade. Shit, he’s starting to lose it.

      “Let me down, Merrick. Come with me, but we need to do something.”

      He urges Boots forward, and Ferris falls into step behind us on his horse. MacKenna moves to walk directly between us, his lips pulled back in a snarl.

      With every step taking us closer, I get a better look at the two men leading this capture/kill party. At least, that’s what the king used to call them when he wanted one person alive and the rest—less so.

      Unfortunately, I don’t recognize them. Though, given my history at the castle, that may not actually be such a bad thing.

      “Princess,” the man in front greets. “I have orders to take you back to the king.”

      “You can try,” Merrick taunts.

      He releases me, so I climb down, and then he follows, standing right beside me as we remain a few yards away from the soldiers. “You’re not taking me anywhere,” I tell them. “I do not belong to the kingdom of Aurum anymore.”

      “You belong to your father, girl. You and your husband,” another man sneers.

      The first man glares over his shoulder at him then replaces his cool façade as he shifts his gaze back to me. “With all due respect, Princess, you are currently on Aurum lands. As such, the king has the right to take possession of anyone at any time.”

      “You’re not touching her,” Merrick growls as he steps ahead of me, placing himself between me and the soldiers.

      The man in front slides his sword from its sheathe. “I fear we must insist.”

      Merrick turns back to Boots and rips his blade free. Ferris jumps down, his own blade drawn. MacKenna snarls and stalks forward—a beast ready to devour.

      “It’s two men and their pet against seven,” the guard replies. “You do not stand a chance.”

      “This is your final warning,” Ferris growls. “Before we rip you to pieces.”

      The guard looks over his shoulder. “Take her.”

      They charge. Merrick shoves me backward, and I fall to the ground. His steel meets that of the guards’ as they fight. Ferris lets out a loud growl and throws himself at the nearest guards. They charge Merrick and his uncle, clearly confident that they have outmatched us.

      MacKenna moves like a predator. He tears, shreds, growls, and dodges blades at every turn.

      Two men notice me at the back.

      They start toward me. I turn to sprint back toward the village, but with sickening terror, I realize somehow we were flanked. Four more guards stand on the other side. No way back, no way across.

      “Kiya!” Merrick roars.

      I whirl as a blade is shoved into Ferris’s gut. “No!” Grief and terror fight for control over my emotions, but neither stand a chance because, at that moment, Merrick’s beast explodes out of him in a mess of teeth, claws, and fur. It’s even more violent a shift than the morning in the village, and the sight of him contorting that way makes my stomach roll.

      The men stop fighting, scrambling back quickly. But Merrick’s monster does not give them a chance to retreat. He attacks, ripping the head off the main guard with his massive jaws. He whirls around and slashes out, gutting another.

      An arm bands around my waist and rips me back. I kick and try to scream, but a sweaty hand is clamped over my mouth.

      They drag me back, pulling me farther and farther away from Merrick. But he’s too fast.

      He charges toward me. The guards not holding me try to fight him off, but just like their seven fallen brethren, Merrick’s beast absolutely decimates them. Something cool presses against my throat.

      “Move and I kill her. Do you understand me, beast?” Pain stings where the blade bites into my flesh.

      “Let him,” I tell Merrick. “Do not let this asshole get away with what they did to Ferris.”

      The blade is pressed in farther and then—it’s gone.

      I’m shoved forward to the ground, my forehead slamming into the stone of the bridge. Head pounding, I scramble back and get to my feet. Something warm and sticky drips down my face, blurring my vision, but I can still make out a man wearing amethyst robes standing just behind the guard who is currently on his knees.

      “You’d better finish it,” Noah says, tone calm and collected.

      Merrick’s beast steps forward. The guard stares up at him, tears in his eyes, but he doesn’t speak. And then—with a sickening crunch as Merrick’s beast crushes the man’s throat with his jaws—it’s over.

      Noah drops his hand and steps forward but stops when Merrick’s beast lets out a low warning growl. “I can help your uncle,” he says, reaching into his robe to withdraw a salve that looks suspiciously like the antidote for wolfsbane.

      “Let him,” I tell Merrick’s beast. “He’s a friend.”

      Merrick’s beast drops his head but watches carefully as Noah makes his way over to Ferris. I follow, falling to my knees beside him. Behind me, the beast remains, ever watching.

      MacKenna turns toward us, his white fur covered in bright red blood.

      Taking Ferris’s hand in mine, I try to hide my fear when Noah lifts his shirt and gives me a look at the massive gaping wound.

      “Not too bad,” Ferris chokes out.

      “Hold still,” Noah orders. “This is not going to be pleasant.” After uncorking the vial, he pours it into the open wound.

      Ferris arches up off the ground, face reddening. I squeeze his hand.

      Noah holds his hand over the open wound and closes his eyes. Color snaps around his fingertips, and I’m helpless to look away, a moth drawn to the flame of his power. It’s incredible, this show of magic.

      But what I find even more incredible than that is the way Ferris’s flesh tightly knits back together, leaving behind crusted blood as the only evidence he was ever wounded.

      He takes a deep breath when Noah drops his hand.

      “Thank you.”

      “Of course. Wolfsbane coated blades.” Noah shakes his head. “Would have killed you in seconds. They are truly terrified.’

      “Or simply sadistic,” I snap back as I release Ferris’s hand and stand. Merrick’s uncle gets to his feet, and together we take in the carnage littering the bridge.

      “Do not worry about the bodies, we will take care of them.” Noah turns his head to the sky. “Rain tonight will wash away the blood.”

      “Your people will not tell the king what they saw?”

      “Even if they were to have witnessed the fight and change, no. They certainly will tell the king of a group of his soldiers being slaughtered by an unknown animal on the bridge.” He turns to Merrick’s beast and studies him closely. “The one and only time I have seen this creature up close, he nearly ripped my throat out.”

      “Kiya calms him,” Ferris explains as he wipes the blade of his sword on a cloak of the fallen. “Likely the mate bond.”

      “Interesting.” Noah turns to me. “You had better get going so I can run screaming back to the village.”

      “How did you even hear us if they didn’t?”

      He grins. “Magic.”
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            Kiya

          

        

      

    

    
      The two-day ride to the swamps is a quiet one. Merrick is still in his beast form, and Ferris has been less than talkative since we left the bridge. Even come nightfall, MacKenna has very little to say as he stews over not being allowed to come with us.

      Ferris guides his horse to a stop beside a small stream, climbs down, and offers me a hand. After we’ve both dismounted, we loosely tie the horses to a tree and then take a moment to stretch.

      MacKenna’s wolf bows its head and drinks from the stream then turns and lies down.

      Branches crunch behind me, Merrick’s beast remaining just out of sight.

      “Are you certain this is a good idea?” Ferris questions. “With Merrick in that form—”

      “It will be fine,” I assure him. “Merrick has taken on full armies, remember?”

      “That was before he had you to protect, Beta,” he replies. “With your life threatened, even the beast takes pause.”

      I recall that instant on the bridge when Merrick’s animal had halted its advance. He could have bounded across and killed that guard in the blink of an eye—though my life would have likely been lost.

      Nerves churn in my belly, unwelcome venom that taints any hope I have. Am I a weakness now? A danger to Merrick? “We will be safe,” I assure him. “You need to be as well. Now that the king—”

      “The king will not dare step foot in the Shadow Lands,” Ferris assures me. “And if he does, you’ll come home to his head on a spike, Beta. Of that, you have my word.”

      I smile at him. “Thank you, Ferris.”

      He drops his head in a nod. Then, he crosses to his horse and removes a small sack of bread and dried meat. After depositing it into Boots’ saddle bags, he pulls them off and offers them to me as well as a bedroll. “I am not thrilled about leaving you here,” he says.

      MacKenna growls in agreement.

      Stretching up on my tiptoes, I kiss Ferris’s cheek gently. Then I walk over and stroke the top of MacKenna’s head. “And that’s only one of the reasons I completely and utterly adore you both.”

      Ferris beams at me, a wide smile that honestly looks more like his nephew than I think he realizes. The two of them, it’s a bond I envy.

      “Ride safely, and we will see you soon enough.”

      “I will return to this spot with the horses in three days,” he tells me. “You both had better be here waiting for me.”

      I grin at him. “Don’t be late.”

      With a hollow smile, he unties the horses, connects Boots’s reins to his saddle, and then clicks his tongue and urges the horses on. MacKenna hesitates just a moment.

      “I promise I will be alright. You be safe.”

      His eyes watch me carefully. After a moment, he turns and follows his uncle. As they fade from view, the pit in my stomach grows larger. What if we cannot find this witch? What if the barbarians catch up to us first?

      A soft growl emanates from the trees moments before Merrick’s beast comes into view between two of them.

      “I’m just a bit nervous,” I tell him, forcing a smile. “I’m going to make camp here, okay? It’ll be nightfall soon, and I’d rather start our journey early in the morning.” Grabbing my bedroll, I drop it near the trees before heading inside to try to find some wood for a fire.

      All the while, Merrick’s beast walks beside me.
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      I’m slowly roused from sleep by a calloused hand sliding up and over my belly. Adrenaline surges and I panic, shoving at the warm body in front of me. Merrick’s deep grunt fills my ears, though, and the fear subsides, replaced with something else entirely.

      In the shadow of our dying fire, I can barely make out his features, but the gold of his eyes shines brightly enough. “My love,” he greets as he presses a kiss to my forehead. “I didn’t mean to frighten you.”

      “It’s good to hear your voice,” I whisper back. “I missed it.”

      His stubble scratches against my cheek as he rolls me onto my back and presses against me. A soft moan leaves my lips as heat floods the area between my legs. The throbbing is next, a desire to have him buried inside of me stronger than the chill hanging in the air.

      “Bloody pants,” he growls as he grips them and yanks them down my body. I pull my legs out, and Merrick spreads them quickly, his massive hands going to the insides of my thighs. In one delicious thrust, he fills me. I arch back, crying out as he slides fully inside. “Yes,” I whisper.

      “Does that feel good, wife?” he questions.

      “Yes.” I reach up to touch his face, but he grabs my wrist and pins it above my head to the ground. Then, he pulls back and slams into me again. Harder this time.

      I gasp, the friction sending pleasure shooting straight through me. My nipples chafe against the fabric of my shirt while the heat devours me. He pulls out and slams back into me again and again, and then—he pulls back and releases my wrist to flip me over. In the next moment, he thrusts into me from behind.

      He fills me completely—almost to the point of pain—and fucks me with carnal passion. The same passion he has wakened in me.

      Hands gripping my hips, he holds on tight as my release builds within me. My muscles tighten, nerves preparing to fire off, and then—“Yes!” I scream it far louder than I should have, but I cannot be bothered to care because, at that same moment, Merrick comes, his release filling me.

      Slowly, he continues moving until my muscles give out and I fall forward. He withdraws and rolls me over, tucking me against his massive body.

      “I’m sorry if I was rough,” he whispers in my ear.

      “You weren’t,” I assure him. “And even if you were, I think I might like it a little rough with you.”

      He chuckles. “I do not deserve you, my beta. Not in the least.” His lips press against the tender skin just below my ear. “I long to be home again when I can take you slowly. Drawing out every single moment of pleasure.” His stubble scratches deliciously against my throat, his massive hand splayed against my belly. “You have no idea what it did to me to see you with a blade against your perfect throat.”

      I shift in his arms, turning so I can somewhat make out his expression. “You have to promise me you won’t hesitate next time.”

      His brows draw together. “I will not allow anyone to harm you.”

      “Your hesitation could have gotten you killed, Merrick. Your beast—he needs to understand that you have to survive. Your people depend on you.”

      Merrick cups my cheek. “I will never sacrifice your life for anyone else’s,” he replies, tone deathly serious. “Not mine. Not theirs. No ones. Do you understand me?”

      “I don’t want to live without you. Can you understand that?”

      “I cannot live without you, Beta. You are my sun, my moon, my water, the very blood that moves through my veins. A life without you doesn’t just not make sense. It’s impossible.”

      “Then it’s settled. We live and die together.”

      He pulls me in and presses his lips to mine. “There will be no dying for you, Beta,” he whispers. “Not today, not tomorrow, not ever.”
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      “The swamps are treacherous,” Merrick explains as we stand at the edge of the boundary. Ahead, slime clings to trees that are partially submerged in water. A path weaves through them, though it’s barely wide enough for Merrick to walk on. The air is thick straight ahead, muggy, a direct contrast to the fresh air at our backs.

      However, it’s the stench that overwhelms me now. Like food that has been left to rot. “What is that smell?”

      “Some say these lands are cursed,” he says as he grins. “In such a way that is far worse than the Shadow Lands and its alpha.”

      “Had you told me that when I first arrived, I would have accused you of losing your mind. Now, though, It wouldn’t even surprise me if they were.”

      “You need to be sure to keep your head in here, Beta. One wrong move and you could fall into a quicksand pit.”

      “Quicksand?” I squeak. My head whips up to look at him so quickly that pain shoots through my neck at the jarring movement.

      “Yes.”

      I scan his expression for any sign that he is jesting me but find none. “Quicksand is real, then? Not just made up?”

      “It is very real, and thanks to the softened ground, the swamps are covered in it. You only step where I step, understand?”

      “And if you end up falling in?”

      “You turn and run as fast as you can back the way we came.”

      I gape at him. “You cannot honestly expect me to leave you to die.”

      “That is precisely what I expect.”

      “Merrick—”

      “I agreed to come here with you, Kiya. Promise me you will do as I say.” His expression is so concerned, eyes so full of fear that I couldn’t tell the truth even if I wanted to.

      So I lie. “Fine, should you fall in, I will abandon you and return home.”

      He lets out a breath and then withdraws his sword. “You still have that blade I gave you?”

      “Of course.”

      “Good. Get it out. You might need it.”

      I withdraw the dagger from my boot, straightening to scan our surroundings. Merrick watches straight ahead, though I’ve no doubt he’s also listening to anything that might be amiss around us.

      On high alert, we cross the threshold and into the swamp.

      “Watch for alligators and snakes,” he warns me. “Both can end your life faster than the barbarians can find us.”

      I swallow hard then fall into step behind him.

      The music of crickets surrounds us, a deep croaking from bullfrogs falling in tune occasionally. Hairs on the back of my neck stand on end as though no part of me will allow itself to feel even mildly relaxed in this place.

      How anyone would call this home is beyond me. Though, I suppose that speaks quite accurately of the men Merrick described.

      The farther in we get, the greater the stench around us grows. While I’ve never been in any of the marshy areas around the kingdom, I never heard mention of a stench, so I can only assume it’s this place in particular that smells this way. Likely the bodies of the Barbarians’ victims. Even as I think it, a chill runs up my spine.

      Something moves in the murky water beside the path, and I jump. “It’s a frog,” Merrick tells me.

      Heart hammering, I watch as a massive green frog jumps up onto a fallen log. It watches me with huge, bulging eyes, the whole creature larger than my palm. Hell, likely larger than Merrick’s palm.

      “You alright?” Merrick stops and turns to look at me.

      “Yes, just nervous.”

      He doesn’t smile, doesn’t make a joke, simply nods and turns back to finish walking. This place is heavy with the overwhelming feeling of death. As though it clings to the very air around us.

      Whether that’s simply my mind playing on my own fear or an actual occurrence, I can’t be sure. But one thing is certain: once we find this witch, I will never return to this place. In fact, I should discuss with Merrick about building a huge wall around our barrier so no one decides to venture in again.

      My thoughts drift to Maynard’s fiancé and her brother. How devastating it must have been to fall prey to this place and the monsters residing within it.

      I can only hope Merrick and I do not meet the same fate.
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            Merrick

          

        

      

    

    
      I despise this place. The beast within senses multiple dangers around us, though I do not voice any of them to Kiya. At least, not yet. As of now, they are alligators and snakes—things of nature—that track our movements. Deadly as they are, it is not them that has fear clawing along my flesh.

      So far, I have sensed no human presence, though that could easily change at any moment. The one and only time I’ve ventured into these swamps, I barely made it out alive. I’d had nothing to lose but my life then, unlike now when the very beat of my heart walks behind me.

      I’d very nearly talked myself out of coming a dozen times once this plan had been made, but Kiya is stubborn. And I’ve no doubt she would have waited until I turned and snuck off with one of my brothers.

      “How are you doing?” I call back to her, keeping my voice just high enough she can hear me but low enough to not call any attention to us.

      “Okay. It’s hot.” She stops walking, so I do as well and turn to face her.

      Kiya strips out of the long-sleeve shirt she is wearing and ties it around her waist, leaving her in riding pants, boots, and a short chemise she’s tucked into the top of her pants. The thin straps bare the sweat-beaded flesh of her shoulders and throat.

      Honestly, seeing her in pants is torture enough. To see her like this and be unable to act on my desires is fucking brutal.

      “Sorry,” she says, cheeks flushing. “It’s just really hot.”

      I cross over to her and snake a hand around the back of her neck to yank her toward me. I claim Kiya’s mouth with promises of forever until we’re both breathless. “Never apologize for baring your skin to me,” I growl against her mouth. “You’re fucking decadent.”

      Lust pours off of her, sparking my own needs. Something I cannot see to until we leave this place. As it is, the kiss is a distraction I don’t need. So I release her and begin walking again.

      “Have you ever been in here before?” she asks.

      “Once. It was a rite of passage.” I lift my blade and slice off a low-hanging vine before continuing. “My father forced me in here for a night alone. He gave me that dagger you’re carrying and the clothes on my back.”

      “That sounds horrible! How old were you?”

      “Twelve,” I reply.

      “What the hell would have happened if you’d never come out?”

      I shrug, the memory one I buried when I buried my father. “He told me that if I perished in the swamps, I was not fit to be Alpha anyway.”

      “Asshole,” she mutters.

      I stifle a laugh. When Kiya arrived, she’d portrayed this appearance of a woman who would rather cut her own tongue out than use a foul word. Now, her fire burns brighter than anyone I’ve ever met.

      “It was his way,” I tell her. “He was a brute, but I’d looked up to him. So I spent the night in the swamp. Very nearly was eaten by an alligator, but I was lucky enough to not have a run-in with any of the barbarians. I imagine they would not have gone down as easily.”

      “Down as easily? As in at the age of twelve you killed an alligator?”

      I glance back at her, grinning. “You impressed?”

      “I am,” she replies, her gaze drifting down my chest. “And horrified you’d been forced to do so.”

      Chuckling, I shift my gaze forward once more. As we walk, I shove all thoughts from my head aside to focus only on my senses. In this form, I cannot hear nearly as much as my beast can, though I pay close attention to the way he feels. My wolf may be out of reach, but what he was mutated into is always lurking.

      Right now, he’s on edge. Slithering beneath my skin, desperate to be free.

      A branch cracks, and I stop. The scent of a man fills my lungs, putrid waste, danger. My beast surges beneath my skin, the most present I’ve felt him aside from right before a shift. With that, I back up toward Kiya, blade at the ready.

      “What is it?” she whispers.

      “We’re about to have company,” I reply as I scan the area for any chance we can hide. The closest tree has branches just low enough, so I sheathe my sword and grab her hand, dragging her toward it. Whoever is headed this way is alone, which might make this our only chance at avoiding a confrontation.

      “Climb,” I whisper into her ear. She does—without hesitation.

      I offer her a leg up as she clings to the branch, disappearing into the canopy above. As soon as I know she’s hidden from view, I follow, sweat clinging to my body like a second skin. Kiya is seated on a large branch, her arms wrapped around a smaller one. She’s pale, clearly terrified.

      After ensuring the branch I’m standing on is sturdy, I wait, extending my senses out to listen as the heavy, booted footfalls grow closer.

      A man comes into view through the trees, one I can barely make out, given the way his flesh blends with the surroundings. Another reason why I know the rumors are true and these lands are cursed.

      The men here—they barely resemble men. What once was human-colored flesh is now a pale green. Open sores scatter over the skin I can see, the bloody spots oozing puss. He carries an axe in one hand, a shield in the other, and scans the ground like a trained warrior.

      A warrior who is clearly not used to anyone hiding in the trees. He’s either too stupid or too arrogant to look up.

      Good for us, potentially disastrous for him if he remains here long.

      Kiya whimpers—a barely audible sound. My head whips up. Eyes shut tight, she’s trying to remain completely still as a massive red and black snake slithers around her arm. Heart pounding, I stretch up and slowly reach for the animal’s diamond-shaped head. It writhes when I pinch the area where its head meets its neck then fling it down at the man below.

      He yelps and jumps back, slicing down with his ax at the same time.

      “Bloody fucking snakes,” he snarls before reaching down to sling the body into the nearest pool of water before bending and lifting the head.

      The fucker smiles at it and then shoves it into his pack and continues walking. I breathe a sigh of relief, though I remain still until I hear his footfalls carry him far enough away that he won’t hear us any longer.

      I jump down, landing softly on the soles of my feet, then reach up. “Jump, love.”

      She stares down at me, visible only because I’m directly beneath the canopy. “You’ll catch me?”

      “I will never let you fall, Kiya.”

      She swallows hard then steps off the branch and lands in my arms. I barely feel her slight weight, adrenaline still surging through my veins. “That was awful.” She shakes.

      “Those snakes are highly venomous,” I tell her. “We’re lucky it didn’t bite you.”

      “What was wrong with his skin?”

      “All the barbarians in the swamps look like that,” I tell her truthfully. “A side effect of the magic is my guess.”

      Kiya shakes her head, dark hair swinging back and forth. “That is terrifying.”

      “Let’s hope that is the first and last we see of them.” I unsheathe my blade. “We were lucky he was alone.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      We walk until nightfall.

      As soon as the shadows begin to overtake the ground around us, I seek out a safe place to stop for the night. Kiya yawns, her eyes barely open, though she has not complained even a single time.

      Strength. That is what my beta possesses.

      Even my brothers would have been complaining for the last few hours.

      I pull her behind a bush, set the pack down, withdraw my sword, and take a seat on the ground beside the trunk of a large tree. Kiya sits beside me, and I wrap an arm around her as she tucks against my body. “We cannot risk a fire,” I tell her honestly.

      “I understand,” she replies with yet another yawn. With my free hand, I open the pack and pull out a chunk of bread and offer it to her.

      “Eat. Then sleep.”

      “We should take turns,” she says. “Sleeping.” After taking a bite of the bread, she offers it to me and then closes her eyes.

      I set the bread back in the bag. Then I grip the hilt of my blade as it lies in the dirt beside us. “I’ll take first watch.”

      She nuzzles in closer, so I press a kiss to the top of her head. No sooner do my lips touch her hair than my beast surges beneath the surface of my skin. Magic is a punch to the gut, and I pull away. Not now. Not so soon.

      Kiya reaches for me, but I shake my head, pain from the forced transition making me feel as though my body is on fire. “Are you—”

      “I—” I cannot even finish the sentence. I’m forced to my knees, the beast being ripped from me. Hair shreds my skin as my bones change shape, breaking and rearranging until the pain is so great I can feel nothing. Until I am shoved down to the recesses of my own mind, and my beast takes over.

      His thoughts are far darker than my own, his needs far more carnal. And even as I lose control, fear for my beta consumes me.

      Her blood.

      It smells—delicious.
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      The heavy bag slung over my shoulder makes it impossible to move any faster than my current snail speed. Merrick’s sword alone weighs an impossible amount, though I know leaving it behind is not an option. Just as remaining where I was this morning until he shifts back is not.

      The magic is becoming even more unstable by the day, his pained groans indicating that the transition is still far more painful than I can even imagine. Which means finding this witch has never been more important.

      I swat a mosquito away, not wanting to add to the dozens of other bites all over my face, neck, and arms.

      Merrick’s beast took off into the swamp last night, and I’m trying like hell to not be irritated about it. He could have at least stuck around, let me strap some of this to his back— Something howls, a bone-chilling, blood-pumping cry. I spin, scanning the trees behind me, but there’s nothing. No one.

      Adrenaline surging through my system, I head for the nearest bush and kneel, remaining completely hidden from sight as I wait for whatever cried out to come searching for me.

      Was it Merrick’s beast?

      Another creature altogether?

      Heavy boots thunder on the path directly in front of me. I hold my breath as two men come into view. They stop just in front of me, turning their heads to the sky and inhaling.

      Their flesh is pale green, just like the man yesterday. Blood and puss ooze from open sores all along their bodies. When one man turns toward me and bares his teeth, it’s all I can do not to scream.

      “I smell someone who does not belong,” he says.

      I swallow hard.

      “Someone who is far too pretty to be out here,” the other adds.

      They creep closer to the bushes, their eyes not quite finding mine. Honestly, that’s my only hope at this point. That perhaps they aren’t talking about me. It’s not too far off to believe that someone else might have ventured into these swamps, is it?

      “Come out, pretty thing. We can smell your innocence.”

      I clamp a hand over my mouth as I palm my dagger with the other. Merrick’s sword is beside me, but it’s so damned heavy it’ll do me no good.

      A hand juts into the bushes. I throw myself back, and pain shoots through my side. Freezing in place, I cry silently, using only my free hand to feel for the branch currently jutting out of my side.

      “Your blood smells delicious,” the man with sharpened teeth coos. “Come out, and we’ll play a game, pretty thing.”

      “I ain’t waiting no more.” The other starts for the line in front of me, so I rip myself free, whimpering as I sprint past them, abandoning the pack and Merrick’s sword. Dagger in hand, I make a run for it.

      A hand closes around my braid and rips me back.

      The ground slams into my back, momentarily knocking the breath from my lungs. Both barbarians grin down at me—sinister sneers that turn the blood in my veins to ice.

      “Well, you’re even prettier than I imagined.” He kneels down, gaze traveling over my barely covered breasts and the hollow of my throat.

      “You’ll want to leave me be,” I say, trying to keep my voice level, despite the terror that burns inside.

      “And why would we want to do that?” the other asks.

      “I am the wife of the alpha,” I say. “He runs the Shadow Lands, and he will kill you all.”

      The men look to each other then turn back to me and laugh. “We don’t fucking care about no alpha.”

      “And we certainly do not care about the Shadow Lands,” the other adds. As if to demonstrate how meaningless my words are, he reaches down and closes a hand around my throat. “I’ll fuck you silly then deliver your bloody, used body to your alpha.” Leaning in, he runs his tongue along my cheek.

      I don’t hesitate. With all the strength I have, I drive the blade up into the bottom of his throat. He chokes, gasping and dropping me as I rip my blade free.

      The other man roars and lunges for me. “You bitch!”

      I sprint toward the trees, running as fast as I can until—he yells, and the chase stops. Slowly, I turn just in time to see his head disappear beneath a sandy pit that I missed stepping into by all of about two inches.

      A sob rips free from my throat, but I don’t spend long here.

      I return to the body of the first. He’s dead now, eyes wide open, blood soaking the ground beneath him. But I ram my foot back and kick him hard in the ribs. Fresh pain shoots through my foot, up my leg, and into my injured side, but I do it again anyway.

      “Not so tough now, are you, bastard?” I choke out.

      One final kick and the pain is so great I can barely see straight. Wandering back into the brush, I retrieve the pack and Merrick’s sword, only managing to make it mere minutes from the body before crumbling to the ground behind a sloping tree.

      I’m steps from the road but hidden well enough. Hopefully.

      Gripping the sides of my shirt, I shred the bottom and reveal a jagged wound from the brush. After pouring some of my water on it though, I’m grateful to see that while the stick took a chunk out of my side, no pieces remain behind.

      I tear a sleeve of my shirt off and wrap it tightly around my waist. Then I settle back against the tree and close my eyes as I fight to catch my breath. Merrick didn’t come.

      I was in danger and his beast didn’t show.

      Does that mean he’s too far away?

      Or did it fall victim to a sandpit? An alligator? A barbarian?

      A sob rips from my throat so I cover my mouth with my elbow and cry against it, not wanting to draw any more attention to myself.

      Only when I manage to get control over my fear do I begin walking—or more accurately limping—once more. Putting distance between me and the men I killed is a smart move after all. Because if the predators in these swamps don’t come for the bodies, I’ve no doubt their men will come looking.
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      After wading through shallow, murky water, I situate myself in the exposed root system of a large tree. It’s far enough from the water that I should have ample warning should something come out of it, and far enough from the road that I’ll hear barbarians before they get to me.

      Completely shielded from view, I set the pack down beside me and clutch the dagger to my chest as I watch the horizon.

      Dusk has fallen, and with it, insects have begun their nightly songs. Never, in my entire life, have I felt more alone than I do right now.

      The fact that Merrick’s beast left me altogether is far more troublesome than I care to let myself think too strongly on. Even as the animal, he’s always been there at my side. Prepared to fight for me. So why the change now?

      Why leave me to die?

      Something moves in the shadows. I white-knuckle the hilt of my blade and slowly sink down further in between the roots. It continues walking, moving as a predator might, and it’s not until the thing steps into the light of the moon slowly rising over us that I get a full look.

      The relief is felt in my bones.

      “Merrick?” I whisper his name, almost afraid to be wrong.

      He whirls on me. Then sprints.

      I stand, and his arms come around me like twin vices. “Kiya.” He grips me to him. “Fuck. Where the fuck have you been? What happened? You’re bleeding.” He pushes me away from him, his gaze traveling over my body.

      “I was attacked.”

      His glare turns murderous.

      “I told them who I was. Who you were. They didn’t care. Told me they would rape and deliver my broken body to you.” I choke their threat out, still reeling. It’s hardly the first time that threat has been thrown my way.

      But it’s the first time I felt genuinely helpless.

      Alone.

      At the castle, I’d had the knowledge that the king needed me untouched. Back at Merrick’s home, he was a scream away.

      This time, however, no one came.

      Merrick’s growl sends a shiver up my spine. He releases me and turns away, his body vibrating beneath the dim light of the moon.

      “Where were you?” I ask, my voice barely above a whisper. “Why did you leave me?”

      “My beast is becoming more unhinged,” he says. “He is more volatile, and when he felt he would hurt you, he ran. By the time I changed back, you were gone. I’ve been tracking you all day.”

      “I was alone,” I choke out, the fear returning. “You left me.” Even though logically I know he had no choice in the matter, it still hurts. “I thought you might be dead. That you’d fallen into quicksand or been attacked—”

      Merrick rushes back toward me and cups the sides of my face. “I’m so fucking sorry, love. I swear, I’m going to slaughter them all.” He presses his lips to my forehead and then reaches down to brush a hand over my injury. “How bad is it?”

      “The wound itself is not terrible, but if it becomes infected, it will be.”

      “Fuck. We need to turn around. Go home.”

      “We can’t.”

      “I will not let you die for me, Kiya. It was different when the beast could be contained. When he could be at your side. Now—” trailing off, he gestures to my injury. “Things have changed.”

      Free hand clenched into a fist, I raise the dagger and point it at Merrick. “I. Am. Not. Leaving. Not until this curse is broken or we have searched every fucking inch of this swamp.”

      “Kiya—”

      “No.”

      “I can make you leave,” he says. “Throw you over my shoulder and run out of this place.”

      For a moment, I see a glimpse of the man he was before we grew together. The man willing to tie me onto the back of a horse.

      I step closer. “Then I will come running right back the moment I get the chance. This is too important, Merrick. Or are you so willing to live a life separate from mine?” I point the dagger at his chest. “You might as well cut my heart out right here if that’s the future I am expected to live.”

      Merrick stares me down, challenge in his glare, but I give it right back. I’ve come too far to give up now. He opens his mouth to respond, but a howl splits the sky. It’s tortured, pained, and moments later, the glint of lanterns shine in the distance.

      “We need to go.”

      Merrick reaches down to retrieve the pack, slings it over his shoulder, and holds his blade in one hand. With his other, he grips mine and pulls me toward the brush on the opposite side.

      “What the hell is that?” I choke out, tears streaming down my face.

      “I’m not sure what it was,” he replies. “Though I imagine it is suffering greatly.”

      “We need to go rescue it,” I say. “Whatever it is, they’re going to kill it, Merrick.” While I don’t relish the idea of facing these men again, I cannot condemn another living thing to their violence. Not when we might be able to help.

      Merrick stops and releases my hand to stroke my cheek with his thumb. “I will not risk you to save that animal,” he says. “You are far more valuable to me.”

      “But—”

      He silences me with a tender kiss then drops the bag. “I need to dress. Then we will find safe shelter to tend to your wound.”

      “We have to find her.”

      “We will discuss it once you’re not at risk of dying,” he snaps. Reaching into the bag, he retrieves a pair of pants and boots. After dressing, Merrick slings the pack over his back before he retrieves his sword once more. Together, we move through the brush, slowly, each step carefully chosen.

      Behind us, the cheers of the swamp men ring out, and my heart breaks for whatever creature found itself trapped at their mercy.

      Merrick stops. “Do you smell that?”

      “Smell what?”

      “Fire.”
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      Smoke billows from a cabin straight ahead. The porch is rickety, boards missing, though it boasts a single aged rocking chair. I cannot see through the boarded-up windows, but the aroma of food cooking drifts out to where I kneel beside Merrick, shielded by brush.

      “Can you hear anything?” I question.

      He shakes his head. “There are strong wards in place around the cabin.”

      “Wards? Magic?”

      Merrick nods and turns to me, hope burning brightly in his eyes. “I believe we have found our witch.”

      I smile and then stand.

      “Where are you going?”

      “To speak to her.”

      Merrick grips my arm. “We don’t know that she is not a threat, Kiya. You are not going in there until I deduce that singular fact.”

      “She doesn’t know me,” I remind him. “But she cursed you. Let me talk to her.”

      The door creaks open, so Merrick tugs me back down as a dark-haired woman steps out. Her pale skin is barely illuminated by a lantern in her hand. As she holds up the light, I am able to make out her features.

      She’s young, maybe around my age, her lips pink and full, eyes a haunting green. “I know you are out there, Alpha,” she says and then reaches behind her and removes a talisman from the door. “Come in, or risk being captured. They are coming.”

      Merrick hesitates a moment, finally pulling me to my feet and dragging me toward the porch. The woman is not even the least surprised when she sees us, which begs one massive question: How the hell did she know we were here when even Merrick couldn’t sense her?

      As soon as we’re inside the warm cabin, the woman replaces the talisman and shuts the door. She doesn’t even bother flipping the lock, though she closes her eyes, holds her free palm toward it, and begins to chant in faint whispers.

      I watch, fascinated, until she’s done. Then, I study the room. A single bed rests in the corner, two chairs and a rickety table in the center. The kitchen is little more than a dutch oven hoisted over a fireplace, though her wooden countertops are pristine.

      “Alpha,” she greets.

      I turn back toward her.

      “You are not who I seek,” Merrick replies.

      My heart falls.

      “No, I imagine I’m not.” She moves past us and sets her lantern on the counter as she continues kneading a pile of pale dough.

      “Who are you?” I question, stepping up closer.

      She tilts her head to the side and studies me. “Beta Kiya, I presume?”

      “How do you know her name, witch?” Merrick demands, pulling me behind him. “Your mother never met her.”

      “Actually, she did. You were a child then, your mother ill.”

      My mind races back to those months when my mother lay near death. To the healers I paraded through with coin saved from sewing injuries, hemming clothing, or—on rare occasions—stealing. While that time is mainly a blur, I can recall the faces of each and every healer who tried to help.

      Some were clearly only there to take my money, but others—they were genuine. There was only one healer who bothered to ask my name. Only one who seemed interested in me.

      “I remember her,” I say. “Or at least, I think so. She’d been kind and the only healer to actually ask my name.”

      The woman smiles. “Yes. My mother was quite fond of you. She’d been in the city, looking for supplies, and you stumbled into her path. She described you as strong, intelligent, and far too cunning for your own good.” She slaps the dough. “According to her, you’d just lifted a handful of silver from a man who was far too drunk to realize you’d dipped into his pocket.”

      I shoot a sheepish look at Merrick, who is watching the interaction with an unreadable expression.

      “That still doesn’t explain how you knew who she was,” Merrick says.

      The woman is completely unworried, despite his clear anger. Which either makes her immensely powerful or incredibly stupid. “My mother was a witch, as you well know. She was also a seer, though her abilities were not always reliable.”

      Merrick steps forward, so I wrap a hand around his wrist. “If she was a seer, why the fuck didn’t she kill my father the moment she knew what he would do to her?”

      The woman’s eyes blaze with fire. “As I said, her magic was not reliable. He made her uncomfortable, but she had no way of knowing he would hurt her,” she replies. “Though she still avoided your bastard father as often as she could until the day he attacked her.”

      Merrick stills. “She fucking cursed me,” he growls. “For his transgressions.”

      Her expression softens. “What she did to you was a regret she lived with. It was magic cast out of rage. My mother was never the same after that happened.”

      “Never the same—” I start. “How old are you?”

      “One hundred and fifteen,” the woman replies. “I was weeks away from my sixteenth birthday when his father attacked my mother, and we were forced to retreat to this place. My mother died three months ago.”

      “She’s dead?” I choke out.

      “Yes. As she was dying, she told me the Cursed Alpha would be arriving with his beta, a woman by the name of Kiya. She told me that you are both Shadow Bound in your own ways. You, Alpha, are bound to the shadows of a burden that should never have been yours to carry. And you, Beta, are bound to the darkness of a past that will soon turn present.”

      A past that will soon turn present.

      “The king? Is that what she was referring to?”

      The woman covers her dough with a cloth then wipes both floured hands onto her apron. “I have no idea. Unfortunately, I do not have the gift of sight. My magic is strong only with wards and protection runes.”

      “But you can break the curse.” I step forward. “The one your mother regretted placing on Merrick.”

      “I can,” she replies, “but only under the correct conditions.”

      “What the fuck does that mean?” Merrick demands.

      “It means that the magic my mother used on you requires a sacrifice in order to break, just as it required one to cast the spell in the first place.”

      “There was no sacrifice,” Merrick growls back. “I was there.”

      “But there was,” she replies. “Your father was the sacrifice.”

      Beside me, Merrick goes completely rigid. “I killed my father.” With words chosen carefully, his gaze remains locked on the woman. “The day after your mother cursed me.”

      “Something she saw coming,” the woman replies. “Or did you not wonder why she chose you over your brothers? Over your mother.” Her brow arches. “Your mother would have been my first choice. Forcing her to slaughter the very man whom she was willing to sacrifice her own children for?” The woman clicks her tongue. “Perfect vengeance if you ask me.”

      Merrick moves so quickly that I cannot even fully process it until he drops to his knees and growls. The woman’s hand is raised as she glares down at him.

      “Let him go,” I order her, ripping my dagger free.

      “Not until he learns his place,” she spits out. “I tolerate you in my home because my mother foresaw your arrival. She claims you will rescue me from this place, but I need no rescue. I have no want for a life outside of these four walls.” She kneels, and I move closer to Merrick, more than ready to slit her throat to save him. “From everything I’ve seen, the worst monsters are the ones you see coming, the ones who make your skin crawl, and yet you choose to ignore the threat.”

      Standing, she releases him from whatever spell he’d been under.

      Merrick stands, face red with anger. “Use your magic on me like that again and I’ll rip your fucking throat out the first chance I get.”

      “In which case, you will remain a beast.” Returning to the kitchen, she removes the towel covering her dough and places it into the pot hanging over the fire. The woman moves nonchalantly through the house as though we are guests and not ready to kill her should the need arise.

      “How do you break the curse?”

      “We need the bones of the father, the tears of the mother, and the blood of the spell caster. Once we have those, we can break it on the same grounds as the curse was originally set. Though, as I said, a sacrifice will be required to fully break the curse,” she adds, turning toward me.

      “What kind of sacrifice?”

      “It will become known in time,” she says.

      I turn to Merrick, who looks about ready to kill her where she stands. So, I choose to let her keep her mysteries and instead question, “Bones of the father?”

      “Yes,” the woman replies.

      “Tears of the mother? You expect Merrick’s mother to cry over this?” I nearly snort at the idea of Lark being that emotional about anything. Pissed? Sure. But to cry?

      “Yes. They must be genuine as well.” The woman brushes her hands on her apron. “My name is Savvee, by the way. As soon as this bread is done, we can pack and—”

      Something hits the door with a heavy thud. I whirl, blade in hand, just as Merrick turns and stalks toward the door. “Do not open it,” she warns.

      Together, the three of us move closer. The woman peels the curtain back, allowing us to get a clear picture of the men who have gathered outside. Three sickly green men covered in open sores stand just out front. One lifts a rock and throws it toward us. It slams into the door, and they laugh.

      Merrick growls.

      “Blasted bastards,” Savvee mutters. “Do not go outside,” she tells us. “As I said, I knew they were coming. This is a nightly routine for them. They’ll get bored and leave.”

      “They know you’re in here?” I question. “And yet, they don’t harm you?”

      “They suspect I’m in here,” she replies. “The place is warded so the cursed cannot see inside. To them, my home looks like little more than a rundown shack. Though, since they cannot pass the threshold of the porch without suffering immensely, they’ve come to the conclusion that a witch resides within.”

      “Come out, little witchy!” one calls then laughs.

      “I can kill them,” Merrick offers. “Easily.”

      “I’ve no doubt you can,” she replies. “Though in doing so, you will only make it more difficult to lift the curse.” Savvee returns to the kitchen. Then she pulls out a canvas bag and starts shoving vials into it.

      “How so?” I shift my full attention to her.

      “Hmm?” Her gaze meets mine and is full of confusion, as though I’m supposed to know the answer.

      Dread coils in my belly at the meaning of her words. “How would killing them make it more difficult to lift the curse?”

      The woman looks from Merrick to me then back to him. “Did you not tell her?”

      He swallows hard.

      “Tell me what?”

      Merrick doesn’t speak, his gaze firm on me.

      “Someone better start talking. Now.” Crossing my arms, I look between them.

      “Your move, Alpha,” Savvee says.

      Merrick sighs and turns to me. “It is important you know that I never believed lifting the curse was possible. I had come to terms with my future, as had my family.”

      “What the hell is she talking about, Merrick?”

      Another thud against the door.

      He mutters something under his breath. “The witch warned me that, with each death carried out by my hands—or, rather, by my beast—the curse was strengthened. While she never told me there was a way to break it, she did make that point. Innocent blood forced the curse upon my head; innocent blood would solidify it.”
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      Innocent blood forced the curse upon my head, innocent blood will solidify it.

      “Hold on a second.” I throw up a hand when he reaches for me. “Innocent blood. You haven’t killed innocents. Have you?”

      “No, of course not.” He spits the words out as though they taste like venom on his tongue.

      “Then what is the problem?”

      “The curse does not distinguish between right and wrong,” Savvee tells us. “It only knows the bloodlust. Every time the alpha takes a life, the curse grows more volatile. Which, as evidenced by the fact it is nightfall and you are still a man, has already happened.”

      “He was poisoned by wolfsbane,” I explain. “That’s what is causing the issue.”

      Savvee narrows her gaze. “Are you truly that naïve, Beta?”

      “Watch your fucking tongue,” Merrick defends. “She is new to this world.”

      “Fine. Wolfsbane will not cause the curse to waver,” she explains. “The shifting power will. Tell me, Alpha, how many lives have you taken over the last hundred years?”

      “Thousands,” he replies without hesitation.

      My stomach drops. “Thousands?” I repeat.

      He dips his head in a nod. “Every one of them deserved it.”

      “While I’ve no doubt some—if not most—of them did, you cannot possibly discern that,” Savvee says with a shake of her head. “I’m truly surprised it has taken this long for the curse to become so unreliable. What has changed recently?”

      “My brothers stepped into the fight with me,” he says. “Together, we’ve taken more lives over the past few months than I typically do in a year.”

      Savvee nods. “That explains it. The curse works as a single entity, even as it affects you all differently.”

      My chest constricts, my heart burning as though someone has driven a dagger through it. Merrick taking the lives of those who would otherwise come for us doesn’t bother me. Not in the least, but knowing what it’s doing to him—that he knew it would cause the curse to grow stronger—is killing me.

      “I never believed breaking this curse was possible,” Merrick tells me again. He cups my face and forces my gaze up to his. “And until you, I didn’t see a reason to fight for my hold on humanity.”

      Tears burn the corners of my eyes. “Then why did you agree to come here with me? To seek out the witch to break it?”

      “Because I knew you believed in it. And that once you came here, you’d see that there was no way but to live with me as I am.”

      “Even if it meant being torn apart when I get old and die? Even if it meant trapping your brothers in this stagnant hell?”

      His gaze hardens. “One life with you is still far more than I have ever deserved.”

      A window shatters, forcing our attention from the argument.

      “What the hell!” Savvee rushes forward and peers outside.

      “Hello there, little witchy,” a man calls out. “She be far prettier than I imagined,” he adds, turning to the others who’ve gathered.

      “How the hell did they get through your wards?” Merrick demands.

      “The hell if I know.” Savvee gathers her pack and places it over her shoulder as the men raise another rock.

      “Come out, or we’ll burn the place down around you.”

      “Not so strong without your magic, are you!” the other calls.

      Merrick bends over and lifts something from the ground. It’s not until he’s cradling it in his palm that I realize just what it is. The rock is coated in crimson, smeared with it. And when Merrick brings it to his nose and inhales deeply, I know that something is very, very wrong.

      “They used magic to break your wards,” he says, throwing the rock to the ground. His eyes darken, his body shaking with rage. “Magic from the blood of a cursed wolf. My blood.”

      It takes me a moment too long to realize what he’s talking about. A cursed wolf. My blood. My heart plummets, and panic and anger wage war within me. The creature we heard crying out in the woods—is it possible that was one of Merrick’s brothers? His mother?

      He throws his head back and lets out a battle cry that shakes the walls of the very house we stand in. Ripping his blade free from the sheathe at his waist, Merrick leaps out the window. I rush for the door, Savvee on my heels as we bound down the porch steps.

      Merrick’s blade tears through the rotting flesh of one of the cursed men. Another charges, but Merrick’s far too feral. Too fast for him. His sword removes the man’s head before he turns, his blade stopping a mere breath from the throat of the third man. “Where is the wolf?” he snarls.

      The man’s eyes are wide, his face a shade paler than it had been moments before. “Camp,” he replies.

      “Take me there. Now.”

      “They’ll kill you,” he threatens. “There are many of them and only one of you.”

      “You are mistaken,” Merrick replies. From my spot beside the porch, I can see his eyes begin to glow the bright yellow of his beast. He’s mere moments from changing. “Take me there, or I will rip your throat out and use your blood to adorn the grass at your feet.”

      The man turns and begins to stumble back down the path. I follow Merrick, trying to keep my broken soul from falling back to pieces. If something happened to them because I insisted on coming here—

      “We need to run. These men—there are dozens of them in these swamps.”

      “We have Merrick,” I remind Savvee without breaking stride.

      “He changes again and I cannot promise that I can save him,” she tells me. “I can feel the power coming off of him. It’s potent.”

      I don’t bother giving her a response. Don’t remind Merrick what’s at stake. Trusting him to keep his head is all I can do even as I know, if it comes down to sacrificing himself to save his brother, he’ll choose the former.

      I’ll just have to learn to treasure the time I have with him and get used to the idea of aging while he remains the same.

      By the time we’ve reached the outskirts of the camp, I’ve tried to ease my panic. To convince myself that everything is going to be fine. That it’s a misunderstanding and the blood is not—

      Merrick roars and drives his blade into the spine of the man in front of him. Savvee grabs my arm and rips me back into the brush as Merrick’s beast breaks free of his flesh. All dark fur, claws, and teeth, he races into camp.

      Men scream.

      They cry out.

      They whimper.

      They beg for mercy.

      But mercy will not be had this night.

      I try to follow, but Savvee grips my arm. “There is darkness ahead, Beta. You must remain unseen.”

      “I need to help Merrick.” I try to pull away, but she holds on a moment longer until—the sounds stop, and all that is left is an animal’s deafening cries.

      It’s only then that she releases me.

      I rush out and into complete and total savage chaos. Broken bodies of cursed men litter the camp. Arms, legs, torsos, heads—most of them are no longer even recognizable. The heavy stench of death clings to the air, both new and old.

      Tents have been shredded, fires doused, until the only thing burning is a single campfire ahead.

      Merrick’s beast kneels before it, his huge body quivering.

      “Merrick!” I rush forward, and the beast whirls on me.

      Eyes a bright yellow, he stalks toward me, teeth bared in a snarl.

      “Kiya, retreat,” Savvee warns from behind. But I don’t.

      “He won’t hurt me.” I step closer. “What happened?” I reach out with my hand.

      He sniffs and then lunges toward me, claw out.

      “Get back!” Savvee roars the order, ripping me back and throwing herself in front of me. Merrick’s beast hits an invisible barrier, and he falls back, growling. Savvee hisses in return then throws up a second hand.

      “Don’t hurt him!”

      “I won’t,” she growls. “If I can help it.”

      The bright gaze of Merrick’s beast finds me. His nostrils flare, and then he turns and sprints into the trees. Savvee drops her arm. I continue to stare after him for a heartbeat, but when Savvee mutters something under her breath, I turn back to where Merrick had been standing.

      My gaze travels over a naked, broken body. The man’s pale flesh has been carved open from his chest to his belly. Still drying blood coats his skin. Bile rises in my throat, and I throw myself to the ground beside him, gathering his head and resting it in my lap as a scream rips from my body.

      I cradle him, unable to fully comprehend just what in the hell happened. Did he follow us? Wander in here alone?

      “Who is that?” Savvee kneels beside us, reaching up to close his once-golden eyes.

      Throat constricted, it’s all I can do to utter a single word. A single name. “Madox.”
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      The stench of death clings to us as Savvee and I carry Madox’s body toward the edge of the swamps. Sweat beads my brow, clinging to my near-naked skin since both Savvee and I tore the extra fabric of our clothes to make a sling.

      He dangles between us on our makeshift hammock as I walk in front, her behind. We ran out of fresh water yesterday, and we’re on the last quarter of the bread she insisted we return to her cabin for.

      Merrick has been nowhere to be seen for the last three days we’ve trekked through the marshy lands, avoiding poisonous snakes, quicksand, and death by alligator. I’ve no more tears to cry, though I believe that will change the moment I have to tell Merrick’s family that they’ve lost not one—but likely two members of their family. Of their pack.

      One to a blade.

      The other to a curse.

      Savvee has not complained once since we started our journey, nor did she argue when I insisted we take Madox back with us. In fact, it had been her idea to create the sling. She’d carefully tied the fabric together before looping it beneath his body and covering him with the fabric from one of the shredded tents.

      Ahead, someone calls out my name.

      Throat raw from lack of clean water, my reply is hoarse, “Here!”

      Ferris pushes through the trees, a blade in his hand. His eyes travel over me, the woman behind me, and the sling between us. His expression falters, morphing into unfiltered grief. “Madox?” he chokes out.

      I nod, fresh tears blurring my vision, but I continue walking.

      “Let me,” he reaches to take him, but I shake my head.

      The need to remain close to him is so strong I can barely think straight. It’s my fault he’s dead. It should be me who takes him home. “I want to carry him.”

      “Kiya,” he says softly, tears shimmering in his eyes. “You’ve brought him back to the Shadow Lands. Let me finish the journey.”

      Slowly, I lower the sling. Ferris steps around me, but I don’t have the heart to turn and see his face when he takes in the sight of his bloodied nephew. His choked sob is heartbreaking enough.

      Savvee loops an arm around my waist as we fall into step behind Ferris. Ahead, two horses wait. I recognize Boots and Starr immediately, and both animals raise their heads at my approach.

      All I can think of, though, are the faces of Merrick’s brothers and mother when they discover what has happened.

      Ferris drapes Madox’s limp body over Boots and then climbs on in front of him while Savvee and I climb onto the back of Starr.

      “How did you know it was him?” I manage.

      “When I arrived home, Lea told me he’d been missing since we left for Aurum,” he replies, voice wavering. “We suspected he followed in case help was needed. Where is Merrick?”

      “He—” I swallow hard, unable to deliver any more horrible news, “—shifted into his beast.”

      Ferris stops Boots and looks over at me as I stop beside him. “Tell me he didn’t do this to Madox.”

      “He did not,” I reply. “And he slaughtered everyone who did.”

      Ferris lets out a cry and closes his eyes as tears slip from his cheeks. “Good on him.”

      Thankfully, Savvee remains silent behind me, keeping Merrick’s potential fate to herself. These people… they will suffer enough with the loss of one. I refuse to burden them with another. Not until I have to.

      “We found Savvee trapped in a cabin in the swamps,” I tell him.

      “The witch?”

      “Dead.”

      Behind me, Savvee shifts in her seat.

      “I am so sorry,” he says. “I know you were looking for hope.”

      “I now know better than to bet on hope,” I tell him honestly. A truth I learned over the past few days. Merrick and I walked into those swamps with a plan. What we got was a blade to the fucking heart.

      “I am glad one innocent life was spared during your trip,” Ferris says sadly. “I am Ferris.”

      “Savvee,” she replies. “And I am so sorry for your loss.”
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      We ride hard, cutting the time the trip home would normally take in half. By the time we’re arriving at the estate, the sun is just starting to set. Emotionally raw, I stop the mare as Lea bursts from the front door, an army of white wolves behind her.

      They rush forward, whimpering because they can already tell what they’ve lost. They likely sensed him before the house ever came into view.

      “Kiya!” Lea cries out and wraps her arms around me the moment my boots touch the ground.

      Ferris removes Madox’s body from the back of Merrick’s horse and carries him toward the house. The wolves follow. All but one. Who glares at me. Lark.

      “I’m sorry,” I whisper.

      She turns away and trots off into the house.

      “Madox?” Lea asks.

      I nod.

      She chokes on a sob and covers her mouth with a shaking hand. “We knew something horrible must have happened when he didn’t return home.”

      “I’m so sorry, Lea.”

      “We told him to stay. Not to follow. He snuck out the night after you left.”

      “I think he was trailing us in the swamps,” I tell her. “Keeping us safe.” I don’t mention a tortured animal’s cry, nor Merrick’s declaration that he was unwilling to risk me to rescue it.

      Because I know, without a doubt, we’d both make a different choice, knowing what we do now. And that is a guilt I will carry on my shoulders for the rest of my life.

      However short that will be.

      “Peter is gone, too. The same night. Did you see him?”

      I shake my head, fear for a man who’d once tried to be my friend nothing compared to the grief of losing both Madox and potentially Merrick. One day, I will likely feel the weight of his loss should something have happened.

      But it will not be until the fresh pain of this one moves from my mind to settle in my heart forever.
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      I wait until the sun has fully set before I move inside. Lark’s cries are the first I hear.

      With Lea at my side and Savvee trailing behind, I make my way into the living area where Merrick and I were married. Now, Madox’s body lies on the couch, the fabric pulled down from his pale face.

      Maynard stands beside his mother while MacKenna embraces a sobbing Maxwell, and Maverick holds Myke.

      Lark’s swollen eyes lift from the face of her dead son and land on me. They harden, turning molten with anger. “We told you not to go into those damned swamps!” she screams, lurching to her feet and rushing toward me.

      Maynard grabs her arm and pulls her back. “This is not Kiya’s fault,” he scolds. “Madox went in there knowing the risks.”

      “He went after to protect you,” Lark snarls. “You know that? To watch over you should Merrick change! Even knowing the beast would kill him if it caught scent of another man around you!” Her face flushes crimson, and I do what I can to maintain my demeanor. “He was still a child,” she chokes out. “Barely sixteen when he’d been cursed.”

      “Merrick—”

      I hold up a hand to stop Ferris. Then I step forward. “Merrick did not kill Madox,” I tell him. Lark stills. “The cursed men of the swamp did. Merrick killed every last one of them. Left their bodies in pieces in the center of their camp.” I speak the words calmly, emotionless, because although I want to grieve, to scream, it won’t help us now.

      “Where is Merrick?” MacKenna questions.

      “I don’t know. His beast ran into the swamps as soon as they were dead.”

      The holes in my story would sink a boat in the Cerulean Seas, but I keep them there. Sometimes knowing the truth only deepens the wound. And the truth, in this case, is that Merrick’s beast lost control and attacked me. That his beast has been more volatile each and every time he changed.

      Knowing those facts will be yet another reason for this family to grieve.

      “I fucking knew I should have gone with you. I fucking knew it!” He inhales deeply. “You’re injured, too. Merrick or the barbarians?” he sneers as though it’s one big ‘I told you so’.

      I don’t even get the chance to respond, though.

      “I thought you were good for Merrick,” Lark chokes out. She sinks to her knees.

      Savvee steps around me and offers Lark a handkerchief. Merrick’s mother glares up at the witch but takes it and dabs at her eyes before she throws it to the ground. Savvee reaches down to retrieve it and then moves back behind me.

      “Who are you?” MacKenna demands.

      “Savvee,” she replies.

      “We came across her hiding in the swamps.”

      Maynard’s gaze narrows on me, but he does not say anything. MacKenna offers Savvee a nod. “Lea, can you please get the beta and Savvee cleaned up? They’ve had a long journey.”

      “Yes, of course,” Lea replies, sniffling.

      Maynard leaves Lark’s side and crosses over to me. “MacKenna, can you help bring fresh water up to the beta’s room? Then show our guest to where she will be staying.”

      “Yes. Of course.”

      He loops an arm through mine and guides me up the stairs. Once we’re inside the room, Maynard closes the door and turns to me. “Tell me why you’re lying.”

      “Lying?”

      “I am far too intelligent to miss your tells, Beta. What I don’t understand is why you would withhold the truth. Did Merrick kill him? Are you covering?”

      “No.” I all but yell the word, exhaustion, thirst, and pain making it impossible to keep myself together anymore. “Merrick’s not coming back,” I choke out as I sink to my knees.

      Maynard drops down to the floor in front of me as I rip the bandage off my battered heart. Tears flow freely now, sobs shaking my shoulders.

      “Was he hurt, too?”

      I shake my head. “Savvee is the daughter of the witch who cursed him. She was going to help us, but Maynard—” I choke out. “Merrick’s curse is stronger now. Did you know taking lives would strengthen it?” Fairly certain I already know the answer to this, I stare at him.

      His expression falters.

      “You did?” Betrayal burns in my veins. “You knew, and you didn’t stop him?”

      “We didn’t believe there was a way to save him,” Maynard replies, repeating what Merrick told me. “And I do not believe Merrick cared what happened to him.”

      “What about you? You didn’t try to stop him? To get him to see reason? The curse affected you, too!”

      Maynard swallows hard and wipes a tear from my cheek with the pad of his thumb. “Kiya, we were all tired of living this way. But for us, it was not nearly as painful as it has been for Merrick. Asking him to take us into consideration would have been selfish. For us, if the curse grew stronger, we would be stuck in the loop of only being men at night. For Merrick—” He trails off. “He would have been forced into his beast form. And I truly believe that is what he wanted.”

      “Well, he got it,” I snap, pushing to my feet. Maynard stands, so I jab my finger into his chest. “When he shifted and killed those men, he became his beast. He came after me, and if it weren’t for Savvee, my body would be right beside Madox’s.”

      “He attacked you?”

      “He tried,” I snap. “You all should have told me.”

      Maynard’s gaze hardens. “You kept secrets to ease our pain, did you not?” When I don’t respond, he nods. “How can you blame us for doing the same?”
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      Bathed, injuries tended, and dressed in fresh clothes, I make my way downstairs. Madox’s body remains in the living room, Lark kneeling beside him. Ferris has his back to me, his hand on her shoulder as he whispers something I cannot hear.

      I move quietly by them both as I make my way to the hall that will take me to the springs. The familiar aroma embraces me, and I half expect Merrick to be sitting in the pool, waiting for me. But as it turns out, fate is not that kind to me.

      The springs are empty, the echoes coming from the walls a haunting melody of the time I spent here with a man I am coming to understand I cannot live without but might just have to.

      Giving up hope is not something I want to do. But when there is none to be had—

      “You lied.”

      I turn, surprised to see Savvee behind me. “You shouldn’t be here.”

      “You lied,” she repeats, ignoring me. “Why?”

      “So did they,” I reply. “Every one of them knew what would happen if Merrick kept killing, and the only person who tried to stop him was Lark.” It makes sense now, her stepping in to stop him. Her begging me to keep him from killing. And I’m kicking myself for not heeding her words. For not doing as she’d asked.

      Even if I do condemn her for not being fully honest with me.

      “What happened to Madox is not your fault.”

      “I heard him,” I tell her. “When they captured him. Merrick and I both heard his cry for help, and we ignored it.” I drop to the stone. “So tell me again how it’s not my fault?”

      “How could you have known he followed you into those swamps? He clearly knew enough to stay far enough away that Merrick could not sense him, so how could you have known?”

      “I doubt that means shit to Merrick’s family. And it certainly doesn’t mean shit to me.” Reaching forward, I run my finger through the warm water.

      “You know, my mother didn’t tell me you were weak.”

      My head whips toward her so fast my vision blurs for a moment. “Excuse me?” I push to my feet and stalk toward her.

      Savvee remains steadfast. “She said you were strong. That you had the soul of a warrior. Yet, you give up so easily.”

      “Give up?” I choke out. “Give up! The man I love is gone—missing—his brother slaughtered in cold blood. The king is after what’s left of my home, and I’ve no one to help me fight for it.”

      “No one?” she questions. “I seem to recall quite a few people upstairs.” Savvee crosses her arms. “And while the man you love is currently not present, that does not mean he’s gone. When he returns, we might be able to save him.”

      I gape at her. “You said we needed three things—”

      “The bones of the father. Which, I imagine, at least one brother upstairs can help us to obtain. The tears of the mother—” She trails off and reaches into her pocket, withdrawing a handkerchief. After showing it to me, she shoves it back into her pocket. “And, the blood of the witch who cursed him, which, as it just so happens, runs in my veins.” She holds out her wrist so I can see the blue lines snaking up her pale wrist.

      “You stole her tears.”

      “I needed them.” Savvee shrugs.

      “She’s grieving.”

      Savvee nods knowingly. “If she wants to save her other son, I doubt she’ll mind.”

      “If we manage to break the curse,” I say, “what of the sacrifice? You said it would be revealed in time. Was it always going to be Madox?”

      With her mother a seer, I cannot possibly know what else she might have been told. And if she withheld that information—

      “No. His death is not one my mother foresaw. However, when the time comes, you will be quite aware of the sacrifice necessary to break the curse, Beta Kiya. Of that, you can be certain.”
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      Gathered in the dining room, I stand ready to face the Umbra family with the whole truth. Maynard is beside me, though I don’t know if that’s for my comfort or safety. Only time will tell.

      Lark has yet to speak to me, though she sits beside Ferris, staring off at the far wall. Lea is off with the younger brothers, Myke and Maxwell, while Maynard and MacKenna sit across from their mother.

      This room used to be so full of love. Laughter. Now, it might as well be a graveyard. Savvee remains a silent party in the corner, keeping herself near the exit. Not that I blame her. It was her mother who cursed this family.

      But it’s her blood that can save them. Why she’s so willing, I’ve yet to uncover, though I doubt there’s more to it than a promise made to her dying mother.

      “I am sorry,” I start, “Merrick and I had no idea Madox was following us. If we had—” I trail off, the words toxic on my tongue. “None of us have been overly truthful to one another, though I aim to clear that up now.”

      Lark glares at me now, her piercing gaze narrowed.

      “As it seems everyone but me knew, the curse grew stronger with each life Merrick took. With each life you all took.”

      Lark snarls. “Why do you think I asked you to tell him to stop killing?” Her words are eerily calm.

      “No one told me why,” I reply. “Had someone—”

      “Would you have stopped him from killing that guard?” she questions. “Barclay?”

      “Yes.” The answer is easy because it’s the truth. “In no way would I have wanted you all to condemn yourselves for me. Frankly, I am furious that you all knowingly did so.” My gaze drifts around the room. “That Merrick knowingly did so.”

      “Where is Merrick now?” Maverick questions.

      “I don’t know. He changed when he found Madox. After he slaughtered the cursed men, he ran off into the swamps.”

      “Merrick killed the men of the swamps?”

      I nod. “Savvee and I crossed paths with no others on our way out.” My gaze lifts to hers, and she nods. “Which brings me to my next truth. Savvee is the daughter of the witch who cursed you.”

      Lark shoves up from the table, her chair falling back. She whirls on Savvee, who holds up a palm in defense. Merrick’s mother is not phased, though. She crosses the distance, stopping feet in front of the young witch. “I do not know how I didn’t see the resemblance before,” she whispers.

      “Yeah, well, back off,” Savvee warns. “I’m in no mood to be yet another fresh grave outside.”

      Lark steps back and shakes her head. “I won’t harm you, child.”

      “No? Because you sure as hell didn’t stick up for my mother when she needed it.”

      Lark visibly winces. “My largest regret,” she says. “Even without that, though, you carried my son home. I owe you for that alone.”

      Slowly, Savvee drops her palm and looks to me in confusion.

      “Savvee is here to help break the curse if we can find Merrick and gather the last thing we need.”

      “Which is?” Maynard questions.

      I swallow hard. “Your father’s bones.”

      All gazes shift to me. “Excuse me?” Lark demands. “You want to dig up Grif’s bones?”

      “Not particularly,” I reply. “But they are needed to break the curse.”

      “And what else is it you need?” Maynard questions. “I cannot imagine it’s just my father’s body.”

      “No, it’s not. We also needed the tears of the mother and the blood of the witch who cast the curse. Both of which we have.”

      “The handkerchief.” Lark turns to Savvee. “You tricked me.”

      “Into saving your family, yes. Feel free to try to kill me once we’ve broken your curse.”

      “Why are you helping us?” MacKenna demands, pushing to his feet and crossing his arms. “Your mother cursed us out of vengeance for what was done to her.”

      “Yes. I know the story well as I was nearly sixteen when my mother came home covered in bruises.” Savvee speaks with authority when she addresses the third eldest Umbra brother. “But my mother carried the guilt of what she did to your family until the day she died. She made me promise to aid you when the time came. Because, despite the fact that your father raped her, that your mother stood by and refused her vengeance,” she adds, a pointed look at Lark, “my mother hated herself for punishing you and your brothers.”

      “Then why didn’t she come sooner? Why not return and help us?” MacKenna demands.

      Savvee swallows hard. “I don’t have the answer to that,” she replies. “Though I imagine it was out of fear mainly. When she got her vision of the day the alpha and his beta would arrive in the swamps, she made me promise to help when the time came. Which is why I’m here.”

      MacKenna shakes his head disapprovingly. “And how do we know you’re not going to make things worse?”

      “If I were,” she replies slowly, “I would have done it the moment I walked through the door.”

      “Savvee helped carry Madox home,” I tell them. “She helped keep me alive. Kept Merrick from killing me when his beast took him over.”

      Lark’s eyes widen, and she gasps. “Merrick tried to kill you?”

      “Yes.” I meet her gaze, hoping that she can see every bit of anguish I’m feeling reflected back in mine. “We don’t have long to save him if we’re going to.”

      “With every life he takes, the curse grows,” Savvee reminds the room. “If it becomes too strong, he will be trapped as a beast and you all in this constant forced shifting.”

      “Unfortunately, he’s not our only problem.” Ferris runs a hand through his hair. “The King has sent multiple scouts in this direction. It won’t be long before he makes his move.”

      “Then we must make sure he is met with equal force.”

      “How do you plan on swaying Viridia without Merrick?” Lark questions. “Last I checked, kings do not take women seriously.”

      “They don’t,” I reply. “But I have Maynard, and King Grendel has never met my husband.” I turn to him. “If you’re up for it.”

      He offers me a nod. “I can manage playing alpha until Merrick gets back. As long as we meet with him once the sun has gone down.”

      “We will. And since we will not be crossing into Aurum, we need to go alone. We can move faster that way.”

      To my surprise, no one argues.

      I turn to Savvee. “Gather everything you need.”

      “What about Merrick?” Lark questions. “How do we bring him here? He must be here to break the curse, correct?” she adds, turning to Savvee, who nods.

      “Magic does not dissipate,” she explains. “It remains embedded. In the earth, the stones, the very air surrounding the area where a curse was cast. In order to break it, everyone—living or dead—who was a part of the original magic must return to the same place.”

      My stomach drops. Finding Merrick seems an impossible feat, especially given everything else we’re facing. Between the curse, Merrick’s absence, Madox’s death…I rub the heel of my palm into the area between my breasts. The weight of all of this… it’s far heavier than anything else I’ve ever faced.

      What do you do when everything you care for, everything you love, is ripped away?

      Once upon a time, loving Merrick seemed impossible.

      But now? Living without him is something I know I won’t survive.

      “How long do you need to break it?” MacKenna asks Savvee. “If we do manage to draw Merrick back and he’s not shifted back to his human form, we won’t be able to hold him long.”

      “A few seconds,” she replies. “As long as everything is in its rightful place.”

      “Hmm.” MacKenna stands up from the table.

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      He shifts his gaze to her, fury in his eyes. “Excuse me?”

      “Your ‘hmmm,’” she replies. “What the hell does that mean? Do you not think I can do it?”

      “I cannot see a future in which you aren’t doing this for your own gain,” he retorts. “I only hope the consequences are far better than this blasted curse.” I open my mouth to speak, but MacKenna cuts me off again when he charges toward her, stopping mere feet in front of the witch. “Your mother condemned my entire family and didn’t even bat an eye.”

      “Wrong. She regretted it every single day of her life.”

      “Hmm,” he repeats.

      The tension between them is palpable, but I have no time for it. “We will work together,” I tell them. “Then Savvee will leave, and you never have to see her again.”

      “Looking forward to that day.” MacKenna turns to me. “I’ll go gather father’s remains,” he says then storms out of the room.

      “Bucket of sunshine, that one,” Savvee comments.

      “He lost his brother,” Maynard reminds her. “None of us are feeling all too friendly at the moment.” He turns to me. “When do you wish to leave?”

      “As soon as possible.”

      “Morning? I can travel beside you as my wolf.”

      “Morning works,” I reply. “I am going to get some rest.”

      “Same.” Savvee turns and leaves the room quickly, likely because she doesn’t want to be stuck in the same room as Lark, Ferris, Maverick, and Maynard without me as a buffer.

      After a moment, I follow, making it to the door before Lark calls out, “Beta.”

      I turn to face her. The woman crosses over, her hair pinned perfectly back from a face still swollen with grief. “If you are going to curse me for Maverick, or condemn me for taking Madox away, I should warn you—I’m in no mood.”

      The woman stops just in front of me and, to my complete and utter surprise, wraps her arms around me and pulls me in for a hug. I stand, stupefied for a moment, before returning the gesture. While she’d been so kind to me after I first arrived here, it became increasingly clear that she’d only done so believing I would calm Merrick’s savage heart. Something I regret not doing now that I know all I assisted with was making the curse stronger.

      “Thank you for bringing Madox home.”
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      “Tell me a memory from your childhood,” I say as soon as Maynard drops down beside the crackling fire. The woods around us are near silent save for the screeches of a hunting owl. “Something happy.”

      He chuckles, a smile on his handsome face. “Do you want the time Maverick convinced Madox to put a frog in my father’s study?”

      “Oh, definitely,” I reply, bringing my knees up and wrapping both arms around them.

      Maynard’s smile is haunted, his tone heavy. “Madox has always been the rule follower,” he starts. “He’d follow our father around, desperate for the same attention Merrick received. Granted, the attention was due to Merrick being the alpha successor.” Maynard lifts a stick and starts poking around in the fire. “One day, Madox was upset behind the barn. Maverick and I found him while we were on our way to spar. He’d been probably ten then? Yes, ten,” he adds after a moment. “Anyway, Maverick told him that father was only focused on Merrick because he’d gotten into trouble. He convinced Madox that hiding a frog in father’s study would earn him some respect and, in turn, get him more attention.”

      I laugh lightly. Maverick has always struck me as a troublemaker. “I’m assuming your father did not take kindly to that.”

      “You would be assuming correctly,” Maynard replies with a laugh. “My father lost his mind over it. And being a terrible liar, Madox gave himself away pretty quickly.” His eyes darken, mouth flattening into a tight line, letting me know the story is about to turn dark. Given everything I know about Grif Umbra, I’m not surprised.

      “Our father grabbed a whip from the barn and set out after Madox.”

      I gasp, fresh anger washing over me. What kind of bastard beats his son over a joke?

      Maynard’s brow furrows. “I think that was the first time Madox and Maverick saw him as he was—a fucking asshole.” He shakes his head. “Merrick stepped between them and took the blow. When he turned to face our father…” Maynard shakes his head. “You should have seen our father’s face. He’d paled, and Merrick moved in closer. Then he told our father that if he ever touched our brothers again, then the pack would need a new alpha sooner rather than later.”

      “Your father was afraid of Merrick?”

      “Oh yes,” Maynard tells me. “While Merrick was about the same size as our father, there was always something Merrick possessed that he never did. I’m not quite sure how to explain it, but while our father was a violent bastard, Merrick’s far more savage than he ever was.”

      “It’s hard to imagine that. Your father raped a woman.”

      Maynard nods. “Yes. But it’s a different type of fucker who harms the innocent,” he says. “To me, that is not savagery. It is cowardice. My father chose victims he knew he’d best. Merrick? He’d pick a fight with anyone. Even when we were kids. He’d go toe-to-toe with grown men in town just to see if he would win. Merrick chases a challenge whereas my father hid from them. That, to me, is what made him so savage and is absolutely why my father was always afraid of him.”

      “Because he was unpredictable.”

      Maynard smiles. “Precisely. Merrick’s instability is what makes him so dangerous now, though. As his beast, there’s no telling what he’s doing.”

      “Maybe he’s already changed back and is going home.”

      “Maybe.” Maynard offers me a sad smile that tells me he doesn’t actually believe that. Which makes me wonder—

      “Can you sense him? As a pack.”

      “We used to be able to,” Maynard replies sadly. “But ever since the curse, we’re cut off from him. Which is likely why the rest of our pack left.”

      “Your pack? As in—”

      “The village used to be for shifters only,” he explains. “But they left, abandoning us the moment our alpha was removed. They sought out a new pack leader, and Merrick started taking in humans who had nowhere else to go.”

      “He’s so much more than I ever thought. You all are.”

      “Not so scary, huh?”

      I laugh. “Not in the least.”

      Maynard opens his mouth then goes completely rigid. His hand reaches for the hilt of his blade moments before a branch crunches.

      Whirling, he unsheathes his blade and blocks me from view. My heart leaps at the very idea that it might be Merrick, finally having shifted. He’s tracked me down before, finding me when I didn’t think he would.

      What if—that hope dies the second four men step from the trees. They grin when they see us. Three are missing their front teeth while the fourth’s are golden. It’s his grin that spreads when he sees me.

      “Pretty thing, aren’t you?”

      “You’re going to want to turn around and go your own way,” Maynard warns.

      “Or what, boy? You’re outnumbered.”

      “There’s a difference between outnumbered and outmatched,” he replies. “Which is what you are. I won’t repeat myself.”

      The man pulls out a curved blade, using it to pick food out of his teeth. My hand grips the dagger Merrick gave me with such strength my knuckles turn white.

      “Let me tell you what’s going to happen here, boy. You let us have a taste of your pretty thing back there, and we’ll let you live.”

      Dread coils in my belly. Can Maynard truly take them on? Or were his words a bluff? My gaze drifts to the tree line. If we ran right now, we might—more men step forward. At least a dozen or so in addition to the four in front of us.

      Maynard reaches back and pulls me against him. “Final warning. Should you harm us, King Julius will have your heads.”

      The man’s eyes widen almost comically before he barks out a laugh. “King Julius? Hah! He don’t give two shits about people like you lurking about the Shadow Lands.”

      “Then the leader of the Shadow Lands will,” I call out.

      “The leader of the—is she serious?” Gold Teeth turns to the man at his left. A man who is missing his right eye. “Eh, the leader ain’t been seen in months. Not since he took up a bride. Bet he’s fucking her senseless, too busy being buried in her to worry about his lands.”

      Since mentioning that I am that bride, out here without an army, is likely a way to get myself ransomed to a man who is currently trapped in his beast form, I remain silent.

      “Now, come over here and show me them pretty tits,” Gold Teeth calls out.

      “Not a fucking chance,” I yell.

      “Going to teach you to talk better, pretty thing,” he growls. “Kill him; keep the bitch alive.”

      The men stalk toward us.

      “The second you get a chance, run,” Maynard orders me.

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Get to Boots and get gone!” He lifts a leg and kicks the closes man straight in the chest. He falls back, but more come.

      A snarl from the trees pulls our attention as a massive shadow steps out. Golden eyes bright, Merrick’s beast stalks from the trees with a single purpose: the slaughter.

      The men stop and turn toward him.

      At least half a dozen turn and sprint back toward the trees, the others, though, they rush him.

      “I want his head!” Gold Teeth calls out. He swings his blade back at Maynard, who blocks it with his own steel.

      I step back, but I hit something solid. Large hands go to my arms, pinning me against the body when I try to pull away.

      “Hey, there, pretty thing,” he whispers into my ear, his putrid breath on my neck.

      Bile rises in my throat. I stomp down on his foot, and he releases me with a muttered curse. I spin and drive my blade into his neck. His eyes go wide as warm blood drips down the hilt of my dagger.

      “Fuck off,” I snarl and step back.

      “Kiya!”

      I whirl, narrowly missing being be-headed by massive claws. “Merrick! It’s me!” I scream as I jump to the side and race toward Maynard. He’s gripping Boots’ reigns, one hand out toward me.

      The thundering footsteps of a beast behind us terrify me even as the relief that he’s alive settles in.

      Maynard all but throws me onto Boots’ back before jumping on behind me and frantically pushing the horse to run. Wind whips at our hair as we barrel back toward the house, Merrick’s creature eating up the ground behind us.

      “We won’t make it!” I call out.

      “Then he’s going to kill us”
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      By the time day breaks, Merrick’s beast has disappeared back into the trees. Still, Maynard and I only stopped long enough to give Boots some relief. Now, moving at an easy pace, Maynard’s wolf trots beside me, ears forward, constantly listening for Merrick.

      There’s no explanation for how, but I know he’s out there. Following us. Stalking as one might prey.

      In the bright afternoon sun, the house comes into view.

      I guide Boots toward the stables and remove his saddle. He nuzzles me, so I press a kiss to his sweat-slicked skin. “Thank you. You saved our lives.” Maynard takes off toward the back of the house, so I continue stroking the horse a moment longer before turning him into his stall so he can have some water and hay.

      

      As soon as I have made my way to the front door, I stop and scan the trees again. Only once I’m sure Merrick’s not stepping out of them do I make my way inside. Savvee is the first to greet me. Hair braided to the side, she looks up from where she’s reading on the couch.

      “You’re back far earlier than expected.”

      “Merrick found us in the woods. We had no other option.”

      She tosses her book to the side and stands, smoothing the skirts of her dress as she does. “Where is he?”

      “Near. Are you prepared to break the curse?”

      “Yes.”

      “Then let’s get it set up.”

      As Savvee heads upstairs to gather whatever it is she needs, I rush for the kitchen.

      “Lunch isn’t quite—” Lea stops when she turns and sees me standing in the doorway. “If you’re here to tell me something happened to Maynard—”

      “No,” I interrupt. “He’s fine. Trotted off as soon as we reached the house.”

      She breathes a sigh of relief and presses a hand to her heart. “I cannot take any more loss.” Even as she says it, her eyes fill. “Why are you back?”

      “Merrick found us in the woods,” I explain. “We were attacked, and he rescued then tried to kill us.”

      “Dammit. Can we not have a normal day around here?”

      “Seems not.”

      Her eyes shimmer with tears as she shakes her head. “What can I do to help?”

      I move in closer, lowering my voice as I speak words that feel a hell of a lot like betrayal. “Do you have any wolfsbane?”

      Lea narrows her gaze. “For Merrick?”

      “Yes. If he hasn’t turned by the time we start the ritual, we may need it.”

      “Kiya, you do realize it’s toxic to him, right? He could die.”

      “If he kills a member of his family, he will wish he had.”

      She swallows hard and nods. “I have a vial. Maynard gave it to me in case—” she trails off. “He told me that if I ever had to use it, he understood.”

      “With any luck, after tonight, there will never be a need.”

      She reaches into her pocket and withdraws a glass vial. When she offers it to me, I don’t miss the way her hand shakes. “Let that be a last resort,” she warns.

      “You have an antidote?”

      Lea pats her other pocket. “Always.”

      “Then let’s get this over with.”
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      By the time Savvee is set up outside, night has descended on the Shadow Lands. Owls hoot overhead as Lark, Maverick, Myke, and Maxwell stand together, Madox’s body covered with a sheet beside them. Maynard and MacKenna both carry lassos of rope while Ferris finishes hammering stakes into the ground.

      “Ready,” he says, straightening.

      “Then let’s do this.” I withdraw my dagger and move closer to the trees. After one final look behind myself, I run the blade over my palm. The bite of the dagger is nothing compared to the pain in my heart as I stare at an empty tree line.

      Minutes pass. Ticking by and making me feel foolish. Is it possible I was wrong? That his beast truly cares nothing for me? After all, he didn’t show when I was attacked by the barbarians.

      What if he’s too far?

      I turn my hand over as a droplet slips free and hits the ground.

      A beast bursts from the trees. It barrels toward me as both Maynard and MacKenna rush forward, ropes in hand.

      It roars, throwing its massive head back and bellowing a sound that chills my blood and churns my stomach. “Get started!” I scream at Savvee.

      Maynard’s rope finds home first, wrapping tightly around Merrick’s arm—if you could call it that. MacKenna’s is next, and both men fight to wrap the rope around the stakes hammered into the hard dirt.

      “Merrick! Stop!” I scream, throwing up both hands to try and calm him. But when his eyes widen, his teeth bared, I realize my mistake.

      He charges for me. Slashing out.

      “Bones of the father!” Savvee calls out as wind begins to swirl around us.

      Merrick whirls on her…and changes directions.

      Maynard barely manages to get the rope tied around the stake before he slashes out at the witch. She holds up a hand, and he hits nothing but air, though.

      “Merrick, please!” Lark calls out.

      The beast turns to her and stops. For a moment, the world stands still. The mother and son hold gazes, Maxwell whimpering at her side.

      “Tears of the mother!” Savvee calls out, tossing the handkerchief on top of the pile of bones.

      Hope bursts to life within my chest. Is this it? Is it going to be—

      I cannot even get my thought out before all hell breaks loose. With strength we could not hope to counter, Merrick rips the stakes out of the ground and runs toward his mother. And it is in this moment of chaos that I realize the weight of Savvee’s warning back in the springs.

      “When the time comes, you will be quite aware of the sacrifice necessary to break the curse, Beta Kiya. Of that, you can be certain.”

      I grab the vial of wolfsbane from my pocket and throw myself in front of her, but before I can get the vial open, Merrick’s massive claw rips me open.

      Pain sears me from the outside in, torn flesh and tattered fabric dangling from my chest as I fall to the ground.

      “Kiya!” Maynard roars.

      Lark pulls me back, grabbing the vial of wolfsbane and holding it out. “Please don’t make me do it,” she whimpers. “Please don’t make me hurt you.”

      “Blood of the caster.” I shift my gaze to Savvee as she dumps a pouch of ash on top of the pile of bones and then slices her palm clean open. The blood drips onto the pile as Merrick continues to stalk toward us. Maynard’s rope lands around his throat, and he rips him back.

      MacKenna jumps on his back, but Merrick spins, throwing the other brother free.

      “Please,” I whisper, a plea for Savvee to hurry. To finish the spell and save my family. Even if it’s the last thing I see before death takes me.

      “As I will it, the curse over these lands shall be broken. The rightful alpha restored to his throne.” The wind picks up, and the sounds of fighting become muted—hollow.

      “You shouldn’t have saved me,” Lark says as she presses her hands to my wound. “You are far more important to him.”

      “You. Underestimate. Yourself,” I choke out.

      “I—” Lark trails off as something slams into her from behind. Both arms go wide, and she screams.

      They all scream.

      And then…nothing.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 22

          

          
            Merrick

          

        

      

    

    
      The copper tang clinging to the air is all I can taste.

      Her blood.

      It’s everywhere. An assault on my predatory senses as it calls to a hunger I wish could be sated. Snarling, I rush toward the woman who kneels over what is mine. Pain slams into me, it burns my muscles, boils my blood.

      I twist, falling to the ground as my body arcs of its own volition. I’m unable to control, to see, to do anything but remain suspended in agony.

      “Merrick, please. We need you. Kiya needs you!” the woman yells.

      Magic simmers on my skin. I need her. My mate. Her soul calls to my soul. Calms my beast. My pain. The sight of her standing in the window looking down on me as I left the forest each morning brings me back.

      The buzzing grows stronger. I push against a barrier keeping me where I am. The agony continues, an endless blur of pain as my body begins to crack and twist, morphing into my human form—or so I can hope.

      All I can do is hold my breath until it’s done. The air is cold around me, freezing almost, and I begin to shake violently. My teeth clatter as I curl my body in on itself.

      “Shit, brother.” A cloak is thrown over me, and arms lift me to a seated position. I sit up and stare into the worried eyes of Maynard.

      “What is—” I trail off. Unable to complete the sentence because, at that moment, my gaze drifts to where my mother sits, cradling Kiya. “Kiya!” I race over toward her, clawing my way over the ground until I reach her side. Face pale, she stares up at me with eyes that are beginning to lose focus. Her chest has been shredded, opened to the bone, the blood beginning to slow because she’s already lost far too much to survive.

      “No. Please, no,” I cry, tears blurring my vision as I pull her into my lap. She tries to smile, a ghost of one, but then her eyes flutter closed. “Save her!” I roar, turning my head to look to Savvee.

      “You are the only one who can save her now, Alpha. Human life is fragile,” Savvee says. “And your beta is going to die unless you turn her.”

      “The curse—”

      “Is broken.”

      “Impossible,” I choke out. “The sacrifice—”

      “Was always going to be Kiya,” she replies. “Go. Now.” Savvee steps back, and even as I long to choke the life from her body for not telling us before, I cannot spare the time.

      I gather Kiya into my arms and sprint toward the house. Every muscle in my body quivers, exhaustion and pain still clinging to me like a second skin. As soon as I’m within the confines of my springs—of our springs—I move into the water, waist-deep, then cradle her in my arms. The shallow breathing is my only proof that she’s alive.

      That there is still time.

      “I’m sorry, Beta. But I cannot lose you.” Lifting her in my arms, I pin her against my chest and brush my lips against her throat. Then, calling my finally present wolf forward, I partially shift and bury my teeth into her flesh.

      Copper coats my tongue as her blood smears my lips. I pull away and cradle her in my arms. I hold my breath, waiting for any sign that my venom has done its job. Something I’ve never done. What if it doesn’t work?

      What if I’ve lost her?

      “Please, Kiya. Please come back to me.” I brush strands of hair from her face, stroking her forehead with fingers coated in her blood, my heart shattered because I know that I am the reason this is happening.

      I did this to her.

      She jolts. Hope pushes through my grief as she begins seizing, body jerking violently. I pull her harder against my chest and pin her to me as I begin to hum.
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      “Merrick.”

      I jolt awake, reaching for a blade that is not there as I whirl toward the intruder.

      Kiya is still asleep against my chest, the water around our waists. Blinking rapidly to clear sleep, I level my gaze on Lea and Maynard. “What the hell are you doing down here?”

      “It’s been two days, brother,” Maynard says. “She will wake soon, but you need food, or you’ll both drown.”

      “The lavender will keep her calm when she wakes,” I remind him. Our father told us of when our grandfather had turned his mate—our grandmother. She’d been near-feral, had almost killed two people who’d been unlucky enough to be nearby. The lavender is said to calm, to help ease the new wolf through a transition that is otherwise hell.

      “Then place her on the mattress, and come eat.” Maynard gestures toward the bed covered in fresh blankets and a tray of food beside it.

      My stomach grumbles, so I begrudgingly climb out of the water and carry Kiya over to the bed. After ensuring she’s covered and checking the wound now healed on her chest, I slip into a pair of pants placed at the edge of the bed and then sit and take a bite of bread.

      “How are you?” Lea questions, sitting on the ground opposite me.

      “How the fuck do you think I am?”

      “Merrick.” The warning is present in Maynard’s tone, but I ignore it. I can’t be bothered to give two fucks.

      “How the hell do you expect me to answer that?” I demand. “My brother is dead. My mate nearly joined him.”

      “But she didn’t,” Lea says softly.

      “Not yet, she hasn’t,” I snarl back. “She should have been awake by now.”

      “Mother said it can take a few days, depending on the injury. Kiya’s was bad,” Maynard insists.

      “Thank you for the reminder.” I toss the bread to the tray, nausea making it impossible to eat.

      “We are going to bury Madox tonight,” Maynard says softly, betraying the true reason for his visit. “The spell Savvee used to stop the decay of his body has run its course. It’s time, Merrick.”

      Savvee. “She knew that Kiya was to be the sacrifice.”

      Maynard growls. Low and deep. His own anger apparent. “Yes. As it turns out, she did. Though, she made it clear that her promise to her mother was to end our curse. Not save your mate.”

      “I am going to kill her for it.”

      “Perhaps you should refrain from threatening a witch,” Lea says. “While I do not agree with what she did, Kiya wanted that curse broken at all costs. She never would have agreed to leaving things be, even knowing what would happen to her.”

      My throat constricts. She’s right, of course. My mate was willing to risk everything to break this fucking curse. But it doesn’t mean I would have.

      “We have to bury Madox tonight,” Maynard repeats. “And we want you there.”

      The vice around my heart clenches painfully, and I close my eyes, still able to hear the panicked yelp of what I’d thought had been an animal.

      Instead, it had been my brother. Being captured and slaughtered.

      “I will remain down here with Kiya.”

      “Merrick.”

      “No,” I snap, shifting my gaze up to my brother’s again. His golden eyes watch me, irritation etched in the creases around them. “I will not leave Kiya’s side.”

      “Madox—”

      “Is dead. His soul gone. Burying his body in the dirt will not change that.”

      Maynard gets to his feet quickly, hands balling into fists. I stand as well, more than prepared to beat my declaration into his head if necessary. I cannot see Madox. I won’t.

      “Maybe we don’t add to the body count,” Lea says, grabbing Maynard’s arm and pulling him back. “Go see to it Savvee and MacKenna do not kill each other while Madox’s body is prepared for burial.” Maynard doesn’t move. “Go,” she snaps.”

      Finally, he dips his head in a nod and turns away.

      As soon as we’re alone, she turns on me. “You will carry Kiya upstairs because she will be more comfortable. I will ensure you have lavender in your room. Oil and dried shall do the trick. Then, you’d better get your ass out there for your family. You don’t want to do it for you? Fine. But your brothers deserve your presence.”

      “I cannot see him,” I tell her. Over the years since she arrived, Lea has been the closest thing I’ve had to a sister. To family I could actually speak to.

      “You can,” she replies, stepping forward and running a hand over my arm. “Because they need you.”

      I shake my head. If Kiya were here, I might be strong enough. But without her?

      “Madox is dead because of me.” I blurt the words before truly thinking the confession through. Something unusual for me.

      “Madox is dead because bastards stole his life. You are not the one who wielded the blade, and you are not at fault for his actions in following you into the swamps in the first place.”

      I look her in the eye now, a chocolate gaze that has found my brother’s since the moment she arrived here, broken and battered. “I heard an animal being attacked. Kiya wanted to help, but I refused, knowing that saving it would put her at risk.”

      Lea’s eyes widen for a moment before they turn hard. Angry. “That doesn’t make it your fault, Merrick Umbra. You made a choice, for better or worse, and who knows if you would have made it to him in time. We might be digging three graves today instead of one had you not kept you and Kiya safe.” A tear rolls down her cheek, and the knife in my gut twists.

      “I suppose we’ll never know.”

      “We won’t,” she replies. “But we do know that you and Kiya are alive. That the curse is broken. And now we need to prepare for war.” After reaching up and stroking my stubbled cheek gently, Lea turns away and heads out of the springs. “Bring her up!” she calls out before the door shuts, leaving Kiya and me alone.

      I swallow hard and turn to lift her into my arms. She makes no sound, no movement.

      “I need you to come back to me, my love.”
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            Kiya

          

        

      

    

    
      Poison burns through my veins like fire. Inside, I writhe, trying to escape the pain, but it’s everywhere. Inside of me. My bones, muscles, flesh—every inch of my body might as well be burning alive. All while I’m frozen. Unable to move. To think.

      To breathe.

      Finally, my fingers flex at my sides, though the movement makes me feel as though shards of glass are embedded in my joints.

      “Easy.” A voice fills my mind, a soft order that soothes even as it arouses.

      How the hell am I aroused right now?

      “Merrick?” I think to myself.

      “Yes, Beta,” he purrs. “Be calm now. It will be over soon.”

      The world is still black around me, my eyes unable to open just yet.

      “How am I hearing you? I do not understand.”

      “I had no choice,” he replies. “I only hope you’ll forgive me.”

      Forgive? His voice fades away, and with it, the pain begins to subside. I shift, trying to move my legs as I open my eyes. The light is bright around me, assaulting even. I blink rapidly, trying to clear it, and Merrick’s face comes into view.

      He sits on the bed beside me, dressed in a white cotton shirt and black pants. He looks so similar to the day we first met that it makes my heart flip. So handsome. So—and then the memories hit me.

      Merrick’s beast rampaging toward us.

      Him trying to kill Lark.

      Me jumping between them.

      His claws biting into my flesh. But if he’s here. If I’m here, then does that mean— “You—is it broken?” I manage, honestly afraid to be too hopeful.

      “Yes,” he replies and then takes a deep breath.

      My smile is wide. I try to reach for him, but my body feels heavy, so heavy. My stomach growls, and something in me surges to the surface. A primal need to sate my desires. My hunger for both food and the man in front of me.

      Mine.

      The single word does not belong to me, and yet, it is me.

      “Merrick, what’s happening?” My heart rate increases as I take on fear that is not my own. Fear that belongs to—the moment my gaze meets his, I know. Even if it doesn’t make sense, I can tell that he’s afraid. No, not just afraid.

      Merrick is terrified.

      But why?

      His expression hardens, morphing into a similar one to what he’d worn when we first met. “I nearly killed you. Ripped your chest clean open. You were the sacrifice,” he chokes out. “And by the time the curse was broken, it was almost too late. I had no choice but to turn you.”

      “Turn me,” I repeat, trying to discern the meaning of his words. Thankfully, it doesn’t take but a mere moment. “I’m a wolf?”

      He nods. One crisp dip of his head as his gaze holds mine.

      “And that scares you?” My brow furrows as I try to process exactly what it means.

      “No.”

      “Then what does? I can sense it, your fear.”

      The corner of his lips twitch in a quick smile. “Because we are mates,” he explains. “If we are close enough, you will be able to feel my feelings as though they are your own.”

      “Your voice? I heard it.”

      “I am your alpha,” he replies. “Now that I have my wolf back, I can speak to my pack through that bond.”

      Processing, I tilt my head to the side as I try to make sense of his fear. “What are you afraid of?”

      “Losing you.”

      I shift so I’m sitting closer. Then I reach out and take his large hand as I look into his eyes. I can see flecks of green in his golden irises. “I’m here.”

      “You’re not angry?”

      “Because you saved my life? Hardly. Besides, I asked for this, remember?”

      His brows draw together, bunching just above the bridge of his nose as he recalls a day, not too long ago, when I’d asked him why he couldn’t turn me. “It still should have been your choice.”

      “I would have made it,” I assure him as I lift his hand and press it to my lips.

      “How do you feel?”

      Something shifts within me, and lust so potent it makes me weak surges through my body. The area between my legs begins to throb, my skin sizzling with need. I sit up all the way and let the blanket fall to my waist, baring my breasts. “Like I want your hands on me,” I reply.

      Merrick’s pupils dilate, something I never would have picked up on before, and his scent fills my lungs. A mixture of pine and leather. Of want and need. Of love and desire. He reaches for me at the same time I’m leaning toward him, and our mouths clash in a frenzy of teeth and tongue.

      I pull at his shirt, shredding it with strength I’ve never possessed.

      He kicks his boots off and then pulls away long enough to remove his pants. Then he’s back, climbing on top of the bed and positioning himself between my legs. I grip his arms, pulling him down on top of me and scraping his bottom lip with teeth far sharper than my human ones.

      “This is so much more,” I say, breathless as I arch up into him. Every nerve is on fire, every inch of my body alive in ways I never thought possible.

      “Yes,” he agrees. He grips my thighs and drives into me. The orgasm tears through my body the moment he fills me.

      I call out his name as stars dance in my vision. This feeling, this overwhelming connection is far stronger than before. As though the two of us were made for each other.

      Which, according to Merrick, we were.

      He pumps into me at a furious pace that I can barely keep up with, and the delicate friction of our bodies melding together is so much more than sex. Something inside of me stirs, and my mouth stings as my teeth grow longer.

      Merrick leans down and offers his neck to me. “Bite, Mate.”

      “What?” But even as the part of me that grew up human is repulsed at the idea, something far stronger is delighted. Aroused.

      Merrick sits back, his dick still hard inside of me as he positions me to straddle him. He cups my face. “Sink your teeth into me while I fuck you.” He leans in and brushes his lips against my throat. “Claim me as I claimed you.”

      I open my mouth, damn near helpless to obey, as I lower my lips to his shoulder and press a light kiss. Then, I bite down.

      Merrick groans as his blood stains my mouth. Power slams into me, another orgasm sending me over the edge. His hands grip my hips, and he lifts me then brings me back down on him—hard. Rough.

      My hands grip his shoulders as we come together like never before, two people who couldn’t have been more different and yet fit perfectly.

      His love is hard.

      His love is savage.

      His love is mine.
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      “That was nothing short of amazing,” I say as I brush my fingertips over Merrick’s muscled chest. We lie together, naked and in bed, tangled up in one another as we have been for the last few hours.

      Truthfully, if it weren’t for the moon shining brightly overhead, I wouldn’t even know time had passed.

      “That was a true mate bonding,” Merrick explains. “And it was far more intense than I’d ever thought it would be.”

      I raise my head to look up at him. “You’ve never done that before? Slept with another wolf, I mean.”

      Merrick’s hand captures my chin, and he leans down to brush his lips to mine. “Mate, I’ve never felt anything like that before—with anyone.”

      “Good.” With a soft grin, I lie back down on his chest. “How are you doing? If you want to talk about—”

      Merrick stuns me by getting up and sitting on the edge of the bed. “I don’t want to talk about it. Not ever again.”

      The pain in his voice is so clear, so noticeable that I move to kneel behind him. Then I wrap both arms around his waist and press my lips to his back. “I’m so sorry.”

      “It was my fault,” he says. “I should have listened to you. Should have gone to him.”

      “And then we might not have gotten there in time,” I reply. “You cannot live in the ‘should haves’, Merrick. Because they’ve already happened. There is no going back to change them.” Even as I speak the words, I am forced to bury my own regrets.

      “It doesn’t change the guilt,” he says then presses a hand to his heart.

      I get out of bed and step around to kneel at his feet. Merrick looks up at me, and I can feel his brokenness. The weight of what he wished he’d done. The pain of losing his brother.

      “I know, my love,” I reply. “But we’re going to get through this.”

      “And what about dealing with Julius?” he questions. “How do we kill that fucker while keeping the rest of my family intact?”

      “We go to Viridia,” I reply. “Continue on with what Maynard and I were going to do.”

      He looks at me with confusion.

      “Do you not remember trying to eat Maynard in the woods? We were attacked, and you showed up and killed the men. That was the night before we broke the curse.”

      “I don’t always remember what happens as the beast,” he replies. “Something I am quite grateful to be rid of.”

      I smile softly at him. “We should go see your family.” Getting to my feet, I open the chest at the foot of our bed and reach into it to withdraw a dress.

      “Not yet.” He stands, a wall of nude muscle.

      “Ready to go again already?”

      Merrick’s chuckle is rich and decadent like the chocolate I was only allowed to have once a year. On my birthday. Or rather, the king’s daughter’s birthday. “You need to shift. Otherwise, your wolf will become restless, and you might try to eat someone.”

      At that exact moment, something inside me stirs, a desire to be free, to run. “Is that what I’m feeling? My wolf?”

      He nods. “She will feel like an extra part of you. An extension, though her needs will always surpass yours. Remember that, and you will be just fine.”

      The idea of shifting, of changing in the way I watched him change terrifies me. “Will it hurt?”

      “At first,” he admits. “But it’s nothing like when I changed before.”

      I take a deep breath. “How do I do it?”

      Merrick steps forward and brushes his fingers over my cheek then smiles softly. I notice it doesn’t reach his eyes, though. “It’s going to become second nature,” he explains. “All you need to do is think about what you want. Then allow your wolf to take over.”

      “Do I do it here?”

      He nods. “That way I don’t have to kill anyone for looking upon that glorious body of yours.”

      With a smile and a shake of my head, I take a deep breath and focus just as he said. I close my eyes and imagine a wolf—a white one like his brothers. When I feel her pushing forward, a gentle caress against my soul, I let go.

      The cracking of bone fills my ears, and I try to focus, but panic fuels me. I lose the image, and the pain intensifies, acid on my skin. In my bones.

      “Easy, Mate. Allow the shift to take place. Stop fighting.” Merrick’s order is warmth in my mind.

      I try my best to let go, to give my wolf the reins. And seconds later, the pain vanishes. My body feels strange, alien to me, and when I open my eyes, I’m standing on the floor, on all fours.

      “I did it!”

      Merrick chuckles, opens the door, and shifts. “You are beautiful, Mate. Then again, I knew you would be.”
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      Dinner with my family is a luxury I once took for granted. But after a hundred years apart, and with one chair now empty, I silently vow to never again miss an opportunity to be with those closest to me.

      With Kiya to my right and Maynard and Lea to my left, I’m flanked by those I love. My mother sits beside Maverick, who is directly to Kiya’s right. Myke is on my mother’s other side, Ferris at the other end of the table, while MacKenna sits directly across a seat that was once Madox’s and is now occupied by Savvee.

      He’s spent most of the evening glaring at her, muttering things she cannot hear but I can make out quite clearly. It is clear my brother is not only unhappy with her sitting in Madox’s seat, but he’s mainly pissed that she’s here at all.

      And after confiding in Kiya about how angry I was over the witch not telling us what would happen to her, and receiving what can only be constituted as an ass-chewing involving Kiya telling me she still wouldn’t have changed a thing, I’ve come to terms with tolerating her presence—for now. The fact that she protected my beta, helped carry my brother home, and broke a curse no one else could definitely makes it easier to do so.

      But I am not a man who forgives. And I will never forget that she very nearly caused the death of my beta.

      Maynard leans in and whispers something to Lea that brings a fresh blush to her cheeks. She leans into him, and he presses a kiss to her temple. The easy affection makes me smile. Lea deserves the love my brother can give her. Just as he deserves the love she will reciprocate.

      “Any idea when you’re leaving?” MacKenna questions, pulling me from what was a moment of peace, then takes a bite of his bread.

      “MacKenna! Manners!” my mother scolds, bringing a smile to Maverick’s face as he fights the urge to snicker.

      He shrugs, not at all bothered by the fact that he angered her. “Just curious as to why she’s still here, that’s all. Seems to me if she were only here to break the curse, she’d be gone.”

      “I love you, too,” Savvee replies sweetly and then blows a kiss at my brother. His cheeks flush crimson, and despite the otherwise somber mood, I cannot help but smile.

      MacKenna has never met anyone as stubborn as he is.

      “As it happens, I would appreciate you sticking around until the king is dealt with. If that is something you’re open to.”

      All eyes shift to my beta, who stares expectantly at the witch.

      “You want me to hang around and fight a war that is not mine?” she questions, arching a dark brow.

      “I do.”

      The witch stares at her a moment longer as the table remains silent. Honestly, I’m not entirely sure MacKenna won’t kill Savvee should she deny the beta’s request.

      But she surprises the fuck out of me when she simply shrugs and says, “Sure, not like I have anything better to do.” Then she pops a potato into her mouth and begins to chew.

      Kiya smiles softly and continues eating.

      “When do we leave for Viridia?” Maynard questions. Lea shifts uncomfortably in her seat beside him as she spares Maynard a scarce glare that tells me she is none too happy about him wishing to go with us.

      “First thing in the morning,” Kiya replies. “Though I thought it was just Merrick and me going.”

      “No. Or have you forgotten what happened to us when we tried to make that journey?” Maynard says.

      Fresh anger burns hot through me as I recall Kiya telling me of the men my beast slaughtered in the woods that night.

      “Of course not,” Kiya replies. “But we also need people to remain behind to protect our home. And I’m a bit stronger than before.”

      “You’re still a new wolf,” Maynard tells her.

      “But we can both shift at will,” I remind him.

      “It still seems foolish.”

      I meet his gaze. “As does leaving our home unprotected. With the curse broken, we are stronger than we have been in a century. We need to prepare for war. Practice. Fight.”

      “I can put up some wards around the property,” Savvee offers. “Which will keep the bastard out long enough to buy us time to escape.”

      “Then I will remain behind as well,” MacKenna states, as though I hadn’t just ordered him to do just that. Then he adds, “To keep an eye on things,” toward the witch.

      Maverick clears his throat. “We will get fences put up. Find a way to push the king off should he make a move while you’re gone.”

      “We need to hope he doesn’t,” I say, clearing my throat and setting my fork down. “While we’re gone, prepare the grounds for the coming fight. Should the army of Viridia return with us, we will need places for them to stay.”

      Maynard shakes his head. “I still maintain that it’s foolish to make that trip alone.”

      “If we’re lucky, it will only be the trip there that it is just the two of us,” I reply, my gaze hard. As soon as I know Maynard will not argue further, I turn to Kiya. “Care for a walk?”
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      “This is so beautiful,” Kiya says as we stroll, hand in hand, beside the waterfall that feeds directly to the springs within our home. We stop just before the gravestone boasting my brother’s name.

      Seeing Madox Umbra carved into cool stone is a hit to my heart. A constant pain that I will bear until the day I join him on the other side of this life.

      “I won’t ask if you’re all right,” Kiya says. “Because I know you’re not.”

      “I will never forgive myself. Had I known, I would have forced you to wait in the brush and gone after him.” My throat burns with emotion that will drown me if I let it.

      “I blame myself for what happened to Bonnie and Ezra,” Kiya confesses. “She’d asked me to run away with her the night before we left for this place.” Releasing my hand, Kiya reaches out and brushes the tips of her fingers along the stone boasting Bonnie’s name. “I told her that doing so would only make things more difficult for us.”

      “Would you change it if you could?” I ask her the question honestly, not expecting any certain answer. While I know she loves me, I wouldn’t blame her for the desire to make a different choice.

      “No. And that makes me feel even worse.”

      I reach out and brush the knuckles of my hand over her cheek. “We have both lost much since we met.”

      “We have.”

      “And there may still be more loss on the horizon,” I warn.

      “I know.” A single tear slips down her cheek, so I reach out and brush it away. “Are you sure you don’t want to run? Hop on a ship and hope for a better life?”

      “If you asked me to, I would.”

      “But it is not what you wish.”

      I shake my head. “No, Beta. It is not what I wish.”

      Kiya begins walking again, so I fall into step beside her. “I can feel my wolf. Like she’s always been there.”

      “I believe that everyone has a wolf residing within them. A beast that simply needs magic to awaken.”

      Kiya smiles softly at me. “That’s a neat outlook.”

      I shrug. “Truthfully, it’s something my mother once told me. I’d struggled with being different from some of the other kids. Our pack was small by the time I was born, so humans lived alongside us.”

      “You struggled with being different?”

      “Why are you surprised?”

      “You’re just so confident,” Kiya replies. “So sure of yourself.”

      “I wasn’t always this way.”

      She takes my hand and threads her fingers through mine. “I believe she was right. That we all have a wolf inside us.”

      We continue walking in silence, listening to the insects chirp their nightly song. Music of my home, music I have been unable to fully appreciate for longer than I care to admit.

      I take a deep breath. “It’s been a long time since I’ve felt so complete.”

      “Was it different? The connection with your wolf during the curse.”

      “I couldn’t feel my wolf.” I sigh and stop, turning her to face me. “It felt as though a piece of me was missing, and now I’m whole again.”

      Her smile steals my breath, but it fades nearly as quickly as it passes over her ethereal face.

      “What is it?”

      “We’re heading into war.” She turns toward the trees. “And war is bloody.”

      “Not for us, it won’t be.”

      She swallows hard. “What if I lose you? What if we lose everyone? Everything? Julius is a bastard. Willing to cut your throat in your sleep just as his father did with the previous king. He fights without honor, Merrick. And if given the chance, he will send someone else to kill you.”

      “I am far stronger than I look.”

      “But not invincible,” she replies, tipping her face up to look at me.

      Cupping her face, I stare into eyes that are now golden. The eyes of a wolf in my pack. “We are going to survive this. Then the townspeople can return to their homes, and we can go about having an entire pack of our own.”

      She grins. “You want children?”

      “With you? Absolutely.” Leaning down, I brush my lips to hers as I send out a silent plea that the words I speak come to pass.

      “How many?”

      “As many as you want, Beta.”

      She turns in my arms and presses her back against my chest. “You know, the last time I was here, you carted me into the springs and made me strip down.”

      The memory returns swiftly, the sight of Peter pressed against her back, the scent of his arousal mingled with her own. It doesn’t matter that I now know she’d been thinking of me. The combination has me wrapping both arms around my mate and pinning her to my body. “I nearly killed him that day.”

      “I know,” she says with a laugh. “Utterly ridiculous. Especially given that you still hated me.”

      “I never hated you, Beta. From the moment I saw you, I wanted nothing more than to claim you. To press my lips to yours and kiss away all of the pain I sensed you carried.”

      We fall into silence as we watch the water shimmer beneath the light of the moon above. How many nights will we have before this war? After?

      “He tormented me, Merrick. Years of making me feel less. Of allowing Barclay to molest me in the halls, making me fear for my life. And that was before he stole two of the most important people in my life.” Kiya pulls away and turns to face me, her expression hard. “I want him dead. Not just defeated. I want to erase him from history so no one remembers he ever ruled at all.”

      My answering grin is as savage as the heart of my beta. “Then death is what we will deal.”
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      Viridia is bustling with life.

      Banners the color of seafoam hang throughout the city. Shopkeepers laugh happily, their smiles bright as they laugh with their patrons. The energy here is so calm, so peaceful, it’s a direct contrast with my nerves.

      Our victory or our defeat rests in the hands of a man who wouldn’t think twice about killing me just to spite the man he believes to be my father.

      “Calm yourself, love,” Merrick coos, his voice filling my mind.

      “I am trying.”

      Even as he orders me to be calm, I can feel his nerves through our bond. Both of us know what is riding on this meeting. What we stand to lose should he refuse us.

      Merrick guides Boots to the left of the small street and then jumps off just outside of a stable full of horses. A man missing three front teeth steps out and waves at us.

      “Hello, there. Haven’t seen you here before.”

      “We’re new in town,” Merrick replies and reaches up to help me off of Starr. Then, he turns to the man and offers him three gold coins.

      The man’s eyes widen. “That’s a lot more than I charge, friend,” he says.

      “Then I expect you to take great care of my animals.”

      The man nods. “Of course, sir. I’ll see to it myself.” Frantically, he takes the reins to both our horses and leads them inside.

      “You just made his entire week.”

      “Good.” Merrick’s hand rests on the hilt of his blade as we turn toward the street and begin walking. The castle is straight ahead now, so close that a row of guards track our movements.

      I try to appear as dignified as possible, even as my palms are slick with sweat, my wolf twisting inside, clearly as nervous as I am.

      “Your wolf will react to your fear,” Merrick explains, once again filling my mind with his words. “Should you wish to maintain control, you need to find a way to calm yourself.”

      “Everything rides on this meeting.”

      “We will be fine, Beta. You have my word.”

      “Can I help you?” An armored guard steps forward, his hand wrapped around the hilt of his blade.

      “Yes. We are here for an audience with King Grendel.”

      “The king is not expecting visitors,” he replies.

      “I am not surprised,” I reply as I move closer. Merrick moves with me, my shadow. “But he is going to want to see the daughter of King Julius of Aurum.”

      The man looks me over curiously. “You are Princess Kiya.”

      “I am Beta Kiya now,” I explain, gesturing to Merrick. “This is my husband. Alpha Merrick Umbra of the Shadow Lands.”

      That gets his attention. Even the men behind him begin whispering amongst each other. And thanks to my new senses? I can hear every word.

      “Word has it he’s as savage as they come!”

      “Why is the princess here?”

      “I bet she wants us to castrate that bastard father of hers.”

      I honestly have to fight the urge to grin at that last one.

      “Very well, you will relinquish your blade,” he orders Merrick.

      “I will not.”

      “You—”

      “We will not be turning over our weapons when we are walking into the den of our enemy where we are firmly outnumbered,” I reply, cutting the man off before he pisses Merrick off.

      The guard looks from Merrick to me then back to my husband before pursing his lips and turning on his heel. “Follow me.”

      He leads us up the path and through front doors that are far taller than even the ones at the castle of Aurum. The floor is made of marble and shined to perfection. Flowers adorn every inch of the tables lining the hall. Air heavy with perfume, it reminds me more of a garden than the entryway of one of the largest kingdoms in the realm.

      As soon as we’re stopped in the foyer, we’re greeted by a man wearing dark pants and a pale shirt. “The king is not expecting company,” he announces, tone slick and calm.

      “This is the princess of Aurum,” the guard tells him.

      The man looks around the guard and studies me before shifting his gaze to Merrick. “And who might this brute be?”

      “Her husband,” I say, venom lacing my tone. It’s the only way to deal with men like him. Men like Pallgard.

      His silver brow arches. “Very well. Come with me.” He turns and moves through the room, stopping in front of two heavy doors that are closed to the foyer. After knocking twice and pausing for a few moments, he shoves them open and moves inside. “May I announce the Princess of Aurum and her husband.”

      I swallow hard as I lock eyes with a man I’ve only ever heard stories of. His sandy blonde hair is threaded with white, his beard trim and well-kept. He looks nothing like the troll Julius described him as.

      In reality, he’s quite striking, his body trim and clearly toned by years of training.

      Nothing like Merrick, of course, but definitely not what I was expecting.

      The woman beside him is slender, her hair braided over her shoulder in golden waves of sunlight. They both sit in dark wooden chairs with complements of the same seafoam as the banners outside.

      “Thank you, Anthony.” The king dismisses his butler, and as soon as I hear the door close behind us, he cocks his head to the side. “Why is the princess of Aurum here in Viridia?” he questions.

      “Beta Kiya of the Shadow Lands,” I correct. “We need to speak—privately,” I add then offer his wife a nod.

      “You dare dismiss my wife?”

      “I think you know why,” I reply, speaking candidly. “Given her closeness to King Julius.”

      A muscle in his jaw twitches. “If you are referring to my previous bride, she is now buried in an unmarked grave after she tried to flee my kingdom with my youngest child.”

      “The child that King Julius fathered?” I question.

      “He is my son, blood or not,” he replies. “I assume you are not here to insult me, so why have you come?”

      “I have a truth to share with you, followed by an opportunity I believe will get us both what we want.”

      He studies me curiously then looks to Merrick, who looms behind me close enough that if I were to lean back, I’d be pressed against his chest. “You are her husband?”

      “Yes.”

      “It is true then, your father married you off to the Alpha of the Shadow Lands. It’s an honor to meet you, Alpha Umbra.”

      “Thank you.”

      The fact that King Grendel uses Merrick’s given title brings a wave of respect through him, respect I feel, thanks to the bond between us. Though, it still does not dampen the mistrust we both share.

      “What is this truth, then?”

      “King Julius is not my father.”

      The woman’s eyes widen, and the king’s narrow. “Oh?”

      “His daughter died when she was young. I was kidnapped from the village to take her place so no one would know. They raised me to be the princess so that one day I could be of use as only a daughter could.” I glance up at Merrick, not at all surprised to see him watching me. The fact that my life has never been better does not change the truth that I was traded for protection.

      Something I need to lean on if I am to gain King Grendel’s sympathy and aid.

      “You are not his daughter.”

      “No.”

      “And I am to believe you?”

      “You should because I am here to offer you half of his kingdom.”

      Interest piqued, King Grendel leans forward. “Half of Aurum.”

      “Yes.”

      “And how exactly do you plan to grant me that boon?”

      “I am going to take it from him.”

      He chuckles. “Women do not win wars, princess.”

      “Beta,” I correct. “And this woman will.” It pisses me off to be completely dismissed by a man simply because I do not have a dick hanging between my legs. But since Merrick’s anger is radiating off of him, the threat of violence simmering just beneath the surface of his skin, I choose to dismiss it.

      Besides, I plan to do exactly what he claims I cannot. And somehow, that is going to make the victory that much sweeter.

      “How do you plan to win this war?” the king demands. “As far as I know, the Shadow Lands does not have an army that matches that of Aurum.”

      “Yet my husband is who King Julius called upon when the barbarians were raiding his lands.”

      The king shrugs. “The Shadow Lands have warriors who are accustomed to navigating the swamps.”

      I swallow hard, thinking of Merrick’s father forcing him to survive for twenty-four hours within the bounds of the swamps when he’d been only a child.

      “If you had the army you are leading me to believe, why are you here?”

      “I am going to drive a dagger into the heart of King Julius and take his throne.” I ignore his question, wanting to make my terms clear before giving him any additional information.

      Now, he looks surprised. Crossing his arms, he studies me more seriously as though weighing whether or not I am a threat to him.

      “We will take half of Aurum and re-draw the lines to incorporate it into the Shadow Lands. You may have a portion of it for yourself, and we shall remain peaceful neighbors.”

      “Let me get this straight.” He stands and makes his way down the stairs toward us. Merrick stiffens behind me, his hand going to my lower back. “You are offering me half of Aurum and peace between our two lands.”

      “Yes.”

      “At the cost of my army?”

      “You have him on the hook, Beta.” Merrick’s words grant me confidence.

      “Yes. We need your army to back ours. Our villagers were forced to retreat, and we would rather not pull all of our men from protecting them.” I can see the idea reflected in his gaze, so I add, “Which we can do, and easily take on all of Aurum and Viridia should we need to.”

      He grins. “You think like a chess player,” Grendel says, “three steps ahead. Which is proof enough that you are not Alexander Julius’s blood. Still, I am curious why you came here instead of the docks for help. I am sure many of the pirates there would have stepped in to help rid you of your king.”

      “I can think of no one else who stands more to gain by Julius’s death. Though, I will warn you there is a stipulation.”

      His smile falters. “There always is.”

      I take a step closer with Merrick shadowing me. “I want to look into his eyes when he dies. If you take that from me, I will kill you for it.”

      The king grins at me. “You threaten me?”

      “It’s not a threat,” I reply, “but a vow. I will be the one to kill him. He tormented me, allowed me to be tormented by those in his court. His life is mine.”

      King Grendel watches me for a few moments, and I cannot help but fear that perhaps I went too far. Then, he smiles and nods. “I find it quite poetic that his daughter in name will be the one to deal the final blow. Very well.” He holds out a hand to me. “You have yourself a deal, Beta Kiya.”

      We shake hands, and with the contact, strength radiates through me. “Thank you.”

      “If you do not have to be back tonight, we would love to have you stay. Dinner, dancing, a celebration of our combined interests.”

      “Your choice, Beta,” Merrick says.

      “We would appreciate that,” I say with a smile.

      The king grins. “Very well. Anthony!”

      The doors creak as the butler rushes back in. “Yes, Your Highness?”

      “Show our guests to a room. Then get everything together for our celebration.”

      “Of course, Your Highness,” he says, dipping his head. “Come with me.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Can you believe it?” I ask, a grin on my face. “He’s going to help.”

      Merrick smiles at me as he continues sharpening his blade using a rock he pulled from his bag. “You are quite convincing, Beta. We are evidence enough of that.”

      My smile grows wider. “You had a hand in that too, my love.” I walk to the balcony and look out at the city beyond. Sights like this used to mean everything to me. Those moments when I slipped out and pretended to be walking amongst other people. Now, though, I crave the quiet of the Shadow Lands.

      Strong arms wrap around me, and I turn into them, linking my arms behind Merrick’s head as he captures my lips. His kiss is tender but sends my blood into a boil.

      “You are far stronger than anyone ever gave you credit for,” he whispers against my lips. “The king had no choice but to bow to your will.”

      I smile. “Having you standing behind me certainly helped.”

      Merrick pulls me back into the room and spins us to lay me against the bed. His fingers stroke my cheek tenderly. “I am not accustomed to being in a house this size.”

      “I miss home.”

      “I do, too.”

      “When we win, I do not want to return to Aurum.”

      Merrick nods. “We will go where you wish, Beta.”

      “I was actually thinking that, perhaps, we allow Maynard and Lea to live in the castle while we remain in the Shadow Lands.”

      He arches a brow. “Oh?”

      “As long as they want it. I imagine that with the curse broken, they will be wanting their own space very soon. And she so deserves to know what it’s like to have people tend to her needs.”

      Merrick leans down and kisses me again. “You have such a kind heart, Beta. A true leader.”

      “I’ve never felt like much,” I tell him honestly. “Even before Julius sent me to you. I was nothing but a mere pawn.”

      “You were always more than that,” Merrick tells me. “They were simply too foolish to see it.”

      “I don’t know about that. I don’t think I truly became myself until we met.”

      “My Beta.” He smiles down at me. “You cannot let their inability to appreciate your fire dull your flame.”
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      It has been quite some time since I was seated at the royal table during a ball. As I look out over the couples dancing and those enjoying food, I realize that these people are actually happy. During formal gatherings in Aurum, the music is soft, the voices quiet. Very few dance, and those who do look as though they’d rather be anywhere else.

      But here, everyone is laughing, smiling—enjoying their evening as they dance away and overindulge in food and ale. Merrick sits to my right, the king to my left, with his bride on his other side. His children are out mingling on the dance floor below with his eldest daughter carrying the young tot from his late wife’s indiscretion around on her hip.

      It’s fascinating to me that he would allow the child to survive. Not because I agree with such horrific cruelty, but because it’s what I would expect from the king who raised me.

      “You look rather intrigued, Beta,” King Grendel says as he leans in so I can hear him speak.

      “I am surprised you would take the child in as your own,” I reply, turning to him. “Given his true parentage.”

      The king smiles softly at me then turns to look as his daughter spins the laughing tot in a circle. “It is not the child’s fault that its mother was a whore,” he replies. “Why would I punish such sweet innocence over the transgressions of someone else?”

      “I agree. It is just not something that—”

      “Your king would do?”

      “He is not my king,” I snap far harsher than I would have before. My wolf twists inside of me, begging to be free.

      “Of course, he isn’t,” the king replies with a barked laugh. “That bastard has no idea what it means to be a true ruler. People flee here, you know, from his kingdom. Some of my guards were originally from Aurum.”

      That surprises me. I’ve heard stories of people fleeing from Viridia and coming to Aurum to seek out a safe haven. “Those are not the rumors being spread in Aurum, Your Highness.”

      “I suppose they are not.” Sighing, he leans back in his chair and folds his hands. “Aurum was once a place of peace, or so my father told me. Until King Julius’s father slaughtered the previous king.”

      “I’ve heard those same stories,” I reply. “My mother told them to me before she died.”

      “My apologies for your loss.”

      “If he continues to flirt with you, Beta, King or not, I might feed him his own cock.”

      I spit the ale out then cough and sputter. Merrick’s hand goes to my back, and he pats lightly. “I am so sorry. The ale went down wrong.”

      King Grendel nods in understanding. “That has happened to me more times than I care to admit.”

      “He is not flirting with me,” I reply.

      “Can you not sense his arousal?”

      At Merrick’s words, I take a deep breath. There is something potent in the air, something un—oh. “King Julius arranging my marriage to Alpha Umbra was the best thing that came out of my captivity,” I say, leaning into an incredibly amused Merrick.

      The scent in the air shifts, and the king smiles softly. “Yes, it is difficult these days to find a partner who is your equal.”

      “I couldn’t agree more.” I turn to Merrick. “Care to dance with me?”

      His answering grin is wide and sends heat pooling between my legs. “I would love nothing more, wife.”

      “Excuse us.” With a polite smile, I abandon my chair. Merrick guides me toward the dance floor then pulls me against him so quickly it leaves me breathless.

      “Smart move. Worried about your new admirer?” he asks, his voice slipping into my mind like a blade through fresh butter.

      “A little,” I admit, enjoying the jealousy I can feel rolling off of him. Being able to sense his emotions, from the subtle change in his mood to something as pulse-pounding as the attraction he feels for me, is far more amazing than I ever would have thought possible.

      Merrick spins me in an elegant waltz and then dips me down and presses his lips to the hollow of my throat. I sigh, a breathless sound that only he can hear.

      “You drive me wild,” he whispers.

      “If I had known you could dance, I would have insisted on it sooner.”

      Merrick chuckles. “I may be a brute, Mate, but I am cultured.”

      “So I see. The feared Alpha who enjoys a good book and can dance far better than any royal I’ve ever shared the floor with.”

      Merrick pulls me close and drops his lips to my ear. “You forgot that I fuck like a savage.”

      My blood hammers in my ears as he turns me again, spinning us around the floor as the tempo of the music continues to move faster. The band plays expertly, but they and the people around us disappear when Merrick’s arms are around me.

      It seems selfish, to be experiencing this much joy when such a bloody fight is looming on the horizon.

      “You are allowed to enjoy a moment,” Merrick tells me softly. “Especially when the future is so unknown.”

      “I long for evenings without fear of what’s to come when the sun rises.”

      “The world will not end tomorrow morning,” Merrick tells me. “But just in case, should we not make the most of tonight?”

      My heart pounds, my blood heating with the idea of spending an evening tucked away in the security of a castle while wrapped in the arms of my husband. He is right, though, isn’t he? There is no telling what tomorrow might bring.

      And, at least, we have tonight.

      Gripping his hand, I pull him out of the room and toward the nearest exit. He’s on me before we hit the hall. Merrick slams me into the wall, his mouth taking mine in a feverish assault of tongue and teeth. His hands are everywhere.

      My sides, my ass, my hips.

      He pulls away and then yanks me into an alcove, hiding us from the view of passersby as he continues to ravage my mouth. Merrick’s hands go to my ass and lift me, pressing my back into the wall as I wrap both legs around his waist.

      I bury my hands in his hair as he shoves my skirts up and buries himself in me. My cry is muffled by his bruising kiss as he thrusts into me, hard and fast. Every muscle in my body turns liquid as my orgasm rips through me and I shatter around him.

      His own overtakes him, and he stills inside of me, slowing his kisses and drawing them out. Long languid strokes of his tongue on mine until he pulls away and rests his forehead against mine.

      Our breathing ragged, we remain connected, tucked away in the alcove of a castle belonging to someone I once believed to be my enemy and has now become my greatest ally.

      “We’re going to get caught.”

      “Then let them catch us.” He slips out of me and lets me down so my legs hit the floor. After lacing his pants back up, he takes my hand and pulls me back toward the dining hall.

      “We’re going back?”

      Merrick flashes me a grin. “Wouldn’t want to be rude, now, would we?”
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      In the early light of dawn, I slip out of our bed and dress before I head downstairs. The stone halls are empty as I make my way through the hall and out toward the gardens.

      The air is perfumed as I stroll through rows of roses, their bright blooms in direct contrast with the darkness I feel lingering within me. It’s the same pulse-pounding anxiety I once felt in the back of a carriage on my way to meet Merrick. Now, I carry it because I know I will be going toe-to-toe with one of the most horrible men I’ve ever known.

      The type of man who will behead two people simply because of their loyalty to me. I swallow hard as that all-too-familiar grief settles on my heart.

      Bonnie and Ezra didn’t get the chance to see the freedom they deserved, and that will never stop weighing on me.

      “Heavy thoughts on such an early morning, child.”

      I jump and press a hand to my heart. An elderly woman sits on a bench, a steaming mug in her hand. She smiles at me. “Sorry, you startled me.”

      “Do not be sorry,” she says with a smile. “I am quite glad that I still have the ability to startle.” She pats the seat beside her. “Come, sit.”

      I do but only because I sense a calmness about her. A sort of serenity I would have missed before being turned into a wolf. Though, given that fact, I do find it quite embarrassing I didn’t know she was there.

      Merrick would have.

      Her white hair is tied back in a thick braided halo, and she smiles wistfully as she stares out at the roses. “I used to rather enjoy hiding behind the bushes and jumping out at my father.” Her soft laughter warms my heart. “Then, once he was gone, I did the same to my husband. Then, my children.”

      “It sounds like you have a rather lovely family.”

      “That, I do, child.” She reaches over and gently pats my hand with her wrinkled one. Then, she lets it linger on my hand and continues looking out over the flowers. “You are married to the Savage One.”

      I swallow hard, a bit of heat creeping up the back of my neck at Merrick being referred to as a savage. Even though, not too long ago, I was calling him the same.

      “Do not take offense; that is merely what we always knew him as.”

      “You know of Merrick?”

      “I’ve known of Merrick since I was a little girl. My father would tell me stories of a savage wolf who stalked the trees at night.”

      Savage wolf. “A wolf? Merrick is a man,” I reply.

      She turns to me, wearing a smile so knowing that I cannot argue further. “Sure he is, child.” Her eyes sparkle with knowledge, and I am not certain whether I should be alarmed or not. After all, Merrick’s secret was close-guarded, right? “Rest assured that my son never believed those rumors. Though, there are some who did.”

      “Your son?”

      “The man you came to seek help from.”

      Realization dawns. “You’re King Grendel’s mother.”

      “I am.”

      “Your son has agreed to aid us.”

      “No surprise there. He despises your father.”

      “Julius is not my father,” I tell her. “I was merely a child he used as a pawn.”

      The woman arches a silver brow. “Now, that is a rumor I had not heard. I’m assuming you told my son this.”

      “I did.”

      She nods. “Alexander is quite fair. As good a leader as his father was. Julius is—”

      “An ass?”

      The woman laughs. “Yes, my dear. Ass is quite the word for him. Though, I do believe donkeys would take offense to being compared to a man such as he.”

      I snort. A completely unladylike sound that has the previous queen grinning with utter delight. “I quite like you, Kiya Umbra.”

      Having her refer to me with Merrick’s last name does wonders to perk me up. “I adore you as well. Though I am afraid I do not know your name.”

      “Patty,” she replies.

      “Patty.” I shake her hand. “It has been lovely to meet you.”

      “You as well.” Her gaze darkens, her expression morphing from pleasure to sadness. “Dark times lie ahead, Kiya. In those moments, we can either be carved by our pain or strengthened by it. Remember that.” Before I can respond, Patty stands and glances over to my left. I follow her line of vision and see Merrick standing, watching me curiously. The man is built like a stone structure himself, his body carved to perfection. He’s dressed in brown riding pants, knee-high black boots, and a white shirt that is partially unbuttoned. “Looks like you have better company than me waiting for you.” She pats me on the shoulder. When I glance back to ask what the hell she meant by her words, she’s already gone.

      “Out for a morning stroll, wife?” Merrick questions as he closes the distance between us and presses his lips to my cheek.

      “You found her.” King Grendel comes around the corner, wearing riding pants and a crimson shirt. He smiles at me, but that smile fades within moments. “What did you see?”

      “Huh?”

      “You saw something out here. What was it?”

      “Nothing. I met your mother, though, she’s lovely.”

      But he does not look at all pleased. “My mother has been dead for over a decade, Beta Kiya.”

      “What?” The heat drains from my face as I look from him to Merrick. “You saw her, she was sitting right beside me when you arrived.”

      “I saw no one beside you, my love.” Mouth flattened in a tight line, he looks concerned.

      “I am not crazy.”

      “On the contrary,” the king assures me. “There are many ghosts that linger on these grounds, but the gardens are where they choose to show themselves should they have something to say. What did my mother say to you?”

      “She simply introduced herself and told me that she’d heard stories of the Shadow Lands ever since she was a girl,” I lie. If his expression is any indication, what she told me holds weight. The last thing I want to do is give him a reason to rethink our agreement.

      The king narrows his gaze on me for a moment. My palms begin to sweat. Will he call me on my lie?

      “Very well. At least, it was not a bad omen she delivered. The ghosts here, they know things,” he says. “And what they say always comes to pass.”

      My heart plummets, my stomach twisting into knots. Merrick’s gaze is locked on me. Bad omen. With Noah’s declaration back at the border village, that makes two for me. Just how horrific will this fight be?

      “Why do you lie?” Merrick asks, starting our silent conversation as the king claps his hands together.

      “Let us prepare the horses.”

      “The woman warned me that dark times lie ahead,” I say. “She told me that we can either be carved by our pain or strengthened by it.”

      His gaze hardens, and the air around him shifts. My wolf becomes restless within me, her need to be free, to fight, difficult to contain. “We will be fine,” he assures me, though I know he’s concerned.

      “Why do you lie?” I repeat his words back to him as we follow the king.

      “Because the truth will do us no good in times like this. We need hope. Not the dark declaration of a dead woman.”
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      Victory on the horizon, Merrick and I make our way back to the Shadow Lands. After our evening packed with drinking, dancing, and laughter, I should feel renewed. But the late queen’s words remain with me.

      If you’d told me months ago that ghosts were real, I would have feared you mad. But after everything I’ve seen, they seem to be just another part of the realm I never understood.

      Now my entire mood has shifted with the knowledge that she delivered an omen of pain. Of darkness. And on the eve of war.

      We ride ahead with Grendel’s army, waiting until nightfall to ride toward the Shadow Lands. He’d needed time to prep his warriors, and we’d been okay with it because time is what we need to prepare our lands for his arrival.

      “Are you ready for what comes next?” Merrick asks me.

      “I am.”

      “Kiya, it is noble to be afraid. Refusing to acknowledge that emotion can get you killed.”

      “I’m not refusing to acknowledge it,” I reply, turning my head to look at him. “I’m terrified, Merrick. Terrified that I’m going to lose you. Your family. My family,” I add because they are mine. Every single one of them.

      He reaches over and rests a hand on my shoulder for a moment as our horses continue walking. “We will survive this. Obtaining the aid of Viridia was a huge victory, Beta. Do not let that pass you by simply because of what was said to you this morning.”

      “You believe in them, then?”

      “In ghosts?” he questions.

      I nod.

      “It would be foolish not to,” he replies. “There are lands saturated with magic where unexplainable things take place.”

      “Have you ever seen one?”

      He shakes his head. “But I believe you did.”

      “Why? Why do you not think me crazy? Because of what Grendel said?”

      Merrick chuckles. “No. Because you believe you did.”

      “Your faith in me is astounding. I tell you I saw a ghost, that she practically condemned us to a future full of pain, and you believe every word of it.”

      Merrick stops Boots, so I pull Starr to a stop. Then, he reaches out and takes my hand. After turning it over, he presses a kiss to my palm. “My love, you could tell me you saw a three-headed donkey, and I would believe every word of it.” His challenging smile brings one to my face despite the rocks churning in my gut.

      “I love you,” I say.

      “And I, you,” he replies then releases me.

      We continue walking, making our way back to the Shadow Lands to deliver what is, aside from breaking the curse, the first real good news we’ve had since I was thrown into this marriage.

      “What do you think our future holds?” I question.

      “You tell me,” Merrick replies.

      Laughing, I shake my head. “Fine. I believe we will move on with our lives. That we will have children and enjoy each other without the threat of war looming on the horizon.” As I speak the words, I feel them solidify in my soul.

      The woman merely stated that dark times lie ahead. Don’t we already know that? But it’s after the darkest moments when the dawn shines the brightest. And it’s that dawn I am going to focus on.

      Merrick chuckles. “What is that like, I wonder?”

      I smile sadly. It’s been a century since Merrick knew what it was like to be at peace. And honestly, given what I know of his father, I don’t necessarily believe he’s ever known what that’s like. Even with my childhood being as screwed up as it was, I knew peace when my mother was alive. I knew love. Joy.

      And my heart yearns to give my Alpha all of that and so much more.

      A branch breaks behind us, and we both pull our horses to a stop. I listen, stretching my senses out as I try to discern whether it was an animal or an enemy.

      And then the scent hits my nose. Enemy.

      “Go!” Merrick roars.

      I push my horse into a run. Her thundering footsteps are muted by the soft ground at our feet, but, thanks to my hearing, I know Merrick is behind me, following. Men roar as they race from the trees, running toward us on foot and horseback.

      An arrow whizzes by my head, and panic surges through my mind.

      Fear.

      My wolf surges beneath my skin, desperate to be free so she can eliminate the threat. But there are far too many to count. And they wear the armor of Aurum. Men rush from the trees and into our path. My mare rears up, and I fall backward, tumbling to the ground. Pain shoots through the back of my head when it hits something hard.

      Merrick is at my side in an instant, ripping me to my feet as he draws his blade and shoves me behind him.

      Not that it does any good. They surround us, silver armor glinting in the afternoon sun. I withdraw the dagger I carry at my waist and hold it out, prepared to do as much damage as I can before they take us.

      Because that’s precisely what they are planning on. My only hope is that they plan to take us alive.

      “What do we do?” I ask Merrick, using our bond to speak privately.

      “I do not know, Beta. But if you get the chance—you run like hell.”

      “I’m not leaving you.”

      “Nor I, you.”

      The men begin to part, making way for another to walk through. Fear claws at my belly as my wolf struggles to get free, her own desperation adding to mine.

      A dark-haired man I hoped to only see once I am driving a blade through his heart steps forward, a sadistic smile on his face. “Daughter, how lovely to see you. I certainly hope that fall did not cause you too much pain.”

      “I am not your daughter,” I snarl back.

      If his guards are surprised, they certainly do not show it.

      “See, and I thought we agreed that would be our little secret.”

      “Your secret died when you killed Bonnie and Ezra,” I snap.

      His grin spreads, joy at my pain evident on his face. I want to ram my fist into it, see blood trickle from the corner of his mouth moments before I rip his throat out.

      My wolf surges, and I roll my shoulders, more than ready to shift.

      “No,” Merrick orders. “You will not shift.” There is a strength in his words as though they are laced with magic strong enough to put my wolf into place. She falls silent, leaving me utterly alone.

      “What did you do?”

      “Alphas have control over their pack, Beta. Shifting now will only put us in more danger. They cannot have confirmation of what we are.”

      “Bonnie and Ezra betrayed me. And you of all people should know what happens when I’m betrayed.”

      “Fuck off,” I snarl.

      He clicks his tongue. “As I said when you came to see me, marry you to a savage and you forget how to be a lady. What a shame.”

      I lunge for him, and Merrick grabs my arm, ripping me back to his side. “I’m going to kill you for what you did to them.”

      “Not today you won’t,” he replies. Linking his hands behind his back, he begins to pace before us. “Tell me, are you pregnant with his child yet?”

      “None of your fucking business,” I growl.

      Merrick goes completely rigid at my side. “Take me,” he says. “Leave her alone, and you can take me.”

      I gape at him. “No. Absolutely not.”

      “Beta, both of us are not walking away from this one. Let me get you to safety.”

      “I am not leaving you.”

      “I’ve no doubt you’ll come for me, love. But you’ll have the weight of an army at your back. Not a single man.”

      Fear claws at my throat. It turns me inside out as I wait for the king’s response.

      “While your offer is admirable, I have no need for you. Not when my seer tells me your bitch is pregnant with the offspring I plan to use to build my own empire.”

      Seer?

      Confirmation of what we’d already feared does nothing to curb my panic. In fact, I wish more than ever that we’d been wrong.

      “How long have you known?” I demand.

      “Since I was a child,” he sneers. “My mother told me plenty of stories of you abominations. Of men who can change into wolves and stalk the night. I bribed the barbarians to attack my villages, to slay my people because I’d needed to see it for myself. Once I did—” He trails off and closes his eyes for a moment as he takes a deep breath. When he opens them again, the dark depths are shimmering with delight. “Seeing you slaughter those men, leaving them in pieces all over the valley, it was all I’d needed to prove I was right. Now, I have no need for you, Alpha.”

      Tears blur my vision. “Fine. You want me? Then take me. But Merrick walks away.”

      The king grins at me. “Why would I do that?”

      “Because if you don’t,” I start then raise my dagger and aim it toward my gut. “I will drive this blade into my belly and bleed out before you can manage to drag me to a horse.”

      Julius’s eyes widen.

      “What the hell are you doing, Beta?” Merrick’s fear is potent, and if I focus too long on it, I could become so drunk on the emotion that I hesitate when I need to be strong.

      “Saving you. I’ve no doubt you’ll come for me,” I repeat his words.

      “Let us not make any hasty decisions,” the king says.

      “Let him go, and I won’t drive this dagger into my body.”

      “You will not,” he accuses.

      “I absolutely will,” I snap. Tears burn in my eyes as I raise it higher and step forward.

      Merrick reaches for me, but I shake my head and turn to face him. “Please, Merrick.”

      “So you actually fell in love with the Savage,” the king barks out a laugh. “How utterly predictable.”

      “You know nothing of love,” I snarl. “Do we have a deal?”

      The king considers. “I let him go, and you come with me?”

      “Yes.”

      He turns to Merrick. “You come for her and I’ll slit her pretty throat before you breach the walls.”

      Merrick lets out a tortured growl.

      My wolf whimpers within, her own sadness at being separated from her Alpha apparent.

      “We can make a run for it.” Merrick’s widened gaze is a plea.

      “With their arrows, do you believe we will make it far?”

      “No,” he replies. “But, at least, we’ll die together.”

      “Very well,” the king says. “You give me that dagger and come with me, and I’ll let your pet go.”

      “No. You let him go. Once he is out of sight, I will drop the blade.”

      The king smiles. “I see I’ve taught you something. Your lack of trust is admirable.”

      “Do we have a deal? Or not?”

      “You cannot expect me to let you go with him,” Merrick growls. His body vibrates beside me, barely leashed rage preparing to explode and decimate the ground around us. If only it could.

      “I expect you to come for me.”

      “And if he follows through on his threat?”

      “He won’t,” I reply. “Because I’m going to kill him before he can. Trust me, Merrick. Trust me to be strong.”

      “We do. As long as your savage agrees to it.”

      I turn to Merrick, and our gazes lock. In his bright golden gaze, I see panic. Pain. Fury. But finally, he nods.

      “Great. Say your goodbyes,” he says then crosses both arms.

      “I love you,” I whisper as Merrick rests his forehead against mine.

      “And I, you, Beta. Always.”

      “My patience is running out,” Julius snaps.

      Tears roll down my cheeks as Merrick pulls away and climbs onto Boots. He reaches over and grabs the reins to my mare then glances back at me one final time.

      “I will come for you, Beta.”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      Merrick clicks his tongue, and Boots takes off. My shoulders shake with the weight of my silent cries, though even as tears slip from my cheeks, I maintain my hold on the dagger until Merrick is out of sight.

      “A deal is a deal, release the dagger.”

      Slowly, I lower it—pain shoots through my chest moments before a man roars in the distance. “Merrick!” I scream and rush forward, but the king grabs my arm and rips me back. I fight against him.

      Shift, dammit! I scream the words at my wolf, but she remains dormant aside from the pain. Aside from the grief.

      “Merrick! Merrick! Answer me!”

      But nothing.

      Nothing but this sick, sinking feeling of overwhelming loss.

      A fist slams into my cheek, but the pain barely resonates. I fall still, my cries overtaking everything else as the dagger is ripped from my hand.

      “Stupid bitch. Always thinking you have control when you don’t.” The king rips me to my feet and drags me toward the line of men. They part, but I scramble to get free, to run even if it gets me killed.

      “Merrick!”

      “He’s dead, Kiya. And the sooner you realize that, the sooner you’ll get over it.”

      I whirl on him, slamming my fist into the side of his face.

      Blood pools to the surface of his split lip as he releases me and turns to face me. “You dare put your hands on me?”

      “Come closer, and I’ll do so much worse.” Something in my eyes must have changed because the king narrows his gaze. Then his smile spreads.

      “He turned you. Made you one of them. That is fantastic.” He takes a step closer, and I scramble back. “Then, if you aren’t pregnant, I’ll fuck you myself and still have what I need.”

      I’m dragged back toward a waiting carriage, my wolf silent.

      My connection to Merrick is severed, whether by distance or something far more heartbreaking, I cannot feel him. As I’m tossed into the back of a barred wagon, my earlier thoughts come rushing back.

      Why they chose now, I don’t know.

      But I recall asking myself what I was supposed to do when everything I cared for, everything I loved was ripped away.

      Now, in the midst of this panic. This fear. This pain. I know the answer.

      When you have lost everything, all that’s left to do is fight.

      Even when all hope is lost. When the odds are mounted against you.

      You claw your way to victory.

      And that is precisely what I am going to do. Even if that victory only means defeating my enemy.
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      Pain is nothing compared to the hole in my heart at the absence of my beta. Arrows stick from my back, my sides, and had I been a mere man, I would already be dead.

      Luckily, I am not a mere man. I swing out with my blade, taking the head off of one of the dozens of warriors rushing toward me.

      There is no way I’m walking away from this. No way I will survive this fight—thundering hooves echo through the trees, and the men attacking me stop, freezing in their tracks. I, however, use the distraction to my advantage.

      I drive my blade into the gut of the man closest to me, and by the time I’ve ripped my blade free, Viridia’s soldiers plow onto the road. They engage, slaughtering the men in seconds as I sink to my knees.

      A man grips my shoulders and forces me to look up at him, but all I can hear are my beta’s cries.

      I get to my feet. Then fall right back down. “Merrick!”

      I focus on the man before me. King Grendel shakes me. “They have her,” I tell him.

      “Fuck.” He stands. “Get him on a horse. We need to get you home.”

      “No. We need to get Kiya.”

      “You’re going to die unless we get you back.” He turns to his men. “Half of you follow Julius. Ensure the beta’s safety, and get me an update when they stop. The rest of you are with me.”

      “No,” I argue, but my vision blackens, blood pouring from my wounds.

      “We may not even make it in time as it is,” he snaps as he hauls me to my feet. He and another man guide me to his horse. They throw me on top of it, knocking the air from my lungs.

      Within seconds, we’re running, but no sooner are we cresting the hill than my vision begins to waver.

      My final thought.

      One mental plea.

      Is that Kiya fucking slaughtered them all.
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      I wake to a cloth being pressed against my head. Someone dabs gently, and if it weren’t for the familial scent of my mother, I might have let my mind believe it to be my wife.

      “Where is she?” I choke out. After blinking rapidly, my vision clears well enough to take in the somber expression my mother wears. Panic claws at my throat. “Where is Kiya?”

      “Within the walls of Aurum,” a man says.

      I turn my head to the side as Grendel takes a step closer. He’s not dressed like a king, instead wearing brown riding pants and a black shirt. There is nothing regal about him in this moment, which makes it far simpler to imagine killing him where he stands for simply delivering me shit news.

      “Then we need to go get her.” I start to sit up, but pain through my side sends me back down.

      “You’re lucky to not be dead.”

      “Why am I not healed? How long has it been?”

      “Three days,” my mother tells me. “You’re not healed because those bastards used silver arrowheads.”

      “Silver.” Fuck. Of course they’d been silver. Why else would I have gone down as quickly as I did? It's one of our few weaknesses. And one I didn’t think anyone was aware of.

      “It’ll be at least another two days before you’re back on your feet,” my mother says.

      “Why the hell did your men not engage?”

      “His troops outnumbered mine three to one. Doing so would have caused great risk to your beta. They followed, at a distance, and kept an eye out for an opportunity that didn’t present itself.”

      “They should have fucking slaughtered them.”

      “What I don’t understand is how they were able to take her anyway,” my mother says, shooting a glare my way. “Kiya is particularly gifted after all.”

      “In combat?” Grendel questions.

      “Something like that,” my mother replies.

      I try to focus on the events that took place. Is it possible she did shift but they were able to—“Oh no.”

      My mother stills. “What?”

      “I told her not to shift,” I tell my mother, using my connection as alpha to speak to her without worry the king will overhear. “I ordered her not to.”

      “Merrick.” She pales. “As long as you live, your order stands. Kiya cannot shift until you tell her she can.”

      My entire body goes rigid as I ponder all the fucked up ways I’ve managed to condemn my mate. Without her ability to shift, her wolf is going to grow far more restless. Which, in turn, is going to make Kiya more emotional and volatile. She will be unable to keep a calm head, and once she’s passed a certain point—she’ll go mad.

      I’m a fucking moron.

      “Please leave us,” I order Grendel. “I wish to speak with my mother alone.”

      “Of course.” He drops his head in a nod and leaves, shutting the door behind her.

      “We could have continued speaking through the Alpha bond, but it would get suspicious,” I tell her.

      “I understand. Now try and help me understand why you would order your mate to not shift.”

      “Because we were surrounded, and as far as we knew, the king did not know of what we are. Shifting would have put us in more danger.”

      “But we knew that he’d discovered it! Otherwise, why did he want your child?”

      “We suspected,” I remind her. “And by the time he’d outed it—fuck!” I lie back and cover my face with both hands.

      “Merrick, we’re going to get her back. Kiya is strong.”

      “Kill me.” I wince as I sit up.

      My mother glares at me. “Excuse me?”

      “Kill me. Then the Alpha bond will be broken, and Kiya can shift.”

      Her face reddens and she balls up a fist, slamming it into my jaw. Pain explodes through the side of my face, only adding to the pain radiating throughout my body. “I will do no such thing. I have already lost one son. You will not ask me to lose another.”

      My face stings, but that pain is nothing compared to the hole in my heart. “Kiya—”

      “Will be just fine. You have very little faith in the woman who is counting on you to save her. What the hell do you think she’s going to make of her sacrifice when we show up and tell her you killed yourself?”

      “I think it doesn’t matter because she will be alive,” I snarl, throat raw with emotion. I might as well have signed her fucking death warrant. If she’d been able to shift, she could likely escape. But now? I close my eyes and shake my head.

      I might as well have handed the blade to kill Kiya my fucking self.

      “You need to have more faith in her,” my mother says, damn near repeating her earlier words. “We may have had our differences, my son, but Kiya is the strongest woman I’ve ever met. We will get her back. It’s just going to take time.”

      I meet her gaze, my heart hardening. “I will tear this entire fucking realm to shreds until I get her back.”
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      The story concludes in Stolen Mate! Get your copy of Stolen Mate now!
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      I signed my wife’s death warrant.

      An alpha without my beta, I’m a soldier with no moral compass. 

      A savage beast with no chain.

      The king stole my wife. My mate. My beloved. 

      I’ve killed for far less.

      Even as the curse has been broken, I’ve never felt such bloodlust. 

      Such a driving need to paint the realm crimson.

      And before the first snow dusts the Shadow Lands, I will have his head on a f*cking spike.

      Get your copy of Stolen Mate now!
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