
        
            
                
            
        

    

    
      Cult Of The Moon

    

    




      
        ALEX J WYATT

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: ]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Contents

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Chapter 1

        Spartan

      

      
        Chapter 2

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 3

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 4

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 5

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 6

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 7

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 8

        Spartan

      

      
        Chapter 9

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 10

        Cassidy

      

      
        Chapter 11

        PIPER

      

      
        Chapter 12

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 13

        Spartan

      

      
        Chapter 14

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 15

        Shepherd

      

      
        Chapter 16

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 17

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 18

        Spartan

      

      
        Chapter 19

        Spartan

      

      
        Chapter 20

        Shepherd

      

      
        Chapter 21

        Cassidy

      

      
        Chapter 22

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 23

        spartan

      

      
        Chapter 24

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 25

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 26

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 27

        Shepherd

      

      
        Chapter 28

        Piper

      

      
        Chapter 29

        Piper

      

    

    

  







            Chapter 1

          

          

      

    

    






SPARTAN

        

      

    

    
      The ruined city echoes the ghosts of its terrible past.

      Deep in the shadows of the abandoned homes, my eyes play tricks on me. Is that something moving? Do I hear footsteps?

      I take a deep breath and steady myself. I've been here before.

      Inside me, my wolf shivers and curls its paws under its haunches. Never one to shy away from a fight, my wolf is unnerved by the sense of malevolence coming off the cobblestones, the bricks, the shattered remnants of shingles in the road.

      It's as if the city was made with cursed mortar.

      Even a human would feel it. The dark depths of magic done here. The terror of the humans and their machines.

      I creep ahead slowly, as silently as I can. In my forest boots, not one sound rises from my footsteps to my keen shifter ears. I smile with pride.

      I shouldn't be far from the food depot, or the armory that once sat in the center of the city and housed the weapons. I walk the streets, searching for the dome shapes that humans preferred to store their treasures in. Domes of reinforced concrete, gray like eggs, that were exceptionally good at repelling bombs.

      A sound stops me. A keening wail drifts through the dead buildings, like an ill wind. Someone, somewhere out there, is crying.

      The sound does something ugly inside me. I am old enough to remember the remnants of the last human war, when most of the humans who remained were killed. I was born just after it ended, but I grew up in the world of poverty and famine that remained. It's been more than twenty years, but I'll never forget that sound. The sound of children crying. It sets my teeth on edge.

      If I don't find Magpie's gate soon, I'll be trapped in this haunted city forever, doomed to die an ugly death and haunt this place till the end of days.

      I sigh.

      “Damn it.” I shift and run back into the city.

      I dash, heedless of the sound, in and out of the rubble. My nose seeks the child's scent. My wolf form hears much better than my human one, so the crying is louder, easier to place. The problem is the way it echoes.

      Everyone here fled for their life. The place is empty except for echoes, me and the child. How much time do I have? Magpie could hold the gate for five minutes, or for three. Or perhaps today is the day she doesn't hold it at all.

      Then the child and I will die together.

      My wolf grins at my vow. There is nothing my wolf loves more than to risk it all. He's a wild, untamed thing.

      At last, I see the child at the end of a long, slender alleyway. An assassin's alley if I ever saw one. Plenty of folks have had daggers driven into their backs in this alley.

      She's a girl, young and small. Not old enough to be apart from her parents. She is too young to survive on her own. I hope, for her sake, the child is not a human.

      I shift back to my human form. I don't want to scare the child with my wolf.

      “Girl? What's your name?” I whisper. “Come here. We should leave this place. Do you want to leave?”

      She stares.

      It's too late when I realize I'm looking at a spell.

      The child's blond hair shreds like paper, and the rest of her follows. The bits fall to the ground. Mere leaves, now that the spell is dead.

      The copper-colored wolf comes charging out of the shadows. She's fast and strong. I know that wolf well. The sight of her fills me with rage.

      “Do you want me dead so much you'd risk your own life?”

      The copper wolf stops and shakes her coat. She shifts. The young woman standing before me is beautiful. Red hair tumbles past her shoulders. Her green eyes sear into me with the intensity of her gaze. Her perfect lips pull back in a grimace of hate.

      “It would be worth it to end you, warlord,” she growls.

      I could take her with me, right now. I could get back what was stolen from us. But I won't make her trade one kind of slavery for another. I need her too much, and I care too much to do that.

      Even now, it's all I can do not to reach for her. To hold her.

      Not that she'd let me if I tried. She'd cut my throat. To get within arms' reach of her, to get within the range of her shifting when I'm not ready to fight her to the death, would mean my own demise.

      So instead, I do the only thing I can. Even though I swore I would never do this to her. Even though it makes me feel ugly inside. You're just like him, the voice inside me says. When you need to be, you're no different.

      But I've lived my life trying to do what's right. Trying to undo the damage Thrall has done to the world.

      “Piper,” I say softly, “someday I’ll save you. Someday I’ll find a way to save us both.”

      She glares at me, raising her blade, preparing to strike. The edge, I'm sure, is poisoned. She's the leader of the Red Sisters, after all. Thrall's butcher, they call her. His assassin. His secret weapon.

      His. His. His.

      “What kind of trick is this?” she shouts through clenched teeth. “Are you stalling for time, warlord? Are you trying to make the last seconds of your evil life stretch a little longer? It won't work. You don't even...”

      Her brow furrows in thought. Something flickers there in her eyes.

      “How do you know my name?”

      The ugly thing inside me rears up. My wolf shies away from it. Its darkness isn't frightening to the wolf, but the wolf disdains it. No, my wolf is disgusted by it.

      You're no different from him. I open my mouth to let it out, shaping it with my lips and tongue into something real. I'm careful with my thoughts, concentrating on exactly what I want.

      “Forget,” I say, my voice carving its way into her. And her eyes flutter.

      She looks confused, surprised to see me.

      “Run home, and forget.”

      Piper turns so quickly, her red hair whips behind her. She takes three steps to shift. She's gotten faster. Her copper wolf vanishes without so much as a glance back at me.

      I sigh and it feels like my soul leaves me. I am bone tired. Too tired to wonder why Thrall tried to have me killed today. Too tired to wonder why he'd set up this trap. How did Thrall know I’d be in the ruined city when I was?

      Maybe Thrall didn’t know.

      Piper is a grown woman now, not the girl she once was. She’s a fighter and a killer. She could have come up with this entirely on her own.

      The food and weapons I came here for? Those were probably lies, carefully crafted to lure me into the trap. Information leaked through hidden channels.

      I curse with the realization that I’ve been played for a fool. Again. I run and shift. I count the steps as I do, willing the shift to be faster, but it takes six long paces for me to become a wolf. Almost three seconds, if I was timing it.

      Piper probably wouldn't even let me join the Red Sisters with a shift time like that. If they allowed males at all.

      I race for the gate before it closes. I'm not too worried. Magpie will have left the gates open until Piper was out. If she lost his favorite assassin, Thrall would have Magpie's head.

      I make it through the gate, the familiar cold feeling washing over me as I pass into the wasteland of what’s left of the human world.

      I shift back and stand under the hot sun. The gate stands behind me, a huge stone thing. It's like looking back through a tunnel. On the other side is the ruined city, the dark and the night. Soon, the gate will crumble to nothing.

      There will be no evidence it was ever there.

      I take in my surroundings. An asphalt road, deeply cracked, goes on forever into the distance ahead, and behind. Scrublands surround it. The decaying bodies of automobiles. And a single green sign, bent sideways and rusted, pocked with bullet holes and scarred by the blades of swords.

      What did they used to call this place?

      I read the sign. It's not my thing, reading the old language. But I know how to read it, if I try.

      It reads: CLEVELAND 28 Miles.

      Not far from the big lakes, then. Not far from Sanctuary.

      I stay a man for the walk, even though my wolf is faster. My wolf misses Piper even more than I do. It doesn't want to come out and face the loneliness.
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PIPER

        

      

    

    
      I wait.

      As the sunlight turns to the pinks and purples of dusk in Settlement, I open my front door and step outside. The warm breeze smells sweet from the lilacs around Garden Lake, our town’s green heart.

      The breeze tickles my legs and flutters my dress as it passes. The warm air feels like a lover's touch and I blush with a little shame at the thought.

      A naughty thought, at this time of day especially?

      I kneel gently, and clasp my hands, seeking forgiveness.

      As I do, I'm joined by others. Mrs. Daily, across the street, steps out and sits, too old to kneel on the hard stone. Arthur and Lea, two houses over, come out with their two cubs. The boys roll over each other, slowly shifting from chubby little wolves into naked boys. They scurry to clothe themselves.

      Lea sees me and waves. I smile and nod back, still watching her boys. A perfect, blessed family.

      As the street darkens, a light comes from the horizon. It moves slowly towards us, rocking gently with the motion of His walk.

      “Boys,” Arthur says, his voice a warning tone. His sons run for the porch, kneeling beside their parents. Lea puts an arm across them, perhaps to still their fear.

      Children have nothing to fear of Him, of course. But they are often terrified in the presence of the divine. I know I was when I was their age.

      So much of Settlement was new to me then. Mom and Dad had just been welcomed into the fold. Found, as we say in our faith. Hadley and I were along for the ride at first. It took time to become used to everything. Before that, it was the wasteland, the fear and the hunger.

      I don’t remember the human wars, the last was before my time. And I have no memories of the world outside Settlement, except for a vague image of fear and desperation.

      Everything I know comes from history I learned in the primary school of Settlement, under the teachings of Lunaris, our Moon God, who blesses and rules over us all.

      The history I was taught wasn’t complete, but what more do I need to learn? What our god has seen fit to reveal is more than enough. Too much knowledge, as the reverend always says, leads to Apostate.

      Being lost. Losing your place among the pack.

      Hadley would wake in the night screaming and I would hold her. She wouldn’t even know why she was scared. Just the fears of when she was a baby remains in her.

      In Settlement, she has nothing to fear. None of us do.

      The door behind me opens. Mom steps out, tucking her thinning blond hair behind one ear to keep it from the wind. Dad stalks past her and sits on the stoop below, heaving a heavy sigh. I wonder sometimes what Dad's thoughts on the moon god are. He believes, of course, it would be foolish not to.

      As the light approaches, I hold my breath and pray to be released from my shame.

      Give me my mating mark, please! I've waited so long.

      Everyone my age has their mating mark already. I’m the only one from my old class still waiting.

      He comes into view. The moon god himself walks our streets. He stands nearly twice my height, and moves with a benevolent gait. Long, gangly arms reach and wave. His head is huge and proud, round and pocked with craters, shaded by deep gray valleys like the moon itself.

      His gravity pulls at my blood like he pulls at the tide.

      The god of the moon. The god of all shifters. The one who makes Settlement different from the rest of the wasteland. Because of Lunaris, we have a city, when everyone else lives in the stone age after the humans tried to destroy the world.

      I swell with gratitude at the thought of His gift.

      My mating mark, please...please...

      Bubbles float from Lunaris's hands. Little pink and blue and violet bubbles of light that float like a half empty balloon before dropping slowly and gently into someone's hands.

      He gifts us with magic.

      The children leap to catch them. Mrs. Daily catches one deftly in her old hands. One drifts along the breeze to my mother, who holds her palm out like she's catching snowflakes as the blessing of our god lands there.

      As He passes, there's a thrumming in the air, like after a lightning strike. It crackles across the skin and raises gooseflesh. I look away, covering my eyes. The power. It's really something else.

      How the whole world doesn't believe is beyond me. How can you not believe what's right in front of your eyes?

      I can’t wait to go inside to check and see if my mark has arrived by some miracle. Even if I didn't catch the magic tonight... But the sound of footsteps stops me. A clacking on the pavement of steel bottomed boots, offset by the steady rhythm of a walking stick.

      A shiver runs down my spine. My wolf trembles inside me.

      I shake it off and put a smile on my face.

      That's no way to greet the reverend! I chide her. She whines.

      He steps closer.

      My father bends his head in submission as the reverend passes. My mother looks down at her feet and bows slightly.

      Reverend Thrall radiates alpha energy, a dizzying cloud of pheromones and chemistry that makes it almost impossible to disobey him. His voice, when he speaks, is deep and resonant. Calming, but with the power of absolute command beneath it. He is many generations older than the human wars, but no one knows how old.

      The moon god has gifted him with a long life, so he can lead our pack.

      We all assume that longevity is his alpha power. It just makes sense.

      On the walls of our great temple hang paintings of him. Some are abstract things of the failed twentieth century. Of the time of man and sin. Pablo Picasso sketched the reverend, fascinated by the man who could become a wolf. Some of the paintings are older, Dutch masters like Rembrandt, and even older paintings where he wears armor, and his now silver hair runs a deep black. The artist's names are lost to time now, but I remember staring at one when I was a child, terrified of the man in that painting. The placard beside the painting reads Raphael, 1511, and depicts Reverend Thrall as a warrior, blood soaked sword in his hand.

      A conqueror demon with red eyes and a feral glare.

      Many nights I awoke, chased through my dreams by that creature. Haunted by him. Of course, that was only childish nonsense. The image is a far cry from the man of peace standing before me now.

      The reverend stops in front of me, his gaze travels appraisingly down my body and back to my eyes. It's hard for me to hold his gaze with my own, but I stand straight and do it.

      I am captain of the Red Sisters, and I'm not allowed to be afraid of men or wolves.

      “Piper,” he says.

      His face is wrinkled, cavernous with age. His forehead is spotted with brown aging spots, his hairline drawn back and thinning. When he reaches for me, his hand shakes a little and his fingers are tipped with sharp nails as thick as claws.

      He may be old, but he's made of steel. I have no doubt he could tear my head clean off if he wished to. I've seen him do it to marauders we captured before. He can take a head off like a guillotine.

      “Turn,” he says.

      I obey and turn to the side.

      His fingers slide gently beneath the strap of my dress. Cold skin makes me shiver as he tugs the strap down to reveal my back to him. From the disappointment in his face, I know I'm still plain and empty.

      My mating mark hasn't come to me yet.

      He slides the strap back up, his fingers float over my shoulder and down the front, nearly to the swell of my breast before he pulls his hand away. My skin crawls at the touch. Something that feels ugly and dirty.

      Stop it, stop it, stop it.

      I know it's wrong to feel that way. The reverend is a kind man, our alpha, our protector and our leader. He loves us. We're his children. How can I turn away from his touch?

      “I'm told,” he says, “that your mission was almost a success.”

      His smile is broad and jovial, mirth dancing in his eyes.

      “A kind way to describe my failure,” I reply, my gaze finally dropping as I blink away tears of disappointment. “I'm sorry, reverend, I don't know how he got away. I wish I could remember but it's...”

      I stumbled through the gateway, shifted. My mind went blank. I knew the warlord had escaped me somehow, but I just can’t recall what happened. It was like a word hiding on the edge of my tongue that I can’t manage to speak.

      “Hush now.” His fingertips brush my lips, opening them until the wetness of my teeth runs along his thumbprint. Beside me, I see my mother's skin flare pink at this intimate touch. Her hands clench and unclench nervously. “The warlord is dangerous and evil. You have faced him and returned. You are the only one to do so. All of the others died at his cruel hands. I have prophesied that you will kill him.

      “Soon his filth will stop plaguing our perfect town, it will be so.”

      “It will be so,” I repeat, more out of habit than anything. I hear my mother and my sister whisper it, too.

      The reverend turns away, and a rush of warmth floods through me. Something about the way his gaze runs over my body makes my blood turn cold. As he turns away, life flows back into my limbs and the cold shadows of fear that silenced my wolf retreat.

      There is nothing to fear from his power, I tell my wolf. All he knows is love for his pack.

      “Huck,” he says, addressing my father, “you’ve earned your place as one of my deacons. Your daughters are both fine young women, and they'll be good mates and housekeeps when their time comes. Which I pray for Miss Piper will be at the next mating moon three days from now.”

      “If you're praying for it, then I'm sure it must be soon,” my father says, still kneeling before the reverend.

      “Beth,” he says to my mother, “You look lovely as always. House work keeping you busy?”

      “Of course! But I love it!” My mother manages to smile for once, putting on a show for the reverend. I'm sure Reverend Thrall knows my mother hates housework more than anything, with him and my father being so close. She spends most of her days with her books, gazing out the window while my sister and I keep house.

      Like many parents, my mother buries herself in the lore of the old world. Forbidden books we’re not supposed to read. She longs for a world that no longer exists.

      Not that I mind doing chores. It's our place to honor our parents. We're lucky to have parents to honor, when so many died.

      “Not too busy, I hope?” the reverend asks, his gaze traveling to my father. “With Piper mating so soon, you may need a little help around the house?”

      My mother stiffens at his tone. A chill fills the air around her. Her head shakes no, but she only smiles. Her smile is pained and frantic, a shallow mask.

      “I hardly need the help!” she blurts out. “Hadley is still young and she loves housework and cleaning. Between the two of us, it's hardly work at all.”

      “Still,” the reverend muses, “we are a growing pack and we need pups. Strong ones that shift fast and have large wolves, like Piper and her sister. And of course, we need males if we can sire them. You're still young, Huck. Perhaps the moon god will bless you with a second mate on Saturday, during the mating moon.”

      “If the moon god wills it,” my father says. His gaze rises to the two girls who stand not far away. The reverend's mates, Martje and Deirdre. Only a few years older than me, and both beautiful and strong. They both wear strapless dresses, held up only by the curve of their breasts, to show everyone their mating marks.

      Their shoulder blades bear the mark of wolves fangs, sharp and jagged. The same mark the reverend has, signifying that they belong to him.

      As he looks at them, my father isn't able to hide the desire in his eyes. I clench my teeth, and I see my mother does the same as she blinks away tears.

      My breath catches in my throat as I see a familiar figure in the road, strolling up behind Martje and Deirdre. His long, lanky frame is muscular, and his face is chiseled and handsome.

      “May I be excused?” I ask.

      My father is too caught up in his reverie to answer. The reverend gazes back at what has caught my eye and smiles knowingly.

      “Ah, my son has decided to join us, I see. Late, as ever. Yes, yes, go on, Piper. I'm sure Kyle wishes to see you as well.”

      With that, I dash away and throw myself into Kyle's arms. He lifts me, almost to a kiss, but he wouldn't dare in front of everyone. Instead, we hug. He lowers me again and we hold hands and walk together until we can turn a corner and have privacy.

      Then his hands are on me, and his lips. I try to push him away, but he presses his tongue into my mouth, flooding my taste with beer and cigarettes.

      I pull away.

      “You've been smoking,” I whisper accusingly.

      “You're shouldn’t nag an alpha, Piper. I told you, I do what I want. Speaking of which...”

      His hand slides down the back of my dress to grip my behind. I squirm, but he holds me tight.

      “Someone might see!”

      “Like I care. Did you get it yet?”

      I know without asking that he means my mating mark.

      “No, but it'll be soon, I promise.”

      He lets me go and turns to punch the wall nearby.

      “God, how long am I going to have to wait? I said I wanted my first time to be with you, but you're still a child. I need a woman, Piper, not a girl.”

      “I know, and I'm sorry Kyle, please. Just a little longer. Your dad said it would be this mating moon and I'm sure he's right. Maybe I'll get it tonight, even. I've been praying, and I know your dad has, too. That has to mean something. I know you've been really patient.”

      “You don't know anything, Piper. Because you don't have a mating mark. You're just a child. I'm a man now, and I've got a man's needs. Do you know how hard it is, being the reverend's son and a virgin? All the girls in Settlement want me. You don't know the temptation I have to live with every day while I wait for you to grow up.”

      The words sting as he says them, but I don't say anything back.

      “And don't start with that crying crap, either. I'm not the asshole here, Piper. You know I love you, and I've waited for you. I haven't even attended the mating moons since I got my mark. I did that for you.”

      “I know! And I'm sorry, okay? I'll make it up to you, I promise. Once we're mated--”

      “When we're mated, you'll do what you're told, like a good little female. I'm not going to have my mate acting up like some guys do.”

      I flush with anger at his words, but I know he doesn't mean it. He's just frustrated, and horny. Anyone would be upset in his place. He got his mark three years ago, and he's been full of hormones ever since. And he's not wrong about the girls being after him. He's tall and handsome, with a perfect body and he's the reverend's son. It's basically a guarantee that he'll run Settlement someday. He's already a deacon and he's only nineteen.

      Kyle sighs and runs a hand through his raven black hair.

      “Anyways, I'm sorry or whatever. Can you stop pouting? Pretty please, with sugar on top?”

      I force a smile and nod.

      “You've been so patient with me. And I do care about you, Kyle. I know we'll be mates...”

      He grins wickedly and pulls me close.

      “Maybe we should go to Garden Lake, and sneak into the grove,” he whispers slyly.

      It's a make out spot for kids from the wrong side of town. We all call it Make Out Grove. People go there to drink stolen beers and smoke pot and generally get up to sinning. Kyle always says I should let loose more. Relax. Have fun. But something in me just doesn't want that kind of thing.

      I hate the taste of beer, and just the smell of pot makes me sick. And everything else people get up to there...

      “I bet I could make your mating mark come out,” Kyle whispers lewdly. He leans forward and licks my neck with his tongue, leaving a trail of cold spit behind. I hide my grimace before he can see it.

      “I would...like that, I really would, but I want our first time to be special. When we're mates, you know?”

      “We're basically mates already, Piper. The mating moon is just a formality.”

      “I know, it's just...”

      “Sally and Jacen were going to go tonight, too. So there'll be something fun to watch even if you decide to be a little prude.”

      “Sally's going?”

      Sally Oaks is my best friend in the world. Tall and curvy, with golden brown skin and dark eyes. The guys have been after her for ages. I know her and Kyle used to be an item, but that was back in middle school. Kid stuff. She's always told me she was saving herself for her mate, too—we basically swore on it—so I can't imagine her doing anything too sexual at Make Out Grove. Still, the idea of her being there with Kyle tonight...it doesn't make me jealous, I guess, because I know I can trust them, but it makes me a little uncomfortable.

      Inside, my wolf growls her disapproval. She's always been lukewarm about Kyle, but she doesn't like anyone getting near what's ours.

      “I...”

      I'm spared coming up with an excuse as the klaxon alarm blares in the distance. It's coming from the west side of town, where the orphanage is.

      That alarm only sounds for one thing: marauders coming for blood and slaves.

      I push away from Kyle and run.

      “I'll do my best to make it back, okay?” I shout back to him.

      “Whatever,” he says, stalking away.

      I'll make it up to him, somehow, I tell myself.

      Then I shift. I'm heading for battle, and that's the one place I feel at home.
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PIPER

        

      

    

    
      The marauders are on the move.

      My paws tear up the pavement and my lungs roar as I suck in air. The scents of the city fill my nostrils as I race toward the fight. Howls echo down the alleyways, a half dozen of them.

      The other Red Sisters.

      As they fall in line beside me, forming into a wedge that we'll use to destroy our enemies, I begin the prayer of the sisterhood.

      Blessed is the God who hardens our claws and fangs. Blessed are we, the defenders of the sacred pack. Blessed is the blood we spill, that cleanses the sins of our enemies and makes them Found in the light of our God.

      The sounds of the city dim in my ears as my heart slows. All of us fall into a rhythm, our strides matching step for step as my sisters pray with me.

      We've trained since we were children. Trained to kill without feeling pity or remorse. The marauders we kill enter the afterlife holy and clean, their sins washed away by their blood.

      The moon god himself told us this when we were anointed.

      The prayer shuts everything off.

      It clears my mind like nothing else, like a spell that takes away fear and doubt. I become my wolf, and I feel the pack around me. Even as our people scurry into their homes and lock their doors at the sight of us, I feel no fear.

      I will kill anyone who tries to hurt our pack.

      The marauders are up ahead. Four of them.

      Over each of their heads hovers the red A for Apostate. Everyone who enters Settlement gets the mark on their forehead, and a glowing companion in the air above them, so we always know who isn't part of our pack. The magic of the border spells does the marking, and it's never wrong.

      The marauders see us. They scream with rage.

      We howl our response, all of us at once like we're in sync. Our hearts beat to the same rhythm.

      The marauders are ragged looking men. Their eyes are sick with hate and the fear of the lost. If I were human, I would almost feel sorry for them. But my humanity is a distant memory once the prayer of the sisterhood is in my blood.

      They try to shift, but it's no use.

      Most shifters are lucky if they can make the change in less than thirty seconds. No one can join the Red Sisters unless they have a fast shift. My best time is three seconds, making me the fastest in the sisterhood.

      We fall on them, ripping and tearing. It doesn't take long. To call it a fight would be an overstatement. Human versus wolf isn't really a fight. Even their bones feel fragile in our jaws, like glass.

      I shake the blood from my haunches when I hear a bang and Liz yelps.

      One of the marauders has a gun. He fired it straight into Liz's face, but her reflexes saved her. It's a graze up the side of her muzzle. Her blood spills across the pavement.

      With a yowl of pure indignation, I tear the marauder's hand off, and then relieve him of his life. When I'm sure the others are dead, I shift.

      “Liz? Are you okay? Don't move, let me get a bandage on it.”

      She shifts. Liz's tawny wolf's fur disappears and her light blond hair springs out as she returns to human form. I've already got the bandage ready, but I'm shocked at the blood and the wound. The left side of her face is gashed open from beneath her eye, all the way to her chin. Powder burns mar the skin around the wound.

      “Is it bad, Piper?” she whispers.

      “No. No, it'll heal fine. Don't worry about that, Liz. You're lucky the bastard missed your eye. I almost wish they weren't going to the afterlife redeemed. Those punks don't deserve it. They were probably slavers.”

      “Tell me about it,” Liz says. Her hands shake as I apply the emergency bandage from my kit. “It's really not bad?”

      “You'll need a few stitches, but you'll be all right.”

      “My face...”

      “Don't worry about that now. Come on, let's get you to a healer.”

      Julia, one of the other sisters, shifts and saunters over. I give her a warning look. Julia can be a bit of a jerk at times, and I can tell Liz is shaken. She doesn't need someone giving her any guff.

      “Your cubs are going to call you Frankenstein,” Julia says, tossing her dark hair over her shoulder. Julia is twenty-two and unmated. She'd be pretty if she didn't always have a sour look on her face. It's no secret that she resented my promotion to captain, but her shift isn't nearly as fast as mine.

      Liz turns to me. Her hand touches the bandage on her face.

      “You said it would be fine...”

      “It will be. You just need a healer. Julia, why don't you do something useful, like helping the cleanup crew?”

      “I'm a sister, cleanup is for losers. Look, Strawberry Tallcake is already here. She probably ran here as a human, it takes so long for her to shift.”

      A few of the other sisters laugh, and I feel my face warm from anger.

      The tall, stocky girl that Julia makes fun of stops and reddens with embarrassment. I went to school with her. Rosalind is her name, though I can't recall her family name. I don't think I ever met her family.

      All through school, I remember her strawberry blond hair, always tied back in a ponytail. She'd always be in the rec yard reading a book. She rarely ever says more than five words, and it does take her a while to shift.

      Still, she's a hard worker and cleanup is a thankless job.

      “That's enough, Julia. One more word out of you and I'll consider it a challenge.”

      There's a very still, very quiet moment when Julia thinks it over. She decides to let it go. This time. She shifts and trots away down an alley.

      I turn to one of the others and ask if she can help Liz get to the healers.

      One by one, the rest of the team leaves, and I'm alone with the cleanup crew. I go where Rosalind is dragging a corpse to the cleanup cart and offer to help.

      “Sorry about Julia. If it makes you feel better, no one likes her.”

      “It's okay. I'm used to it. People never seem to notice me except to complain. I'm always in the way.”

      “You are not in the way! And she was out of line, Ros. Hey, what was your family name, again? I couldn't remember from school.”

      “Don't have one.”

      “Oh,” a long silence sits between us.

      There's no need to say the rest. It's a common story. Her parents vanished in the war, leaving her an orphan in the wasteland. She must have been old enough to survive on her own, and smart enough to stay human. A lot of the young ones shifted into their wolf form for safety and never shifted back. Eventually, they forgot they ever had a human form.

      As she takes a marauder by the legs, I grab the arms and help heft him up onto the tall cart.

      “What's it like being you, Piper?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Being you. You're popular and pretty and strong. Everyone likes you. The reverend knows your name, and you're dating his only son. Is it amazing? Do you just wake up every morning feeling...I don't know, great?”

      I laugh a little nervously. I don't think Ros ever said more than a few words to me. I'm a little unnerved by her question, too. I never thought of myself that way: popular.

      “Not really... all those things seem to piss people off. I guess I just do what I can and try to stay out of trouble. What about you? You must be really smart from reading all those books, and your hair is so beautiful. Someone will notice you for sure. Maybe this mating moon, even! You're luckier than me that way. I don't even have my mark yet.”

      Ros smiles.

      “You've always been nice to me, Piper.”

      We leave it at that.

      The rest of the cleanup crew breaks out the mops and buckets. In twenty minutes no one will know there was a fight here.

      I shift and make the run home.

      Along the way, my right foreleg goes numb and I stumble. I shift back to my human form and pain surges through my shoulder. Something burns across my back and I squirm, rolling on the ground like I'm on fire and trying to put it out.

      The pain goes white hot and I hear myself cry out, but my body feels distant.

      When I come to, I lay against a brick wall that smells of old meat. Flies buzz across my skin, landing and taking off again. I turn my head and see a dumpster next to me, rotten food spilling from its rusted bottom.

      What the hell was that? I...

      I reach back and touch my shoulder, wincing from the pain. It feels like someone threw acid across my back. My wolf frolics with excitement, and for a moment, I don't understand...

      Then it hits me. My mark!

      I shift and race home. I bang through the door and rush for the stairs to my room. Hadley and my mom are in the kitchen cooking, and they glance back. My mom looks concerned.

      “You didn't get hurt did you?”

      “I'm fine, Mom!”

      My dad sits in his big chair, watching the squawk box like always. The scent of beer and old sweat is heavy on him.

      I'm in such a hurry to get to my room that I nearly knock Sally Oaks down the stairs.

      Her curvy frame accentuates her dress. She's wearing the blue one, her favorite. Her black hair hangs in curls around her shoulders.

      Ros thinks I'm pretty? Ha!

      Nothing like having a gorgeous best friend to keep me grounded. My athletic frame will never have the kind of curves she does. I've always been a little jealous of the way boys look at Sally.

      Even Kyle can't help it.

      Ugh. Males.

      “Hey!” I say, breathless. “What are you doing here? I thought you were going to... you know, the park.”

      Sally bursts into laughter.

      “Wow. Could you say it a little bit more suspiciously? You gonna report me to your soon to be dad-in-law for bad behavior?”

      “You know I wouldn't!” I bite my lip. “I thought of going, actually. Kyle wanted to... but now it won't matter, we could... we could be mates, if... I have to check something! Can you wait here?”

      I rush past, into my room and the little bathroom behind it. It's cramped and the light isn't good, but I at least have a mirror. I have to know. I have to see what it is. Normally, I’d share this with Sally, but this is my first time seeing my mating mark.

      It feels like it should just be for me.

      My hand hovers at my dress strap. From this moment on, whatever that mark is...I'll carry it for life. My mark will blend with Kyle's when we're mated.

      People talk about their marks all the time. Ugly ones. Pretty ones. Some are beautiful and ornate, while others are simple and plain. They say the marks have meaning for people, that they can tell your future and all kinds of crazy stuff.

      It doesn't matter what it looks like. Whatever it is, I know I'll love it. And it's in time for the mating moon!

      I slip the strap down and see my mating mark for the first time. It's gorgeous! A black sparrow, wings spread and flying. It has so much detail, like a fine pen drawing. I've seen some that barely look like smears. But this? Wow!

      No wonder it hurt so much! The moon god marked me with a work of art.

      I'm so busy looking at it that I don't notice the dark crest of another line at first. I pull my dress down a little to see what it is.

      Did I get bruised in the fight earlier and not feel it?

      But a cold terror fills my belly at the sight of it.

      Below the sparrow, and completely separate from it, are the thick lines of another mark. A second mark. It's like it isn't complete yet. Just a few lines. But it's definitely a mating mark. It looks like...branches maybe? There's not enough there to tell.

      “Did you get your mark?”

      I startle and jerk my dress back up. Sally stands in my room, looking in at me. Her brow furrows with concentration. How long was she standing there? Did she see?

      “I did, yeah.”

      She stares at me.

      “You...uh...want to show it to me? You've seen mine a million times.”

      Sally's mark is about the size of a thumbprint, a star shape. Folks say it's good luck, if a little small. She got her mark when she was just 14, which is super young. She's only teased me about being a late bloomer for like five years.

      I slip the shoulder of my dress slowly back down, careful not to show too much. Sally's eyes widen a little.

      “Girl, that is gorgeous! Is anything about you not perfect? I'm trying not to be jealous, honestly.”

      I carefully put my strap back on my shoulder, shaking my head.

      “What are you talking about? Your mating mark is good luck! Mine is probably an omen of ill tidings or something.” I laugh, but inside there's nothing but that cold feeling of fear.

      She didn't see. I try to calm myself down. If she saw, she'd say something, asking something. But she's not.

      What the hell am I supposed to do, though? There's an itching sensation all over my mating mark, but it's strongest at the lowest edge, where the second mark appears. I know, somehow, that it hasn't fully come in yet.

      It's like anticipation in my skin.

      What does a second mark mean? How can I have two? And how can I possibly go to the Mating Moon ceremony like this? How can I show it to Kyle, or... the thought of Reverend Thrall seeing my mark terrifies me, though I can't tell why.

      Marks, I remind myself. I have mating marks. Plural.

      The reverend is so kind and compassionate, my heart wants to say he'd understand, or maybe even know what it means. But another part of me doesn't want anyone to know or see them.

      But I shouldn't be ashamed, should I? After all, it's not like I did anything wrong.

      Or have I?

      “Piper?” Sally says, shocking me out of my thoughts. “Earth to Piper... Can you hear me, space cadet?”

      “Yeah, of course! Um, what did you say? I'm still so shocked about my mark. Er, excited. I'm excited.”

      Sally smiles and throws her arms around me, giving me a big, deep hug. I feel like I need it.

      “Well, I was going to kick your ass and make you come to the grove tonight and have a little fun, but I'll make your excuses instead. When Kyle finds out about your mark, he'll want to claim you right away, I'm sure. You'd best keep a low profile until the mating moon.”

      Claim me? Oh, god. I know she's right, though. I've put off losing my virginity for three years. If he finds out I've got my mark, there'll be no stopping him getting what he wants.

      My wolf gives a low, warning growl at the idea.

      Marks, I remind myself again. When Kyle finds out I have marks. Because he will find out. Everyone will. When I joined the Red Sisters, one of the first things they taught us was how to take our clothes with us when we shift, to pull them with our human form into the void between shapes.

      That way, when you shift back in the streets somewhere, everyone doesn't see a naked person standing there. It would be especially wrong to see a naked woman. Having everything exposed that way would be so shameful.

      They told us that our bodies belonged to our mates and no one else.

      But sometimes things go wrong, or you shift unexpectedly, or you get back to the chapterhouse after a mission and you need a shower.

      It's a sisterhood, so we shower together.

      Everyone will know.

      My blood runs cold at the thought.

      “Hey,” I whisper as I hold Sally close. “Don't tell anyone, okay? Keep it between us. I'll tell Kyle myself, before the ceremony.”

      “And the reverend,” she says, smiling brightly. “Don't forget that. He'll need to know for the ceremony.”

      “Right. He will. For sure.”

      She gives me a big wet kiss on the cheek and squeals a little.

      “I am so excited for you.” She gives me a sultry wink. “You're a woman now.”

      I try to grin back in solidarity, but my heart just isn't in it. I think Sally accepts it, though, because she pulls back and nods. A few moments later, she gathers her things and leaves me on my own, with another quick hug goodbye.

      I watch out my window as she pops out the door.

      She stops just a short way down the road. My heart stops with her.

      Reverend Thrall is out for his evening walk. The streets clear as people head home for the night. Curfew starts soon, and the kids at the grove will officially be in trouble.

      Sally stops in front of him, smiling sweetly. The reverend wraps his long fingers around the back of her neck and pulls her close.

      Like they're talking.

      I'm stuck at the window like a statue, unable to move or breathe.

      Then both of them, together, turn to look up at my house.
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      The walls of Settlement's Healer's Hospital are a relaxing light blue. A bronze statue of Reverend Thrall stands by the entrance, the patina well worn in, except for the hands which shine like they’re freshly polished. So many people, when they come in, touch his hands for luck.

      The building is heavy with the scent of alcohol and iodine.

      I shy away from the statue as I pass by, chiding myself again for not being respectful of this great man. He built all this. He made it all possible. He led our people from the wilderness of the wasteland after the last human war. He gave us a home, a town free of danger and strife.

      Except for those who choose to fight, like the sisterhood.

      A tall nurse passing by tells me the room I need. It's just down the hall. I make my way there in no particular hurry. My mind still races with the discovery of my marks.

      Marks. Plural. Can’t forget that.

      Something about that just won't stick with me. Part of me wants to jump for joy now that I have them. But the rest of me knows that something is terribly wrong with me.

      Is it because I've had thoughts about other men? I would never cheat on Kyle. Not ever. But I can't control all my thoughts. I can't control my fantasies when they take over.

      I try not to touch myself, of course. That kind of pleasure should be for making love to my mate. But I don't have a mate yet—at least not until the mating moon—and sometimes, well... Sometimes I can't help myself.

      And the dreams. Oh, god, the dreams.

      I wake in the night, dripping with sweat. I still feel his hands touch me, sending me straight into pleasure I've never known in my waking life.

      I used to lie to myself and say it was Kyle, but I knew it wasn't. It's always the same man, a tall, older, raven-haired stranger. He's built like a grown man, not slender like a teenager.

      He's not so old that it's...weird. Maybe in his early twenties somewhere. And his eyes are the prettiest blue I've ever seen. Square jawed and powerfully muscular, his deep voice tells me what to do, and like I'm in a trance, I do it. Everything he wants, just the way he likes it.

      He never...finishes in the dreams. But I do.

      And when I wake, I almost always touch myself. It feels like I'm on fire, like I'll die if I don't do it. And forget about sleeping. But if I give in, give myself the release, I drift off peacefully.

      I know it's wrong, but how can I stop a dream? It's not like I ask this dream guy to come see me. And anyways, he's not a real person. No one is that handsome and rugged in real life. It's just a silly dream.

      Kyle is my reality.

      An announcement comes over the hospital intercom, paging a healer to the third floor. It snaps me back to reality. I take hold of the doorknob and glance in just to make sure I'm at the right room.

      Liz sits up in her hospital bed, her gown loose around her shoulders. Bandages cover the left half of her face, including her eye. The look on her face is so empty, so defeated, that I almost don't open the door.

      Something's wrong. Was she hurt worse than I thought? Her eye looked fine, I can't imagine her losing it. But maybe I was wrong...

      “Liz?”

      She stays still, staring vacantly out the window. Now that I'm closer, I see her face is red from crying. Her eye is swollen and thick with it.

      “Liz? It's Piper.”

      She turns slowly to look at me, and for a moment, I think she doesn't recognize me. What kind of meds did they give her, anyways?

      “Piper? Oh, good. Good to see you.”

      Her tone says that nothing is good right now. I sit and take her hand, and tears flow from her one eye again, dripping freely down her face. A strangled cry escapes her throat.

      “Liz, what is it? Are you going to be okay?”

      When she speaks, it's through the sobs trying to escape.

      “I-I knew I should have quit the Red Sisters when I got mated two years ago. I thought I might get promoted to captain, but when Jerrie left, the reverend promoted you instead.”

      There's a venom in her voice I've never heard before. Slowly, she slides her hand out of mine and curls it in her lap.

      “What do you mean, Liz?”

      Geraldine, who we all called Jerrie, retired from the Red Sisters at twenty-one, when she was mated. Most of the Red Sisters leave if they're mated. They devote themselves to the home and family, as a woman should, but they always retain their honor for being part of the sisterhood.

      People acknowledge us on the streets. They thank us for our work, even when sisters are old and gray.

      Even I was surprised to be promoted ahead of Liz and Julia. There were whispers that it was because I dated the reverend’s son, but I never paid those any mind.

      My fighting skills kept anyone from challenging my leadership. And I have the fastest shift on the team.

      “Danny came to see me, he brought our son,” she says. Danny is her mate. A stocky man in his thirties, he has always had a gruff look on his face. He does a lot of construction work in Settlement. He seems nice enough, but I've never really talked to him. “He told me we were done. He said he's got no use for a mate with half a face.”

      “But it's just a scratch! After the healers have done their work, it'll just be thin scars. You won't even look that different.”

      “He's asked me before to quit. Said I should stay home and try to get pregnant again. Get the population growing. That's what everyone says we need. More pups. And I was going to...I just wasn't ready to give it up. I thought once you were mated, you'd leave and then the captain's place would be mine. The reverend would finally learn my name at least. When he came to visit earlier, do you know what he called me?”

      I shake my head.

      “Lisa. He sat right there and called me Lisa. Not Liz. Not even Elizabeth. Lisa. He doesn't even know who I am.”

      The rage boiling up in me has nowhere to go. My wolf practically tries to tear her way out. She keens and begs for revenge. To punish someone.

      But that won't help.

      “I'll talk to Danny,” I say. “And the reverend. I'm sure he's just--”

      “Do you think I didn't think of that, Piper? Do you think I’m so stupid and incompetent that I just never considered talking to the reverend?”

      “No, of course not, I--”

      “Or did you think you'd be able convince him because you're fucking him behind his mates’ backs?”

      I'm too stunned to even say anything. She thinks I'm...with the reverend? Like that? It's so crazy, I almost don't know what to say.

      “That's not true, Liz. Kyle and I are waiting for the mating moon. We've saved ourselves for when we're mated. I'd never--”

      Liz laughs so loudly it cuts me off. It's an ugly laugh that has no business coming from someone I consider a friend.

      “Kyle Thrall? Bless the moon god, Piper. You think I'm stupid? Everyone knows about you and the reverend. They've known for two years, ever since he made you captain of the Red Sisters. Everyone said the reverend had found an even younger slut than those two he parades around with every day. What a joke!”

      Nervously, I look back over my shoulder at the open door.

      “I don't think you should be talking about the reverend that way, Liz. You're in shock. What Danny told you was totally out of line. I'm sure if I talk to him, I can get him to reconsider.”

      She moves so fast that I barely see it. The flash of her hand, and then a stinging on the side of my face. It takes a second to realize that I've been slapped. My hand gently rises to touch my left cheek, already warming from the sting.

      “I don't want you anywhere near my mate, and I definitely don't want you to use your persuasions on him.”

      “Liz, I don't--”

      “Just go, Piper. Get out before I make your face look like mine.”

      Normally I wouldn't back down from the challenge. My wolf practically cries for blood. The whole conversation has sent my wolf right off the deep end. There'll be no shifting for me the rest of the day. I won't be able to trust her to remain controlled.

      Instead, I rise and leave, closing the door behind me.

      Several nurses stand nearby. They snap their gaze away from the door as soon as I emerge, but it's obvious they've overheard everything. Liz wasn't exactly keeping her voice down.

      “She's been through a lot,” I say, spreading my hands in a conciliatory gesture. “I'm sure she didn't mean any of that. She's just angry. We've been friends since we were kids. Good friends. She's just...having a tough day. I'm sure you can all understand.”

      The nurses look away, obviously uncomfortable. I leave, not knowing what else to say.

      On the way out, I give the bronze statue a wide berth. I can't help looking up at his face, though. The thought of touching him repulses me. I respect him, and even admire him. I love him in the way that we all do.

      But I could never…

      I'm so distracted that when I get home I almost don't see the people on the steps. Martje and Deirdre are both sitting on the curb in front of my house, like lost children. Then the door springs open and Hadley is there.

      I'm always shocked to see her since her growth spurt over the last winter. She's my kid sister, but now she's almost as tall as I am, and her face is more slender, and womanly. She's only twelve, but she looks older.

      It's when she beams with a smile that she really looks her age.

      Hadley throws her arms around me and covers my cheeks with kisses as she giggles.

      “I heard someone got her mating mark!” she cries out. My blood runs cold at her words.

      “Who told you that?”

      “Um, you should have, actually. I'm deeply hurt that you didn't tell me first, by the way. You'll have to make it up to me at least twice before I'm over it. But bless the moon god, Piper! I'm so excited for you!”

      Her squeals of joy drown everything else out. For one long moment, I drink in that joy. I really feel the weight of her around my neck, the way she tries to pull me down by kicking her feet. The rambunctiousness that almost makes her shift so we can wrestle like we did when she was a little pup.

      But she holds back, because Hadley doesn't know how to keep her clothes when she shifts yet. It's an advanced skill, something I had to learn as a Red Sister. I promised to teach her when she's a little older.

      The moment is shattered when the door opens and my mother appears. Behind her, distant at the dining table, is the reverend himself. My father sits beside him.

      The warm smile on the reverend's face sends chills through me.

      “Piper,” my mother says gently, “come in and get changed. We have a guest for dinner.”

      I have a couple of evening dresses that would be more appropriate, but they both show my shoulders even though they're long sleeved. It's the fashion to show off your mark. No one but me tries to hide it.

      I choose a blouse and skirt instead. I tie my hair up with a bow and put on a little makeup. It's expected that I'll look presentable for guests, especially the reverend.

      I wish I didn't have to face him. A terrifying thought hits me: what if Liz said something to him? Did she tell him about the rumors she was talking about? Does he already know?

      I tell myself that he couldn't know. If the reverend knew, he'd put a stop to the rumors for sure. It's one thing for people to gossip, but until today, in Liz's hospital room, I've never heard anyone utter an unkind word about him.

      Everyone is already sitting, waiting for me.

      Dinner passes in a blur. My mother brings out extra dishes, things we were saving for later in the week. The reverend fills his plate twice, taking extra helpings. He savors my mother's coconut cream pie, taking his time devouring three slices.

      Everyone sits quietly until he's finished, not wanting to rush him.

      Finally, as the plates are cleared, I’m ready to ask to be excused. Too much has happened today. I feel like a live wire ready to give off sparks.

      “Piper,” the reverend says in his slow drawl, “I would like a word with you. In private.”

      “You can use my study, reverend,” my father offers.

      It's an incredible breach of protocol for us to be alone together that way. Even if no one was whispering before, they certainly would if they heard about this. I look to my father, and then to my mother, and neither of them says a word.

      The reverend holds the door of the study open for me. I curtsy gently and pass by. He closes the door firmly behind him when he comes in. His fingers glide nimbly across the knob, turning the lock.

      A heavy silence fills the room.

      “Come here,” he says.

      His gaze pours over my body. It feels like I'm wearing nothing at all, like the reverend looks right through my clothes. My skin crawls wherever his eyes touch. I take a step forward. Then another. I tremble so badly that I ball my hands into fists.

      “You have your mark.”

      It isn't a question. He knows.

      The reverend takes a quick step forward and catches my throat in his fingers before I can retreat. He holds me, his grip like steel. He doesn’t hurt me, but he's so strong that there's no way I can move. Even if I wanted to, the fear holds me in place.

      If I disobey him, he could break my neck in an instant.

      But he won't! He wouldn't!

      This is the reverend, I remind myself. He doesn't kill girls in their father's study.

      He reaches around, putting his other hand on the small of my back, and turns me. He rotates me like a doll until my shoulder is right in front of him. I smell his breath, sickly sweet like the cream pie he just devoured, mixed with alcohol.

      His tongue slowly makes its way across his lips.

      “I've wanted you for a very long time...” he says. “I've resisted because your father is loyal. Perhaps the most loyal of my deacons. Simply fucking you might cause...a disruption in his judgement. I could have made you forget, of course, but now...”

      The hand on the small of my back rises and slides to my front. His fingertips pass over my breast, and he grips me there, hard. A jolt of pain goes through me, but it's nothing compared to my indignation.

      “Reverend! This is wrong, please...”

      He grins a wicked grin that I've never seen on his face before.

      His hand lowers from my breast and I feel a sense of relief. Maybe this was just a momentary lapse? A man of faith losing control for a moment?

      His voice, when he speaks, is so different. Deeper, more powerful somehow.

      “Forget,” he says.

      It bounces around in my mind. Like a thousand voices telling me all at once to forget, and I know what I'm supposed to forget. It's the way he touched me, the place he touched me. I'm supposed to erase it from my mind, like it never happened.

      Forget, forget, forget.

      But my wolf catches the word and stomps it out. Silence fills my mind and a sense of peace overwhelms me now that the word isn't there any more.

      My wolf becomes deathly still inside me.

      This is a test.

      Somehow I know it. This is a test, and if I fail, I could die, or something even worse.

      I let the fear leave my face and take a deep breath. I smile.

      “Reverend?” I ask, a little confused. I try to keep my voice high and innocent, the way I used to lie to my mother when I would steal cookies as a child.

      The reverend smiles.

      “Now,” he says, reaching up for the buttons on my blouse.

      “Reverend, I--”

      “Silence!” his voice booms. I scream with fear and throw my hands over my chest.

      I don't care what happens, I won’t let him take my clothes off.

      This isn't him. This isn't how he's supposed to be.

      I'm filled with a need to get away from him. To protect him, and also myself. No one can know that this happened. His reputation...all of it would be called into question because of this one, momentary lapse.

      I run for the door, sure that if I can get it open, the spell will be broken and the reverend, the good reverend, will appear again.

      He moves so quickly that I barely get out of the way of his reach. His fingertips slide through my hair, catching hold of a tuft of it. I cry out as he pulls me backwards.

      His rough hand grips my blouse and I hear it tear before I feel it.

      Another fear fills me then. He'll see the marks. He'll know something is wrong with me. And I don't know what he'll do then.

      As the tatters of my blouse hit the floor, I charge forward, trying to get out, trying to get free. I turn to face him to hide my back. I feel some of my hair getting yanked loose with a terrible ripping sound and a shock of pain across my scalp.

      “Reverend, please!”

      There's a small creak as the door opens.

      The reverend releases me immediately. I scurry backwards to the door. My sister Hadley stands there, innocent as anything.

      “I heard noises,” she says. “Piper, Mom says you have to go upstairs now.”

      The reverend's mouth opens and closes again. Finally, he smiles.

      “Forget,” he says again, in his strange, commanding voice.

      Again, my wolf catches the word and crushes it to nothing before it can take hold. If she didn't do that, I feel like I'd have to obey him, or lose my mind. The word is so insistent.

      I back away to the door. As I leave, I see my sister's face go blank. When she looks at me again, confused, she asks, “What happened to your shirt, Piper?” She giggles. “Did you shift and forget your clothes? Come on. You have to get changed.”

      As I go upstairs, I look for my father to see if he'll protect me, but he's in the other room, watching the squawk box with a tall glass of beer. The box shows images of the past, in black and white. Old scenes that mean nothing and no one can decipher them. There's no sound. No words. But it makes music, and the visions it shows are oddly calming to people.

      Dad is so engrossed in it that he doesn't even see me.

      My mom, standing in the kitchen door, does see me. When I look at her, she quickly looks away.

      As I go into my room, pulling Hadley along with me, I hear her voice.

      “What did you do to her? Her clothes were torn.”

      “It's all right, Beth,” he says, his voice suddenly soothing. “You don't mind at all.”

      And my mother, looking into his gray eyes, smiles and nods.
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      The next morning, I go for a run to clear my head.

      Everything that happened last night seems insane. I can't bring myself to believe that the reverend would do such a thing. He put his hands on me. He tore my shirt to ribbons on my body. If Hadley hadn't opened the door, he was going to...

      No, that can't be right.

      Maybe I did something wrong? I find a quiet alleyway to sit. Once I’m alone, the tears come. My thoughts race over the last few months. I think of every time I spoke to the reverend, everything I said, everything I did... Did I ever lead him on? Did I say something that might have made him act that way?

      No, I didn’t.

      He must have thought that I would want that. That I would want him.

      Doesn't he know that I'm with Kyle? That I would never cheat on my boyfriend?

      What did I do to make him treat me that way?

      It wasn’t my fault. It wasn’t.

      But then why do I feel responsible?

      All of my thoughts come back to having more than one mating mark. Maybe it's something to do with that? A female with two marks might inflame some kind of desire in men, some kind of need.

      Females go through heat. It's a process we barely understand. An ancient thing. We don't know why we get mating marks, just that shifters have always gotten them. Maybe having two mating marks is like that, somehow.

      Heat.

      It's something I don't even want to consider right now. I've been spared the ravages of going into heat because I never had a mating mark. Now that I do, I can go into heat anytime. But my wolf signaled something else when the reverend said he would claim me.

      She tucked her tail and whined, afraid of his alpha power. Her frantic fear seemed to be tied to heat. There's so much I don't know. So much they won't tell us because we're young.

      Could a powerful enough alpha trigger a female into heat?

      I can't ask the reverend anything. I don't even want to see him. I know it's wrong, but I just can't stand to be near him after what happened. I'm sure there's some explanation for his behavior, but until I know why he acted that way, I'm on guard.

      I haven't let any males even get near me. I avoided my own father this morning. I definitely can't tell Kyle. The reverend is his father. Kyle would think I did something or said something to make the reverend act that way.

      Almost anyone would.

      Who else is there that I can even talk to?

      I finish my run and walk up the steps to our house. Inside, I find my mother reading. I do a quick check around the house to make sure my father isn't home. The deacons usually have to work during the day.

      My dad works with the reverend directly. Church business. Whenever Hadley or I ask about it, he tells us it is none of our business. My mother chides us to leave him be. I don't even know if she knows what he does.

      That's silly. He's her mate. I'm sure she knows.

      “Mom?”

      She finishes reading the page she's on and glances up absently.

      “Hmm?”

      “Can I talk to you?”

      She sighs and sets the book down.

      “I just finished the dishes from breakfast, honey. I need time to relax. Your dad will be home this afternoon, and he'll expect dinner. There's a lot to do before then.”

      She says that, but the house is clean. Hadley and I helped clean over the weekend, and it doesn't get that messy. I know she's just caught up on her books and doesn't want to stop reading, but I need to talk to someone, and I can't think of anyone else.

      “Just for a minute, please?”

      My mother nods, and then frowns.

      “Is this...about what happened with the reverend last night?”

      I nod, and when I start to tell her, it just pours out of me.

      “...and then he tore my blouse and grabbed me. He said he would claim me for himself right then and there. That's when the door opened and he was so surprised to see Hadley. I just ran away.”

      My mother watches me carefully and nods.

      “Piper, sit down.”

      I find a comfortable place on the rug to sit. I'm not meant to sit in a chair across from an elder. Seated and submissive is the correct way.

      “We were very disappointed that you didn't say goodnight to the reverend,” she says, still watching me carefully.

      My jaw goes slack.

      “Are you serious, Mom? He tore my blouse...I know he didn't mean to hurt me but--”

      Her hand lashes out and she slaps me across the face. I feel myself redden with embarrassment. It's been years since she's slapped me that way. I thought I was grown enough that it wouldn't happen anymore.

      She points an accusing finger at me.

      “That's for lying about the reverend, Piper. Don't ever do that again. As women, we have a responsibility to the truth. A household, a family, is built on trust. You violated that yesterday, and you embarrassed us. I wasn't going to say anything, because I thought you knew better. But I see that you're still just a child, and if you're going to be a child, then I'll treat you like one.”

      I hate the tears that come to my eyes. I try to blink them away but they're too thick. I wipe them quickly.

      When I speak, my voice is throaty from emotion.

      “I don't understand what you wanted me to do.”

      “Piper, the reverend took us in. All of us. We live in this beautiful town, in these lovely houses. Because the moon god and the reverend have blessed us. Nothing like this even exists outside the magic of Settlement. Do you understand that?”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      “The reverend is our alpha. His claim is a great honor. The fact that he didn't even want to wait until the mating moon...” My mother laughs and waves a hand at me. “Piper, he's excited. He feels like a young man again, and you gave him that gift. Now, the good news is that the reverend isn't angry.”

      “He--he told you?”

      “Of course, dear. He understands that you're innocent, and you were confused. You don't understand the duties of a woman yet. That's part of what excites him so much about you.”

      My head spins with what she says. It's like I can't believe the words coming out of her mouth. I guess I didn't expect her to be completely understanding, but to agree with the reverend? To think that I should have...just let him claim me?

      I could never have imagined she would say that.

      “But...what about the mating moon?”

      “That's a formality, Piper. An alpha as powerful as the reverend can change your marks by claiming you. He can dominate you so thoroughly that it will send your body into heat, whether it's your season or not. And once you're in heat, there's nothing you won't do to satisfy a male. And no force on earth can keep males away from you. That's why it's so important to have a mate to protect you and guide you through your heat.

      “Your father did that for me when I was a young girl. I barely understood any of it, but he broke my spirit and made me his. I've never regretted it since, and neither will you, I promise.”

      “So, you're saying I should just...”

      She nods, and then leans forward and puts a hand on my shoulder as she smiles.

      “When you're with your mate, you do as your mate wishes, Piper. Your body belongs to them, and they deserve that for being your protector and provider. I say this as an experienced woman, and I expect you keep this in confidence, but...I've done everything that a woman can do for your father. I've refused him nothing, and I never will. We, your father and I, expect the same of you now that you're ready to be mated.”

      My voice is barely a whisper.

      “What about Kyle?”

      My mother's brow furrows.

      “Kyle? Who cares about that layabout? He's always been a disappointment to the reverend. What difference will he ever make? The reverend is a prize, Piper. We're so lucky that he wants you. You've got him on the hook. Now it's time to reel him in!”

      She laughs like it's this big joke, but I can't stop crying.

      “Oh, Piper, don't be so gloomy! I know it seems like a lot. God, I remember when I was mated to your father. I cried myself to sleep every night. Mating was so painful for me, then. But it's a pleasure now. That's all just part of being a woman.”

      She signals the conversation is over by picking up her book again. As I go to leave, I stop at the doorway.

      “Mom, has anyone ever had more than one mating mark?”

      A shadow crosses her face.

      “That's disgusting, Piper. Don't ever speak that filth again.” She frowns and closes her book again. For a moment, I'm afraid she's going to hit me. “I know you think I'm being hard on you, Piper. Well, I’m not. My duty as your mother is to mold you into a good woman, and a good mate. I hope you can understand that, and leave your childish nonsense behind.”

      I nod.

      “I'm sorry I disappointed you.”

      “You're forgiven, of course. Next time, I know you'll do the right thing and make us proud. You were just confused before, isn't that true?”

      “Yes, ma'am.”

      Her gaze becomes hard as stone.

      “But you're not confused now, are you?”

      “No, ma'am.”

      I run to my room and close the door quietly behind me. My wolf is as frantic as I am. Even if she can't speak, I know she thinks we should run.

      But run where?

      I can't...I absolutely can't be with the reverend. The idea of it makes me feel sick. I hate lying to my mother, but the truth is that I've never been more confused.

      The knock on my door is so gentle I barely hear it. It can only be Hadley. She comes in pensively, looking to me for reassurance. I smile and wave her in.

      “I heard,” she says.

      There's nothing else to say after that. She comes to me and puts her arms around me. I see she's been crying, too, and somehow that upsets me more than anything. Hadley is too young to be burdened with my messed up life.

      “It'll be all right,” I tell her. “I just need to figure some things out.”

      She searches my face the way she always did. It's like she can read me like a book if she wants to.

      “Will you run away? It's what your wolf wants, isn't it?”

      I cock an eyebrow at her.

      “How would you know that?”

      She shrugs.

      “Well, no. I'm not going to run away. There's nowhere to run to. We live and die for the moon god. He's the god of all shifters. How can I run from his will? Where would I go? Someday I'll die, and I'll have to answer for everything I've done. There's nowhere to run from our god.”

      Hadley nods.

      “That's true. So maybe you should ask him. He'll come around at dusk, you can ask then. He'll hear it even if you whisper it, won't he?”

      I nod.

      “You can ask him, and maybe he'll help you. The reverend has to do what our god says, too. Even if he doesn't like it.”

      Something dark inside me wonders if that's true. But I know I'm being silly. Of course he has to follow the will of the moon god. We all do, the reverend most of all. He communes with our god more than anyone else.

      “You're right, Hadley. I'll do that.”

      When the mating moon ceremony comes, if the moon god pairs me with Kyle, then the reverend will have to accept it. It'll be in front of the whole pack so he can't deny it.

      Hadley's brow furrows as she looks at me.

      “I remember last night,” she says. I wish she didn't, honestly. To see the reverend like that? None of us should see that. “The reverend said things. They are stuck in my head for a long time. And there are some things he said that I can’t remember.”

      I recall the odd stickiness of those thoughts. They were like alpha commands, but more powerful. Like they had to be obeyed or I would go crazy. Somehow I was able to shake them off, but I can't understand how.

      “It's because of your marks,” Hadley says, getting up.

      It takes me by surprise, because it's been a long time since Hadley has responded to something I was thinking but didn't say.

      I'm so surprised that she's out the door before I realize she said marks.

       

      I've watched the procession of the moon god a thousand times. Most evenings, when I can, I'm there. It feels dutiful to do it. But it also brings me joy. There's nothing that gives me peace in the world like seeing our god walk among us.

      I just know that everything will be okay. He watches over me, and even if I die, I'll just take my place in the afterlife.

      Tonight, I leave the walk up to our house and go down the street. I make my way to Dock Street, where I see Garden Lake in the distance. Is Kyle out there now? Hanging out in the grove, messing around with Jacen?

      It feels odd. I’ll pray for him to be my mate, but right now, I avoid him. No one feels safe for me except my sister, and she's far too young to talk to about any of this.

      I sit behind a grove of trees and wait for dusk.

      The sun drops in the sky, turning into a beautiful ball of pink that burns through the clouds on the horizon, setting them ablaze with color. The pinks and oranges bathe the street in front of me. The wind swings a window in the old factory and the hinges creak in complaint. The scent of lilac from Garden Lake fills the air, one of my favorite scents in the world.

      There's just no way I can run away from Settlement. This has to work.

      The orb of white light illuminates the road. In the distance, the tall, slender form of the moon god walks the street, waving to children and tossing bubbles of magic to the people he passes.

      I find myself glancing around Him to see if the reverend is there. Most evenings he is, but not all. I desperately hope this is one of the evenings when he's not.

      The moon god gets closer, the white light of his broad, round face blotting out the sunset in its brightness. I see so much detail in his features. It looks like craters and dark lakes, his eyes glowing silver like moon dust reflecting the sun.

      His light hits my skin and I feel the warmth of it.

      I clasp my hands and begin my desperate prayer.

      “Please, please let me mate with Kyle on the mating moon. I know you have your will, and I believe in you and follow you with all my heart...but please, just this once, grant my prayer to be mated to the man I...” My voice falters over the word love. It's not a word that Kyle and I use. But it could be, couldn't it? I do have feelings for him, I just...they're complicated... “The man who means so much to me. I know I can love him if I just have the chance, please Lunaris...”

      I speak louder than I normally would, my voice carrying out into the street, and the moon god turns his majestic face to look at me, his silver eyes gazing into my soul and reading my wishes there. I feel him seeing me, hearing me.

      He reaches out and a bubble appears in his hand. He tosses it, and I dash from behind the grove and catch it in my hands.

      Desperate tears of joy fill my eyes as I hold it.

      I scurry quickly back to my hiding place behind the trees as the sound of steel boots and a walking stick echo down the street in the distance.

      The reverend is coming.

      But I have the magic. That means the moon god heard me and when I pop the bubble...

      I've used the moon god's magic before. Often, when I've been the one to catch it, I've gifted it to my mother so that she can use it to get chores done faster or help with one of her headaches, which can be terribly painful for her. When the bubble pops, a small wish is granted. And the moon god, in His generosity, gives these out to the most needy among us each night.

      It's a magical time, and I feel blessed to see it each day.

      But this time, as I watch the moon god saunter past, something needles in my mind. Like tiny blades poking at my brain, nibbling and stinging. Not too painfully, like one of mom's headaches, but small and distracting.

      My wolf shakes with anxiety. She whines.

      Something's wrong, she seems to say.

      I feel it, too. Something is wrong, not with me, but with the world.

      The moon god slows and watches me. I've never seen him do that before. He always keeps going. He stops for no one.

      But now, He stops for me. And it scares me more than I've ever been scared before. It's like He feels something is wrong, too. Like he knows it, and it's my fault somehow.

      The moon god flickers and disappears.

      I stare at what remains. A small woman, with large eyes. She wears furs and has a golden pin in her hair. Her large eyes stare at me, her face a mask of fury.

      Who is that? And where did the moon god go?

      It hurts my mind to look at her.

      She flickers, and for a moment, the moon god reappears to take her place. Then He vanishes again and she's there, still staring at me.

      A deep voice rumbles from down the street.

      “What is there? Who is there?”

      The reverend sounds angry. Without thinking, I race from the trees, running away as fast as I can, the magic clutched in my fingertips. I race through the trees to the factory walls and run until I'm on the other side. I collapse, breathing hard from the sprint.

      I've never run so fast.

      Terror races through my veins as I watch the corner of the factory wall, waiting for the reverend to come and find me. I know I have to run, to keep running and never stop, but my legs don’t move.

      In a moment of desperation, I squeeze the bubble until it pops. The magic that normally bathes me doesn't come. Instead, I hear the reverend’s voice.

      “Whatever your wish, you believe it to be done. Now, forget.”

      The words dance in my mind, trying to take hold. I get the feeling I've done this before, that these same words have been spoken to me many times, but I can't recall when or where.

      This time, though, my wolf catches them and crushes them to nothing. Their sticky, echoing ends immediately.

      As I walk home, still trembling with fear, I feel emptier than I've ever felt before.

      The one thing in my world I could count on beyond everything else was my god, my faith.

      And now that feels shaken to its very core.

       

      The klaxon alarm sounds. A long wail that sets my teeth on edge. It comes from the south, towards the gate. That's the way the warlord comes when he wants to raid.

      If I can kill him, or better yet catch him, it might be just what I need. It would distract the reverend until the mating moon ceremony. It would make me favored among the moon god's servants. Maybe enough for him to grant me my wish.

      As I shift and run, I'm still shaken by what I saw. Who was that strange woman? Why did she look at me as if she knew me? And why did no one else say anything?

      So many strange things have happened to me since I got my mating marks. Could it be a coincidence? Or am I losing my mind?

      Mating marks are supposed to affect people. They say you truly become a man or a woman when you get one. That's a big change, and a stressful one. But having two? That might be enough to push me over the edge completely.

      By the time I reach Dock Street and the abandoned factory there, I already doubt myself. There couldn't have been a woman there.

      Where was the moon god? He would never allow some strange woman to take his place in the sacred procession.

      The more I think of it, the more it feels impossible. I must be too stressed with everything that's happened. And I haven't even seen Kyle. It's been days.

      Normally, we talk every day.

      Somehow, it feels like a relief that I haven't seen him, but I know that's wrong. Things have been so messed up lately that I've let it come between us. I've been so confused. But I know if I can see him, after we're mated, then things will be all right. We'll fall in love and all this will seem like a bad dream.

      I have to clear my head. Normally the prayer of the sisterhood does it, but I don't speak the prayer tonight. Something about it just doesn't feel right after what I saw earlier.

      I race on, desperately searching for the intruders. When I see the mark of Apostate, the bright red A glowing like a beacon in the air, I turn and make my way toward it. I haven't heard the howl of the other sisters, but I know they aren’t far.

      There's only one mark floating, and only one person standing there. For a second, it looks like a man. A marauder, covered in armor, rusted sword swinging in his hands. He looks mean. Dangerous. But that fades, and quickly, I see someone else.

      Is that...Liz?

      I race towards her and her eyes fill with fear. She drops to her knees.

      “Piper, please don't...”

      I watch in horror as Liz kneels and begs for her life.

      I shift and approach her carefully. I saw a marauder, didn't I? But now it's clearly Liz kneeling there. A distant howl makes us both jump in fear.

      The other Red Sisters will be here any moment.

      “He put the mark on me! He put the mark on me! Oh god, Piper, you have to help me. You have to make it stop!”

      Liz rubs furiously at her forehead, as if she could wipe the mark away. The A on her forehead mirrors the one flying above.

      The sisters get closer. Their paws pound the street.

      “I don't understand,” I say, getting nearer and holding out a hand. “Are you really Liz? Am I really seeing this?”

      Liz nods furiously.

      “I keep trying to shift and I can't...he said something to me...he said something and the words didn’t leave my mind. They still won't. Piper, please, I can't shift! You have to tell them. I have a son! I gave Settlement a son! Isn't that enough?”

      Liz breaks down in tears and reaches her hands out, pleading with me to save her. But I don't know what to do. The mark of Apostate can't be triggered by accident. It never marks residents of the town. I've learned about it my whole life, spending years training for the Red Sisters after school.

      We all know the rules of the mark.

      When the other sisters charge in, I hold up my hands.

      “Stop! Something's wrong!”

      They dash past me and Liz screams in terror as their powerful teeth sink into her. Five wolves, all powerful and well trained to work together, tear Liz to pieces in the blink of an eye. Her blood stains the ground. I watch, as life drains from her eyes.

      In her last moments, she looks at me with hatred and resentment.

      “Liz...”

      The first to shift is Julia, who turns on me with an accusatory finger pointing at my face.

      “What the hell were you thinking?”

      “What? I...”

      Words fail me. Julia seems shaken, but not by what she just did.

      “I know we've butted heads before, Piper, but that marauder was about to stab you in the back. Why were you in human form? You know the rules! You could have been killed.”

      “But that wasn't a marauder, it was--”

      “Hello? Earth to Piper, have you lost your mind?”

      Evelyn, one of the youngest sisters, shifts and pulls Julia back.

      “Give her some space, Julia! She obviously is not feeling well. Look at her. Piper, you look like you haven't slept in days.”

      Evelyn puts a hand on my chest.

      “I mean this from a place of kindness, captain. Go home. Get some rest. You look exhausted.”

      No one else saw.

      Even now, the body on the ground flickers between Liz and the marauder, but clearly I'm the only one who sees it.

      I leave.

      I walk like I live in a dream that I can't wake from. I don't know what's real and what's not. How am I supposed to live? If I tell anyone, they’ll think I'm crazy.

      I ignore my mom as I go upstairs and fall into my bed. My shoulder blade burns and I feel the second mark growing across my skin. It hurts, but the pain is a distant thing.

      All I can think is that I'm going crazy.

      What am I going to do?
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      The mating moon rises in the night sky.

      Everyone is here.

      I step into the clearing wearing my ceremonial robes. Icy fear fills my belly as I step out into the silvery glow of the moonlight. I let it bathe over me, feeling it in every crevice of my skin.

      The touch of the moonlight makes us all giddy, the same way the sun does for humans when they're at the beach. The moonlight warms and strengthens us.

      Tonight, it seems almost obscene. This moonlight is not only what brings us to our mates, we also mate under it. With these rays shining on my body, I’ll be claimed.

      Someone—Kyle, I mean, of course—will take my body under this moon. Tonight, I join my mate forever, and give him the gift I've saved for him and him alone.

      That idea floods my body with fear. It's impossible not to imagine being naked, being made love to by a man. Feeling him...inside of me, roughly pounding his way to…

      A shudder works its way down my spine. It feels so gross even to think about it. My mom says women aren't supposed to want it. That's for whores. A good mate does what her man wants. It's males who truly desire it anyways.

      They need it. And tonight, some of them will get what they need.

      In just a few hours, that'll be what happens to me. The moon god will appear, I'll be mated, and then my mate and I will find a quiet place in the moonlight to...actually do it. I don't know how I hadn't thought of it before.

      It all feels so fast.

      It's a good thing I've known Kyle for so long.

      And of course, it will be Kyle!

      My heart is all over the place as I think of it. Of course Kyle, but then... my gaze travels around the gathering circle. Beside me, Sally steps up in her robes. She looks absolutely luscious in them, and more than one male looks her way. In the moonlight, the robes don't hide much. Their thin fabric reveals each of the girl's hardening nipples.

      Self-conscious, I reach down and smoosh mine, rubbing them in a little as I wince from how sensitive they are. Beside me, Sally smirks. She reaches up and tweaks both of her nipples to make them even harder, before sticking her tongue out at me and winking.

      I wish I had even a tenth of her confidence.

      As I scan the circle, I see my family on the other side. My mom and dad stand next to each other. My father's arm is possessively around her. Her face looks sad, while my father's is a grim mask. It's hard to look at them.

      Hadley beams at me, waving. She's only twelve, but she's not so far from where I am now. If her mark comes in, she could be mated at seventeen! That's less than four years. A surge of protectiveness rises in me at the thought.

      It's hard for me and I already have a boyfriend. I'm nineteen and pretty grown up. I can't imagine doing this three years earlier. I can't imagine being mated to a complete stranger, or...

      I look around at the men's side of the circle. Kyle steps up in his robes, a big grin on his face. His best friend, Jacen, is there, too, both of them looking like male models decked out for a photoshoot in the forbidden magazines.

      Oh, I've seen a few. I caught some glimpses, enough to know what's what. But those models are always just humans. Always so...limited. I've seen male shifters since I was a girl. Tall, muscular, chiseled and dominant. The guys around the circle tonight put those male models to shame.

      Their robes don't leave much to the imagination either. Kyle and Jacen both clearly show something thick and heavy swinging between their legs.

      “Can you believe those losers?” Sally whispers. “They're already half hard. I hope you're ready for a long night.”

      She winks again and giggles.

      I feel like throwing up. Compared to fighting marauders and assassinating the warlord’s goons when I trap them, this is terrifying. I'd rather risk my life than stand here now feeling so...off.

      My mind flashes everywhere at once. The reverend tearing my blouse open. Having more than one mating mark. Watching Liz get savaged in the street by her own packmates. Seeing the strange little woman walking the street where the moon god normally walks, and no one—not one person—says a thing.

      Did all that really happen? It feels like I'm losing my mind.

      The males comb over us with their eyes, like they're shopping at the store and can pick out whatever they want. I make eye contact with Todd Sterling, unfortunately. The guy has always been a jerk to everyone since grade school.

      I look away immediately, but I feel his intense stare like it's burning holes in my robe.

      When I glance back, I see he's practically salivating at the chance to mate. His hand has to reach down and pinch the thick shaft between his legs to keep from pitching a tent.

      He's not alone.

      I see other boys from school, some younger than me, eyeing up each of the females, desperately hoping they'll get a mate tonight. It doesn't often happen for one that age, but I know it has in the past.

      I shiver at the thought. My nipples get even harder as I feel their gazes on me.

      What if your mate isn't Kyle? The unwanted voice in my head asks the question. It could be Jacen, or god help me, Todd Sterling. A couple of the deacons, my father included, look around the circle, too. I see Sally's dad standing near the back, not bothering to hide the bottle of liquor in his pocket that he takes swigs from every now and then.

      His mate died a dozen years ago, leaving him to raise Sally alone. Everyone knows he secretly covets a young mate. His secret is out mostly because Sally hates him and tells everyone what a loser he is.

      Every time he heard the rumors that she was telling on him, she'd come to school with new bruises. That didn't stop her, though. Sally has always done exactly what she wants, and trying to get her under control has always backfired.

      I don't know how she’ll manage with a mate. But I guess once you're mated, it's all supposed to just work out, right? Maybe her mate will finally be the one she wants to control her. Lots of the older folks talk about that. It's supposed to just feel right.

      God, why won't my brain stop?

      Because in an hour, you could be in a clearing with Sally's dad on top of you, drooling his whiskey spit into your mouth as he gets you pregnant.

      I wish my brain would shut the hell up! My faith is with the moon god, and whoever he sees fit to pair me with will be perfect.

      It's definitely going to be Kyle, though.

      Please, please let it be him.

      A hush falls over the crowd as the reverend enters. A bright light joins us in the clearing, too. A circle of pure white glides down from the moon, getting huge as it gets closer. It lands in the middle of us with a bright flash.

      The crowd gasps a little at how bright it is. As the darkness rushes back in and our eyes adjust, we see Lunaris, god of the moon, and all shifters, standing before us.

      A tiny breath of relief escapes me.

      Then a needle in my mind begins prickling. Like a headache coming on so suddenly that it makes my vision blur with how painful it is. I will it to go away.

      No! Not now.

      The moon god flickers and flares out. In his place, standing there for all the gathered to see, is the small, large-eyed woman I saw before. I glance around to see if anyone says anything.

      Where did the moon god go? And who is this woman?

      Her big, bright eyes swivel to me. She stares straight into me, like she's staring through me into my soul. I almost feel her reaching out, trying to touch my mind with hers.

      What the hell is going on?

      I break the stare and instead look to the reverend. He bows deeply to the woman, lowering himself to one knee.

      “All hail our one true god!” he calls out.

      “All hail!” the gathered people shout back. Everyone drops to their knees in worship.

      I look back at the woman. She just...stands there, drinking it all in. She doesn't even look like a god. She stares at me again, and I realize I'm the only one standing.

      I quickly drop to my knees, but I'm a second too late. People look up, their eyes tracking me. I hear the whispers.

      “Disrespectful whore,” someone behind me growls. I see others, from the corner of my eye, nodding their agreement.

      The reverend stands, but everyone else stays on their knees. His gaze rests on me, eyes filled with malevolence. He looks at me like I'm a bug he might decide to step on. I tremble with fear so bad I have to grab handfuls of the grass to steady myself.

      Why is this happening to me?

      “Piper Leigh, step forward.”

      His voice is high and cold.

      Still desperately trembling, I get to my feet. My stomach feels like I've been poisoned. If I ate dinner, I'd barf it back up right now for sure.

      “We will now begin the ceremony,” he intones. The others around the circle look at me nervously. No one has ever been called to the center like this before. The others turn their back, facing outside the circle as the custom goes.

      The strange woman who stands in the place of the moon god holds up her hands. A bright silver light shoots out from her fingertips, bathing those around the circle. It focuses suddenly on Kyle. His mating mark glows silver through his robes and I see him stiffen.

      His breathing becomes low and ragged. Even from this distance, I feel the sexual desire radiating off of him.

      The woman casts her silver light to the other side of the circle and it lands on Sally. Her star glows through the back of her robes and she breathes heavily.

      “No,” I whisper. “Stop, please.”

      “It is done,” the reverend says, staring directly at me. “Come to me, Piper.”

      “I...wait! Wait, please!

      I run to Kyle, throwing my arms around him.

      “Kyle, please. It's not too late. We can still—”

      Kyle turns to face me, and he shoves me back. I fall to the ground, hard.

      “What the hell are you doing, Piper? I found my mate.”

      He crosses the circle and Sally turns to face him. They embrace, Kyle pulling her in for a deep kiss.

      “No!”

      Gasps emanate from the gathered crowd. Everyone stares. Many of their faces are filled with disapproval. Some are filled with anger or hate. It's like I don't even know these people.

      “Piper!”

      Hadley's voice carries over the crowd. I see her, looking at me as I kneel in the dirt, my white robes filthy. I've never felt so ashamed as I am to have her see me like this, at my lowest.

      My mom grabs Hadley and clamps a hand over her mouth, and for once, I'm grateful. I don't want any of my terrible fate to fall on my sister. She doesn't deserve anything like that.

      “You would have my son for a mate?” the reverend asks, smirking. “Perhaps you could be his second? Shall I petition the moon god in your favor?”

      I look at Kyle and Sally, who haven't stopped kissing the entire time. They pull apart long enough to glare at me. Kyle has been pissed at me before, plenty of times. Any time I refused his advances, he'd get so mad.

      But Sally...I've never seen her so angry with me. Her father? Sure. But not me. We've always been so close, like family.

      I never wanted to share my mate. I've always been jealous at the thought. Now it seems like the brightest future I can hope for.

      “Please,” I say to them. “Don't do this to me. You're my friends.”

      The silver light falls on me, and I feel my marks burn through my robes, glowing in the night. More gasps escape from the crowd.

      Everyone sees.

      Everyone knows now. They see I have more than one mark.

      “The moon god may allow it,” the reverend says slowly. His smile grows across his face. “What of you, Kyle? Do you desire a second female to serve you in your new home?”

      Kyle looks at me, his face twisting to disgust.

      “This slut? No. I reject her claim.”

      I see nods of approval from the others.

      “Come to me, Piper.”

      I crawl, my eyes filling with tears. Kyle's words cut me so deeply. It feels like I’m nothing. Like no one wants me.

      “You glow with profane marks,” the reverend drawls. “You must be purified if you're to be mated.”

      “Throw her out!” a woman cries.

      “Send her to the wasteland! She doesn't belong here!”

      The reverend holds up a hand to silence them.

      “To be rejected is to bring great shame on yourself, and your family. Your profane marks make you unfit to be a mate. But I am a kind man. Though my house is already full, my pantry taxed with mouths to feed, I will accept you. Come, Piper. Kneel by my side and I will claim you once those filthy marks are stricken from your skin.”

      I look from him to the gathered crowd. Their faces reflect anger, but also compassion. Many hold their hands up in a gesture of faith at the reverend's kind offer.

      My mother stands nodding her head. My father looks away, his jaw set.

      I look back at the reverend. At his outstretched hand beckoning me to him. My wolf growls within me, threatening to force me to shift. I calm her. There's no need for that.

      I already know my answer.

      “No.”
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      My father drags me into the cell and leaves me on the floor. My dirty white robes seem like a mockery now. His cold eyes gaze into mine.

      “Dad, please.”

      He shakes his head.

      “There's nothing I can do for you, Piper. He's my alpha. He's given us a good life here. If you've got any brains in that head of yours, you'll beg for forgiveness the moment you see him.”

      I hardly believe what he's saying. He's my dad. He's always been distant, busy, gruff, but he was always my dad. I really thought that if anyone could fix this, it would be him.

      “Couldn't you...just let me go? Near the gate? You could say I ran.”

      The first hint of emotion plays across his face. A sadness in his eyes.

      “He has ways of getting to the truth. He will find out. And then he will tear me apart.” He gets down on one knee in front of me. “Listen, there's nothing he can't do. He can even fix this. He can make it like it never happened. He can make it so you're happy with the choice, if you ask him to. He can do all that, but you'll have to beg. Beg for your life, and offer him anything you can. That's the best I can do for you.”

      He gets up. He turns and walks out, slamming the cell door closed behind him.

      Beg for your life.

      My wolf growls her disapproval. We'll never beg. Neither of us. I'm so scared of what he'll do to me. I can't even imagine what will happen when he comes.

      I hear his footsteps in the hall. I know it's him because of the slow pace. The quiet menace of his approach, like a powerful predator. He's in no hurry. He knows his prey waits for him.

      The door opens. He opens the cell and steps in.

      “Reverend, if we could just--”

      He moves in a blur.

      Reverend Thrall's aging and withered hands wrap around my throat. The skin of his palms is like sandpaper, rough and calloused. I clutch his wrists, trying to speak, trying to talk sense into him.

      I still think I can fix it. If I just apologize.

      There's been a mistake...

      If he could just see how sorry I am, then maybe...

      I can't speak. I can't even breathe. My windpipe feels like it's going to crack. My fingers clutch his. His old skin feels like leather against the scratching and scraping of my hands. Like clawing my way through a wall.

      My lungs burn, begging for air.

      I flail and kick. His grip tightens and my vision goes red. My eyes strain, ready to pop out of my skull. My face feels like it could burst.

      Darkness rims my vision, and then...nothing. My hands droop. My kicks become shallow swipes. I want my body to move, to fight, but it won't.

      My wolf cries out, frantic.

      Let me out! her whine says.

      But I can't. I'm dead. It's over.

      The world shifts like I've been tossed from the side of a cliff. Head over heels until I settle with a thunk on the wood floors of the reverend's jail. It should hurt like hell. My head hit something hard. Probably the floor.

      But pain is a distant thing. Am I just a ghost in my own dead body? Has the reverend choked the life from me and now I’m stuck like this?

      Terror floods me at the thought of being buried. Is this what death is? Silent and dark, trapped in my own body for all eternity?

      Is this what it means to go against our god?

      Is this what happens to the Apostate?

      Slowly, I feel the edges of air in my lungs. I move. I breathe. I hear a ringing, the loudest ringing I've ever heard. It's coming from inside my own ears, I think.

      Then a voice.

      “They've opened a gate on Market Street, reverend. Three of them came through. A raiding party.”

      I know that voice. A girl.

      My heartbeat floods my ears. My eyes flutter open and I see light. A blur. They focus on the wood grain of the floor. The scent of cedar fills my nostrils. And sweat. And the reverend's own musky smell, a smell like a grave robber, but buried beneath a layer of strong perfume.

      How did I never notice he smelled like that before?

      His commanding voice rings through the room.

      “Watch her.”

      A door slams.

      My body struggles to obey, like he was talking to me. Watch who? Watch where? I have to get up so I can watch. It echoes in my brain, the command building on command. Terrible things will happen if I don't watch her.

      Watch her. Watch her. Watcher. Watcher. Watcher.

      Stop!

      I shake my head and struggle to get to my hands and knees. I'm grateful for the pain when it comes. The rough razor blades in my throat when I breathe. The ache around my eyes, like they've been blackened. My head throbs where I hit the floor.

      They all remind me I'm alive.

      Watch her.

      Stop! I shake my head again like I can shake loose the thoughts.

      My wolf finds the command and kills it. Blissful silence takes over once again.

      I have to hide. I have to run.

      But where? Where can I even go? Settlement is my home. My family is here. My sister. What will happen to Hadley if I leave? What will happen to Liz's pup? What if he never knows how his mom died?

      “You have to get up,” Ros says, her voice in my ear.

      At the scent of her, her rough sweat, the smell of soil and hard work, I lose it. Tears cascade down my face. Her warm hands touch my back. Her strong arms wrap around me.

      “We don't have time for this, Piper. I managed to distract him, but he'll be back in minutes. If he finds us like this, either we'll both die or I'll have to watch him finish killing you, and I don't want to do that. Come on, get up!”

      Ros pulls me to my feet. My legs sway, not wanting to take the weight. Then my wolf kicks something into the mix and my legs harden and hold me. My brain snaps violently awake, and my eyes, ears and nose flood with sensation.

      Adrenaline? Nice.

      My wolf's ancestral knowledge spans a thousand years. The whole bloodline of my family. She knows more than I ever will.

      “You have to hit me,” Ros says. “Hard. Like you mean it. And then you run for the abandoned factory at the south side and you hide in there. Magpie won't be able to find you. Now punch me, like you escaped and attacked me. Then run like I told you. I'll meet you as soon as I can and I'll help you. But you have to go.”

      Ros shakes me suddenly and it scares me. The adrenaline is all that keeps me standing. The fear of nearly dying surges through me. My nerves feel like hot coals.

      I bring my fist up and drive it hard into her midsection. Ros turns pale and gasps for air. She slumps to her knees, choking.

      “Not...in the...stomach...why?”

      “Oh, god, I'm sorry!”

      Ros growls in irritation and I pull my fist back. Our eyes meet and she nods. I bring it down on her face with a crack that sets my jaw on edge. I catch her before she hits the floor and set her down gently.

      “I'm so sorry, Ros.”

      I get outside. The cool night air washes over me. The scent of the night and the flash of moonlight overhead wakes me even more. I run south, shifting to make it a faster run. I see Market Street. Is the reverend there right now? Is he already coming back? My body floods with cold fear as I jet away into the darkness.

      I pass another street. This one leads home, if I follow it.

      Home to my sister.

      Home to my mother and father.

      I have no doubt that whatever happens, Hadley would stand by me. But Mom and Dad? No way. Mom already told me I should accept my fate and mate with the reverend. And Dad...I know I can never trust him.

      He would hand me to the reverend the moment I showed up.

      I race past, heading south.

      My wolf finds a hole in the rusted fencing around the old factory. It's in a part of Settlement that hasn't been rebuilt yet. Huge steel drums hang from the ceiling, suspended by chains as big around as my thighs.

      Ancient machines line the walls, rotted and rusted to uselessness. No one even knows what this place used to produce. The technology to run it is long since lost after the wars.

      I settle in and find a place to hide among the ruined machines.

      In the hours that pass, the silence around the factory is so pervasive that I feel my body healing. I lay still and rest, my only movement is my chest rising and falling.

      My wolf knows. This is how we heal. How we rest. Laying still and breathing is her way. My shifter healing serves me well, with bumps and bruises disappearing as I lay.

      I worry about Ros. What if it didn't work? What if the reverend saw through her distraction? What if he suspected her? Ros could be lying dead right now. Her own body taking the place of mine.

      As I lay, healing and resting, a hundred visions of her death flood my mind. She risked so much for me.

      When the sound of footsteps comes outside, I jerk upright. I back away into the deep shadows. I'm ready to fight if I need to. If Ros told them where I am...but somehow I know she wouldn't.

      Her strawberry blond hair pops around the corner. She stops and waits. She knows I see her, and she gives me time.

      “I'm here,” I whisper. My voice sounds ragged, and my throat still hurts from being choked.

      Ros comes to me. She's brought bread and cheese, and a jar of tea that's incredibly sweet. I didn't realize I was hungry until it hit my stomach. I devour it all, ravenously.

      Ros also hands me a bundle of clothes. I put them on gratefully. They’re a little big. I think they’re hers. But I’ll treasure them over that filthy white robe. I don’t ever want to see another robe in my life.

      While I lay healing, my mind gives me questions.

      “How did you make the klaxon alarms sound? I didn't know we could do that manually.”

      Ros nods.

      “It's easy. You just have someone come through the gate who isn't supposed to be here. I know some people on the outside.”

      “Outside…That's where I'll have to go, isn’t it?”

      She nods again.

      “There's someone out there that I trust. He saved me during a very difficult time. You know how the reverend can control people with his voice?”

      “Is that what he's doing? I knew his commands were strangely powerful. I've heard of alpha commands, but nothing like that.”

      “No, it's nothing like a normal alpha's command over their pack. When someone has alpha genes, they usually have a power. Thrall's is the ability to command people. Everything here is a lie. The magic, the moon god, everything. Thrall uses a witch for some things. But most of the time, he just commands people to think something or remember something and they do. They remember it just like he says.

      What was it the bubble said when I popped it?

      It sounded like the reverend's voice. The way he commands. Whatever your wish, you believe it to be done. People must hear it and just believe that the magic was done.

      “I've seen people do things, like they're in a dream,” Ros says. “I've seen the terrible things that happen to people who disobey him. The way he has them killed.”

      “Ros...did you see Liz? What happened to her?”

      She nods.

      “I helped clean up her body. I don't know how else to say this, Piper, but there aren’t many marauders or slavers. I mean, there are, out there in the world. But not here. Most can't get past the gates, and they'd be shit scared to do it even if they could.”

      “Those people...but their families would know they were gone.”

      “Thrall can make it so no one even remembers. Liz's mate, Danny? He thinks she died in childbirth. Her mom thinks that, too, and so does everyone who would have cared.”

      “But why?”

      She shrugs.

      “Disobedience. Power. Anyone who's alpha genes activate after their mark appears gets killed pretty quickly. His command doesn't work as well on alphas. They can resist or even break it.”

      “And it doesn't work on you?”

      “No, not since I got my mark. Just like you, I imagine?”

      I nod. Just like me.

      Once my marks showed up, everything went sideways fast.

      “That woman! The woman I saw, she's...”

      “Thrall's witch, Magpie. Everything magical that actually needs to be done, she does. I wish I could talk more, Piper. I know you have a lot of questions, but we need to go soon. The guards are changing shifts at the gate, and that's your chance to get out.

      “On the other side, you'll follow the scent of cedar trees, that'll bring you to a wood. Go through the trees, and you'll find a natural gate. Search for the scent of ironwood. It doesn't grow on this side of the gate. It's a scent from the other side. When you find the gate, it'll let you pass at sunrise in a couple hours. That takes you to a place called Sanctuary. There'll be someone to meet you there.”

      “My sister--”

      “There's no time. You have to go now, or be buried here.” She puts a comforting hand on my shoulder. “I'll check up on her from time to time. Hadley will be okay. It's you we need to worry about.”

      I hate the idea of leaving her, but Ros has already done so much. I'll have to find a way once I'm safe. If they can make a place for me, they can make one for Hadley. I'll work as hard as I have to to make it happen.

      We make our way to the southern gate, not far off.

      It's a huge stone ring filled with churning colors. I've passed it many times, but I've never gone through until now. I chase the fear away before it settles. There'll be plenty of time to be terrified later.

      Just like Ros said, the guards are changing shifts.

      We wait until just the right moment and then slip out.

      Stepping through the gate feels like having cold water thrown all over me, and then it's warm again. The world outside is windswept red sandstone, littered with huge rocks. It's parted by a black road with faint yellow dashes in the middle. Ruined metal machines lay all over it, skeletons inside bleached white by the sun. In the distance, I see the woods Ros told me about.

      I'm about to thank her and run when someone steps out from behind a huge rock.

      Jacen and his new mate, Arlee.

      I never got along well with Jacen. To be honest, I always felt like he was a bad influence on Kyle. My wolf growls deeply at the thought of Kyle’s name. I don't blame her, after what happened.

      Arlee is petite and pretty, with dark hair and eyes. She's wearing shorts and a little swim top. The kind of thing people wear to the lake on weekends. I never really knew her well.

      “The reverend told us to keep watch,” Jacen said. “He needed some people he trusts.”

      Arlee looks at me and sneers.

      “I'm glad you're going to die,” she says. “You were always such a stuck up bitch. Miss Pretty. Miss Popular. Not so popular now, are you? Dumb slut, should have taken the reverend up on his offer.”

      “And you?” Jacen says, turning to Ros. “I'd worry about you shifting, with that big ass wolf of yours, but I know we'd wait awhile, so don't bother. I'm a lot faster than--”

      Ros shifts in a blur. I've never seen anyone shift that fast. Jacen's look of surprise changes over to fear as she charges him. Her jaws find his throat easily, and nearly tear his head off.

      Arlee screams and tries to shift, but Ros tears open the artery in her leg. She bleeds out in seconds, slumping to the rocks, her eyes open to the sun. Ros's wolf, panting in the heat, lazily slices her throat with her claws.

      Ros shifts back. Another blur.

      And she can take her clothes.

      She uses Jacen's shirt to clean her face of the blood that remained. Most of it dropped off during the shift, shaken by the sudden change. The rest comes off easily enough.

      “Ros...you killed them.”

      “That's what has to be done, Piper.” An edge of irritation creeps into her voice. “It's not like you've never killed anyone.”

      “But they were...”

      Ros looks up at me and the words die in my throat. They weren't marauders. They were our people.

      “This is how it has to be. If they saw me, they would tell, or they would be made to tell, and then he would kill me. I have to go back, I've been here too long as it is.”

      I pull her close for a hug. At first, Ros is stiff and then she melts into me and we hold each other for a few seconds. I wish I didn't have to let go, but I know she has to leave.

      After the hug, Ros disappears through the gate.

      I wait. Then I look over at the bodies. It's so hard for me to convince my feet to move, but the strangeness of seeing those bodies, when they were just alive, gets me going.

      I shift and race for the wood in the distance.
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      As I sprint down the lush paths around Sanctuary, I catch a familiar scent on the wind. The spring breeze brings the scent of lilac up from the silver stream. The hard rains have left lush grass behind, it feels like a carpet beneath my paws as I race through the underbrush.

      But it’s the scent that piques my interest.

      It's the scent of a woman.

      Piper Leigh. Captain of the Red Sisters. Thrall's assassin. She's here, but why? How?

      Ros must have sent her through. It's the only explanation. That means things went bad quickly. Her last report was pretty dark.

      Not that it matters now. She's here.

      I race to meet her.

      I'm well into Ironwood Forest when I catch her trail. She's jetted past already, towards Sanctuary. My heart skips a beat. I have to get to her before she gets there, no matter what.

      I round a bend in the thick woods. I get close to where the whispers start in this forest. I hate going there. The whole place seems haunted, and there's that weird witch out there who freaks me out.

      I patrol around Sanctuary every day. I'm their alpha, and there's nothing I wouldn't do for them. But I stay away from the whispering woods if I can. Thankfully, I catch sight of her copper fur in the distance and I chase her.

      Before I can get too close, she whirls. She’s faster than I thought and quickly shoulders me aside and dashes past.  She turns again and stops. Her growl is deep and menacing, and her yellow eyes gleam with violence.

      She never changes. Even when she was a kid, she was like this.

      If I shift, it'll be wolf against human, and I'll lose that fight for sure. I could use my alpha power, but I don't want to do that, either. I've always hated my power. My wolf doesn't like it any more than I do.

      I decide to risk it and shift.

      Her wolf stops and sits on her haunches. She gazes at me and gently pants.

      “Warm day, isn't it?”

      She shifts.

      Her red hair falls over her shoulders in shining waves. Her blue eyes look me up and down. I'm grateful I was out on patrol when I caught her scent. When I'm out on patrol, I don't wear my false scent. It might be sloppy. I never know what could happen. I just can't stand to wear that scent all the time.

      My real scent isn't one she should know.

      She eyes me suspiciously.

      “Did Ros send you through?”

      She nods.

      “Would you like me to escort you to town? You should meet Lolarin as soon as possible. She's our witch. The one who makes sure our gates stay off Settlement’s radar.”

      Her brow furrows.

      “Why do people say that? Radar? It's not a real word.”

      “It was once, I'm sure. Like when someone is being dumb and we say you're no Einstein. Who knows what that used to mean?”

      She smiles then. Bright and beautiful. And just as quickly, the smile fades.

      “My mom used to call the squawk box a television.”

      It makes me smile, too, with my own memory.

      “Mine, too.”

      Piper gets to her feet and brushes herself off.

      “Does your mom live with you in Sanctuary?” she asks.

      “No...she died years ago.”

      I try to keep the sadness from my voice, but it won't budge. There's a deep undercurrent of fear tearing through me, too. What does she really remember? My mother seems like a dangerous subject to test the waters with.

      “I'm sorry to hear that. But do people have families there? Is it that kind of place? Like a...town?”

      I laugh. Now I see what she was getting at.

      “Yes. It's like a village. A bit more rural than Settlement, but I think you'll like it. Shall we?”

      Piper looks around, evasively.

      “If you want to get to Sanctuary, you have to go with me. You can't get in on your own. For safety. Remember, to these people you're an outsider.”

      She nods. That's something she understands, because it's her job to kill marauders. At least, she thinks it is.

      I wish Ros had come, too, so she could tell me how much Piper knows about the truth. Without knowing that, I'm really flying blind. I'm sure Ros had a good reason for staying behind. She'd have wanted to see Piper through if she could.

      We walk. I let her trail behind a little, but I keep an eye on her. It feels...dangerous to have her behind me. I keep expecting her to shift and hamstring me. She looks sweet, but I know she's been well trained to fight, and she's killed plenty.

      I can also tell from her scent that she's scared and that will make her volatile. I absolutely can't let her enter Sanctuary like this. Someone will kill her, or she'll kill them.

      Or me. Can't forget that one.

      “Lolarin's house isn't far now. She lives on the edge of the wood. It'll be good for you to see the village anyways. There's a good view from her cabin.”

      Piper nods. Her eyes keep checking everywhere for threats. Whenever she thinks I'm not looking, her gaze falls on me. It's hard for me not to do the same. It's been so long since I've seen her up close that my eyes hunger to look. It's all I can do not to take her in my arms and tell her how happy I am to see her.

      But she would not like that. To her, I'm a stranger.

      Mostly.

      We get to Lolarin's cabin, a small cabin of ironwood logs, covered in moss. From a dozen feet away, it would look like part of the forest. I knock on her door.

      Soon, the petite witch opens it. She looks young, just a few years older than Piper, but she's actually quite old. She won't say how old. But from the way she talks about it, I guess she’s older than I'd think. We need her for magic, and we need her badly. So I don't ask too many questions beyond what I need to know to keep everyone safe.

      And I haven't found a way to make it sound like knowing her age is an important safety matter, and not just me being a busybody. Which I'm not.

      “Well,” Lolarin says, running a hand through her short-cropped hazelnut hair. “This must be...a newcomer. Enter.”

      My breath catches for a second. I know she was about to say Piper's name, but Lolarin catches herself in time. Piper doesn't know that Ros told us about her. She doesn't know that we know more about her than she does about herself.

      And if we let that slip too soon, she'll freak out.

      She's not the first person we've brought out of the cult. Not by a long shot. Most of Sanctuary is people from Settlement. People desperate for news about their families. People hoping to get someone out from the inside.

      Myself included.

      But now that the person I've waited for is here, what am I supposed to tell her?

      The right words definitely don’t come to mind.

      We go inside. Piper eyes the door pretty hard, but I wave her in. She sits at the table, and Lolarin sits with her. Lolarin holds out a hand, and Piper cautiously slides her hand across the table.

      I'm jealous of the touch when it happens. For someone else to touch her, when I can't? It drives me crazy.

      Lolarin takes Piper's hand and looks at her palm. I know enough to know that she's not really looking at the lines. Lolarin has powerful gifts. She reads a palm like gazing into someone's soul.

      Her eyes widen. She looks from me to Piper in shock.

      “What is it?” Piper asks.

      “Your mark. You have more than one?”

      She nods.

      More than one mark? What the hell does that mean?

      “How many?” Lolarin asks.

      “Two, so far. Do you know what it means?”

      A desperation comes into her voice, and I wish I could tell her she's safe. She's not in the cult any more.

      “So far?”

      “The second one is coming in slowly. It's taking its time.”

      “So there could be more than two. I see more in your palm. A great deal, actually. But that is for later. We will speak again in private and I will tell you everything that I saw, I promise. In the meantime, we have to get you to town, and get you settled in.”

      She nods.

      “I would like that. I don't want to be a burden on someone's household, though. I can work for my keep. I cook and clean. I mend clothes and garden, too. I can read the old texts. My mother taught me. Human words. I mean, I don't read them myself of course, but I can. If that's something that's allowed here.”

      Lolarin grins.

      “Oh, yes. We allow reading books here. And even magazines, if you can find them.”

      Lolarin reaches into the cabinet behind her and takes out a tattered old rag of a magazine. She flips it open and pages through it. The pages stop turning on the image of a man on some kind of boat. He's smiling, and he's not wearing a shirt. His body glistens in the sun.

      Piper blushes to the roots of her hair.

      “I use these when I pleasure myself,” Lolarin says. “Which I do often. Do you think he cares? Do you think Spartan will stop me? Beat me?”

      Lolarin points at me, and Piper turns to look like she's worried I might actually do something.

      “It's not any of my business,” I say. I barely manage not to trip over my words. “Hell, give her some of your pervert magazines if you want, old woman.”

      Lolarin's grin widens. Piper laughs. She covers her mouth quickly.

      “Sorry.”

      Lolarin pats the back of her hand.

      “Laughter is also permitted here. Now, to be a little more serious, we will need to talk some things out. We will have to find out how much you know about what we call the truth. In the beginning, there are things in Sanctuary that might seem strange to you. You could be frightened or even become angry. People will fear you.”

      Piper looks down at her hands.

      “Because I'm an outsider?”

      “There is that. There are other reasons.”

      “What other reasons?”

      Lolarin sighs.

      “Did you see Thrall's power?”

      Piper nods. “He can command people to do things, or see things or believe things.”

      “Good. Now, if I had told you before you knew that, what the truth was about him, would you have believed me?”

      Piper thinks for a moment and then shakes her head.

      “I would never have believed half of what I saw. It's still hard for me to believe it.”

      “There is more. Much more. And if I told you now, you wouldn't believe it either. It will take time for you to learn everything, and I promise you that while you learn, you will be safe, Piper.”

      Her name hangs in the air for a second. Lolarin frowns and puts her hand over her eyes in a gesture of annoyance.

      “I never told you my name.”

      There it is.

      The hairs on Piper's neck stand on end, and I feel her trying to shift. That is bad news because I'm not half as fast as she is. Strength and power aren't part of their selection process. Speed is everything. Shift and kill quickly is how the Red Sisters have become so effective.

      Before I can even move, Lolarin waves her hand in the air.

      “Has Vasana,” she hisses in her witch tongue.

      Piper loses consciousness, dropping her head like a stone on the table. It lands with a loud thump that makes me wince.

      “Oh,” Lolarin says, reaching out for her, “I should have caught her head.”

      “Yeah, you really should have. Or wait a second before you put your mojo on someone like that. She's nineteen. She's scared. We could have talked her down.”

      “You are not good at talking.”

      “Ha. ha. I'm great at talking. There are just some things that are hard to talk about. Now, um, what's this about two marks?”

      “Mating marks. She has more than one. I think she can expect more than two.”

      I bend down to pick Piper up, cradling her in my arms. Her head falls into my chest and the scent of her hair carries up to me.

      She still makes her shampoo with lilac.

      “More than one mark...that's sacred stuff. Fate isn't done with her, is she?”

      Lolarin shakes her head solemnly.

      “What did you see when you read her palm?”

      Lolarin glares back at me as we walk down the hill.

      “You can suck on her toes while she's sleeping, too,” the old witch says.

      I get pretty pissed, and then I remember that Lolarin never does anything without a reason.

      “I wouldn't do that,” I say.

      “But you want to know what I read in the depths of her soul? You have no sense of boundaries, Spartan. It is a bad trait in a young man.”

      I try not to frown and fail miserably.

      “You're right. Privacy is privacy, I understand now. Thank you for sharing your ancient wisdom with me.”

      Lolarin cackles. It's the weirdest sound to come from a woman that looks that young. It's like a crow squawking. She's ninety years old at least.

      I carry Piper through the village by the back way. I don't know where else to go, so I take her to my office behind the jail. I'm almost there when Piper moves.

      “Lolarin? We've got a problem here.”

      She turns to look and then throws her hands in the air, exasperated.

      “You people and your alpha blood. The spell should have lasted much longer. She's already so strong. Hurry!”

      We run the rest of the way, and Piper stirs when I kick the door open with my heel and back in.

      “Wha--” her voice comes out softly.

      “You're fine. Everything is fine. Just relax.”

      I walk briskly past the jail cells to the back of the building where my office is. Cassidy, the lazy faerie lounging in his cell, barely looks up. He's escaped a dozen times in the last week, but somehow he's always back in his cell when I go check on him. He's a real weirdo, but an okay guy, I guess.

      He's a shifter and he's fae, so he's strong. And honestly, we can use as much muscle as we can get.

      I knock the crap off of the top of my desk and lay Piper down. Her eyes flicker open and she looks at me, and I know I fucked up. I should never have brought her here.

      “Damnit, I wasn't thinking. Piper, stay calm. Please, just listen.”

      A growl rips from her throat as she thrashes to get away from me. She falls off the other side of the desk. She scurries backwards until she runs into Lolarin.

      Lolarin doesn't budge.

      She doesn't look it, but she's monstrously strong.

      Piper points just over my shoulder. I don't have to turn around to know that she's pointing at my helmet, which is mounted on my wall for display. It's right near where I keep my armor.

      Which absolutely reeks of my false scent.

      “Warlord,” she says. “You're the warlord? How could Ros send me to you? What the hell was she thinking?”

      Piper spins on Lolarin, and I dash forward to stop her from fighting. I don't want either of them to get hurt, but I'm mostly worried about Piper. I don't think Lolarin would pull punches, and that makes me very nervous.

      Piper turns back around to face me.

      She thinks she's cornered, and nothing is more dangerous than a wolf that's been cornered.
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      “Hold her! Don't let her shift!”

      Spartan and the other male tighten their grip on me. I try to kick out and even bite them, but with both of them holding me so tightly, I can barely move. I scream in frustration.

      The witch draws a circlet of steel from her pocket. It opens with a latch, falling into two crescent shaped halves. The witch comes closer, wrapping the steel around my neck.

      “What is that? What are you doing to me?”

      “This is for everyone's safety,” the witch says, calmly. “We know you're angry, and we know you're scared--”

      “I'm not scared! When I can shift, I'll show you scared! I'll kill all three of you!”

      I growl and try to shift again, but again the strange power coming from Spartan stops me. Though, this time I see the sweat breaking out on his forehead. Whatever he's doing, it strains him. Maybe if I could push him a little farther.

      I try to shift again, and again.

      Spartan lets out a groan.

      “Lolarin, hurry...” he whispers.

      The witch quickly closes the steel circle around my neck and locks it into place.

      The moment it latches, my sense of my wolf is gone.

      It's like I try to shift, and there's just nothing there. The space between forms is gone. My wolf is gone.

      The silence and emptiness I feel after that make me scream in a way I never have before. It pulls long wailing cries from my throat. I've never known such a sad silence inside of myself. I've never felt the lack of my wolf. It feels like the air is being pulled from my lungs.

      It feels like a part of me is dead.

      I slump in their grip, tears clouding my eyes. My strength is being pulled into the collar, all of my will to fight draining out with it.

      “What have you done to me?” I choke out between sobs. “My wolf...I can't feel my wolf. Please...don't leave me like this...”

      I'm shocked at how quickly it reduces me to beg, but suddenly it's all I can do. Every minute I'm alone feels like an eternity. It's like they've stolen my soul.

      “Where is my wolf? Have you killed her, witch?”

      The men release me and I collapse to the floor. Spartan gets a blanket from a nearby chair and drapes it over my shoulders.

      “Leave us,” the witch, Lolarin, says.

      She and Spartan exchange a glance and he nods. He doesn't look happy about it, but he leaves. The other male, the tall one with red hair, gazes at me sadly.

      “Do we have to put that thing on her?” he asks, his voice a gentle Irish lilt.

      “Come on, Cassidy,” Spartan says. “We need to get you back to your cell. How the hell did you get out anyways?”

      Cassidy frowns at Spartan, a look of shock on his face.

      “That's disappointing, that is. After I compromise my morals to help the likes of you, now you betray me like this?”

      Spartan sighs.

      “Don't be dramatic, Cassidy. I'm not in the mood and you don't want to push me. Cell. Now.”

      The maroon haired man nods and leaves with Spartan. He spares me a final glance over his shoulder.

      “Sorry, lass,” he says softly. “It isn’t my choice.”

      When the door closes, Lolarin kneels in front of me so we're eye to eye.

      “Your wolf isn't dead. The collar blocks you from her, temporarily. It prevents you from shifting. Don't bother trying either, it'll just be painful.”

      “Why?”

      “Because of who you are. A Red Sister. A dangerous killer. You believe that we are the enemy. What is it you call us?”

      “We called you Apostate. Exiles who refuse the faith of the moon god. Even if that is all a lie, it doesn't mean the warlord is my friend.”

      She raises her brows.

      “It will be difficult to convince you otherwise, at least for now. That's why the collar is sadly necessary. If you're hell bent on trying to escape, you'll likely injure or kill some innocent person.”

      “You're saying this cursed collar is to protect you from me? If I'm a prisoner, just put me in a cell.”

      “We would like for you to be able to experience our village for yourself. You can meet the people here, see what they have to say. You can see how we live, and decide for yourself if we're truly your enemy.”

      I slump against the wall and tug the blanket tighter around me.

      Lolarin takes my hand. I try to pull away, but her grip is like steel.

      “Have you forgotten that I read your palm?”

      “I don't care. I want my wolf back.”

      “Fate told me about you long ago.”

      The anger in me falls away as my heart skips a beat. What the hell is she talking about? I search her face for signs of lying or treachery and see none. If anything, she looks sad.

      “What did fate say?”

      “That I would meet you someday, and that I would change the world with you. Forget your sorrows. Listen to me now. There will be others like me hidden in the world. Those who fate told about you. Those who are meant to serve you. But I am special.”

      “You're really freaking me out...and I have had a terrible day already.”

      Lolarin stands and backs away to the center of the room. She glances at the door, as if to make sure that we're truly alone. I don't know how, but I suspect that if Spartan was hiding on the other side of the door listening, the witch would know.

      She lowers herself to both knees in front of me. Slowly, she presses her forehead to the floor in a deep bow.

      “You are called many things, Piper, but those of us who were born to serve you call you by your title: Queen of the World. You mustn't tell anyone this. This is a secret title, a secret thing. People who fear you will try to kill you.”

      Without meaning to, I press myself against the wall. This witch seems crazy, but it's clear she believes what she's saying.

      “But not you?”

      “No. Fate told me that I would be the first to serve you. The first to bow and acknowledge you. The first to guide you. I won't be the last.”

      Before she leaves, I catch hold of her ankle from where I sit on the floor.

      “If you're going to serve me, how about taking this collar off?”

      She smiles patiently.

      “That would be a terrible idea.”

       

      The door to my cell creaks open and I'm instantly alert. I've spent the past few hours getting used to my wolf being gone. I can't shift. Without my wolf, I've lost a lot of strength. But that doesn't mean I can't escape.

      Escape to where, though?

      I'll just have to think of something once I'm free. These people are crazy. The warlord is just my buddy now, is that it? We're all going to be good friends and forget all the times I tried to kill him?

      I'm supposed to believe that he's done nothing wrong? He's never killed anyone from Settlement? Never raided us? Maybe it wasn't always him. Maybe sometimes it was a lie. But every time?

      I can't believe it. I just can't.

      The man who comes into my cell is the handsome one with the Irish accent. He's tall enough to have to stoop in the doorway. His crimson hair, a deeper red than any hair I've ever seen on a person, hangs to his shoulders. His emerald green eyes glitter with mirth. His expression, when he looks at me, is haughty and mischievous.

      “I can get you out of here,” he says, conspiratorially. “But you have to do something sweet for me.”

      I feel my cheeks heat with embarrassment. It quickly turns over to rage.

      “You people think you can use me however you want?”

      He laughs, doubling over and falling into the doorframe. His clumsiness makes him laugh even harder.

      Not wanting to waste my chance, I dash forward and kick him hard in the groin. His laughter cuts off and immediately changes to a high pitched moan. It's like he's screaming, but only a little squeak comes out.

      I rush past him and crash right into a very muscular chest.

      “That was rude,” the man says, gesturing to the Irishman who's now curled up on the floor of my cell. My gaze travels up to his face.

      I stumble backwards in shock. Behind me, the man is still there on the floor, groaning and gripping his crushed balls with both hands. In front of me, he's there again, standing with his arms crossed, looking annoyed.

      I look from one to the other.

      “Twins?”

      He smiles.

      “You all right, Cassidy?” he asks.

      “Fuuuuuuuuuuck,” the guy on the floor moans.

      “Yeah, I saw it, mate. Kicked your balls clean through the roof of your mouth, didn't she? Serves you right for trying to flirt with her, you bastard.”

      “Is that what you call flirting?” I ask.

      “Me? Heavens no. When I flirt with you, you'll know it, lass. I've a reputation for seduction known far and wide.”

      “And an ego to match, it sounds like.”

      He laughs, the same laugh as the man on the floor of my cell. When I take a step towards him, he pinches his legs together and holds up his hands to ward me off.

      “Don't!” he says. “I surrender, all right? I'm not one of them anyways. Look...”

      With his mischievous grin spreading wide, he reaches up and tucks a lock of his hair behind his ear. His ear just keeps going, until finally his hair slips over the top and I see that it ends in a point. After staring at it, I only think of one thing.

      “Are you like....an alien or something?”

      His haughty smile falters.

      “A what?”

      “Like on the squawk box?”

      “What?”

      He tussles his long hair—a gesture that I find oddly attractive. I shake the feeling off, wondering what the hell is going on with me, and focus on him again.

      “You're telling me...” he says slowly, “...that you don't know about the Fae?”

      “Fay? Faaay? Are you trying to say fate? With your accent, it's a little...”

      “Fae! The people of faerie? The sidhe? The good folk? You've never heard of any of that?”

      I have to think about it. It does remind me of something.

      “We ran an old movie reel one time, when I was a kid. It was called Peter Pan. There was a fairy in that, but she was tiny and gave off golden dust.”

      He frowns.

      “Well, I know Pan at least,” he says finally. “That's something. And what you're talking about sounds like a sprite. Small, golden? Little wings like a butterfly?”

      “I think they were like dragonfly wings actually.”

      He thinks about that.

      “No,” he says finally, “I've never heard of that, then. It's not elf or fae or gnome or sprite. Maybe some kind of tree spirit? Hell, why do I even bother? Look here, lass: the faerie kingdom lies beside the human world. You can get there through spaces where the veil is thin between the worlds. Mostly humans slip through without meaning to. It's a beautiful place, and it's my home.”

      I hear the sorrow in his voice at leaving this place behind. Some of what he says I understand. It sounds a bit like Settlement, where the moon god kept us safe from the outside world by hiding us with magic. Without opening a gate, no one can enter or leave the town. It's only through dark magic that marauders, like the warlord—or Spartan, I guess—can get in.

      Or, so I thought. Hopefully this faerie land isn't as bullshit as my home.

      “You must want to get back there,” I say. “I need to get out of here, too. I heard they're keeping you prisoner. The war—er, Spartan, said you're supposed to be in a cell. Did you escape?”

      He crosses his arms and looks angry, but somehow I can tell it's just an act.

      “How dare you! I am an honored guest. It's true that I've—well, I might have removed a few things from people's homes without permission, and Spartan does want those things back for his people, and in the meantime, he's seen fit to put me in jail until I...ahem, learn my lesson...but I was welcomed into the community as a dignitary from the fae realms.”

      I can't help but laugh. I try very hard not to let it out, but that makes it worse. When it finally does come out, it's more a bark than a laugh, and that makes me laugh harder. I can't tell if he's as haughty and arrogant as he seems, or if it's all just a big joke to him.

      I guess it could be both.

      “So...you were stealing?” I ask once the laughter leaves me.

      “Of course! Who doesn't steal a little when they're visiting friends? You have to take a few things back as mementos, and then your friends come visit you and steal a few things for themselves. That's the way of the world, isn't it?”

      “Not even a little bit.” I smile at him now. He is charming, in a weird way. Somehow, he makes stealing seem reasonable. I can tell just from looking at him that he's steeped in sin. Every inch of him is pleasant to look at, and I'm sure he's even more gorgeous out of those clothes.

      I wait, out of habit, to see what my wolf thinks of this. But all that greets me is silence.

      He reminds me, in an odd way, of Kyle back home. I think this is how Kyle thought he looked. Like god's gift to women. But this guy actually is like that.

      I feel a stab of rage thinking about Kyle back home. He and my best friend are mated now. They probably mated under that moon as I was hauled away. They looked like they couldn't wait to be alone. The way he looked at her body, claiming her with his eyes...

      My stomach churns thinking about it.

      “There's a dark cloud on your brow now,” he says, knocking me out of my reverie.

      “I got burned pretty badly by someone I cared about.”

      “You want to talk about it while we get out of here?”

      I look at him, trying to tell if he's lying. Of course, I'd probably never know. Everything about my life is a lie

      Well, not everything. Not Hadley. She's real.

      These people probably don't even know what it's like to live in a good place. They have to make their way in the wasteland, facing marauders and cannibals and slavers.

      “You're really going to take me outside?”

      “If you wish. Just promise you'll stay close to me and don't do anything crazy, okay?”

      “Why is everyone acting like I'm the bad guy here? You jerks locked me up, okay? I'm the prisoner here--”

      “I hear you, lass. And I'm not trying to make this any weirder than it is, okay? I just want your word that we'll go for a walk, and you won't try to hurt me, or anyone else. Just get a look around the place and get your bearings, all right? Even a warrior hellbent on escaping needs to get her bearings, doesn't she?”

      The way he says it sounds so reasonable that I have to smile. It's like we're conspiring together and somehow this guy is on my team.

      “Fair enough. I promise I won't try anything while we're out. I do need to get my bearings, actually. Starting with who you are. I know that guy is Cass--”

      I gesture back to my cell, but when I look that way, I see the cell is entirely empty. I back up to the door and look inside. Nothing. No one.

      “Where did he...?”

      “You can call me Cassidy,” he says, grinning at me. “And that rude fellow who was trying to get sexual favors out of you, he's gone now and never needs to be thought of again.”

      “Never...but he was there. There was another guy there who looked just like you and now there's no one. Is he hiding under the bed or something?”

      “Dissolved,” Cassidy says, grinning a little wider. “Don't think too much about it. Come on, I've promised you a walk.”

      It takes me a second to clear my head and figure out Cassidy must be screwing with me. I don't know how he did it, but it must be a kind of magic.

      I've made paper dummies and brought them to life with magic from the Moon God—or that witch, I guess—but nothing as realistic as a double. As soon as you get close to the paper dummies, they're obviously paper, but that guy was solid. Solid enough that I felt his pelvis bruise my shin when I kicked him.

      Man, I really kicked him hard, didn't I?

      I follow Cassidy outside into the afternoon sun. The village really is beautiful. Surrounded by woods, cabins line two sides of a shallow valley. The valley cuts downward to the west, heading towards a stream that gleams in the sun like pure silver.

      It must be a trick of the light.

      “That over there is Ironwood Forest,” Cassidy says, pointing. “If you go through those trees and head north far enough, you'll hit the Whispering Wood, where you'll hear the sound of whispers that make you feel like you're going mad. Most folks stay away, figuring it is haunted. Down that way is the Silver Stream. It shines like silver, tastes like water. It gets its shimmer from a school of kappy that live in it.”

      “How do they turn it silver?”

      “Technically, it's their urine. It floats. Now, if you'll be kind enough to follow me, there's someone I'd like you to meet. I think you'll really like her, and she's got a spare room at her place. It's a bit of a fixer-upper, her place is. But it's cozy when it's not cold outside, or raining, or the wind's not blowing too hard.”

      I look at him again, transfixed by his broad grin.

      Is he handsome as a devil, or have I just had a terrible week? What do I do now that I’ve been rejected by Kyle? I don't have my faith anymore, and I don't have my wolf to guide me.

      I'm a virgin for nothing. I saved myself for an asshole.

      It just seems like people mated with whoever. Like, what do the marks even mean if they're not showing you your fated mates? I saw Kyle and Sally's marks change with my own eyes.

      Not that I trust my eyes.

      My eyes tell me that Cassidy has beautiful eyes. He's fun. He's charming. He's handsome.

      “Cassidy? Do you have a mate?”

      He chokes a little, but recovers.

      “I...no, I don't have any kind of mate. I guess I never really looked. Where I grew up, in faerie, things were pretty strict. I got my mark ages ago, when I turned eighteen.”

      I stop and stare at him.

      “You're a shifter?”

      He grins.

      “Aye. There are those in faerie, too. Someone with pointy ears fooled around with a shifter and poof! I popped out.”

      “So...no mate, no girlfriend, nothing like that?”

      “No, lass. Why?”

      He stares at me now. An intensity is in his eyes that wasn't there before.

      I know what I want to say. It sounds crazy, but I have to start searching for the truth somewhere. If my wolf could reach me, she'd probably have a strong opinion. My mother would have a strong one, too, if she were here. I can imagine what my friends would say. Or the people I thought were my friends.

      But none of them are here now. And I'm tired of listening to them, anyways. Except for my wolf. But I know what she would want.

      I want to see for myself.

      “Can I kiss you?”

      His mouth opens and closes again. His eyes narrow suspiciously.

      “Why?”

      “Because I was with a guy who I thought was my mate, and he rejected me. That guy is the only guy I’ve ever kissed. I want to know if it always feels the same to kiss a guy, or if some guys are special.”

      He thinks about it. Finally, he shrugs.

      “Who am I to say no to such a request? Kiss away.”

      He stands there, awfully tall, actually. Hands casually in his pockets. Brows raised, waiting.

      I’ve asked him. Now, I have to do it.

      I get closer, until I feel the heat from his body. I put my hand behind his neck and gently pull him down to me. His mouth opens slightly, showing his full lips.

      I let my lips brush against his softly, before pressing in to kiss. I stand on tiptoes, and my legs tremble. His strong arms wrap around my waist as he holds me up and pulls me to him.

      I meant for the kiss to last for just a moment, but that thought is gone.

      Now, I don’t want it to end.
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      It kills me to be so gentle. I know a bit about her, mostly here-say, of course. The moment she asked, I knew I wanted to kiss her very badly myself.

      Now, we're locked together, our lips exploring each other. My hands drift over the muscles of her back. She arches into me and moans gently.

      I slide my fingertips into her hair and pull her to me, kissing her harder. She squeals a little, but I can tell she doesn't mind what I'm doing. She's surprised, but in a good way.

      It feels like an eternity later when we stop.

      I'm suddenly conscious that we're in the middle of the village. People must have walked by. Folks may have seen a thing or two. But I don't see anyone out and about right now.

      Maybe we got away with it. Next time, I'll have to suggest we hide behind a convenient cabin at least.

      A funny feeling begins in my belly. I feel lightheaded.

      That was some kiss.

      But it gets worse, until the world spins when I close my eyes. Oh, no.

      “Shit.”

      “What is it?” she asks me. Her voice is light and cheerful, in spite of her circumstances. I suspect she's the type that's always on the up, even if things are down. I like that type. That's exactly the type I am.

      Mr. Positive. That's what they called me in faerie. Sure.

      Nowadays, I try to be, though. After everything that happened, I have to laugh, don't I?

      “Can we pop back to the cells for a moment? I've got to check on something. You know when you leave the kettle on? It's like that.”

       

       

      My cell is too sunny. The afternoon light pours in and tries to get in my face. I cover it with my pillow and sigh.

      I just didn’t expect to be so charmed by the lady.

      She's one hell of a woman, I don't know that I've ever seen the like of her before. A smart gal and a warrior all in one.

      Not to mention a redhead with freckles all over her. Something about that reminds me of home, and I try not to think too hard about who I've left behind.

      No, there's no reason a lad like me would be so captivated by a lass with hair the color of fire and freckles from her cheeks down to her neckline and below... Nothing like Ambrosia IV, queen of all the fae. No, not at all like that.

      All my life I swore, never a redhead. Didn't I?

      I won't be one of those lads that ends up with a gal who looks just like his own mother. I refuse to be anywhere near someone so transparent and boring as that.

      No, Piper Leigh is properly beautiful in her own right. She's not like anyone else I've met.

      The warmth of the air permeates my skin. I practically smell the sunset coming on. The setting sun has power for my kind, and it's always the best time of day for glamor and magic. Not that it matters much for my little trick. But if I do it soon, it'll last longer than usual.

      I hear them come in.

      “It's just through here. You can wait right there. No, really, just stay there and I'll be right back,” I hear my voice say, out in the hall.

      He's back early.

      He dashes in, sweat pouring from his brow. It's really not a good look. I hope he wasn't sweating like that around Piper. How embarrassing is that?

      “What are you doing?” I say.

      “What do you think?” he responds, sarcastically.

      “Ruining our hard earned reputation by sweating like a pig in a butcher's shop?”

      “Oh, fuck off.”

      He sticks out his tongue and makes a rude gesture with his hand before he melts away like he’s made of wax. He bubbles down to the ground and vanishes to nothing.

      He didn't last nearly as long as I'd expected. Something must have happened out there... Then his memories flood into me. The walk, the chat, the smell of her, the touch of her.

      Gods, what an incredible kiss!

      If I were made of candy, I'd melt right about now. Just reliving the memory is so powerful that I have to hold onto the bars to steady myself.

      “Cassidy?” Piper's voice carries from the other room. “Is everything okay? Should I...come in?”

      Is it me, or is there something a little threatening in her tone of voice. Just what does she want to do to me in here? Something dirty by the sound of it.

      I heard she was a virgin. Something must have gone wrong with that. Not that virgins haven't been interested in me before. Oh, sure, that's happened. Several very nice lasses have asked me to relieve them of the burden of their virginity and teach them the ways of lovemaking.

      And maybe once or twice I said yes. Out of the kindness of my own heart, and nothing more, of course. But I can't have her coming in here and seeing me locked in the cell. That'll create all kinds of confusion.

      So I reach my arm through the bars and split myself.

      At first, it just looks like my finger gets longer. Then something fleshy pours out of the tip like a faucet just turned on. It expands and grows, bubbling larger and larger, until the nebulous shape takes form and makes an exact duplicate of me.

      Well, except for the clothes. I've imagined him in a sweet outfit that looks incredible. Tight jeans, silk shirt, plenty of jewels. Oh, yes, my duplicate looks fantastic.

      “See you later, mate,” he says, grinning back at me.

      “Aye, you will. Behave yourself.”

      His grin widens.

      “I won't do anything you wouldn't do.”

      “Short list, that.”

      “Short, indeed.”

      And with a little nod and salute, my copy walks out of the jail and into the setting sun. As soon as he gets out there, I hear a little giggle.

      It's a sound I know I'll like far too much.

      “Did you come back here just to change clothes?”

      “Well, lass. After that kiss, I've had to reevaluate my choice of wardrobe. A great kisser like yourself deserves a well-dressed fellow, don't you think?”

      “You already looked like a prince, Cassidy. Now you look...well, even better. Thank you for dressing up for me. I wish I had something nice to wear for you.”

      I slump back in my bed as their voices fade. Gods, it sucks being the original. Sometimes the copies get to have all the fun.

      But at least I get the memories when they vanish.

       

      
        
        CASSIDY’S COPY

      

      

      It's something else, leaving that loser behind.

      Free at last!

      Sure, when it's all over for me and I dissolve to nothing, my consciousness goes back to him. Cassidy-in-the-cell will remember all of my experiences just as if he'd lived them. But not until I dissolve. Until then, every experience, every sensation, I have with Piper will be my own.

      Yeah, it's not so bad, being a copy. From my perspective, it feels like I'm the real one. I have all the terrible memories—thanks, me—and all the pleasant ones. When I dissolve, all my experiences go back into Cassidy proper, so it's not like I've died or anything. It's more like we rejoin each other and our memories get mixed together.

      Cassidy-in-the-cell will remember his boring ass day in jail, and Cassidy-out-on-a-date-with-Piper—that's me—will get to have all the fun and live every moment of it.

      The guards have been extra vigilant, so as I slip past them, I feel a small amount of guilt. Not much, mind you, but a little bit. I'm sure they'll be in trouble later with Spartan, when that busybody inevitably finds out, but what can I do?

      I'm not going to rot in a cell because Spartan is mad over a little good-natured stealing.

      I hold out my hand and she takes it. Something burns in the connection between us. It's like electricity running through live wires when we touch.

      I'll never forget the first time I touched an electrical outlet in faerie, and felt the magic of electricity in a very personal way. I believe I was four and my older sister was, once again, trying to kill me.

      File that away with the terrible memories.

      Anyways, that's what pops into my head when she takes my hand. It's an explosion of power between us, and it lights up my soul like a bulb.

      Whatever this is, whatever she is, I want more. I want as much as I can get.

      “So...” she asks when we get far enough away to talk again, “we’re going to meet someone?”

      “We are, indeed. But there's some time before she's done with school. The kids are finished, but the schoolhouse always needs attention. At least, that's usually what she's going on about, Naia is.”

      Piper nods.

      “Since we have time,” I tell her. “How would you like to see the Ironwood Forest?”

      She laughs, a beautiful sound to my ears.

      “Trying to get me alone in the woods?” she says, her eyes twinkling at me.

      I put my hand on my chest in a gesture of surprise.

      “How could you suggest such a thing? All I wanted was an innocent walk in nature, and here you are making it about something naughty. I'll have you know, there's a beautiful robin's nest I wanted to show you. Bright red plumage. Really something to see.”

      “If I go with you, will I be safe?”

      “Of course! I may dress well, but I can fight quite well. I'm hell with a knife if I need to be, and my wolf is strong and sure. I can shift quickly enough, too. Sorry, lass. I know it's a tough subject for you right now.”

      I could see the shadow pass over her face at the mention of shifting. Really should have thought of that beforehand. But she shakes her head. It's not the shifting that's made her upset. But what...

      Then it comes to me. When I realize, it makes me sad, and angry at the people who've treated this young woman so badly.

      “You mean safe from me, don't you?”

      She nods.

      “I know that males can be...well, they can be demanding.”

      I nod.

      “Piper, I give you my word that I'll never put my hands on you unless you ask me to. We'll never go further than you want to go. And if you want to stop, we can stop whenever you like. Males might be demanding, but a man never is. Not a proper one.”

      She gazes into my eyes hard. She must come to a decision, because soon enough, she nods. Piper gives me her hand again, and we walk towards the tall trees.

      Again, I feel that sensation from touching her. I've never felt anything like it, touching a woman. I felt it on my lips when we kissed. A fire between us. As we walk, I imagine what it would feel like to be inside her.

      Stop that!

      My jeans are already too tight. It makes my ass look fantastic, but if I get hard in these things, there'll be no hiding it.

      We cross the threshold of the woods, where the canopy overhead shields us from the sun, and the ironwood leaves coat the ground like a matted carpet. They're fall leaves, already replaced with green on the trees, so they're soft and moist as we step across them.

      When we're in a little ways, she stops and smirks at me. Something tells me she doesn't think there's a robin's nest out here at all.

      And maybe I did stretch the truth a bit about that.

      She turns to me, her eyes seeking out mine. Her hands slide up the front of my stomach, up my chest. A shiver of desire runs through me.

      “Piper...”

      I mean to talk to her, but something in my tone makes her step back. She jerks her hands away and clasps them in front of her, shame passing across her face.

      “Was that too much?” she asks nervously. “That was too much for sure. I shouldn't have rubbed your chest like that...I was just curious what it felt like. You know, through a silk shirt.”

      I can't help smiling. Now that I know what's bothering her, I reach out and take her hands, pulling her to me. I put her hands back on my chest and let my own rest on her hips.

      “You can touch my chest all you want. I didn't mean to scare you. I promised we can go as far as you want, and I meant it. If I were you, I'd certainly take this opportunity to learn as much as I could about men and faeries. Our anatomy is remarkably similar, except faeries have two penises.”

      “You do not!” She laughs and her forehead rests on my chest. “When we were kissing, I definitely only felt one down th--”

      I can tell she's blushing, because the back of her neck turns so red, her freckles disappear. I can't help smirking. I guess I didn't try to hide my arousal when we kissed. I wasn't exactly thinking at the time.

      She looks up at me, her face still blazing. She is so beautiful that I'm desperate to kiss her again, but I did make a promise.

      She's been through so much, she's not ready for any huge steps yet. Her faith has been challenged, she's learned her whole life was a lie. She might want a distraction, I don't know...but I'm not going to do that for her just yet.

      Not until she's had time to get used to the real world.

      “May I kiss you again?” I ask.

      Her eyes pop open a little wider.

      “Um, no.”

      I feel a chill roll down my spine. Everything felt right, didn't it? The way she touches my chest. The way she blushes now. This all seems like it's going right.

      We've come to the woods, it's private...

      “I want to,” she adds quickly. “It just feels a little too soon. I'm sorry. I know that's not what you want to hear. I do want to, I just...”

      She stops and freezes there. Slowly, she pushes away from me. She turns and stalks into the forest.

      “What am I doing?!” she screams, throwing her hands in the air. “I still do it! I just make excuses, uptight, not putting myself out there...and why? For who? The moon god is a weird little woman with big eyes who looks crazy! The reverend is...well, I don't know what he is, exactly, but he's not what I thought. I'm tired of saying I'm sorry!”

      She whirls, pointing a finger at me.

      “I'm not sorry! I came with you because I thought I wanted to kiss you, but now I'm not ready and I don't give a shit if you don't like it!”

      I try to hold it in. I really do. But the laughter just comes out of me.

      “That's fine,” I say, holding up my hands. “If you want to later, you can tell me. If not...that's fine, too. I really mean it.”

      She shakes her head.

      “I'm sorry—I mean, not for that—but I am sorry. I must look pretty crazy to you. I could have been nicer.”

      “That's fine. You’re going through a lot. Hang on, let me make a note in my diary here.” I mime taking a little book out of my pocket, and then pretend to take a pen from my other pocket, and then put imaginary pen to imaginary paper. “Today, Piper was mean to me, even though, I'm absolutely perfect in every way. She looked beautiful doing it, though. Absolutely stunning. Her nipples were rock hard the whole time because she doesn't wear a bra. There, that's my entry for the day.”

      I fold the imaginary diary up and put it back. When I look up, Piper has her hands covering her breasts—a shame, that—and she looks at me with a wry smile.

      I suspect she's annoyed with me, but can't help smiling.

      That's my specialty, after all.

      “Cassidy? Why don't you show me to the schoolhouse now?”

      She stalks past, still using her hands as a brassiere. I manage not to laugh, but there's no stopping my smile. I swear I haven't smiled this much since I left home.

      Ran away, more like it.

      I follow her out of the woods. After a brief nipple check, she drops her hands and walks beside me.

      “And for the record, it's not that I'm not wearing a bra.” She sounds a little annoyed now. Almost peeved. “It's that when I was smuggled out of my home in the dark of night, I was wearing a glorified bedsheet, and the girl who let me use her clothes doesn't wear bras because she doesn't need them—she's lovely, though, her breasts are just small—and when I got here, wouldn't you know it? There weren't any bras in my size in the jail where they tossed me. I would like a bra, even if they're uncomfortable. I don't like my nipples getting hard and poking through the front of my shirt—”

      “I do. I like it a lot”

      She swats at me playfully.

      “I bet you do! By the way, your thing is getting hard again. I can really see the outline in those tight jeans.”

      I glance down automatically and she laughs. She put me on and I fell for it. I like the playfulness in her voice. It’s surrounded by a kind of curiosity, a testing, like she’s trying to figure out the real world.

      She enjoys a little flirtation, but also pulls back when she feels a bit scared because she might have gone too far.

      “Aye, you got me. I am at about half mast, though. These jeans cut off some circulation.”

      Her face turns curious.

      “Do you ever wonder why we say jeans? Like there's the jeans you wear, and then there's alpha genes, but those are a part of you. You can't take them on and off, right?”

      I shrug.

      “Language is a funny thing, it's true. I think it's because we all wear jeans, and you keep things in your pockets. Alpha jeans are like that, but inside of you.”

      “But some people have them and some people don't...”

      “Right...well, sometimes you wear jeans and sometimes you don't. You can call that a bit of fae wisdom right there. Ah, here's the schoolhouse. Maybe we can ask the teacher if she knows about jeans or not. I think, at the very least, she'll be able to wrestle you up a brassiere or two.”

      I stop and let her go on. I've spoken to Naia already, and I trust that ornery little schoolteacher... I think she knows what she's doing. And what she has to say to Piper is something best said between the two of them alone.

      She stops and turns.

      “You're not coming?” she asks.

      Wish I could. Wish I could always be there to shelter you from the hard truths.

      “No, I'm afraid my journey ends here. I'll wait while you talk to her, though. Just a little ways off if you need me. Don't worry. Naia can be gruff, but she's a softie once you get to know her. Go on, gal. You'll be all right.”

      Piper looks pensive, but she turns and strolls down the hill. I try not to look at the outline of her perfect ass in those shorts. I fail miserably.

      My shifter ears are keen enough to pick up the conversation as I walk away. I pick up the pace to make the sound fade faster. Naia's voice carries when she speaks, but I only hear the first part.

      “I had a kid brother, once,” Naia says. “You killed him.”

      Aye, I need to get a bit further down the road.

      I've no business hearing what's said after that.

    

  







            Chapter 11

          

          

      

    

    






PIPER

        

      

    

    
      I walk towards the little building down the hill.

      It's not much bigger than the jailhouse, but it looks a bit nicer. Not made of shaved logs and moss like some of the cabins. Someone took the time to make planks and tack them up into a proper building.

      This village is so different from Settlement.

      My nails dig into my neck around the collar. Without Cassidy to distract me with his unnerving handsomeness, the collar becomes really annoying.

      It feels like there's a poison seeping into my body from it. I feel cold in my fingertips, an aching in the small of my back. My skin feels dry, like paper cracking in the sun. But the worst thing of all is being cut off from my wolf.

      It's like being half dead.

      And I acted like a crazy person in front of Cassidy. Which, really, I blame on the collar, too. It makes me feel weird, and without my wolf's opinions, I feel completely adrift.

      What's normal? Being a virgin? No kissing? Yes kissing?

      Pretty sure my wolf is pro kissing.

      At least they let me go outside.

      The spring air warms the breeze coming up from the valley below me. A huge expanse of green springs from the rocks of the hillside, grass as tall as my waist. Well-worn paths run through it, making it look a bit like a maze. Children run and scream in the grass, I see it bend and fold where they are, even if I can't see them. Suddenly, they burst naked into the clearing and stop to shift.

      The first, a tiny blond haired girl, stops and squats, screwing her eyes shut to concentrate. One of her hands sprouts a wolf’s paw, and then the other. Slowly, she stumbles forward into her wolf form. She's joined by two boys and another girl. The boys shift a little faster, and the last girl, a bit older and taller than the rest, shifts the fastest.

      They tussle along the ground, growling and picking at each other's ankles. They crouch in play postures, signaling the joy inside them at connecting physically with their pack.

      I can't help the tears that come.

      The loss of my family, of my pack, and now my wolf is just too much. Hadley and I would still wrestle on the weekends, when our chores were done. The children of the neighborhood would join, all of them dying to take me on.

      They all knew I was a Red Sister, so vanquishing me would mean pride for them. They never did, of course. Because the Red Sisters are female, most of our training involves multiple opponents, and warriors who may be larger or stronger than we are.

      Taking on the neighborhood cubs was no challenge at all.

      When the cubs by the edge of the grass notice me, a chorus of yelps rises up. They charge, and I feel my body try to shift. Pain lances down my spine as the process is halted, forcibly, by the collar.

      A commanding voice booms over the clearing, and the cubs stop immediately.

      “No!” A small woman, with black curly hair down to her shoulders, storms into the clearing. Her eyes flare at the cubs. “Leave this one alone. Go on and play in the fields, and stay out of trouble!”

      The cubs whimper and whine, and then one of them—the little blond girl, I think—nips another on the ankle and they yip and bark and vanish into the tall grass at lightning speed.

      A blur of joyful fur.

      The woman walks over to me. Her hair is like a puffy cloud of black, shining in the sun and lustrous. Her big, dark eyes look me over from top to bottom.

      “So, you're her,” she says, slowly. Her voice has a deep, sultry quality to it.

      “I guess. Naia? Cassidy said you'd know who I am. He mentioned that you wanted to speak to me?”

      She nods, her gaze boring into me like she’s trying to see what's inside.

      “I had a kid brother once,” she says. “You killed him.”

      Her words hit me right in the chest like a hammer. My heart aches like nothing I've ever felt. I want to look away, but I can't bring my eyes to move away from hers.

      Her dark eyes watch me intensely, like she's worried I might start a fight, but I don't have any fight in me.

      “Saying I'm sorry doesn't sound like enough,” I say. “And saying I didn't know what I was doing sounds too much like an excuse.”

      She nods.

      When she reaches for me, I flinch a little. She smiles and wraps her arms around me, holding me tight. Her voice in my ear is a gentle whisper.

      “I know how you feel,” she says. “I was a Red Sister, too.”

      I don't mean to, but I start to cry anyways. I can't hold it in. I keep trying to search my memory for a face that reminds me of hers. Of someone you might call a kid brother, but I can't remember anything like that.

      I’m ashamed of the way she holds me, and comforts me. I'm ashamed I took someone from her, and now she has to do this. To hold her brother's killer and soothe her tears.

      But she does it anyway. She runs her fingers through my hair and whispers to me that it's going to be okay. She tells me she forgives me, and I fall to my knees, unable to keep standing. She joins me, still holding me, pressing my face into her shoulder, where her thick knit sweater soaks up my tears.

      I draw the line at snotting on her. I will not do that.

      I pull back and try to wipe my face, but it smears everywhere. There's so much snot.

      She brings me a rag from the schoolhouse and as I wipe my face and blow my nose, she laughs.

      “Aren't you a sight, Piper Leigh?” she says, snorting a little. “Come on, get up. If Cassidy sees you ugly crying, his dick will get soft for once.”

      I snort and blow more snot down my face. Thankfully, the rag still has a few clean spots, but this triggers another round of laughter. When it passes, I take Naia's hand and get to my feet.

      “Come on,” she says. “Let's have a seat. I know you have questions.”

      There's a little row of picnic tables, rough hewn and well worn. They're smaller than adult sized. Probably for the kids. We fit a little awkwardly and our knees hit each other under the table, but it's all right.

      I find myself staring at her.

      She's beautiful, and muscular in a feminine way. Her hair is this gorgeous poofy cloud of black that she leaves wild in the wind. Her olive skin glows in the dusk sunlight, and her dark eyes are penetrating and intelligent.

      “You know me?” I ask.

      She nods and a bright smile spreads across her face.

      “Oh, yes. I know you Piper Leigh. When I first met you, you were this gangly twelve year old, covered in freckles. Nothing but skin and bones, with scabs on your knees. Your mom couldn't keep you inside. You were a fighter, even then. Never backed down from a challenge. I was captain then, so training the young sisters was part of my duties.”

      “I wish I could remember you.”

      “Don't sweat it. My memory is full of holes, too. You notice it more over time. The dreams are a bitch.”

      “The dreams?”

      “Oh, yeah. You'll have dreams that seem very real and they'll haunt you. Is it a memory, trying to come back, or just a dream? I wake in the night from terrible dreams where I'm hurting people, and killing people. I'll never know if they're real.”

      “Can I ask how you came to be here?”

      She laughs.

      “You can ask anything. It doesn't mean I'll answer, but you can ask. I get how weird things feel after you're out of the cult for a while. You find yourself wondering what's normal, right? Am I a slut if someone sees my tits, or am I just a woman bathing in a stream?”

      Her voice becomes a whiny sing-song at the end that reminds me a little of my own thoughts lately, and it makes me burst out laughing.

      “Yes! I've really struggled with things like that. What clothes should I wear? How should I act around males here? I really don't know what's appropriate and what's not.”

      “You'll be fine as long as you take it slow. Keep your eyes open. You're a fast learner and you've grown into a beautiful woman. No one is going to complain if you bathe naked in the stream, I'm sure. As for how I got here, it was kind of like you. Something bad happened, and I needed to get away before I got killed. I managed to fight my way out.

      “Once I was on the outside, I wandered for a long time, hungry and thirsty. Terrified I'd get caught by slavers. Then, Spartan found me and brought me here. Once I figured out the things I'd done as a Red Sister, I figured everyone here would hate me. But they didn't. They accepted me and now they let me teach their cubs math and history and stuff.”

      “Will you...tell me a little about your brother?”

      She looks at me with sad eyes, the weight of grief still hanging there. She nods.

      “He was fifteen. A sweet boy, never rough or mean. He was sensitive. An artist. Gods, he could paint. I was waiting for him, hoping to get him out. He wasn't a fighter, and that's what Thrall values in males. Their ability to fight, and their loyalty. Arlo, that's my brother, had neither.”

      I wipe tears from my eyes as she talks. Her gaze stays focused on the table, and when I see her hand shaking slightly, I reach out to hold it.

      She grips my hand in return, holding on.

      “And you're sure it was me?”

      She nods.

      “Ros told Spartan all about it. She had just started on cleanup when he died.”

      “When I murdered him.”

      Her grip on my hand tightens.

      “Don't fucking do that, Piper. It wasn't your fault. Thrall is the one who killed my brother. He's the one who needs to pay. For everyone you killed, for everyone I killed. Store up your sadness and use it.”

      “That sounds familiar,” I say. “I don't remember you, but I feel you there inside me somehow. Words you spoke maybe, or things you taught me.”

      “That's good. You'll notice that sometimes with people from Settlement. They may not remember you, and you may not remember them, but there are always traces. Have you spoken to Spartan?”

      A tiny prick of rage runs through me.

      “A little. Before he sprung this collar on me. Since I became captain of the Red Sisters, I've tried to kill the warlord. Now I find out he's a good guy? It's a little hard to swallow. Especially since he put this collar on me. It was a real jerk move.”

      “Fucking asshole,” she says, but she's smiling. “You can say it, you know. There's no swear jar in Sanctuary. But seriously, cut him some slack. He has a tough time running this place. It's a lot of responsibility, being the alpha of the village. Thrall is always trying to find us, to get through our protective gates. If he does, Spartan will be the one to fight him. He'll die, but he'll fight. And he's doing that for all of us, including you.

      “I'm not saying you should suck his cock, or that he's not a bossy little busybody sometimes. Gods, can you believe he's two years younger than me?”

      My brows go up.

      “He's not much older than me, then, is he?”

      “Six years, I think. Older, but not so old that it would be weird, you know?”

      My mouth opens and kind of hangs there for a second. Naia laughs and winks at me.

      “I mean, he's got some hubba hubba going on, right?”

      I can't help smiling. It feels so good having this easy connection with her. It feels so odd inside to know that I've hurt her so deeply, but she doesn't seem to hate me. I try to imagine how I'd feel if someone hurt Hadley. If it was Julia, I'd probably cut her throat, but then I've never liked her.

      “Anyways,” Naia says. “You should ask him some questions yourself. He'll want to talk to you, and he knows you very well.”

      “He...knows me?”

      “Sure. He was in Settlement, too. He got out not long before I did. Came floating down the Silver Stream, gashed up pretty bad. Lolarin didn't think he'd make it, but she knew we needed an alpha, and he was strong so she took him under her wing and nursed him back to health. She did a good job. Now he's a giant wall of man muscle.”

      She says man muscle like it's the grossest thing. Like, I kind of wonder if she has a thing against guys. Maybe she got her heart broken before she left. It brings to mind another question.

      “Do they look down on rejects here? I don't know if anyone knows about what happened yet.”

      Naia smiles kindly.

      “No one will care. Whatever happened in Settlement is done. You're here now, and you'll have a new life. I wouldn't worry too much about the rejection. Sometimes it's for the best. And I speak from experience.”

      “You got rejected, too?”

      “You could say that. You could also say I punched my would-be mate in the face when he tried to grab my boobs at the mating moon ceremony. It caused quite a stir. Very inappropriate for a young lady, as I understand.”

      Just picturing it brings a smile to my face. I'm sure it was a difficult experience for her, but I kind of wish I'd punched Kyle on the way out. I suppose I'll never get a chance now.

      No wonder she doesn't like men.

      Naia looks over my shoulder and nods.

      “There's the big dumb hunk right there,” she says.

      I turn and see Spartan walking up the hill. He isn't in any hurry, but it's obvious he's headed our way.

      “I'll let him drag you away to whatever man crap he wants to blah, blah, blah about. If the jail isn't to your liking, you can crash at my place. I have a spare room.”

      “That's very kind. Are you sure it wouldn't be a bother? I can clean and take care of the place for you. I'll earn my keep.”

      She shrugs.

      “Knock yourself out. I've always wanted a little ginger housewife.”

      She winks at me again and something passes between us. A kind of offering I've never seen in a woman's eyes before, but one I'm quite familiar with when it comes to men.

      I feel my face turn bright red.

      “It's getting hot out here isn't it?” Naia says, punching me in the shoulder. “Come on, let's get ourselves out of this table while we still can.”

      It takes a little doing to twist our legs back out without pulling the little table over, but we manage.

      “It's that cabin there at the wood line. It's a real dump of a shithole, but I'll take it over Settlement any day. Inside those walls, I can be whoever I want and do whatever I want and no one can fucking stop me.”

      We hug again, pulling each other in tight. As she leaves, I look to the little cabin she pointed out. It does look a bit run down, but a little care could fix that in a pinch.

      Spartan strolls over. He's wearing a loose shirt and work pants. Looks like he's been out somewhere working in the dirt. The knees of his pants are worn thin and could use patching. His shirt must have been white once, but now it's almost gray, with little holes here and there. Sweat has pulled it close to his skin, and the outline of his well muscled body is on display.

      I try to act like I'm not looking. But I look.

      “Still mad at me?” he asks.

      “Yeah, because of this,” I point at the collar. “Even if you're not a murdering slaver like I thought, you're still a...fucking asshole. There, I said it. What do you have to say for yourself?”

      I cross my arms and glare at him as hard as I can.

      To my surprise, he laughs.

      “Naia's rubbing off on you, I see. I'm glad you two hit it off. She was excited to hear that you'd come over from the cult. I was, too.”

      “Naia said you knew me. Back in Settlement, I mean.”

      He nods.

      “You could say we knew each other well.”

      “Were we...friends?”

      “You were still pretty young when Thrall tried to kill me. I think you were sixteen. You'd trained with the Red Sisters at school for about a year.”

      “So you were nineteen?”

      “Yup.”

      “But like, the kind of nineteen where you hung around sixteen year old girls a lot, or...”

      He looks uncomfortable, but he still laughs.

      “It wasn't really like that. I was at the school a lot, and I knew the Red Sisters. I helped with their training sometimes, when they needed a guy to chew on. You know, someone marauder sized.”

      “So you knew me professionally? Like a teacher-student thing?”

      He nods slowly.

      “Very much like that. And outside of school, I kept an eye on you. I knew your dad pretty well and he asked me to...you know, make sure the guys didn't give you a hard time at school and things like that.”

      I try to imagine Spartan younger, but I fail. He's so...big. Tall and broad shouldered, powerfully built. A grown man. When he was nineteen he was probably thinner, more boyish. But his square jaw and five o'clock shadow make it impossible to picture.

      “Now, if you walk back to my office with me, we can see about taking the collar off. It was just a precaution for the first day or two. With newcomers from Settlement, it's usually a good idea. People can be skittish. Since you were a Red Sister, people here can be a little weird about that, too.”

      I hate to admit it, but I understand. After talking to Naia, and knowing the kind of things I did with the Red Sisters, it really hits home that I hurt people. Innocent people.

      Probably a lot of them.

      I try not to think about how many times I'd heard that alarm go off and chased down people I thought were our enemies.

      We walk together down the path towards the jailhouse. I look for Cassidy as we go, but he isn't by the tree he said he would be. He's an odd one. Fun, but not very reliable I guess. He seems to just...appear and disappear when he wants to.

      Maybe it's a fae thing, though. I shouldn't judge.

      When we get to the jail, Spartan walks me through to his office in the back. I'm a little surprised to see Cassidy in his cell. He waves to me, and a long mark peeks out from the sleeve of his shirt, it looks like a tattoo.

      It’s a word, but I can only see the end of it.

      -CAT.

      He sees me notice, and pulls the sleeve down.

      “I waited, lass,” he says. “But the bars called to me, and I became hopelessly homesick for my cell.”

      Spartan growls.

      “And you should stay in it until you give back the stuff you stole, Cassidy. Roscoe misses his teacup. They were a set.”

      “They still are special, Sparty. On an unrelated note, you're out of eggs again, and the wee bit of cheese you saved so carefully got eaten as well.”

      I can see Spartan's jaw flexing with irritation. It's kind of hot. Something about the two of them arguing makes it feel warm in here. There's a spark between them that makes my skin tingle.

      “Stop stealing my food, Cassidy. I was really looking forward to that cheese.”

      “I can imagine! It was a right treat, it was. Maybe the best cheese I've had. Enjoyed it with a spot of tea in my favorite teacup.”

      Spartan stalks over and grabs the bars, giving them a shake. He checks each one, the muscles of his arms flexing. Last, he checks the door and makes sure it's locked.

      “I will find out how you're getting out, Cassidy. If it's the end of me, I will.”

      “Sure you will. I've got faith in you.”

      Spartan growls again and stalks into his office. I follow, but I give Cassidy a big smile and blow him a little kiss for fun. He pretends to catch it. I think I'm starting to like flirting.

      In the office, my eyes are immediately drawn to the black helmet on the wall. Its features are etched into my mind. It's molded to look like a beast's face, with fangs and spikes. The eyes are just slits.

      “How do you see in that thing?” I ask, sitting on the edge of his desk.

      Spartan's gaze slips down to my butt for a moment, and then quickly goes to the helmet on the wall. I've been looking at him, but I hadn't noticed him looking at me.

      Now that I've noticed, it's like I can't stop seeing it.

      “Not well,” he says, laughing.

      I turn to look out the window, but I focus on the reflection of the room behind me. When I do, I see him looking at me, his eyes combing over my body. I feel the energy of it on my skin. It tingles in a good way.

      So I was sixteen and he was nineteen...

      Something tells me that I would have thought Spartan was hot.

      Because I do now.

      He's handsome in a different way from Cassidy. Cassidy is beautiful, really. Just ridiculous eye candy to feast on. But Spartan's rugged good looks are ridiculous in their own way.

      He digs in a drawer and comes out with a set of keys.

      “Now,” he says, holding them up. “I will take the collar off if you can assure me that you won't turn into a wolf and try to kill me. Or, you know, anyone else.”

      I nod.

      “Look, I get it,” I say. “Coming out of Settlement, I didn't know up from down anymore, you know? You were my greatest enemy, and now it turns out we were friends. I thought I protected my pack from deadly enemies, and it turns out I murdered innocent people...”

      “Piper, I--”

      “No, it's okay! Naia tried to talk me down, too, but I don't want that. I killed those people. That's my responsibility, and I have to try to make that right. And my sister is still there. Who knows what could happen to her? If she saw me again in a week, would she even recognize me? I was a part of something ugly. I protected it, and nurtured it. I trained others to kill for it. You don't have to worry about me, Spartan. I'm not in a hurry to hurt anyone anymore. I think I've hurt enough people for a lifetime.”

      Spartan looks at me appraisingly. Then he nods.

      “You really have grown up,” he says.

      He comes close to me, his leg going between mine as he steps closer. Something warm happens inside me as his hands get closer to my neck. Feeling the heat of his body this close to mine is so intense, I can barely stand it. His fingers brush my neck and I get gooseflesh all over. He spends a few seconds getting the key in the lock, and then the collar comes free.

      A wave of sensation flows through me. Warmth rides to the tips of my fingers and toes. The heat inside me at Spartan's touch surges like a tidal wave.

      Holy shit. I have to get out of here.

      I want to run, but my body won't move.

      My wolf growls her approval. She’s back! She settles inside of me and I feel her fur and her warmth, her growly sense of humor. I feel her thoughts the way I feel my own. A special kind of joy spreads through me, and my wolf turns up the heat between my legs.

      Like a furnace.

      She likes this male a great deal. She feels the power surging through him. There's nothing she loves more than power.

      He should be ours, her growl says.

      She found Kyle to be weak and disappointing. But this male? If she were a kitten, she'd purr. My body is so sensitive, it feels like how I always imagined going into heat would. My wolf whines inquisitively.

      I think she could put us into heat right now if she wanted to. Her energy makes it feel like our heat is close. It's going to happen soon, and this male, with all his power and strength, could watch over us.

      He could tend to us in our heat.

      She wants him to.

      I missed you, but dear god you have to stop. It’s like the collar made you even hornier, and you were already a too horny wolf.

      “Is...everything okay?” Spartan says. “You're probably hungry. I know the collar sucks. They, uh, made it for me actually. I was a bit of a handful when I first got here, I guess. But maybe a home cooked meal would make it up to you?”

      My wolf practically rolls over for this.

      He's going to feed us! her energy says.

      I get up slowly and brush past him, my shoulder gently grazing his chest. I walk to the door and close it, turning to face him now that we're alone.

      “You think a meal is going to make it up to me? You'll have to do better than that.”

      Spartan's eyes harden with hunger. I feel desire pouring out of him. I'm sure he's been with women before—I mean, look at him—but the way he looks at me is like he's never had a woman in his life.

      A little bit of fear creeps into me. Maybe I've gone too far?

      My wolf growls. Don’t stop.

      “What did you have in mind?” he asks. His voice is deeper and it sounds like he has trouble getting the words out. He takes a few steps closer. Close enough he can reach out and touch me.

      “I want a kiss.”

      His brows go up.

      He leans in close until I feel his breath on my cheek. He inhales my scent slowly. My back arches against the door as I close my eyes.

      “No,” he whispers in my ear. “Now, are you hungry or not?”
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      Spartan can kiss my ass.

      Not that he would if I offered.

      I spend the night sulking in my room at Naia's. It's not a bad room. There are spaces between the logs big enough that I can see outside. The wind whistles a little when it blows. She brings me a big comforter and pillow. I slump into bed, exhausted.

      The next morning, having my wolf back feels amazing. I have plenty of energy, so I decide to head down the valley to this stream everyone talks about. It's a short walk down a dirt path. The gleam of the water reflects all the way up to Sanctuary, so there's no risk of getting lost.

      Silver water burbles down the long creek bed like a liquid mirror. It's easy to see why they call it the Silver Stream.

      If I stand close enough, though, I can see through it.

      It's deep here. Deep enough that I can see river fish at the bottom swimming against the current. They wait for bugs and smaller fish to come downstream and then eat them.

      They're also in the perfect spot to catch them, if only I had a pole.

      The voice, when he speaks, should startle me. But the calmness of his tone makes him seem as natural to this place as anything else.

      “Breaks your heart, doesn't it?” he says.

      I turn to see the stranger approaching. He walks past me with a sure stride. There's so much power in him that even my wolf, normally sleepy and slow at this time of the morning, perks up when she sees him.

      He's tall, with a farmhand's build. He looks about my age. Shaggy hair bleached blond by the sun. One of his eyes is brown, and the other is an electric blue. I've never seen a pair of eyes like that, and I have to stop and really take them in. His broad shoulders ripple the work shirt he wears. Rough flannel. He doesn't need overalls to hold up his tight jeans. His backside does the job just fine.

      His smile is gentle and easy to look at, too.

      “What?” I ask.

      “I saw you watching those fat trout down there. Makes you wish you had a pole, doesn't it?”

      I nod, not knowing what else to say.

      “I don't want to upset you,” he says. “But Spartan asked me to keep an eye on you.”

      I take a step back and cross my arms. I'm a little tired of Spartan sending his guards after me. Isn't it bad enough that he made me wear that collar for two days?

      He could have come and spoken to me himself, but I get the feeling he's avoiding me. There's something weird between us, and it drives me crazy. I know there's more to our past than he tells me.

      But why keep it a secret? The whole thought puts me in a bad mood.

      “Another one of his watch dogs?” I reply, a little more acidly than I mean to.

      He doesn't flinch. Instead, he holds out a hand for me to shake. I think about leaving him hanging, but I can't. His easygoing nature and the earnestness of the way he reaches out for me is disarming.

      I'd feel like the world's biggest bitch if I didn't shake his hand.

      So I do. A warmth pervades his skin when we touch. Rough calluses grip my palm and he envelopes my hand, holding it tight for a good shake.

      A solid handshake, as my dad would have said. Thinking about him almost makes me cry, so I try to shut that down and close it off somewhere inside where it won't get loose.

      Something else passes from the warmth of his hand. A calmness that passes right into me, easing all the walls inside. Softening.

      And just like that, I stand there shaking this stranger's hand when the tears come. Everything just comes apart inside and nothing will hold back the sorrow I feel over everything I've lost.

      My whole world was torn apart and everyone I love is locked away from me.

      Gently, the young man pulls me close and crushes me in a hug. He holds me tight, running his hand up and down my back, pressing my face into him so I breathe his scent deeply.

      He tells me softly that I'm safe, and he repeats it over and over as I sob into him. It makes it easier for me to let go, to cry it all out.

      He has a softness to his soul that goes beyond his years.

      When I catch my breath and the storm begins to pass, I feel a thousand times better. It should feel awkward, being wrapped in this guy's muscles when I don't even know him. Somehow it feels fine. Like I've found an oasis in the middle of all the craziness in my life.

      When I pull back, he doesn't try to keep me.

      A long trail of snot hangs from the edge of my nose and runs right to his shirt as I step back. Before it can break, the man reaches out and pinches it off, tossing it down to the grass.

      “Um, I'm sorry about that.”

      “I'm not,” he says calmly. He reaches into his back pocket and pulls out a clean, white handkerchief and passes it to me. I take it gratefully, and blow my nose and wipe away my tears. I must look like an absolute mess.

      I pass it back to him and I'm shocked to see that he has tears of his own wetting his cheeks. He wipes them with the handkerchief, dabs his shirt a little and slips it back into his back pocket. “It might sound forward of me to say this, but you're just about the prettiest woman I've ever seen.”

      For some reason, that makes me laugh. Something about the way he says it is too much, like he just said a simple truth.

      “So you've only met ugly girls so far, huh?”

      He laughs, too, showing a row of perfect white teeth. His smile is infectious and his cheeks dimple from it. It makes him even better looking than he already was.

      “I wouldn't say that,” he says. “There's a lot of pretty ladies around this village, I think. Just none as much as you. My name is Shepherd, by the way.”

      “Piper Leigh, but you already know that.”

      “I do. But it's good to hear it from you.”

      Shepherd seems too big and too solid and too handsome all of a sudden, so I find myself looking at my shoes.

      “So, what do folks do around here for fun, anyways?” I ask, my voice cracking a little from the crying I did.

      “Now, what if I was to tell you there's a couple fishing poles up the hill? If we can find some dead grasshoppers or mayflies, we could probably hook us some dinner. Nothing tastes better than fresh trout in butter.”

      My stomach rumbles.

      My wolf perks up at the idea of food. She also takes notice of this strange man.

      I follow him up the hill where he pointed, and we get the poles. I check mine over like I was taught ages ago and hunt down some freshly dead insects to use as bait. Shepherd looks at my pole, too, but I suppose he doesn't find any fault with my setup, because he doesn't say anything.

      We sit on the riverbank together and drop our lines in.

      “You from Settlement?” I ask. “I don't remember you, but I guess that doesn't mean anything.”

      He chuckles, a warm and comforting sound.

      “You could say I passed through there, I guess. Old Mr. Thrall decided to put me in his purification machine and wring me out until I became holy like him and his people. It didn't take. I made my escape one day when they let their guard down. Ran for the hills and ended up here.

      “Spartan was kind enough to let me stay even though I can't shift. He said they needed help defending the place.”

      “You can't shift at all?” I ask. “I mean, I hope that's not a rude question. I don't mean it to be.”

      Shepherd smiles, and I have to fight the sudden urge to kiss one of his dimples. It's just a wild thought that occurs to me, but it reminds me of how my mom used to say someone was boy crazy if they kissed more than one boy at school. She'd say it like it was the worst thing a girl could be.

      It makes me want to do it even more. I wonder if Shepherd would mind?

      My wolf's growl tells me that she wants me to have him. A male as powerful as this one shouldn't be allowed to escape us.

      Sometimes I worry about you, I tell her.

      “It's all right,” Shepherd says. “I feel like I can tell you anything, Piper. Which is odd for me, for sure. I've spent most of my life running, just trying to stay alive. I haven't really sat and talked much. I've mostly kept to myself. But no, I can't shift. However it works, it just doesn't work for me.”

      “Spartan wants you to help with defense, even though you can't shift?

      “There's a lot more to defense than shifting. I'm good with weapons. I'm stronger than other shifters in their human forms, too. And Spartan likes me because I'm a hard worker. Not that they kick people out of here, really. It seems anyone can stay if they do their part.”

      I find myself looking over at Shepherd while my pole does most of the work. It's only when the tip of my pole bends from a bite that I snap my attention back.

      A thick trout tugs at the line, splashing into the air and back down into the silver water. I pull back with a gentle, even pressure like my dad taught me to years ago. The fish comes up, dangling from the end of my line.

      “Nice catch,” Shepherd says.

      He patiently takes the fish and puts it in a little pool of water that seems made for the purpose. Ages ago, someone stuck some logs there in the rocks, making a wall the fish can't swim out of. It's a perfect little holding area for caught fish to wait.

      Over the next hour, we each catch another fish. Once, while he's taking fish out of the water and checking them over, I see his sleeve ride up and his arm is lined with jagged scars.

      He sees me noticing and pulls the sleeve back down.

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to stare.”

      “It's all right,” he says. “Thrall's purifications strips open the skin. It's painful, but he also uses his commanding voice to strip open your mind. Even if you don't have to obey him, the commands have an effect. Pain makes it harder to resist him. My body is covered with scars now, all over.

      “It's not something for a nice woman like you to look at.”

      I hear the shame in Shepherd's voice and I hate that he feels that way. I loop my arm through his and pull him closer. He doesn't react awkwardly at all, just melts into me.

      We sit shoulder to shoulder for a long while, just watching the stream go by.

      It's so odd to be comfortable with this strange man. I hardly know him, but it feels natural to be around him.

      “We really don't know each other?” I ask.

      “I can't imagine how. When I passed through Settlement last year, the guards handed me over to Thrall as soon as I got there. I didn't get to walk around town any. Looked like a nice place, though. I see why people like it.

      “Thrall keeps things clean. The houses, the streets. Even the way people think, and what they remember, he keeps clean. That means a lot to people, believing that they're safe. After the wars, shifters were on the run everywhere. Slavers wanted them. Humans wanted to kill them. Stumbling on Settlement must have seemed like a real blessing.”

      I nod.

      “I don't remember it well, when my family arrived there. I remember they felt safe, though. My mom would talk about it. How Settlement was a safe place for our family. I guess it really wasn't, but they didn't know that. They still might not, I guess. They might not even remember me any more.”

      The thought of Mom and Dad forgetting me makes me sad, but the thought of Hadley forgetting me makes me furious at the reverend for what he's doing. To steal something that precious is terrible and wrong.

      I don't mean to, but I grip Shepherd's arm a little harder. He slips it out of my grasp and puts it around me, pulling me into his chest to hold me. I let my head rest against the powerful muscles there. It's like steel cables under his skin. I don't know that I've ever felt anything quite like it.

      I find myself gently putting a hand there. Just resting it on his belly. I don't mean to let my thumb trail down his abs, but I do. Shepherd smells my hair as he holds me, his lips grazing the back of my head.

      “Is this weird for you?” I ask.

      “No. It should be, I think. It should be crazy, but it doesn't feel that way. It feels natural to hold you. And there's something between us, like electricity. I feel it when we touch.”

      I feel it, too.

      I look up at him, running my fingertips across the rough stubble of his cheek.

      This is crazy. What am I doing?

      It feels like I'm living in a dream.

      Shepherd's hand comes up to the back of my neck, and he pulls my face up to him, until our lips touch. The spark I feel when we touch lights up. My wolf goes crazy, making my heart pound in my chest. I feel the heat of his kiss all the way down my legs.

      I tremble as he holds me and I don't know why. After he steadies me with his other arm, I understand it. My body gives in. There's no resistance in me to his touch.

      Even my wolf submits to power coursing through him.

      I hear myself moaning gently as his tongue presses past my teeth. It plays with my tongue as I kiss him back, tasting his mouth and enjoying the flavor of him.

      My body responds, arching into him, pressing my chest against his.

      If he wants me, I'll have him right here.

      I don't care if I'm a virgin anymore. This feels so right, so why can't I have it? Other people do. They do it for fun and for pleasure. They do it to forget and to forgive. Why not me? Why can’t I just have what I want, when I want it?

      And I have so much I'd like to forget. If we can just keep doing this.

      Mates don't mean anything.

      It's obvious now. I've kissed some guys. I get it. It always feels incredible, and then people do it. And that feels incredible, too, or it would with a guy like Shepherd. And I'm damn tired of waiting.

      I climb onto his lap, spreading my legs over him. It feels like the lewdest thing I've ever done. It feels sexy and powerful, and it feels good.

      I moan as his hardness presses into me, devouring his mouth. I pull my lips back and Shepherd gasps, his voice thick and throaty with lust for me.

      “Piper...”

      His hands press against my lower back as my lips find his neck. I kiss down to the collar of his shirt and Shepherd gasps with pleasure. My fingers fumble with buttons. I've never taken a guy's shirt off before and it feels incredibly complicated doing it in reverse while I concentrate on kissing.

      How do people ever get their clothes off?

      My hands slide under his shirt from the bottom, feeling the rippling of his muscles. My fingertips slide across the thick scars of his belly. He wasn't kidding, they really are everywhere, but I don't care about that. I don't care what his skin looks like.

      He's gorgeous and his body is perfect. He's so strong and wherever our skin touches, it feels incredible. It's like there's a power traveling between us. It's like I can crawl inside him and touch his soul.

      His hands catch my wrists, holding me.

      “Piper,” he gasps. “Can we wait just a minute? I...”

      “Oh, Shepherd, I'm sorry, I--”

      “No! No, it's okay. I feel it, too. I want you, too, it's just that I'm not ready. I haven't ever...you know.”

      “Oh. Oh, wow. Okay. We should maybe slow down then.”

      We make eye contact and then we both laugh. Shepherd falls back onto the riverbank, laughing up at the sky. I lean forward and lay on his chest, giggling happily.

      What an odd thing, to have met this man.

      Odd and wonderful.

      And he's never done it either. The way I jumped on him, he probably doesn't think the same of me. But why should I care? Why does that matter? If Shepherd thinks I'm some river whore, what does that have to do with me?

      The way his hands run up and down my spine with such tenderness and care tells me he doesn't think that, though.

      “This is special for me,” I tell him softly. Not to defend my actions, but to be honest with him.

      “It's special for me, too, Piper.”

      “I'm in a bit of a weird place,” I tell him. “A lot's happened and I'm confused about a lot of it, but this, here with you, it feels so easy. Like we can just be with each other.”

      His arms wrap around me, and he pulls me close for another kiss. This one is gentle and reassuring.

      A low, wailing sound interrupts us. I sit up and scan the trees just from instinct. Whatever that sound is, it sets me on edge.

      “What is that?” I ask.

      “That's the alarm. We're under attack. Thrall must have figured out how to get in through our gates. Hide near the Ironwood Forest, quick. I'll need to help Spartan face whatever's coming our way. You'll be safe in the trees there.”

      I get up and shift, racing off in the direction Shepherd pointed. As I go, I glance back to see if he's okay, but he's already gone. An ugly, sick feeling fills my belly. I just met him and now he's in danger. They all are.

      Because of me.
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      My hands shake as I don my helmet. There are few I fear in this life, but Thrall is one of them. I've purged his name from my heart, and I only think of him as Thrall now, never reverend or any of the other names I knew him by.

      None of his titles. The hardest one to let go of was the one he worked the least to earn.

      Isn't that always the way, though?

      It's impossible to have grown up in Settlement and not fear him. It's ingrained in every one of us. It's the poison we all have in common. I remember being just a pup around him. His steel cable grip and iron discipline.

      Piper knows it, too. I can see his influence written all over her. The damage he's done to her...I will never forgive him for that. That he hurt me bad enough, that he killed my mother...but to hurt Piper so badly? It's unforgivable.

      As I slide the plate of my armor on, hooking them together with black leather straps and buckles, I feel the fear crawl away. I've made a new identity for myself, something he can never touch.

      I am the nightmare he fears the most. I am his warlord, his archenemy, his great devil. And boy, doesn't he use that to his advantage just like everything else? Making people like Piper scared of me.

      Trying to use her to kill me.

      She became a perfect tool once I was out of the picture. But I've gotten her out now, and she's free. She's never going back. I'm going to heal her wounds and protect her no matter what it takes.

      Even if I can't be with her after what happened, after what I saw her do...it doesn't mean that I can't protect her.

      I'm not blind. I see the way she flirts with Cassidy, and maybe it's more than flirting. Maybe it's gone farther. I know Piper needs the room to grow and learn and experience the real world.

      I did.

      I saw her down by the river today. Not because I follow her around, of course. I was on patrol. It's my job to look after my pack, that's all.

      Shepherd went down to watch her, and they spent hours fishing together.

      I thought there was something between her and Shepherd when I saw them together, but with that kid, who can tell? Shepherd has always been a mystery to me, but he seems like a good guy. If he's struck something up with Piper, he just better treat her right.

      And he better expect competition, because Piper having more than one mating mark can only mean one thing the way I see it: more than one mate.

      I wish I didn't want her so badly.

      We weren't meant to be, but I don't think I'm meant for anyone else either. Maybe I'm just going to be alone. A broken, discarded child. An alpha no one wanted, given a second chance here. What the hell would I do with a mate anyways?

      I'm barely keeping it together as it is.

      My wolf growls his irritation. It's time to go.

      I know it, pal. Help me shut off my thoughts, okay?

      I pull my face mask down and seal myself away. Thrall can never see my face. If he does, the secret that binds us so closely will be out there for anyone to know.

      He'll know I'm alive.

      I don't ever want Thrall to know me again. And I can't let the villagers know the truth either. If they knew who I really am, and who Thrall is to me, they'd never forgive me. They'd drive me out of Sanctuary.

      And they'd be right.

      Because at the root of me is nothing but pure evil. I keep it hidden, and keep it to myself, but it's always there, lurking below the surface.

      My wolf growls within me. He doesn't think it's evil. But then, he's a wolf. Tearing people limb from limb is totally fine with him if he doesn't like them, or if they come for what's his.

      “I know you'd like me to use my alpha powers,” I whisper to my wolf as I prepare. “But you know I can't. That would make me no different than him. At the end of the day, power like that is too tempting. You start to use it only for big things, world-ending emergencies, and the next thing you know, you use it to lie to someone special and make her forget you forever. I would know, after all.”

      My power and I don't mix.

      I stalk from my cabin in the trees out into the village proper. My retinue is already armed to join me. Nearly thirty strong, we paint an ugly picture of what war can do to people.

      My armor is carbon black, so dark it absorbs the sunlight. The stuff Lolarin made it out of comes from the ruined cities. She says it'll stop bullets if it needs to, let alone knives or claws. My cleaver swings from the sheath at my side, a short, thick bladed butcher's tool. Any shifter who sees it will think only one thing: it's an executioner's blade. Made for toppling heads. Animal heads. It's sharp as a razor, and can be used to kill a wolf, if need be.

      The rest of my crew are armed to the teeth. Spiked maces swing from thick chains. Bats with silver spikes driven through them to create nasty, seeping wounds that are impossible to heal with magic. Axes to maim. Sawed off shotguns to keep his deacons at bay and give them something to think about.

      A dozen of the marauders who join me in my march are shifted already. Their wolves wear leather armor, with steel jaw blades to help them tear flesh from bone. Extra pelts on the females make them look larger than they are. Spines and spikes dripping with black tar send a gruesome message.

      The one thing we draw the line at is poison, but I'm not above making it look like we're using it.

      Thus armed, we head for the gate.

      Lolarin rushes to my side, her parasol blocking the sun from her pale, delicate skin.

      “I'm sorry, warlord,” she says, using my false name. “I think I've figured out how they found their way in. I can block them off now, and even expel them if we need to. We'll have to move the gates around Sanctuary again, sooner than we thought, but Thrall will never be able to use this method again to gain access to our village. I've failed you.”

      “Come on, don't talk like that. You're doing great. Be ready to expel them, but hopefully we can scare them off like usual. I think they're here to talk. His deacons don't look ready for battle.”

      The gathered force is smaller than usual. Thrall, four of his deacons, a blond haired woman, and a young man I almost don't recognize.

      Kyle. It comes to me after a moment. He looks so...grown up now. Still skinny and a little funny looking, but he's getting there. If I could get him away from Thrall, get his head right, I could save him.

      Even if I know him and Piper have a history. I'll save everyone I can.

      I hold up a hand so my people know to wait, and then I approach Thrall alone. The armor chafes my skin as I walk, but I push that aside to focus on the enemy.

      “Have you come to die at last, old man?” I say, careful to keep my voice the deep rasp of the warlord. I don't know if he would even know my voice now, it's gotten plenty deeper since I became an alpha who can challenge him.

      His grin is feral.

      “No, I've simply come to talk. I'm looking for a girl who went missing. One of our people. She has family. Beth?”

      The blond haired woman steps forward. She looks terrified, but I can't blame her. I'm supposed to look scary. It's the illusion that keeps us alive.

      In a real fight against Thrall and his deacons, if they came for us to kill? I don't know that we'd survive.

      We'd sure take a few of them with us, though.

      The woman is someone I know, too. The six years I've been gone haven't been kind to Piper's mother. I didn't recognize her at first. She looks pale, and the sheen of her skin is unhealthy.

      Her hands shake.

      “She's my daughter, Piper. If you have her, please give her back.”

      “We haven't seen any girl. If we had, we'd have sold her. We've got our own mouths to feed. And my wolves get hungry.”

      A few laughs from my people. A couple of the wolves growl menacingly. Thrall chuckles at them like they're rowdy children he's going to spank.

      My hand rests on my cleaver. I'm ready for him to come for me. I know he'll move almost faster than I see, a blur of violence. I'll have to hope I'm fast enough to cut him down.

      Beth steps back with the deacons, but then she surprises me.

      “Piper! If you're out there, please come home. It can all be like it was. The reverend will take you as his mate and you'll be able to live with us, in Settlement.”

      “I fear,” Thrall says, his malevolent voice carrying down the valley, “that I may have misrepresented myself, Piper. Our mating would not be physical. I'm an old man! I can never keep up with a young woman, physically. But a woman must have a mate! Once the mating is done, you can live with your parents, in your family's home. I give you my word that this is the truth, and I will honor it.”

      “I told you people,” I growl at him. “There's no girl here. You're talking to the wind.”

      “I hope, for your sake, that you're telling the truth. If I find out that you're lying to me, warlord, I'll burn this dump you call a slaver camp to the ground. You animals disgust me. I'd be doing the world a favor, getting rid of you.”

      I slowly remove the leather strap over the top of my cleaver. The blade slides free silently.

      “Why don't you try it and see what happens?” I tell him.

      “There's no need for that. We'll leave, and we'll trust that if you do find her, that you'll send her home to us. We would...be willing to compensate you for her more than those gruesome folks from the wasteland you usually deal with.”

      He turns to leave, walking past his deacons, and they follow.

      We do, too, all the way to the gate.

      Thrall is last to leave. He looks back at me, smiling.

      “If you see her,” he tells me, “tell her that her sister misses her very much. She’s unwell, and I’ve had her moved to my private residence to care for her. If her condition gets worse,” his voice drops, “I don’t know that she’ll survive the month.” Then he says to me, “Don't make me come looking for her, warlord.”

      With that, he backs through the gate. It shimmers behind him and then Lolarin raises her hands. They glow with a faint green light, casting deep shadows over the gate. A moment later, the shimmering of the gate vanishes. The stone crumbles and it all turns to nothing.

      “I took them both down,” she says. “I'll set up new gates tonight, and this time he won't get through again.”

      “Wait to put up the new gates, okay? I have to find Piper. She'll be out of her mind with worry over her sister, and I don't want her doing anything foolish. With the gates down, she won't be able to sneak through.”

      Lolarin nods.

      One of my 'marauders' takes off her helmet and glares at me. Without the helmet, just standing there in fur and greasepaint, Naia looks ridiculous. I know better than to laugh at her, though.

      “You need to talk to her, Spartan. We agreed we would both be honest with her, and she won't fully trust you until you are.”

      I nod in agreement, but I know I'm lying.

      I'm not being fully honest with any of these people. Not because I don't love them, but I know if I am, they'd run me out of town in no time.

      And what Piper did to me? It's not something I ever want her to know.

      It's my burden to keep now, and mine alone.
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PIPER

        

      

    

    
      Whispers permeate the forest around me.

      The animals here are not what I'm used to in Settlement, and it sets me on edge. Even the birdsong has a dark tone to it. The trees that stretch skyward around me are so old that the lichen growing on them is like its own city.

      The dappled water of the creek bed hides murky depths. Is it my imagination, or are there creatures watching me from those dark waters as I crouch in hiding?

      My heart races in my chest. Then I hear something that gives me chills. My mom's voice, crying out for me. My eyes tear up. Hearing her voice is too much. How could he bring her here? Homesickness hits me like a hammer in the chest.

      It was all a lie.

      But they're still my family. She's still my mom.

      Yeah, she's still my mom, all right. My wolf tries to rile me, but I can't find it in myself to be angry with her. I know her life has been hard. Her marriage has been hard. Who knows what she thinks she's seen or heard? I've heard the reverend change her mind myself. How often can you do that to a person before they go crazy?

      I find myself considering the offer. Not seriously. I can never really go back. I can never be with him.

      I could go home.

      That's what I really think about. Could I get through it, pretending to be a loyal mate to the reverend? Could I stomach what he would do to me? Live my life under his rule?

      I could be with Hadley. I could protect her and watch over her.

      My mind goes through all these things, even though I know I can't, and I won't. My mind considers it all, because my heart wants to be able to make it work.

      I wish I could put everything back together again. If I could unsee what I saw, unlearn what I've learned...then I could go home. Back to the world of certainty, the world of what I know.

      Back to my own faith, and the comfort it always brought me.

      But I know it's all a lie.

      Somewhere in me is a small part that feels like maybe I could learn to believe the lie. I could let the reverend's commands penetrate, tell my wolf not to stop them. I could let him make me forget.

      I could let him make me want him.

      Maybe I would never know I was unhappy?

      I think it, but I know I can't do it. I could never bring myself to accept the murders he made me commit. Not for anything. I owe those people something.

      I'm not going to go back to living that lie.

      But god, my heart wants to so badly. My heart aches for it, begs for it. If I could just...

      Then I hear his voice. It makes my skin crawl, even from so far away. Anger and fear take turns in my soul as I hear him speak. It doesn't sound like he's shouting, but somehow I hear him like he's right next to me.

      It puts my wolf on edge, but I won't retreat farther into the woods. I want to hear what they say.

      My wolf growls menacingly.

      I know, it's bullshit. Obviously, he can't be trusted.

      But again, my heart makes me consider it. I pour over every word for truth, even though I know I can't trust him. I trusted him and obeyed him my whole life, and I can't just turn that off like a switch.

      I'm horrified to realize that even after everything he's done, a part of me still thinks he might be good. A part of me still doubts myself.

      Maybe I got it wrong, it says. Maybe I'm confused. Maybe I'm the one to blame for this. Maybe I just cause trouble for everyone who cares for me. Maybe I'm ungrateful to the mother who raised me from a baby and carried me through wars and famines to a safe, loving home, a beautiful town. Maybe I'm wrong for not loving this man who's done so much, built so much. Who am I to judge a man who built a town from nothing?

      My wolf hates this like a poison, but I let the thoughts roam through me. I let myself picture going back with them, being hugged by my mother. The reverend letting me live with them.

      The reverend being kind to me. Forgiving me.

      I picture it all in vivid detail.

      Even after everything he's done...

      I look across Spartan’s ragtag army of marauders.

      The balls on Spartan for pulling this.

      Dressing people up like marauders, complete with spikes and chains. He had an impossible situation, a village with so few fighters, and he made it work. Seeing Naia in furs and armor was actually kind of funny, but only because I saw her with her helmet off when she joined their greeting party.

      She's actually capable of killing. Shepherd is with them, too, carrying a really nasty-looking mace. He looks huge in armor. My heart kind of did a little leap seeing him. I don't know if Sheperd is a fighter, though. He seems so nice.

      He cried when he saw me crying.

      That doesn't make him weak, but...

      And Cassidy is there, too. He really hams it up in his marauder outfit. Growling and showing his teeth. They left his ears showing, prominently. I think it's supposed to be intimidating that he's a faerie.

      But Roscoe, I've seen around Sanctuary. He's a big guy, but he's sweet as can be. I knew the moment I saw him that he never killed anyone. He might give someone a black eye if they cross him, but I'm sure he's never taken a life.

      The rest of them are just regular people.

      They've got guts, though. All of them. And if something goes down, I'll be right there with them. I've done enough harm to this world, I won't let anything happen to these people if I can help it.

      I watch with relief as Thrall turns to go. He takes his deacons all the way back to the gate and lets them pass through, along with my mother.

      He stops and looks back.

      He's alone. Could we take him now, if we all banded together?

      An image of that painting hanging on his wall flashes through my head. Him with a sword, covered in blood. I remember his steel grip on my throat, choking the life out of me, and me powerless to stop him.

      If we try, we have to be sure. Or all of us will pay the price.

      The last of the reverend's voice carries through the forest, almost disappearing into the whispers. He leaves one dagger in me before he goes.

      If you see her, tell her that her sister misses her very much.

      There it is. If everything else fails, he has the one person I will never allow harm to come to. I will do anything to keep her safe.

      If I run, I can make it to the gate before they can close it.

      A twig snaps and I spin, ready to fight. The woman standing there just smiles. She picks her foot up gingerly and makes a 'shush' face at me.

      I can tell by her careful steps that she broke the twig on purpose.

      She's smaller than I am, with silver hair tied up in a messy bun. Her hairpin holding it all together looks awfully like a wooden kitchen spoon. She must be in her eighties at least, with kindly brown eyes and dark brown skin.

      “I'm ninety-one,” she whispers, crouching next to me as easily as a young woman might. “Are you planning on buying any of his bullshit? They're wearing you down with their blathering and posturing. Don't let it get to you, child. Old man Thrall won't hurt your sister just yet.”

      “How do you know?”

      “If he was serious, he'd have brought her here to hurt her in front of you. That’s the sort of man Ezekiel Thrall is.”

      “You...you know his given name? I've only ever heard him called reverend.”

      “Oh, please. I knew him before he started that nonsense. A powerful shifter. One of the nine so-called gods of the world, when there was such a thing. Not that it matters now. They're all old and many are dead. Two of the strongest among them I think were lost in the last human war. Tea?”

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “Would you like some tea in my cabin? It's not far. You've hidden in the tree line of the Whispering Wood. One of Sanctuary's best neighborhoods. Spartan comes here often to think. Sometimes I let him find me, and sometimes I don't. He's always brooding. Thinks it's all a weight on his shoulders. He's not half as important as he thinks he is. Of course, men never are.”

      She stands and walks away. I see the first hint of age in her movements, a little stiffness when she gets up. Still, I can't help wishing I'll be as spry as she is when I get to her age.

      If I live that long...

      “Come on, now,” she says, a little irritably. “When I asked if you wanted to come, I was being polite. You're coming.”

      A little jolt of fear rolls through me.

      Is she...the witch Spartan said lived in the woods?

      My wolf yawns, bored. If she isn't on alert, then I know I don't have to worry. Besides, I like her.

      She seems like she knows things.

      “Girl, if I have to walk my old ass back there...”

      I hurry to my feet and follow after her. It isn't long before the scent of wood burning on a fire comes through the breeze. The mossy oak smells sweet on the wind, and there's something powerful and earthy to the scent. Something that calls to me and the wild parts of my nature.

      The cabin seems to come out of the greenery. At first, I don't see anything, and then suddenly, it's there. From any further away, its moss covered walls and green grass roof would look like a hill. Just part of the scenery. In the middle of it is a rough wooden door that the old woman easily opens.

      Warmth from the hearth flows out into the woods.

      A part of me wonders again if I should be scared.

      I remember Hansel and Gretel.

      My wolf sighs.

      Okay, okay. If you're sure.

      She's a shifter, I can tell that much. She'd be dangerous to a deer, perhaps, if she wanted to be. But something tells me she hasn't hunted in a while. She seems to live a life that's almost part of the woods around her.

      I walk inside and close the door behind me.

      She pours hot water from a kettle on the stove, as if she'd put it on earlier knowing I'd be coming.

      Maybe she makes tea all the time?

      From jars on a shelf over the stove, she takes various dried leaves and petals and drops them into the water. A few things I recognize, most I don't.

      She sets the cup in front of me and sits at the table.

      “So you're worried about the future?” she asks with a mischievous smile.

      “I'm worried about my sister. I can't let him hurt her.”

      “No, you can't. But that doesn't mean you have to go back to him the way he wants you to. You do have people now. People who would look out for you. What is it you really fear?”

      “It's weird to think that I might die, I guess. Really die, I mean. I had my whole life planned out, I knew exactly who I was going to be and where and how...”

      “You mean they told you what your plan should be and you took it on yourself?”

      “Oh...yes, I guess I did. I hadn't thought of it that way. I keep thinking that I was supposed to be a wife and a mother, have a mate -- a real mate! Like fated.”

      “Not the false mates that Magpie the moon god created?”

      Her eyes twinkle with mirth again.

      “I've heard that name before! Ros—Rosalind—called her that. Spartan called her the reverend's slave witch.”

      “That she is. And now you know the moon god is a lie, the reverend uses a witch's magic to fool everyone, along with his own terrifying alpha power. You were told that if you died, you'd go to an afterlife run by the moon god. And you saw the moon god with your own eyes. Nothing to be afraid of then, is there? But now you wonder: if you die, where will you really go? Or will it just be over? Fade to black?”

      She cackles with laughter.

      I smile politely and nod. I don't think it's as funny as she does. But it's like she can read my mind. The deepest fears I've felt since I left Settlement. The secret shame of my cowardice.

      “I was never afraid to die before because, well, I didn't think I would. I was blessed. I tried not to be too proud, but it did seem like I'd been chosen. Like I was special. And I thought the moon god would protect me, or if I died, at least it would be because the moon god willed it, and I'd go to the crystal caverns. I'd seen them in my dreams and I thought they were a real place.”

      She nods.

      “I'm sorry,” I say, suddenly feeling rude. “I'm Piper Leigh.”

      The old woman smiles.

      “Agnes Martha Jones,” she says. “But my friends call me the witch of the whispering wood, or that crazy old lady I saw in the trees...it's usually one of those two. Now, let's get one more thing over with.”

      With a sigh, Agnes rises from her chair and lowers herself to one knee, bending her head in a deep bow. As I sit there, teacup shaking in my hand, I don't know that I've ever felt more uncomfortable.

      “Please, don't do that...”

      “Don't get used to it,” she says, pulling herself up into her chair. She grunts on the way up, pressing an ancient hand to her knobby knee. “That's the bad one. You'd think I'd have bowed on the good one.”

      “But why though? Why bow at all?”

      “Hmm? Oh, just to be one of the first to bow for the queen of the world. I'm not the first, am I?”

      I had almost forgotten the odd moment with Lolarin. Remembering it now makes me even more uncomfortable.

      “No, actually. Someone else bowed to me. But just one person. What does it mean?”

      “It means fate has big plans for you. That's why you've got the marks. You need more people than most. People you can trust, and for us, shifters, that means mates.”

      “But isn't mating just crap? That witch in Settlement paired people up however the reverend told her to, wasn't she?”

      “Of course she is! What else can they do? Thrall has closed off Settlement from the world, so how can mates even find the people there? No, he just puts people together to reward the loyal and punish those he dislikes.”

      “Do you know what he wants with me?”

      “He only wants one thing, really. Power. That's kept him alive, and it's made him a living god. There's not a shifter in this world who has collected more power to themselves. He doesn't know who you are, I'm sure of that. If he knew you were the queen of the world, he'd have killed you as quickly as he could.

      “No, Miss Leigh, I think he felt the power awaken in you after you got those marks. How many are you up to now?”

      I shift a little in my seat, uncomfortable.

      “Three.”

      “Goodness! And aren't there just a load of big strong boys down in Sanctuary, looking to help a young girl escape from the tyranny of her virginity?”

      She cackles again, and I shift even more uncomfortably.

      “I've...kissed some guys. To try it out. But they all feel the same.”

      Her brows go up.

      “They all do? The exact same?”

      A bit of shame runs through me.

      “Well, it was never great with Kyle, but I didn't have my marks yet, and maybe that—”

      “Bull. Shit. When you kissed him, it felt like some bullshit. And when you kissed those other men, it felt like the best thing in the world, didn't it?”

      I nod. I guess there's no sugarcoating that.

      “I'll tell you the truth, if you want it,” she says.

      “I really would.”

      “The truth is, sometimes if you love someone hard enough, fate makes them your mate. Fate is a busy bitch, and she doesn't have a lot of patience. If you want it bad enough, she just might give it to you. But sometimes, Piper, sometimes it matters. It matters so much that fate will move the world, grab people from places you've never seen and can't imagine and bring them together to one spot so they can be with one person. Those are fated mates, and they're real.”

      “No offense, but how can you be so sure? How can anyone really know that?”

      She turns away from me and lets her shawl slide down. I see her bare shoulder. Etched there on her skin are two bonded mating marks. Her marks, mixed with someone else's.

      Two mates.

      “Holy shit. You're like me.”

      She cackles again, so loudly it makes the jars over the stove clink together.

      “There's nobody in the world like you, queen. The worst news I have to give you is that this is  all on your shoulders. Thrall. The wars. The human extinction. The world going to hell. Every supernatural being on this Earth with a little bit of power trying to kill each other. Fate has put you in the way. You're her special little gamble. Her attempt to set the world right. Queen of the world isn't just a funny name, Piper. Fate built you a throne on the other side of a river of blood. That river runs deep, and it hurts to cross it. But when you sit on that throne, we'll have peace again in this world.

      “There is not anyone like you. Never has been and never will be again.

      “That's the truth, Piper. And I know it because Fate told me to my face when I buried my second man.”
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SHEPHERD

        

      

    

    
      The morning after Thrall left us, I'm out walking without any particular aim.

      Pups run away from me down the path, yipping at one another. They play with me sometimes, when they're not shifted. In their wolf forms, they keep their distance, wary of me.

      None of them know why, except a deep rooted discomfort that all wolves are born with for people like me.

      Liars? the one inside me asks.

      Oh, yes. He can talk.

      Wolves speak to their human side with whines or growls or barks. My little inner demon speaks to me with words sometimes. When he feels like it.

      He was bred to talk, by the humans who made my kind.

      I don't like lying to them, he tells me.

      You're not. I am. And if I didn't, they'd kill us both, so keep it quiet.

      That shuts him up.

      Truth be told, I don't like lying either. Me and my kind have been hunted by other shifters for so long, and these are good people. They don't deserve any of the trouble my shifting would bring on them. It's asking too much for people who've already risked everything to risk more on my account. Bad enough that bastard Thrall might try to kill them all at any time. It's better that they think I can't shift. Better than knowing the truth about what I am and what I can turn into.

      I take in the scents of the path as I walk. I let my feet carry me where they want to, but I know where they're headed. Off to see her like always. Even when it's not my time to watch her, I still do. It gives me peace inside to see her. More than anything, I want to hear Piper tell me that it gives her peace inside to see me.

      “Shepherd!”

      Speak of the angel, and there she is.

      Piper darts out of the woods, running for me. She's a sight to see, all her copper hair bouncing around her shoulders, her powerful athletic frame as she runs carrying her in huge strides. She's fast even in her human form, and strong.

      When she gets to me, she leaps and throws her arms around me.

      “I missed you!” she says.

      I’m almost bowled over by the scent of her. Like lilac and oak. She was deep in the woods again. Spartan told me to keep her out of the deep woods. Something about a weird old witch out there. But Piper loves it, and I've been in those woods and sensed no danger at all from them.

      I'm of the opinion that they're probably the safest place for her. Sometimes I think Spartan is too controlling. Piper needs freedom, and she needs us to know when to give it.

      She's young still, and growing inside and out. She'll need to find herself, especially now.

      “You ready for a rough afternoon?” I ask her, holding her tight to me for a little longer.

      She feels the pause when I hold her and she lets me do it. I like that. Something about what I said made her blush, too, and she's gorgeous when she does that.

      “What did you have in mind?” she replies, her voice scarcely a whisper.

      Oh, I see. Yeah, that kind of a rough afternoon would suit me, too.

      And the way her body presses against mine, the wild energy I feel flowing through her, I'm not sure she'd say no if I offered. But another part of me knows it isn't the right time. Not for her, and maybe not for me.

      Maybe not ever.

      “Wow, penny for your thoughts?” she asks.

      “I was thinking about weapons training, actually. Getting you up to speed on fighting in your human form.”

      I let her go and Piper rocks back on her heels and rolls her eyes.

      “Why? I'm a fast shifter and I've got a big wolf. When would I ever fight someone with a weapon when I can just tear them apart with my jaws and claws?”

      Her tone makes me grin. She'd like to skip school today and play instead. Maybe we can do both.

      “One hour, and then we can go to the creek and see if anything is biting.”

      “I'd rather go to the creek now.” She pouts a little.

      “An hour and a half. Plus thirty more minutes every time you complain.”

      Her jaw drops. Then she thinks of something that makes her smile.

      “An hour and a kiss,” she says sweetly. “Down by the creek, when we're alone.”

      The idea of being alone with Piper, laying in the soft grass by the creek side, curled up together and kissing, has me thinking of things I probably shouldn't. I feel myself get hard in my jeans, and if that continues, Piper will see it, too. So will everyone else.

      “Deal. Now, let's get some weapons from the woodshed.”

      I use it as a convenient excuse to turn around so I can adjust myself.

      We grab a few different pieces of wood. Most of them are oak from the forest. They're carved into the shape of common weapons. A couple long rods could be swords or sabers. There's a big, knotty oak branch someone carved a handle on that could stand in for a mace.

      I decide to take the sword and offer her the mace.

      She takes the wooden club in her hands and swings it. I see by the way it pulls her around that it's awfully heavy for her. She impresses me by not mentioning it though, or complaining.

      A lot of folks whine too soon for my taste. Piper's not like that. She knows the value of hard work.

      “It feels like if I missed, I'd be in trouble,” she says, taking a few test swings.

      “If you go full power, sure. The thing about it being so heavy is you don't have to swing it as hard. And there's other ways to use it, too. Come at me straight and use the heavy end like a fist.”

      “Like this? Like I'm trying to stab you with it?”

      She lunges and drives the heavy bulb of the club right towards my face. It stops an inch short.

      “Just like that. You see how the heavy end can be like a fist? You get a lot of range that way, and there's no risk of over shooting. Now, let me show you how to generate some more power...”

      I get behind her and show her how to grip it. Something soft and warm brushes up against my crotch and I look down to see the perfect curve of her bottom, stretching her shorts out as she bends into me.

      I kind of wish I hadn't looked down. I don't want to be that kind of teacher.

      We go a few more rounds and then I grab a shield and have her go full power. In no time at all, Piper knocks me around for real. I don’t let her, either. She just does it.

      “If I didn't have this shield, I'd have broken arms.”

      “And when your broken arms fall lifeless to your sides, you'd get a crushed skull. Which would be handy if I couldn't have killed you ten times over in my wolf form already.”

      I laugh. It's a good question, and if I'm going to get her to take this training seriously, I'll need to give her a good answer. And there's only one way to do that.

      “All right, wolf girl. Shift and kill me.”

      I reach out and poke her chest with my wooden sword.

      “Hey! Watch the boobs, you bum!”

      “Don't worry, I am.”

      She grins and runs a little ways away, turning to face me about ten paces on. Something in her face changes. All the light and warmth and joy she radiated when she ran to me before vanishes. It's replaced by a kind of cold calculation.

      When she runs to me, it's a practiced step. She's in her wolf form before her foot hits the ground twice.

      She's fast!

      My wooden sword isn't pointed, but when I jut it out towards her face, it still makes her flinch away from her charge. The respite doesn't last long, and she's on me again. Growling and snapping for my legs in a way that sends adrenaline tearing through me.

      She's not playing anymore.

      I don't think she'd take my leg off with those bites, but she'd leave a deep bruise and maybe some cuts. I parry her back with a slight whack to her jowls.

      It gets a little yelp and a growl of rage.

      When she comes again, I stick my wood in the ground so when she slams it, she bounces off. It doesn't hurt her, but it pisses her off. I let her come again, expecting her to come too fast, but when I sidestep and get ready to whack her bottom, she pivots and goes in for my crotch.

      “Whoa!” I holler as I jump back.

      I barely manage to keep my family jewels out of her maw by leaping away from her. I go on the attack, taking big swings at her. She wasn't pulling any punches, so I don't pull mine. When my sword connects, it'll leave her with a bruise she'll feel in the morning.

      To my surprise, she manages to dodge almost all of my blows. She moves erratically, leaping high and then diving low. Not like a wolf at all.

      Is this the skill of the Red Sisters I've heard so much about?

      “Stop there,” I tell her. “That's enough for today.”

      She shifts back and I'd be lying if I said I was happy she can take her clothes with her when she shifts.

      I've never wanted a female to embarrass herself or show off something she didn't mean to. Growing up, I never cared if shifter girls came back to their human form naked.

      A lot of guys would hide out and watch the women shift just to catch a glimpse. But that was never me.

      For Piper, I'd make an exception.

      She stands there rubbing at her thigh and wincing. One of my hits caught her, and I'm sure she'll feel it tomorrow.

      “You can see how weapons can make a difference. And I wasn't wearing armor either. That can make a wolf's job a lot harder. I'm impressed with how good you fight. A pack of wolves like you would be terrifying if they were coming at me.”

      She grins at that, and I get the sense that she wants me to be impressed.

      As we walk to the creek, she doesn't complain about the workout, or tell me I swung too hard. She doesn't even give me one bit of lip about learning weapons now.

      She just nods. She accepted that it was something to learn, and she's set herself to learn it properly.

      Somehow I know she'll train hard and get good with weapons without having to be pushed. She wants to do it.

      The determination in her eyes is a different kind of sexy. One that I like.

      Down at the creek, once we've got our poles wet, it doesn't take long for me to get to what I was promised.

      A part of me holds back, not sure if it's the right thing to do.

      What if Piper finds out the truth about me? About what I turn into? She'd hate me. And she'd know I lied to everyone, and to her.

      And that I kissed her while I lied.

      It doesn't make me feel good, thinking about it that way. Makes me feel like I'm some low down, dirty liar. And I like that word even less when it comes to talking to Piper.

      When I lean against the willow tree we sit under, Piper leans, too. She lays her chest against mine, and our faces are only inches apart. I taste her sweet breath coming from her slightly open mouth.

      I practically taste her lips.

      “Hang on,” I say, holding her back a little.

      A little flash of hurt passes across her face, and I hate myself for causing that.

      “What's wrong?”

      “What if there was something bad about me?” I ask. “Like, unforgivable bad?”

      She sits up and her brow furrows.

      “I don't think anything is unforgivable bad. Is it something you're still doing?”

      It's something I am.

      “It's...something from the past. Not now. Not in a long time.”

      “You seem like a good guy to me, Shepherd. A lot of things happened in my past, things they've told me about that I don't remember. They say I've killed innocent people. I think I hurt Spartan somehow, too, and he holds it against me.”

      “What the hell did he say?” It comes out more like a growl than I mean it to.

      Piper laughs.

      “It's not what he says, but what he hasn't said. I asked him to kiss me and he said no. I practically begged.”

      I try to keep my face neutral, but that thought of Piper begging Spartan for anything makes me jealous as hell. She told me she kissed Cassidy the other day and I had to go for a walk so I wouldn't kill him.

      I've never felt jealous rage like that before. It almost scared me how bad it was.

      “You didn't know you were doing anything wrong, though. Back in your past, I mean.” I brush my fingers through her hair, not even really meaning to. The touch of her hair in my hand is intoxicating. Smooth as red silk through my fingers.

      “But that doesn't make it okay,” she says. “People are dead, and I killed them. I don't know if their families will ever forgive me. I don't know that I'd blame them if they hated me forever. If someone hurt my sister...I don't know if I could ever forgive them. That feels awfully unforgivable to me.”

      All I can do is nod.

      “If it's in the past,” she whispers. “Can we leave our pasts behind? Just be you and me, alone together?”

      I pull her to me, pressing her full lips against mine. She pulls herself closer, pressing her body into me. The warmth of her touch as her hands run up and down my chest sets me on fire. I wrap my arms around her.

      There's no hiding my arousal. My cock stretches out my jeans all the way to my hip. She opens her legs a little and presses the heat of her middle right onto me.

      Piper moans as my tongue slides into her mouth. Her teeth make way for me, but she nibbles a little and smiles playfully. Then she dives back in, letting her tongue join mine. We both taste each other, and I, for one, like what I taste.

      I haven't had much experience like this in my life, with all the running and escaping. I never wanted to get close to anyone before.

      Now it feels like that's all I want.

      We don't catch a single fish while we're out there, but we stay until sunset, and then get everything together to walk back.

      It becomes our rhythm every other day for a while. Training with weapons for a couple hours, and then disappearing down to the creek where we can be alone.

      “It's weird how old words stick around, isn't it?” she asks me one day.

      “Like when someone says they're going to google something?”

      She laughs.

      “My mom used to say that! When she would have to look something up in a book. But only when Dad was around, because he'd always laugh. At least, he used to.”

      Her smile fades.

      “Before I left, they didn't seem like they were getting along too well. Thrall kept threatening to give my dad a second mate, and my mom hated the idea. She wanted their marriage to be just him and her.”

      “But your dad, he liked the idea of getting another mate?”

      “I think so. I hate to say it, but I think he lusts after some of the younger women in Settlement. I think he hopes he'll get rewarded with one, like some kind of prize.”

      “These girls, do they have a choice in the matter?”

      Her face turns even sadder, and she shakes her head.

      “I certainly didn't. Thrall was going to kill me because I didn't want him. Having seen the ceremony for myself, I think a lot of the young girls are like that, but they're too afraid to stand up to their mates. And they've been told their whole life that they should want what's being done to them. No one ever asks them if they chose it.”

      I nod my understanding. I cradle her head gently in my hand and kiss her forehead, and then her nose and cheek. I add a few playful pecks on her lips for fun.

      That makes her smile a little.

      “It reminds me of where I grew up,” I tell her. “Nobody could choose their mates there. The mates were always chosen for them. My parents never really knew each other well. They just got put together when my mom was going into heat. After it was done they split and went their separate ways.”

      “Was it a place like Settlement?”

      “It was a little place called MIT.”

      “Em eye tee?” she asks, brow arched.

      “That's it. It stands for the Massachusetts Institute of Technology. It wasn't a religious place, but during the human wars, they definitely took things pretty seriously. It became like a religion. It was us versus them and they were serious about winning.”

      “Winning the wars?”

      She leans close and kisses my neck. It feels incredible when she does that. My cock does a little bounce in my jeans, and she giggles when she feels it against her.

      “Yeah, they wanted to win pretty badly.”

      I have to be careful. It's more than I've ever told anyone about my childhood and upbringing. It feels wonderful to tell her, like a secret that can finally be let out. But if I go too far, there'll be no going back.

      And I don't want to break our rule: we leave the past in the past.

      So I don't tell her that MIT wasn't on the shifter side of the human wars. They were on the human side.

      “They treated us like slaves. Or like cattle, I guess. Something they could breed into whatever they liked.”

      Careful, that's a little too close.

      “Breeding is something I heard a lot about, too. It was always so important that we grow up to make pups for Settlement. I always thought it was weird. Like why wouldn't the population just go up on its own? Now, it makes sense to me. People were getting kicked out and killed for disobedience, so we always needed new people. That was their excuse for the extra mates, too. More breeding. With the best males, of course.”

      “Naturally,” I say, grinning. Then a more somber thought occurs to me. “If you've got more than one mating mark, does that mean you'll have more than one mate?”

      She nods.

      “I think so. I guess I can't know for sure until...it happens. But I think that's what it means. Would that bother you, if you were one of my mates, I mean?”

      “Gosh, I don't know, Piper. I never thought much about having a mate. I wasn't sure if I would or...for a long time, I thought I'd always be alone.”

      “Well, I don't like that,” she says. She nuzzles close and kisses me again. “But, as a man, would you ever want to be with a mate if she had more than one? Watching my mother go through what she is breaks my heart. I would never want that for someone I care about.”

      “I'd want to be with you. I don't know about other mates, but you're special to me. I want to be with you as long as I can.”
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      I feel drawn to Shepherd in a way that I never felt with Kyle.

      Even saying it to myself makes me feel ashamed. Like I'm cheating on my mate with someone else.

      It's so frustrating that I pound my head against the wall of my room.

      My forehead makes a steady drumbeat against the wood.

      After two weeks of digging up clay from the riverbank to patch the logs and drying moss to stuff the thatch roof with, my room is pretty well insulated now.

      It feels satisfying to hear the richer, fuller sound of my skull clunking against my hard work.

      My bedroom door creaks open, and for one wild moment, I think Hadley will dash in and dive on my bed like she always used to. When Naia's head pops in the doorway, I almost cry. I bite my cheek to keep it in.

      “Someone knocking?” she asks.

      I have to laugh.

      “I'm sorry, Naia. That's me pounding my head on the wall. The wall that separates our bedrooms. Where you sleep.”

      She has the cutest little barking laugh. And sometimes she snorts.

      “Good thing for you that I was already up. I have ungrateful pups to teach geography to this morning.”

      “I could probably use the lesson myself,” I tell her. “About all I know, besides Settlement, is the wastelands. If I had to draw a map of the world, that's what it would look like: a little circle where Settlement is at the center, and then a big circle called the wastelands. That was the whole world to me not that long ago.”

      “I wasn't any different when I got here. But if you put your mind to studying, then in a few more years, when you're as old and wise as I am, you might know enough to teach these mutts.”

      “Sounds like a challenge. Naia?”

      “Hmm?”

      “Would you tell me the truth if I asked you something?”

      “I think I've always been truthful with you.”

      “No, I mean the truth as you see it? Without sugar coating anything?”

      “I will if you want me to. I'll just have to rein in my normally sugar coated personality and try to be an honest bitch.”

      Now I snort.

      “Do you think I'm putting everyone in danger by staying here?”

      Naia's face gets serious.

      “Piper, that's not--”

      “You promised you'd be an honest bitch.”

      “I can't believe you're swearing now. What a potty mou--”

      “Naia!”

      “Okay, okay! No. I don't think you're putting anyone in anything. Er, unless you're not a virgin anymore. Then you're definitely putting someone in something.”

      “I am still a virgin, not that that's anyone's business!”

      “And you're not putting everyone in danger, either. What you mean is: will Thrall keep coming back until he gets you? Will he maybe find a way in here, to get past Lolarin's spells, and hurt people to get to you? Yes, I think Thrall will do that. But that's him, making his choice, Piper. That's not your fault.”

      “I've already hurt too many people...”

      Naia comes close and wraps her arms around me. I bury my face in her fluffy curls and a few tears escape. It hurts so much to think about the things I might have done to people. It kills me inside to know that I've taken sons from their mothers and husbands from their wives.

      But the thing I hate the most is that it feels like I'm doing nothing. Like I'm sitting on my heels and not taking any action at all.

      And my sister could pay the price.

      “I don't know how I'm supposed to not hate myself.”

      Naia cups my cheeks and smiles her big bright smile.

      “I've been there. But it does get better with time.”

      “How?”

      “Do good things. Help people. Before too long you'll feel like you're a good person. It doesn't stop the dreams, but it's something.”

      My heart sinks.

      “You still have the dreams?”

      She nods.

      “Sometimes I see the marauders’ faces, and sometimes I see the real people, as they were. Some are women. Some are kids. I don't know if I remember what's real, or if my mind just comes up with terrible shit to mess with me. All my memories of that time are choppy anyways. There are all these gaps. Of course, now I know it's because Nutsack erased my real memories and told me what I saw, and it just wrote over what was there.”

      A little giggle escapes me.

      “Nutsack?”

      “That's what I call him now. I know it would drive him crazy, because it's dumb and silly and he desperately needs to be taken seriously.”

      I squeeze her tight again.

      “Talking to you always makes me feel better.”

      “That's 'cause I'm a good person. Just like you, cupcake. You ready for a history lesson?”

      “Yes, ma'am!”

      As we walk down the path to the little schoolhouse, I spot Cassidy coming up the way towards us. His face lights up with a grin when he sees me. The sun catches his burgundy hair just right, and sets off his green eyes.

      “Hello lassies! And where are you off to?”

      “Class,” Naia says shortly. “Aren't you supposed to be in jail?”

      “You know, it’s funny you should mention that. I'm getting real mixed signals from ol' Sparty. On the one hand, he said he'd really like to know how I keep getting out of his jail cells, since they're so well made and all that. On the other, he gave me watch duty, ‘since I know you'll be out anyways,' he says. So you tell me, Naia: should I be in or out?”

      I can't help but laugh at Cassidy's banter. He has this easy-going energy I really enjoy. It feels like I could while away a week with him and the days would fly by like seconds.

      And that thought makes me feel guilty again. I avoided Kyle sometimes because he could be...well, a bit of a jerk if I'm honest with myself.

      Calling Kyle a jerk, even in my head, makes me feel guilty, too. Doesn't keep me from smiling though.

      Naia walks on, grumbling to herself. I get the sense that she doesn't mesh with Cassidy much. Which is a bit odd, since every girl in Sanctuary seems to find him attractive.

      He puts an arm out for me to take, really hamming it up. Like we're going somewhere fancy and he's my escort. And why not?

      I take Cassidy's arm and we follow Naia to class. When we get there, I go inside and Cassidy gives me a wink and stays near the door.

      “Aren't you supposed to be on watch duty?” I chide him.

      “Er, I am actually.”

      His awkward stance tells me everything I need to know. He must have let that slip accidentally. He's obviously not watching the gates. Cassidy has been assigned to watch me.

      “Does Spartan have some kind of rotating guard on me?” I growl.

      “Take your seats!” Naia's voice booms over the classroom behind me. Children dash to their chairs and an abrupt silence fills the room.

      I glare at Cassidy, silently vowing to grill him later about what Spartan is up to. Does he really think I need guards all the time? He's so...controlling!

      Oh, when I get my hands on him!

      But I take a seat in the back, dutifully listening to Naia's lesson. It's amazing how much I don't know about the world. About halfway through, Naia mentions that vampires have settled in the far north, where there are stretches of the year with no sunlight at all. The older ones can walk in the sun, but for their children, it's nice to play outside even during the 'day'.

      “Vampires are real?” I say without meaning to.

      The children burst out laughing. A little girl next to me says, “Are you really a grown up?” And then class continues.

      When it's over, I feel like my brain has expanded to five times its normal size.

      “What did you think?” Naia asks when the kids have cleared out. I get the sense from her tone that she's a little nervous asking. I have to remember she's only been outside for four years. Before that, she was just like me, with no real knowledge of the world we live in.

      She learned so much, so fast. If she expects criticism from me, she's got another thing coming.

      “It was amazing, Naia! I didn't know most of what you taught today. I feel like I've learned so much. Maybe I should sit in more often?”

      She gives me a big hug.

      “You're welcome whenever class is on. And...if you want to, we can do a little private tutoring. I've got what you might call a cheat sheet, a kind of quick and dirty, everything a girl needs to know to live in the outside world kind of class I can teach you. Basically all the notes I had to take when I got here, but boiled down to something quick.”

      “God, I'll grow another mating mark just for you, I swear.”

      Naia snorts.

      “Don't tempt me.”

      Something hangs in the air between us again, and I'm not sure what it is, but I give Naia a big hug and a kiss on the cheek.

      “Tell that ugly faerie I want my brush back. They're hard to come by.”

      “I'll see what I can do, but so far I haven't had any luck.”

      When I find Cassidy outside, he looks annoyed. As we walk down the path towards the valley, he turns to me.

      “Ugly is a harsh word,” he says, frowning. “Do you think she meant on the inside? Like because she's ornery about having her brush stolen?”

      As if on cue, a gaggle of teenage girls running by stop to ogle Cassidy. He's wearing tight leather pants and a big linen shirt, like something out of a pirate story. His fae necklaces catch the sunlight and shimmer with precious gems, as do the golden rings on his fingers.

      He is a very good looking man. Not that I want anyone else to notice that. I grab his arm and drag him off down the road, much to the annoyance of the girls.

      They're too young anyways. What would they even do with a grown man like Cassidy? For that matter, what would I do? It's not like I've got any experience either, except for a few kisses.

      “Talk to me, Cassidy.”

      “I'll tell you anything. Ask away.”

      We find a tall oak to sit by, letting the breeze run through our hair and enjoying the warm day.

      “Why are you here? What brought you to Sanctuary?”

      He lays back, looking up into the branches of the tree, where a small squirrel chirps at us to leave. His baggy shirt falls open as he does, giving me a glimpse of his well-muscled chest and a set of very defined abs. A bead of sweat slides down, rolling over those hills of muscle, and for a wild moment, I wonder what it would be like to lick that sweat.

      What would Cassidy do? Would we make love right here under this tree?

      I'm too scared to try it, though. Men were always something dangerous when I was growing up. You had to manage their expectations. Someone as handsome and charming as Cassidy must have experience. He'd expect something to happen if I just licked him out of the blue.

      At the very least, more licking.

      But try as I might, I just can't be scared of him. He doesn't feel like he'd ever hurt me. Even my wolf, always wary around Kyle and his friends, is perfectly relaxed around Cassidy. I think she'd love it if I went for that lick, or anything else with him.

      It doesn't take a genius to figure out that she's into him. She senses his power, and his masculinity, and she approves. Her low growl tells me that she thinks we should have a male like this one. And maybe a few others.

      She keeps signaling me that our heat is coming soon. We need a male—or males—to watch over us.

      Why did I get a...promiscuous wolf?

      She does a little growly laugh back at me.

      “Truth be told, Piper,” Cassidy says, snapping my eyes back up to his face. My face burns a little with the embarrassment of knowing he saw me checking him out. “I'm here because I'm running. The fae kingdoms are not exactly a safe place for me right now. I got into some trouble, and I had to find someplace to hide away. Spartan was kind enough to take me in with his people, even though they don't like the fae much around here.”

      “He does like to take in strays, doesn't he? Even rejects like me.”

      “Aye, even ugly, unwanted gals like you get brought in. It was different with me because I'm so good looking. The ladies wouldn't have stood for him kicking me out.”

      I give him a punch to the ribs that makes him wince. I might have gone a little too hard.

      “I think you cracked a rib there,” he says woefully. “But you know, I'm joking. You're beautiful, Piper. Maybe the most beautiful lass I've ever seen.”

      For a moment, all of Cassidy's bravado and jests falls aside, and he's just being real with me. It's magical, and it makes me lean forward until our lips almost touch. I just breathe in the scent of him for a second.

      “Do you want me to kiss you?” I whisper.

      I don't have to wait for a response, because Cassidy grabs my shirt and pulls me into him, pressing his lips against mine and tasting deeply. He kisses me like he's never kissed before. Like someone dying of thirst drinking water.

      I kiss him harder.

      “Whatever you went through,” I tell him between kisses, “it’s over now. You're here in Sanctuary and you can have whatever life you want.”

      He goes for my neck, kissing all the way up behind my ear, and working his way down to my collar bone.

      “If I can have any life, I'd want it to be like this, with you.”

      We collapse into each other, panting.

      “Run with me,” I whisper to him. “Show me how the fae run.”

      I leap up and shift as quickly as I can and take off sprinting. My wolf revels in the freedom of running. She dashes until her lungs are sore and then runs some more. Before long, the pounding of Cassidy's paws catches up.

      His wolf is large, with fur the color of blood. It's such a strange, vibrant color that I catch myself staring. I nearly tumble down a hill because I'm not watching.

      “Careful,” he growls warningly.

      My wolf makes a little questioning bark.

      How does he speak as a wolf?

      We chase each other down long, winding paths through the forest. Game trails worn deep by deer and boars. We rip through Ironwood Forest, to the Whispering Woods. Then Cassidy slows to sit.

      The whispers of the deep woods surround us. It's just this odd little sound, like voices just out of earshot. Try as I might, I never make out what they're saying, even in my wolf form.

      “I've heard the woods here are haunted.”

      Not knowing what else to do, I shift back.

      “They're not, though. At least, not as far as I've found. They just make a weird sound. I come here all the time because it's private.”

      Cassidy's wolf rolls on his back showing me his belly. I lean over and scratch him down to his hips and back up to his thick full chest.

      I suddenly realize it's Cassidy. I’m rubbing his naked body. He's a wolf, sure, but that doesn't mean he can't feel where my hands are.

      Nothing’s…poking out, though, so maybe I just have a dirty mind.

      He shifts mid-scratch and lays there completely, and gloriously nude.

      “You didn't bring your clothes?” I ask, turning away quickly.

      I saw everything. Well, the one part I saw just out of the corner of my eye, but I saw it. I saw it hanging down over his thigh. I also caught a glimpse of the mark on his arm, the one usually hidden by his sleeves. I glance back again to get another look.

      It takes me a moment to read the word. And his arm is just above his cock so I can’t help looking at that, too.

      COPYCAT is what the mark reads.

      My hand still rests on his abs.

      “It’s a tattoo,” he says slowly. “A remnant of my misspent youth.”

      “And…why are you naked?”

      “I don't know how to bring my clothes, actually,” he says. “That's why I haven't shifted yet, didn't you notice? I'm not allowed to in Sanctuary. Spartan told me it creates too much of a public nuisance. He's a bit of a prude, isn't he?”

      “But...you're naked naked.”

      “I'm always naked naked under my clothes, lass. I'm not embarrassed by it. It's natural! And I'm a creature of nature.”

      “You are a horny forest animal, is what you are.”

      He laughs out loud.

      “This is your doing. 'Run with me!' you said. Then, you were gone. You're trying to make this my fault, I feel it. You think I did this on purpose.”

      I have to hand it to him, that's all very true. Looking back, I probably should have figured he wouldn't be able to take his clothes with him.

      “You don't have to look if you don't want to.”

      “So, I should just face the other way the whole time we talk? How's that supposed to work?”

      Cassidy's hand brushes its way down my back. His touch sends shivers through me.

      “Close your eyes and come here.”

      I do as he says, closing my eyes tight before I turn around. When I lay next to him, I have to search with my hands to figure out where everything is.

      Is that his arm? His chest? Not there!

      After a few embarrassing seconds, I manage to find my way to his lips. His skin feels silky smooth against my fingertips, and as we kiss, I want more of this feeling on me. I slip my shirt off, still keeping my eyes closed, and feel my breasts pressing into his chest.

      “I want to touch you,” he says.

      “Do it.”

      His hands slide up my back and then around to the front, cupping my breasts. I moan a little as my breasts firm and my nipples harden into rocks. The sensation is overwhelming. My hands trace their way over his body, down to his thighs.

      I don't touch between them, because I don't want to touch him there yet. I mean, I do, but I know I'm not ready. His thighs are firm to the touch, and when my fingertips walk around the back, I grab a handful of his muscular ass.

      “I want to kiss you,” he says.

      “You are kissing me.”

      “Here.” His hands massage my breasts.

      Oh. “Okay.”

      “If you want to say no, you can.”

      I kiss him more deeply because feeling safe like this means so much to me. He can tell I'm hesitant, and he knows to ask for more.

      “I know that,” I tell him. “I’m not saying no, though. Put your lips on me, Cassidy.”

      His kisses drop lower and lower. I moan softly as he dips below my collarbone. I gasp when his mouth circles my nipple, sucking at it gently, and then more roughly. He lets go and leaves me tingling. His teeth nibble at the softness of my breast and he moves to the other one, hungrily devouring my nipple to make that side match.

      “Can I try?” I ask.

      “I wish you would.”

      I grin and kiss my way across his neck and down to his chest. I feel his hard cock, loose and pressing into me. It feels thick and strong when it brushes my thigh.

      The heat inside me threatens to pour out. I squeeze my thighs together to hold it in. That just makes me more sensitive down there.

      One at a time, I take each of Cassidy's nipples into my mouth, licking and sucking at them like he did mine. I do a thorough job of it, leaving him panting on the forest floor.

      “Race me back to your clothes?”

      I don't wait for his answer. I just shift and run, knowing he’s behind me.
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      The days in Sanctuary are kind to me.

      I meet more people, the village learns who I am and more about me. People who feared me at first become comfortable, at least a little. I settle in at Naia’s.

      I’m terrified for my sister, but everyone — Spartan, Naia, Cassidy, Shepherd — tell me to wait. To hold fast and see what happens.

      To wait for word from Ros about what’s happening in Settlement. These people have lived this way for years, and I don’t know how. I find myself wandering, searching for solitude and a quiet place to spend time alone.

      I head south, down the valley.

      The Silver Stream rolls past like a mirror, gleaming in the sunlight.

      As I approach quietly, watching the birds and fish and keeping an eye out for Shepherd, I catch a familiar scent on the wind. I've gotten so close to him without smelling him…he must be near the water.

      I walk closer, not a care in the world. I expect to say hi and greet him, but what meets my gaze stops me in my tracks.

      Spartan is in the Silver Stream. Bathing.

      My breath catches as he half-emerges from the water. Silver droplets drip down his perfect body. They run down a long scar on his left side. The scar tissue is deep, running from his hip to his rib cage. It's the remnant of a serious wound, one that didn't see a healer in time to prevent the scarring. Just from my past experiences with the Red Sisters, I have to say that it would be a tough wound to survive. Someone really opened him up.

      But it's long since healed.

      The rest of him is perfection. I hate to say it, and I never would to his arrogant, bossy face, but he's made of everything I've always wanted in a man.

      Dark hair, blue eyes, sculpted muscles. Every inch of him speaks of power. Just splashing water over himself makes his muscles pop.

      And I get the sense that there’s more to our history than he lets on. I still haven’t gotten over him rejecting my offer of a kiss. Although, Naia pointed out that it probably sounded more like a demand than an offer.

      Spartan takes a step for the shore, his broad back rippling in the sun, and his thighs rise from the water. The mirror surface reflects his muscular ass as he steps out, gleaming silver dripping from the curve of his backside.

      I feel my skin burn with embarrassment. I shouldn't enjoy this. I shouldn't want him the way I do.

      As he makes his way to shore, it's clear the cold water isn't affecting him too badly. Because his back is to me, I only get glimpses, but I see something swinging there that looks thick and solid.

      Heat pools in my core as I watch him grab a towel from a tree branch and dry himself off.

      I tell myself I'm not hoping he'll turn around and give me a good view before he gets dressed.

      “You might as well come out,” he says. “I caught your scent a while ago. Or did you forget that you've tried to kill me for the past two years? I would never miss my favorite assassin's scent.”

      Did I say my skin burned earlier? I was wrong. Now it burns with embarrassment, and shame has also come to the party. When I stand up, I feel how red and splotchy my freckled skin is, betraying me to the world like always.

      Spartan looks and smiles. He knows I like what I see, and he's not the least bit self-conscious. He tosses the towel over a willow branch and stands facing me, not hiding anything at all.

      “Old habits die hard, huh?” he says, smugly. “Were you waiting in the tall grass for an opening? I don't think I can be more defenseless.”

      I try to salvage some self-respect.

      “I've dreamt of catching you like this more than once,” I say, meaning to sound scary and intimidating. It takes me a second to realize how dirty what I said actually sounds. “I mean, to catch you without your armor. To kill you. But that's done now, so I wasn't...I was on my way down here for something else, actually.”

      He grins.

      “Oh, what brought you down to the silver stream? Checking to see if anything’s biting today?”

      I smile back, knowing I’m going to challenge him. He thinks he can fluster me and get away with it? He thinks he’s got the upper hand? Let’s see how he likes it when I turn the tables.

      “I came to rinse off myself. Do you mind if I borrow your towel, since you’re not using it?”

      My wolf growls her approval at this idea. She seems to think getting my clothes off and getting in the water with this male would be very interesting.

      Spartan’s grin falters as his gaze travels down my body.

      Before he can recover, I take my top off and toss it on the river bank. Naia doesn’t wear bras, so I haven’t bothered with them either. I let my bare chest soak in the warm sun.

      Spartan’s mouth hangs open as his eyes travel down to my chest and back. I’m already blushing, so it’s not like I can get any redder.

      “Staring is rude,” I tell him. “Be a gentleman and turn your back, will you?”

      I slip my shorts off before he can turn all the way around, and I see his eyes stick for a moment as he’s torn between being polite and getting a look. I toss my shorts with my top and walk slowly down the riverbank completely nude.

      This is the craziest thing I’ve ever done.

      Just a few weeks ago, this would have felt impossible. Now it feels brash, adventurous maybe, but not dangerous like it would have felt in Settlement. I definitely wouldn’t have trusted Jacen or Tom Sheffield like this.

      They’d have tackled me into the water and done whatever they wanted.

      I trust Spartan, though, at least in this way. Something tells me he’d keep his back turned the whole time and probably watch over me to make sure no one else gets a glimpse.

      A part of me wants him to do that.

      A part of me wants him to be a little bad, too. Break the rules, not be such a good guy.

      God, what has happened to me? I should put my clothes back on and get back to town before someone sees.

      My wolf growls menacingly.

      Oh, fine! I guess I’m in deep enough as it is.

      I go to the water and step in. It’s chillier than I expected, sending gooseflesh up and down my body. My nipples become rock hard immediately. Like, they’re not even trying.

      When I get my waist under, I actually feel okay again. Being topless doesn’t feel as wild as being bottomless. Hell, Naia said I could bathe naked in the stream if I wanted to. I think she was just using that as an example, though, and not a recommendation.

      I turn around, and Spartan stands there with his back turned, still as a statue. His arms are crossed and he really scans the wood line, dutifully watching over me.

      I watch him for a couple of minutes, and…I appreciate how diligent he is, but I can’t believe he’s not even going to peek. It’s like, does he really not even want to see a little?

      “Fair is fair, Spartan,” I call to him. “If you want to hide in the grass and ogle me, I can’t complain. I was ogling you, you know. I didn’t think you’d mind if you knew I was getting in the water, too…”

      I see color creeping down his neck and I realize that Spartan is blushing. Wow, okay that feels good. I’m at least getting under his skin a little.

      He turns cautiously, glancing back to test it.

      I splash a little water over my shoulders and let it run down, pretending to rinse.

      “It’s awfully chilly in here. How did you manage not to freeze your…buns off?”

      Spartan reaches for his shorts and quickly puts them on. He keeps glancing over at me and then turning away just as quickly.

      Finally, I get the courage to dip myself under. The shock of the cold water thrills my skin and wakes me up inside. When I burst through the surface, I shake my hair out and it feels amazing. I look down and watch the silver water drip from my hair to my breasts. It rolls down my body just like a liquid mirror.

      I look up and catch Spartan taking in the view, too.

      “You know,” I tell him as I sink down again, “I’d never dream of doing this in Settlement, of bathing so close to a man. I’d never let anyone see me naked.”

      “Not even…your boyfriend or whatever?”

      “Or whatever? Yeah, that describes Kyle pretty well. And no, he definitely would have felt like it was an invitation. And it wouldn’t have been an invitation then. Because I was taught my whole life that my body should belong to my mate.

      “I saved myself for it. Now I wonder what I saved myself for all that time. In the end, they didn’t treat me any better. Some folks called me a whore, Kyle called me a slut when he rejected me. What was the point if they were going to call me those names anyways?”

      Spartan’s face turns angry. He grits his teeth and shakes his head.

      “They shouldn’t have done that, Piper. If I ever run into Kyle, I’ll be sure to have a talk with him about the way he speaks to women. No one should be treated that way. Even if you weren’t… I mean, even if you had had sex or done other things, they shouldn’t have done that.”

      “Did you know Kyle? When you were there, I mean?”

      A hint of sadness crosses Spartan’s eyes.

      “Yeah, I knew him. He was just a kid then. I’m disappointed at what he grew up into, at the way Thrall’s darkness turned Kyle into something ugly inside.”

      I swim out a little ways, letting the water come up to my neck. The silver is so beautiful. I try to forget that it’s kappy urine doing that. It doesn’t smell like urine, at least.

      I definitely don’t let any get in my mouth, though.

      I climb out onto the shore and let the silver drip off of me. I’m suddenly conscious of getting it on Spartan’s towel. I don’t want to have him cleaning up after me.

      “Can you hand me the towel?”

      Spartan does, keeping his eyes up and away from my body.

      “Does my body offend you so much?”

      “I’m being polite,” he says through gritted teeth.

      “Since I already told you it was okay to look, it actually feels a little rude. I guess there’s just nothing you want to see over here?”

      He turns now and watches me dry off, not bothering to hide his desire. His eyes narrow as I gently dry my legs and work my way up. He clenches his hands into tight fists, like it takes all his resolve not to do something. What exactly does he have in mind?

      He didn’t want a kiss, but he has to hold himself so tightly? The tension across his body looks uncomfortable.

      I slip into my shorts and throw the towel around my neck.

      “Do you want your top?” he asks, picking it up to hand it to me.

      I almost laugh at how relieved he sounds. It’s like my boobs are holding him hostage or something. I get the feeling that even this big tough guy doesn’t know what to do with me sometimes.

      I can’t blame him, I don’t know what to do with myself these days.

      I take my top and consider messing with him a little more, but I decide that he’s had enough. I put it on and watch the tension ease out of him. It doesn’t go away completely.

      That’s when I notice the outline of his dick in his shorts. He’s half hard down there. Seeing the thickness of it actually makes me a little nervous.

      And a little excited. A warmth passes through me, all the way to my middle. A tension builds between my own legs, making my knees shake a little.

      We just stand there, face to face, feeling this heat between us.

      “I’m sorry I was so demanding,” I say. “About the kiss yesterday. Someone told me that men don’t like it if they don’t have to chase a woman.”

      He laughs at that, shaking his head.

      “Is that what they said?”

      I take a step towards him.

      “You really don’t want to kiss me at all?” I ask him.

      “I didn’t say that.”

      I take another step, and he looks uncomfortable.

      “I’m not going to attack you, Spartan. I told you I was done with that.”

      “I’m not afraid that you’re going to attack me.”

      “Then what are you afraid of? Why do I put you off so badly, Spartan? Was there really nothing between us in Settlement? It feels like there must have been. I feel it in my bones when I’m near you.”

      He takes a slow, shuddering breath.

      “Piper, you were sixteen when I was thrown out…”

      “I’m not accusing you, Spartan. I’m not saying something happened, but you can’t expect me to believe that you were just walking around Settlement and I never noticed you. I never gave you a look or a smile? I can’t believe that.”

      He smiles at a memory and then to my surprise, he blushes again.

      “Okay,” he says, holding up his hands in surrender. “You actually did try to kiss me once. You were so embarrassed when I stopped you and told you that you were too young… After that, you kept your distance, but I knew you had a…sort of a crush on me. You said as much when you tried to kiss me.”

      “Some things never change, I guess? Am I still just a little girl to you? Is that what it is?”

      He smiles ruefully.

      “No, that’s definitely not what it is.”

      “So what is it? I know you want to touch me, Spartan. I might be a virgin, but I’m not dumb. I do know what an erection is.”

      His jaw tightens and his face turns a shade redder. His hand drifts over his crotch as if he can hide what is happening down there.

      That’s a job for both hands, pal. Nice try though.

      I know I shouldn’t push him, but I don’t feel like backing down. I don’t feel like letting him off the hook this time.

      “I can’t remember, Spartan. It doesn’t seem fair that you can and I can’t. You know things about me that I don’t even know about myself. We both escaped from something terrible, didn’t we? We made it outside, to a place where we can live our lives differently, but Settlement still won’t let us go, will it?”

      Spartan sighs.

      “So you want to know how it feels to kiss someone who isn’t your mate?” he asks. “And you’re going around taking volunteers? Do I have that right?”

      “It’s a very select group of volunteers, but yes.”

      “And what are the results so far?”

      “Well, so far in my life I’ve kissed three people. One that I thought was my mate, and two who aren’t.”

      A cloud passes over his brow. Am I imagining things, or is Spartan jealous?

      “Did it feel any different?”

      “Kyle was…okay, I guess. The other two? Amazing. Like the best feeling in the world.”

      Spartan throws his arms around me and pulls me close. I gasp a little in surprise. My chest presses against his. Our bodies touch all the way down. I feel his hardness pressing into my belly.

      He tips my head back and kisses me.

      My body melts into him as his tongue grazes my lips, seeking entry. I open my mouth for him. My body trembles in his arms as he goes deeper.

      His thigh slides between my legs, and presses into my swollen middle. I arch against him, not caring if he feels my wetness through the thin shorts. The scent of my own arousal fills the air.

      Spartan becomes even more passionate. He moans as I grind against him. I let my hand slide down to where I feel his dick pressing into me. I slide my fingers down the length of his hardness.

      Spartan gasps, pulling back. He takes a step back, almost tumbling into the willow tree. Something dark flashes in his eyes. A memory he’d rather not think of?

      “I’m sorry! I’m so sorry, Spartan, I shouldn’t have…”

      He steadies himself, shaking his head.

      “No, it’s okay. I just got spooked a little. I wasn’t expecting it. You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      “But I should have asked.”

      “Gods, Piper, if you asked me if you could touch me there I’d have lost all control.”

      “Still, you would have asked me, wouldn’t you? I shouldn’t have assumed, just because you’re a man.”

      Spartan laughs, leaning on the willow tree for support.

      “I would appreciate that,” he says. “But I’m fine, really. Things were just getting a little…intense.”

      “For me, too, but I didn’t mind it.”

      I let it hang there between us. I want Spartan to tell me what it is that’s there between us. This odd wall I can’t seem to get through. The fear that he has of being close to me.

      I don’t understand it.

      It feels crazy just touching his skin. It sends tingles all over my body. And his kiss? It’s the best yet. But something about me just…freaks him out.

      And I know as I watch him that he isn’t going to say. But I’ve put Spartan through the wringer enough for one day. I won’t press him on this.

      Not now, anyway.

      “Walk me back?” I say, offering him an olive branch.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      And just like that, the easy banter comes back between us. Spartan takes whatever passion came out of him at the riverbank and shoves it down deep. The mask of his duties is there again.

      “I feel bad,” he says when we approach his cabin. It’s closest to the center of town, so he’s never far if there’s trouble. “I practically shoved you away, and I didn’t want to do that. I enjoyed the kiss, even if it was just an experiment. The truth is that it was maybe the best kiss I’ve ever had.”

      “Maybe?” I pretend to be angry, but I’m really not. I’m glowing with the compliment. I feel damn good about it.

      “I’m just going to dig myself deeper, aren’t I?” he says, grinning.

      “You could make it up to me.”

      “Not with another kiss?”

      “Aww, would that be so terrible?” I don’t even sound mad, because I laugh. “No, Spartan. I want your laundry.”

      He looks at me blankly.

      “My…what?”

      “Laundry. Give me your laundry. I’m going to wash the silver…stuff off your towel, I might as well do the rest.”

      “You’re going to do—”

      “Your laundry. I’m going to wash it, dry it, fold it, and then give it back. Go ahead, Spartan, tell me why I can’t. Try to make laundry sound scandalous.”

      He laughs nervously, and I see him really think it over. It’s like he is trying to find some excuse not to give me his dirty clothes.

      “I guess I’ve got no arguments,” he says, finally.

      “That’s a first.”

      I see his hackles rise a little at that, but he just frowns and goes inside without another word. A minute later, he’s back with a basket of clothes. His scent is all over them, and even though it’s strong, I still find it very pleasant.

      I might keep one of his shirts.

      But then I remember Spartan is the kind of guy who keeps his stuff in order. He probably knows exactly what clothes he’s given me. He may have done a little inventory before handing them over.

      “I’ll have it back soon,” I say, waving my goodbye. “And Spartan? It was my best kiss, too.”

      Naia thinks I’m crazy when I get home and take one of his softest shirts and put it over my face just to inhale him.

      She looks down into the basket and takes a whiff.

      “This is so gross,” she says.

      I feel giddy as I tumble back on my bed. I can’t help giggling.

      “I think it’s wonderful.”
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      The taste of Piper's lips is still sweet on mine as I walk the village streets at night.

      Normally, I'm on edge when I'm out. I expect people to have problems, or for some emergency to arise. I’ve always feared an attack.

      I'm the village’s first line of defense. And I feel that when I walk among them.

      But tonight the air is warm, fireflies dance in the fields, and most of the residents of Sanctuary are home with their families. It feels like an impossible peace to break.

      Surely, even someone as shitty as Thrall couldn't attack on a night like this.

      I feel at ease. For the first time in...well, maybe ever. It scares me a little, not being on guard, being vulnerable. Like I'm inviting the attack because I'm not ready for it.

      Hell, I don't even overeat at feasts.

      The last thing I need is a belly full of Rosie's griddle cakes and Roscoe’s fall-off-the-bone roast before going into battle. So I eat sparingly.

      Tonight, I feel invincible because of her. Something in her touch, her kiss, is like magic, and I want more of it.

      This wild energy inside me… my wolf approves. He's normally so stalwart.

      He never liked to party at the grove back when I was in Settlement.

      I wonder if kids still go out to those woods to make out where the—haha—reverend can't find them.

      He knows, of course. He doesn't care one bit about the crap he tells everyone about purity and faith. It's all just layers of control.

      Now I'm free, and so is Piper...and I wish we could have more together. But every time she gets close, I remember that night.

      The blood on her face…

      The pain as I lay there choking on my own blood was nothing compared to losing her forever.

      I thought I moved on.

      But there I was kissing her, touching her, wanting to do more with her. What the hell is wrong with me? I'm the alpha of this pack now. They rely on me for their protection, so I need a mate that not only understands that, but embraces it.

      Piper? She's dedicated to her training. She risked her life to protect the people of Settlement as a Red Sister. She did terrible things at Thrall's bidding, but she didn't know that.

      She thought she was fighting for her town, for all the innocents there. I have no doubt that she'd fight for Sanctuary the same way, or maybe even more so because she would know that it's real.

      Tonight, for the first time, it feels like...maybe Piper and I can be a thing. I meant what I said about not hurting her. She may never want to fight again, after what happened to her. She may never want to harm any living thing again. I can understand that.

      And maybe that's okay for Shepherd's mate or Cassidy's mate, but is it enough for an alpha's bride?

      And she’s been through so much. I have to be sure I'm meant for her.

      With that in mind, I run for Lolarin's cabin.

      It's a little place on the outskirts of town, near the Ironwood Forest where that weird old witch lives. Lolarin keeps it nice, her magic making short work of repairs and painting. I think she worked out some kind of deal with the local gnomes for the picket fence and flower lined walkway.

      I see someone walking around inside, and the lamp is glowing, so I'm sure she's up and around.

      I check the moon in the sky. It's not that late, right? Maybe 9pm.

      I knock.

      Lolarin answers with a smile and waves me in. She looks tired and older than usual. Sometimes the curse in her veins eats at her more than others. Today, it looks like it was particularly rough.

      "What brings you by at night?" she asks. Even her voice sounds weak.

      "I came to convince you to try and find out who Piper's mate is."

      Her eyes sparkle with mirth.

      "Oh? Hoping it'll be someone specific?"

      I try to put on my best frown.

      "I told you, she and I aren't a thing."

      "Then why is her lipstick on your lips?"

      I'm startled and reach up to touch my lips before I remember Piper wasn't wearing lipstick. She doesn't do makeup, another thing I like about her.

      Lolarin got me, and she knows it.

      "Okay, maybe I did a little kissing. Still, whoever her mate is, would it hurt to try? If it's not me—I mean, whoever it is, I'll accept it and try to help her in any way I can."

      "Mates," Lolarin says, slowly. "There will be at least two. There’s the sparrow and the tree. And there's a dark line forming below those that I believe will be a third. Are you prepared to be one mate of many? To share her with other men?"

      A cold rage forms inside me at the idea. I know she kissed a few other guys. She's going through a phase after being locked up in the cult. Exploring the world, learning new things.

      And yes, practicing some kissing. That's fine, I've kissed a few women myself over the years.

      I've had a couple of lovers, even though they weren't my mates and never pretended to be. But it always felt off, like it wasn’t meant to be. I felt empty afterwards.

      And Piper wasn’t wrong. There was something between us. Maybe we didn’t touch, and it was unspoken, but there was always something there. She was too young, but I knew she wouldn’t always be.

      When I saw her later when she was older and trying to kill me, it was there, too. If anything, it was stronger. She’s right about it feeling like something was stolen from us. We could have grown up together, and when she was ready, I would have been there.

      "I don't like it. But if it's fate, I'll accept it."

      Lolarin nods.

      "At the full moon, three days hence, we'll try to part the clouds and see her mates. I'm not as strong as Magpie, Spartan. There's no guarantee that I'll find them."

      I look at the moon out the window.

      "At least you'll have a real goddess on your side."

      Lolarin's brow clouds after I say that, like she's deeply concerned about something. I know better than to ask. If it's something she thinks I need to know, Lolarin will tell me. A lot of what crosses her mind she keeps to herself.

      As I understand it, she's always somewhere between worlds. Her thoughts, her dreams, her visions... It's a wonder she can tell what's real and what's not.

      If she can.

      Before I can say anything else, Lolarin slumps into the table, putting her weight into her hands to hold herself up. I get to my feet and rush to her, helping her to stay standing. Then I guide her into a chair.

      "You've let yourself get too hungry again," I tell her, taking my shirt off.

      She nods.

      "Come on, you can feed and get some of your strength back.”

      Lolarin grudgingly comes closer. Her face gets so close to my chest that I feel her cold breath. She opens her mouth, and her fangs extend until they’re long enough to pierce flesh.

      She bites, and I grit my teeth at the pain.

      Lolarin drinks my blood as I try not to feel sick. The sensation of being fed on is disgusting. It makes my skin crawl. A dull pain rises from where she’s biting me, too.

      She does so much for all of us, it’s the least I can do, even if it hurts like hell.

      I don’t hear the door open, but I hear it bang shut. Piper’s scent hangs in the air, and I hear her feet pounding the ground as she runs away.

      “Shit!”

      I dash out the door after her, chasing her through the tall grass down the hill. She doesn’t get far before she turns to glare at me.

      “I can’t believe you!” she yells. “You hate to hold me, but you can hold her?”

      The hurt in her voice cuts through me.

      “It isn’t what you think, I swear.”

      She folds her arms across her chest.

      “I’m listening.”

      For a moment, I’m so surprised that it almost makes me smile. Even angry, she’s reasonable. Even after all she’s been hurt, she’s still ready to listen.

      “Thank you for that,” I say. “The truth is that Lolarin is half vampire. She can survive on animal blood, but shifter blood lasts a lot longer. She keeps her feedings down to once a month if she drinks from a shifter. It’s unpleasant, and not many people will volunteer for it.

      “It scares people, being bitten. There’s a lot of ignorance out there about vampires. You can’t catch it from their bite, that’s just a myth.

      “Anyways, most of the time I just do it myself. Because I’m an alpha, I heal faster than most.”

      I move my hand away from my chest, where I stop the bleeding. Droplets roll down from the open holes.

      “Spartan…” she says, coming closer. She touches my chest gently near the wound, staring at it. “The holes go so deep.”

      “By morning there’ll be nothing there. Not even a scar. It’s something in their saliva that does it.”

      Lolarin stalks up, looking out of breath.

      “It’s to keep a vampire’s victims from getting sick from their wounds. That way the predators can return freely for more. I regret to say that I am truly a half-vampire. There is nothing going on between Spartan and I, you have my word.”

      Piper pulls me down to her and kisses me. I’m so shocked again that it nearly bowls me over. She pulls back, but doesn’t let me go.

      “You’re amazing,” she says. “And I’ll volunteer, too, Lolarin. Spartan isn’t the only one who’s grateful for your help.”

      Lolarin smiles.

      “What were you coming to see me for?” she asks.

      “Soap for laundry. Naia said you make some and I thought I’d ask if I could use a little. I can make my own, but I’d need tallow and lye.”

      “I have soap, young lady. And you may have some.”

      Piper and I walk back there together. I let my fingers glide down her arm until they reach her hand, and I take hold of it.

      She smiles.
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      We end up walking the well-worn path into the Ironwood Forest.

      It reminds me of a fairy tale. The moonlight hits Piper's hair just right, setting off the red, and making it look even more stark because of the silver light.

      Her freckles nearly glow in it.

      “You're staring, Spartan.”

      “I should be, if I'm out with you. May I?”

      I hold out my hand for her, and she looks at it like she wonders if it might be poisoned. But then she takes it, with a pensive look at me with those big blue eyes.

      Gods, she is something to behold.

      The warmth of her hand in mine sends my heart rate skyrocketing. What is it about touching her that feels so magical? What is it about this simple contact of our skin that sets me on fire?

      My thumb traces a line across her palm as we walk, following her life line across. At least that's what I think that's called. Maybe it's love? But I'd always heard the one across the top was life.

      It stretches from one side of her palm to the other.

      “How did you come to be here, Spartan?”

      “When I first came here, I was dying. Badly wounded. They didn't think I would make it. Lolarin was there then, and Ben and Rosie, the town healers. You've seen them?”

      She nods.

      “Middle aged. He's bald and she's blond? They're all over each other every time I see them.”

      “They love each other more than any mates I've ever seen.”

      “Mates? Were they mated in Settlement?”

      “No. Rosie and Ben were mated here, after Lolarin did a ritual. They're one of the few pairs of truly fated mates we've found. Sasha and James, Louisa and Frenchie. That's it. Three pairs that we've seen in twenty years.”

      “Everyone else is just...?”

      “They're not just anything.” I sound more irritated than I mean to. “They're mates as well, just not fated. They fell in love and formed a deep bond. Deep enough that their wolves accepted each other, and their mating marks changed to reflect their union. It's not like it's not real.”

      “I'm sorry, I didn't mean to offend--”

      “No, I should apologize. How are you supposed to learn anything if I can't answer your questions without biting your head off?”

      She squeezes my hand, gently.

      “It's just that I was always told that wasn't real. You can't just choose someone. Fate chooses for you. That's how all the mates were in Settlement. At least, that's what I thought. I guess...if it's all a lie, and not the moon god, then the people in Settlement are just paired up? Are there any real fated mates in the entire town?”

      “We may never know. But I can tell you that Thrall won't hesitate to pair two people if he thinks it'll be beneficial to him. If someone becomes inconvenient, he has them killed. Because of his alpha power to command people in any way he chooses, no one ever knows it happened.”

      A darkness crosses Piper’s brow.

      “I knew a woman, towards the end. One of the Red Sisters under me, who was torn apart by the others. They thought she was a marauder. She had the mark of Apostate over her head. I've never seen someone so afraid…then she looked at me as they came for her and she knew. I saw in her eyes that she knew I saw her for who she was. But I didn't understand what was happening, Spartan. I didn't have any idea what was real then.”

      Her eyes go hazy with tears and then she sniffs. I pull her close and hold her to me. Her body feels so small in my arms, but not fragile. Not in the least. All her training with Shepherd has made her hard as a rock. Like holding a doll of woven steel cables. Her shifter's strength must have doubled since she came to Sanctuary.

      She looks up at me, tears still streaming down her cheeks.

      “How can you even look at me?” she asks. “After what I've done? All the things I must have done and can’t remember?”

      “Look at you? I'll do more than that.”

      I tip her chin up to me and kiss her. I taste the salt of her tears on her lips, and the sweetness of her tongue.

      For the first time since I've spent any time with her, I take a long breath in through my nostrils and take in her scent. Lilac and mossy oak. She still uses them to wash her hair, even now. She must gather them in the woods like she used to, and crush them with shower soap and oil to make her shampoo.

      My fingers find her hair and intertwine with it. It's silky smooth. I take a handful of it and hold her there, letting our tongues dance together between our lips.

      Piper's body arches against me and she lets out a moan. My own arousal goes into overdrive, my cock straining in my jeans so bad that I have to adjust it. There's no way to hide it, so I just do it.

      Piper looks down and bites her lip.

      “Did I do that?”

      “You did.”

      She kisses her way down my chin to my neck. The softness of her lips sliding across my skin drives me wild as she moves up and down my neck. Her teeth graze my earlobe as she nibbles gently.

      “Fuck, Piper. We should slow down.”

      “Should we?”

      Her voice is thick and breathy now.

      “How slow should we go? Is this okay?”

      Her fingertips trace a line up my inner thigh and she smiles. I can't tell if she's trying to tempt me, drive me wild or is just having fun. Does she really want things to keep going?

      It feels like she does.

      I take her hands and hold them. It's the right thing to do.

      What I want is to have her writhing beneath me, screaming in pleasure somewhere hidden away by these trees. But I know she's been through a lot, and losing her virginity here in the woods isn't right.

      Hell, taking her back to my place wouldn't be right either. Don't ask me how I know, but I do.

      “Why did you stop me?” she asks softly. She doesn't sound angry or accusatory. Just curious, and maybe a little hurt.

      “I know you were rejected, and now you're taking in a lot out here. You're learning new things about yourself, the world, everything. It's overwhelming, and you're going to want to...do something that you can control. But if we're going to do...what I thought we were going to do, it should be special.”

      Her hand reaches up to touch my cheek.

      “How did I hurt you, Spartan?”

      It feels like I’m a window she can see through any time she wants. Is the pain written all over my face that plainly?

      “Spartan, how can I make amends if you won't tell me?”

      Anger flares behind her eyes and she takes a step back. I take a few steps back myself and lean against a tree, letting my pounding heart slow down.

      “You can’t,” I tell her. “And I don't want you to. It's something I just need to let go of, if I can.”

      “I can help you, if you let me. Why won't you tell me?”

      “Because I don't want you to know. It wasn't your fault, and I shouldn't blame you for it.”

      She sighs heavily.

      “You take too much on yourself, Spartan. Maybe that’s an important quality in a leader, but I don’t think it works for a mate.”

      Tension fills my body, and a deep sense of anger rises in me. I never asked her to be my mate. I never said I would claim her. Part of me wants to tell her to forget about me, but I can’t bring myself to do it.

      There’s something between us that I can’t let go of. But I can’t look at her without seeing that night in my head. Hearing the screams and seeing the blood as they held me down and made me watch.

      I felt so weak. So helpless.

      And when I survived, I swore I would never be helpless again.

      “We’re not mates, Piper. I don’t know what we are.”

      She comes closer and rests her head on my chest.

      “I don’t want to fight with you,” she says softly. “I want this, Spartan. I want this to be something. It feels like something beautiful was stolen from us, and I want it back.”

      I nod. She’s got that right.

      Maybe when I’ve had my revenge, and Thrall is dead and buried, I can finally lay my ghosts to rest.

      “I want it back, too.”

      I hold her like that until class starts at the little schoolhouse. Piper waves at me as she leaves, and I watch her go, feeling like the world’s biggest fool.
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SHEPHERD

        

      

    

    
      I get up at dawn.

      The air outside is a bit crisp in its coolness. I relish the feel of it on my skin. I wish for the thousandth time that there was somewhere I could go and shift and truly be myself. But there isn't, and there never will be.

      I break into a run and put on some speed. I can run faster than most shifters, but no one in Sanctuary has really seen me run. I take off almost as fast as a wolf, letting my power flow through me, giving me strength.

      My lungs burn, and then the burning fades as they heal and strengthen in the moment. My legs tire and then refresh themselves, stronger than they were moments before.

      It ebbs and flows until I’m racing, leaping higher than a deer, the forest passing in a blur.

      After beating a trail through the woods, I come to the Silver Stream and dive in. I find a heavy stone in the river bed and hang on to it, holding myself under water while I count the seconds.

      At thirty, my heart rate starts to slow down. My body begins to conserve oxygen. At sixty, a calm floods through me. After a ten mile run, my lungs should burn, but I don't let them. I ignore the pleas they make for air. At ninety, the cold, dark feeling inside me starts to abate.

      The need to cry overwhelms me, and I shed my tears into the water.

      I have nightmares every night. The things Thrall did to me...no one should have to feel that kind of pain. He left my body covered in scars from his purification, but that's nothing compared to the scars he left on my mind.

      Because he wanted our power.

      The gruff creature within me growls his pleasure at that. If Thrall had known he was inside of me, he'd have killed me, or tried to. Who knows if he could have done it.

      When the seconds tick past twelve minutes, I let myself rise to the surface, and then climb out and shake off the excess water into the riverbank.

      I could have stayed under longer, my freakish skin absorbing oxygen from the water like some kind of beetle.

      Who knows what the bastards at MIT bred with my ancestors to make me do that. Even they feared my alpha power, even as they coveted it.

      Pushing myself to the absolute limit of my endurance is the only thing that makes me feel alive anymore. There's nothing left of me but a shell. And now this damn mark on my shoulder is changing, morphing.

      I’m being marked by Fate, because of Piper. Because we’re meant to be together. True fated mates.

      Ours, the creature says.

      But the joke's on fate, because I don't give a damn. I'm crazy about Piper, that's for sure. No one has ever made me feel the way she does. I haven't had half the nightmares I used to since I met her.

      I cherish every second we're together.

      That's why I can never be with her that way. I care about her too much to saddle her with a wreck like me.

      She thinks she's a reject? Come on.

      Compared to someone who's as broken as I am, she's pristine. That jerk in Settlement must have been crazy.

      Kyle. The thought of her giving him the time of day makes me furious.

      If I'd been in his shoes, I wouldn't have let Thrall or anyone else stand in my way. Piper would be mine.

      If only I were someone else.

      Something else.

      I've never felt so connected to someone, and at the same time, so alone. I lean back against the old willow tree and let the tears flow again.

      You're not meant to be alone, the beast inside tells me. Your alpha powers should make you a leader. If you have the courage to stop pitying yourself.

      I wish you would shut up, I tell him.

      I do what I can to tune his voice out. He's so loud in my mind that I don't hear Piper coming until she can already see me. She runs over, wearing a little pink tank top and some loose fitting shorts that hint at the curve of her backside.

      I quickly grab for my shirt to wrestle it back on, but it's wet and the seams tear.

      "Damn it," I curse, tearing it the rest of the way off and throwing it at the rocks.

      Her hand on my back calms me. For some reason, she's never afraid of me. She never feels like I'm too big or too strong or too unstable. Not like she would know any better, since I haven't told her much. But she doesn't pry either.

      We leave the past in the past. That was the promise.

      "Tough day?" she asks softly.

      "Yeah. Worse than most."

      "Have a seat."

      "What are you--"

      "Sit, Shepherd. Good boy."

      I slump down on a rock and let her chide me. It doesn't piss me off, like I'd have thought. Far from it. Somehow when she messes with me just right, it makes me feel human again.

      Then her fingers dig into my shoulder muscles and I groan with relief. She practices with a sword and club, and does loads more physical training.

      I feel the strength in her hands now.

      "Geez, these muscles are like ropes. How do you move around?" she asks.

      It makes me smile.

      "I don't know. Stiffly, most of the time. I'm sorry I cursed, Piper. I really should go get another shirt."

      The tank top Piper was wearing falls in my lap. My mouth hangs open, looking at it.

      "Now neither of us is wearing a shirt. So we’re even.”

      "I bet you look a damn sight better than I do, though," I say. "I wish...well, I wish my body was different. I wish I had something to show you that wouldn't turn your stomach."

      "You're not turning my stomach, Shepherd. I don't mind your scars one bit."

      Her fingers find more knots and she deftly releases them. It feels like she's taking me apart and putting me back together again.

      "It's taking everything I have not to turn around," I tell her.

      Piper leans close, so I feel her breath on my neck as she whispers.

      "Can I tell you a secret, Shepherd? I've wanted to see you with your shirt off since I met you. I wish you would turn around, so I can get a look at you."

      I look down at the trails of scars that criss cross my skin. Some of the scar tissue is raised up like beef jerky over my muscles. It's not something I let people see, usually.

      I've got that pink tank top in my hands. I smell her lilac scent on it.

      Hell, I have to turn around.

      If I don't do it now, I'll regret it forever. And I've had enough of regrets.

      I stand and turn to face her. Piper smiles and lets me take her in. Her freckles travel down the front of her body like a sea of pink stars. Her breasts are small, but perfect. Pink hued nipples harden at my gaze. Gooseflesh ripples over her.

      She looks at me, too. I almost want to lift my hands and cover the worst of it across my belly where the scars are thickest. A flash of memory: Thrall opening me up and spilling my insides out across the filthy floor.

      I shake my head to clear it. This is my moment with Piper.

      “Every inch of you is perfect,” I tell her. I mean it, too.

      Her breast, her belly, the curve of her well-muscled body, strong and feminine. I can’t imagine anyone more beautiful.

      “May I touch you?” she asks, softly. “I’d like to.”

      I nod. I feel my body tense as her fingertips trace my lower abs down to the hem of my jeans. Her hands rise again, running over the surface of my stomach, rolling over each row of my abs, and each scar, tracing them both like they’re one and same. They ride over my chest, and she bites her lip as she holds my neck and pulls me down to her for a kiss.

      We start slow, exploring each other’s lips. I feel the heat of her sun touched skin press against me, her nipples hot and hard when they touch my river-cooled body. She gasps at the contact.

      I feel that electricity run between us again.

      She probes my mouth with her tongue and I can’t help myself. I take her by the hair and hold her close, teasing a moan of pleasure out of her.

      I smell her arousal on the wind and there’s a sweetness to it, a kind of ripeness and readiness. My cock gets hard in my jeans and strains against the buttons holding it back. The ache makes me shift a little, trying to find space for it to expand.

      “I feel very lucky to see your body,” she says. Her lips find my neck and I inhale sharply as she kisses her way down.

      Her gaze meets mine when she gets to my chest. I can tell she’s weighing an idea, something she wants to try. I give her the slightest nod. I feel like I’m frozen, captive of her needs and wants.

      Her mouth opens, and her soft tongue slides across one of my scars, tracing it from the top to the bottom, from my shoulder all the way to my chest.

      The tension in my jeans feels like it’s going to burst.

      “What if I told you,” she says slowly, “that I wanted to do that with all of them? Up and down your body?”

      “I would say yes. I want you to do it. That feels incredible.”

      I thought the scars would feel dull and lifeless, but her tongue makes them come alive with sensation. An ache spreads through my groin, a need for release.

      Piper presses me back, until I lay on the riverbank, and one by one, she blesses each of the scars of my body with her mouth.

      “I don’t know what you think about, when you think about your scars,” she whispers. “But from now on, I want you to think about this. I want you to remember that these are mine. They’re not scars anymore, they’re a map for my lips and my tongue to follow.”

      I slump into the riverbank, exhausted with pleasure. My whole body is lit up with the tingling of her touch. Her hands run along the seam of my jeans, down my thigh and across my swelling cock. They trail down, almost to my knee and then come up the other side.

      “Does the map keep going down here?” she asks playfully.

      “Piper, if you do that, I won’t be able to stop.”

      “I know you’re not ready,” she whispers. “I want you, but I feel you holding back. Tell me what you need, Shepherd.”

      I don’t try to hold the tears back when they come.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell her, pulling her close. “I’m just a mess. After what he did to me, what they all did to me, after running for so long, I don’t know how to live. This is what I want. This is all I want. But I don’t know how to have it.”

      She kisses away the tears and lets me hold her. The softness of her breasts against me soothes me. The occasional kiss of her lips sends shivers through me.

      We lay like that as the sun passes over us. I pull what’s left of my shirt over her back to keep her skin from burning. She falls into a gentle sleep on my chest, her mouth open slightly, her fingers fluttering across my skin as she dreams.

      When she wakes, she rises and groggily puts her tank top back on.

      “Let me know when you want me to follow the rest of that map,” she says smiling.

      We say our goodbyes and Piper leaves, shifting to race up the hill to Sanctuary.

      I feel the mark on my shoulder itch.

      Leaning over the pool at the edge of the silver stream, the clear water makes a perfect mirror. My mark changes.

      The mountains on my back grow clouds around the base, and flying through the clouds is a sparrow. Just like the one on Piper’s back.

      Mates?

      The joke is on Fate, because I don’t give a shit about any of that mumbo jumbo.

      But Piper? She owns me forever, no questions asked.

      I can’t resist her anymore. And I don’t want to.
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CASSIDY

        

      

    

    
      “Open the bloody door!”

      It's bad enough that I was chased through my nightmares all night. I hate those dreams the most, the ones where I'm back home and my mother is looking for me. I hid from her for most of my childhood, and she hated me even more for it.

      She called me a curse.

      That was before the wars made everything crazy.

      They don't tell you how much heavier a sword feels just before battle begins. How you can stare into the fog of morning, steam rising from your steed, and wait for death to come and find you. Or the feeling of fear when you see how many of them there are, and you know your men are outnumbered and you're all going to die.

      Yeah, mom wasn't happy I came home from that either.

      She probably thought it was one more thing I screwed up.

      I ran. I ran away from my world and into this one. I joined this ragged pack of shifters, rejects and escapees from their cult. For a long time, I wondered why I stayed.

      Why not keep running?

      There are people all over this world struggling. People suffer and die.

      Why stop here? Why did I make this battle my own? Why does this little village feel like my home?

      Now I know.

      I woke up this morning to throw cold water on my face, wipe the sleep from my eyes and what do I see?

      My mating mark changed, the bastard.

      That's why I scream my lungs out at the guards to let me out. I need to walk out in the world. I need to see her with my own eyes, not through one of my copies. I can't live on memories alone.

      I glance at the mirror again.

      My mating mark used to be a sun. Ornate like it was carved into my skin, all deep blues and blacks. The rays of the sun radiated out over my shoulder blade. And now, that sun is half covered by a lush tree.

      And I know damn well where I've seen that tree before. I spotted the hint of it running down her back when she swapped her shirt out the other day. Or rather, my double spotted it.

      “OPEN THIS DOOR!”

      The lock rattles and one of the guards comes in. It’s a big guy named Roscoe that I’ve seen around the village. Word is that he cooks a mean roast for feast times.

      He has the keys in his hand and he eyes me quizzically.

      “You know the deal,” he says. “You give back what you stole and you can come out if you promise not to steal any more.”

      “All right! You've finally broken me. Are you happy? Now, if you'll open this door, I'll be happy to take you to the stolen goods and you may do with them what you like.”

      Roscoe still looks doubtful, but eventually he shrugs and unlocks the door. When he opens the door to the main hall and lets me through, that's when I bolt.

      “Oh, man,” Roscoe groans as I dash out through the double doors into the village, and race up the path towards the woods.

      He jogs slowly up the path behind me, gradually shifting into a portly wolf that lumbers up the hill.

      He really stays with me a long time, down the gravel road towards the woods, running as fast as he can. But then I pick up the pace, and my feral fae wolf starts to really run.

      He’s always fast.

      The poor guy chasing me must have given up, because he’s nowhere to be seen. I'm deep in the heavy scents of the Ironwood Forest. I shed my own scent for a while by brushing against some oversized magnolia flowers that glow with a slight phosphorescence.

      They cover my blood red fur and I roll in them, glorifying in the smell. Then I run some more.

      Gods, it feels good to be loose in the world.

      Now, to find Lolarin and talk to her.

      I have to know if I'm right about the mark and what it means. First, though, it wouldn't hurt to see the pretty lass who’s changed my mark for me.

      Piper's already been through so much. I don't know that I could take her as a mate, knowing her life would be hell if she was with me.

      Bad enough that I'm on the run. If the ones who want me dead found her...? I'd never forgive myself.

      As I race through the village, terrifying the locals with my blood red appearance, I don't catch Piper's scent one bit...but I do smell that grumpy loser, Shepherd. And I know he's been hanging around her like a poor lost pup.

      Maybe he knows where she is...

      I shift when I'm within eyesight of him, so he can see who I am. As I get closer, I feel that power emanating off him, and I know he's hiding something.

      Shephard has an alpha power, that’s obvious, and if you've got alpha genes, there's no way in Hades you can't shift.

      “Cassidy,” he growls. His gaze travels down my body with a disappointed glare. “You couldn’t learn to shift with your clothes?”

      I’m keenly aware of my cock blowing free in the wind. I don’t know what it is about these shifters in the human world. In faerie, nobody gives a fuck if you’re naked. We’ve seen it all.

      “Well if it isn't my favorite patch of scar tissue. Let's keep this as brief as possible, shall we? I'm looking for her. You know where she is?”

      “What do you want her for?”

      That rankles me.

      “That's my business, Shepherd. Have you seen her, or haven't you?”

      “If I had, I sure as hell wouldn't tell a two-bit thief and liar like you.”

      I laugh, not because I think he's funny, but because I'm surprised he's got the guts to talk to me that way.

      “Well, I'd have thought you had enough scars to last a lifetime, Shepherd, but I guess you're looking for a few more. Maybe I’ll show these people which of us is the bigger liar? I’ll push you until you shift into whatever beast is inside you giving off that darkness…”

      I get ready to shift, when Spartan appears.

      “Both of you knock it off! I won't have rowdy males brawling in the streets. This is a good, clean town and I mean to keep it that way.”

      “Well if it isn’t our fearless leader. Looks like Sparty saved your hide for another day,” I tell Shepherd. He looks daggers back at me.

      “That's enough, Cassidy. I've been looking for both of you, so it's convenient I found you together.”

      I sense that this boy scout is going to go on another of his high and mighty lectures, and I've no patience for his foolishness. I have half a mind to shift and make a run for it when I see him taking his shirt off.

      Now this is my kind of party. The guy has a hell of a body under that threadbare shirt, and I like the look of it.

      Then, I see the mark on his shoulder. The North Star, complete with a swirl of the aurora above it. Symbol of the northern skies. One of the blessed symbols of wolves. The day Spartan got his mark, his folks must have been overjoyed thinking their boy was going to really be someone.

      Little did they know he'd up here with the rest of us losers.

      But then, I see the lightning trail below the North Star, and I see red. Before Spartan can open his mouth again, I punch him right in the jaw.

      The impact against my fist is heavy, like I've hit the side of a bull. Even my wolf tells me I've made a mistake, picking a fight with a bloke as tough as Spartan.

      And my wolf doesn't give a fuck, so I know I've messed up this time.

      I don't care one bit.

      “You put your hands on her, you rotten bastard!” I cry out. There's more hurt in my voice than I've heard there in a long time. “Knowing she's a virgin and she wasn't ready!”

      The next thing I know, I look up at the sky. There's some really nice clouds floating overhead. One of them looks like a turtle... And my face feels like someone danced on it all night. Did Spartan just hit me?

      With a boulder maybe?

      As the turtle cloud blows slowly away, Spartan's grim face comes into view.

      “God, you're ugly,” I tell him. My tongue trips over something powdery in my mouth. “I think you chipped one of my teeth. All of them maybe. I've got a mouthful of chalk.”

      “My jaw feels like someone tried to break it in half,” he says back. “And I haven't done...anything like that with Piper. We've kept everything pretty tame. A little kissing, some touching, but nothing more. Now, are you ready to listen calmly, or do I need to break the rest of your face? Those handsome fae features of yours look particularly fragile.”

      I feel a grin spread across my face. The half of it he punched throbs like nothing else as I get to my feet. The handsome bastard has my attention.

      “Aye, I can listen for a bit.”

      That's when I get a wild hair and show him my own mark. Spartan recognizes the tree in front of my sun, too, and he nods. Then we both look at Shepherd and he sighs and shows us his shoulder.

      When he takes his shirt off, even I’m surprised by the scars criss-crossing his body. I’ve mocked him about them for ages, but I was just taking the piss because he’s a grumpy puss.

      Seeing them, how many of them, is something different.

      What the hell has he been through to come out like that?

      I can't tell what happened to his mark, but it definitely changed. It was once a curving set of fangs, set around an ancient blade I've never seen the like of. Now, there's a dark smear through the middle, like someone's smudged it with their thumb.

      I can't help pointing.

      “That's not as clear, is it? You sure you didn't just sleep on it funny?”

      “Ha, ha,” he says.

      Spartan chimes in.

      “It's probably because Piper's third mark, or what we're pretty sure is a third mark, isn't revealed fully yet. Lolarin examined her recently and none of Piper's marks have changed. So far, it's just us getting her marks. Which can only mean one thing.”

      “We're all crazy about her,” Shepherd says slowly.

      I've never seen him look at Spartan with so much rage in his eyes. Shepherd looks like he wants to take a swing at Spartan, too. Then his gaze turns to me and he really throws sparks my way. His hands ball into fists and he shakes with anger. His whole body radiates a malevolent energy.

      Spartan, for his part, seems to ignore it.

      “That's right, Shepherd. And the three of us are going to figure out how to deal with our jealousy and work this out.”

      “Like hell,” Shepherd growls through his teeth. “Why should I help either of you?”

      “Because it's what Piper deserves. Or would you rather she see us all tear each other apart? After everything she's been through, Shepherd, doesn't she deserve better than that?”

      “Aye,” I say, nodding.

      The rage seems to ebb from Shepherd a little. He still doesn't look exactly happy, but he looks more amenable.

      “If it makes her happy, that’s what matters to me,” Shepherd says finally. He still grits his teeth in a feral smile, but at least he's trying.

      “So it’s settled?” Spartan asks the two of us. “We share, we help each other, if we have shit to work through, we work through it. For Piper.”

      Shepherd nods.

      “But if either of you hurt her,” he growls, “I’ll kill you.”

      “Same,” I say, nodding in agreement.

      Spartan grins.

      “That goes for you two as well,” he says. He puts his hands out, and Shepherd and I reach out and each take one.

      Something passes between us that reminds me of the wild current that courses through me when Piper touches me. I find myself wanting to hold the connection with Spartan as long as I can.

      Shepherd looks at us like a confused pup.

      Something tells me that poor kid has never had a friend in his life. And it’s obviously been a hard life.

      I reach my other hand out to him, and after staring at it for a moment, he takes it. Something passes through all of us, like the agreement is binding in a way I never thought it could be.

      Spartan is the first to let go. Shepherd and I hold hands a second longer, and then he pulls away and sticks his hands in his pockets like he’s afraid we’ll hold them against his will.

      I sigh and toss my hands in the air.

      “Bloody fine,” I say. “I’ll show where I hid all the stuff I stole. And I’ll try not to steal anymore. But just know that it feels damn inhospitable of this whole village. It speaks to poor management if you ask me.”

      Spartan laughs.

      “Noted. I’ll handle giving everyone their stuff back. Can I at least tell them that you’re sorry?”

      It’s like pulling nails with these people, honestly.

      “Aye. You can lie to them to tell them I’m sorry if you wish.”
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PIPER

        

      

    

    
      I'm all off balance inside.

      But what do I need? Three faces flit through my mind. Spartan, Cassidy and Shepherd. Any of them can make me feel better, but right now one of them calls to me more than the others.

      I pull my hair up and finish dressing. Naia has a class this morning, so I head for the schoolroom, keeping my eye out for Shepherd as I walk. I don't see him along the way.

      The class is full of even more incredible information. It's all about technology, something I know next to nothing about.

      About halfway through, Naia holds up something that looks like a little black rectangle. It's thin and fits in the palm of her hand.

      "They called it a cellular phone," she says. "You could use it to talk to anyone on the planet, anytime you want. It could do more things, or we think it could, but you can't turn them on anymore or use them. Like most electronics, these were all destroyed in one of the great pulses, when humans used what to try and destroy all the supernatural creatures in the world?"

      I'm stumped. What did the humans use?

      A little boy raises his hand.

      "Anders?"

      "Yes, ma'am. The humans used new clear bombs to kill people, and it killed their own 'lectronics, too."

      "Good, Anders. But it's nuclear, not 'new clear'. One word. Here, let me write it on the board."

      N-U-C-L-E-A-R.

      Something about the word gives me chills, though, I can't say what.

      When class is over, Naia hugs me and asks me how it was.

      "Amazing, and a bit scary. I’m curious about nuclear bombs. I've never heard of them before. Not that it’s surprising I guess. I'd like to know more."

      "Sounds like somebody wants a study session later..." Naia sings it to me, and it makes me laugh.

      "I do. I'll be home for supper, and we can do it after, maybe?"

      "Be there or be square," she says.

      "Hmm?"

      "Oh, nothing. Just a dumb history joke."

      Outside, the sun is already high in the sky, but the day is cool. I smell rain in the air. I walk down towards the valley, wondering how a person can be square.

      Shepherd's almost never in town. He likes solitary places, and I like that about him. I check the riverbank at the Silver Stream first, and then the borders of the Ironwood Forest before I find him. He sits at the edge of the woods on a big mossy rock.

      I step up beside him.

      "What brings you out here?" he asks, his deep voice soothing me already.

      "Missing you," I tell him.

      He offers me a hand and pulls me up next to him. He holds me and I feel my world tilt inside, then right itself. We don’t even speak. It’s like that more and more now, when I see him.

      Words aren’t enough for what passes between us.

      I feel his need, his ache to be with me. I’m sure he feels the same from me.

      And we are. We are with each other. However we can be.

      Maybe it’s not mates like my mom and dad, but after seeing their marriage for what it is, I’m not sure that that’s the kind of mate I want anyways.

      An hour passes, easily, and Shepherd rises to go.

      “Duties,” he says sadly. “It’s my turn tending the fields. Want me to walk you back to the village?”

      “No, thanks. I’m in the mood for more of the woods.”

      When he’s gone, I shift and race through the trees until the whispers catch my ears. I go beyond, to where the canopy is thick and the trees are ancient. All the way to Agnes’s cottage.

      She’s out today, working in her garden, a round brimmed straw hat on her head.

      “Oh? Come out to see me, Your Majesty?” she says, grinning. “It’s good to see you, Piper. Come and let me crush you in these old arms.”

      Her hug isn’t anything to play with either. My ribs strain under the squeeze, and again, I marvel at her strength. She keeps active, and that seems to make all the difference.

      I let her work for a little while, waiting patiently.

      “Will you tell me about your mates?” I ask her when I feel the time is right for questions.

      Agnes nods.

      “James and I mated when I was just sixteen. This was ages ago, and things were different then, at least that’s what we said. Sixteen was young for it, I see that now. But we made it work, and it was wonderful. I only had one mark then. Mine mixed with his. He only had one, too, his with mine.

      “I was fifty-five when he died. He died in the first human war. James wasn’t a soldier, oh no, but he wanted to help. It was the wolf in him. I said goodbye to my man knowing I’d never see him alive again.

      “And I was right. After I buried James, I wandered for a time. The world went to hell. Humans and their nukes. Their bombs. Their terrible machines of death.

      “Humans are the most fearsome creatures on this Earth, if you give them time to think their way through something. By then, shifters should have been done giving humans time.

      “But we got along all right, during the peace between the wars. None of us really stopped fighting, though. Shifters were just getting ready for round two. The humans, too, built more terrifying weapons of war as we built our numbers. Armies like you can’t imagine, thousands strong. Wolves and swords and steeds.

      “Whole regiments rode out of the faerie kingdoms at our sides. And boy, weren’t they something fine for an old woman to look at.

      “Oh, yes, I thought I was old at fifty-five. What I wouldn’t give to be that young now! That’s when I met Theriault. Tall fae man, gray headed. Old as the hills, but gods he was built.

      “It felt wrong, having a man who wasn’t my mate, but I’d been alone long enough. I wanted him more than I’d ever wanted James, and I felt shamed by that. I loved James deeply. He was the kindest man I ever knew. But Theriault was sexy. He was bad and dirty. He taught me things I never knew about pleasure.

      “And one day, I felt that burning on my skin. Fate gifted me with another mark. I bonded with my fae man and we spent twenty good long years together. Fighting and screwing, and loving every minute of both.

      “The second human war came and they all went back to fighting. I was seventy-seven then, or seventy-eight. I didn’t keep a good count anymore, that’s for sure.

      “Theriault never came back either. They told me how he died, though. The whole fae army walked into a trap. Their young prince made a bad call and they all died.

      “The shame of it fell over the whole faerie kingdom. The prince went into exile, or killed himself depending on who you asked. Queen Ambrosia sent me a lovely letter telling me not to expect my man home again.

      “I cursed fate for leaving me alive to suffer that pain again. Being with a fae man, I thought he’d outlive me. He’d have been all right. Oh, he’d have been sad, but he had his wine and his songs. He’d have found a pretty little thing somewhere to soothe his ache.

      “And I wouldn’t have minded one bit. But for that bitch, Fate to leave me alive again? I wasn’t having it, queen. Not for a minute.

      “One day, a beautiful woman came to see me. Not unlike the day I met you. She was tall and haughty, with skin like the night sky, and a dress woven from starlight. I knew what she was. I didn’t know which one, but I’ve been around long enough to see some gods and devils in my time.

      “You always know, because they’re not like us.

      “That kind of power shakes you when you feel it get close. When she touched me, I saw all the history of everything pouring out of her. I saw when the sun was birthed from her mother, when the stars learned to shine in the sky. I saw the Earth, brand new and perfect.

      “She told me about you. About how I would meet you, and who you were and how important it would be for you to see my marks. How much you would need someone else you could talk to about it.

      “Fate told me I had to live to see that day.”

      “I’m glad you did,” I tell her. The story of her life really hits home for me. I can’t imagine living through so much.

      I also fear for the future, because I suspect I’ll live through some hard times myself.

      I’m so scared of burying any of the men I’ve come to care about. I don’t know how to survive something like that. The fact that Agnes has makes me respect her even more.

      “I hope you’ll live a lot longer. I can’t imagine saying goodbye to you.”

      “I can’t imagine either,” she says, chuckling. “I’ll tell you, Piper…when Fate told me about you, I pictured someone completely different. But I’m glad you’re you. I see what Fate sees in you.”

      We talk a little more about the garden, about life, about the wars. The more I learn about wars, the less I like them. Soldiers die, but it’s the ordinary people who suffer.

      As I leave to walk the woods alone, it’s clear to me that the world needs a new way forward. We can’t keep fighting each other, or we’ll all die.

      But what does that new way really look like?

      I ponder it when a familiar scent carries on the breeze. A shock of cold fear shoots through me. I shift and chase down the scent.

      They’re here! They’ve come for us!

      There’s no they when I track the scent down. Just him.

      I shift back to my human form. After I take a deep breath to steady myself, I step into the clearing.

      Kyle is there, leaning against a tree.

      He looks small now. Maybe not in height, but something about him just doesn’t seem as big as he once did. How did this boy seem like he was my whole world once?

      Who was I that I really believed that? Who was I when I pleaded with him to take me as his second mate? To show pity on me?

      Looking at him now, I’m so grateful he said no.

      Cassidy was right, sometimes rejection is for the best.

      “What are you doing here, Kyle?”

      He’s already looking at me, but he didn’t say anything so I wanted to clear the air. I want him to know that he isn’t welcome here, at least not by me.

      “I’ve been looking for you for like three days, Piper,” he says as if he’s doing me some favor. “I finally found you.”

      “Technically, I found you, but go ahead.”

      He chafes at my tone, but he bites back whatever comment he wants to make. I get a little thrill out of seeing him squirm, but also a tiny shred of guilt.

      It’s the last tiny thread of respect for him that’s left inside me. The last little bit that remembers what he once was to me.

      “My dad’s going crazy waiting for you. He’s furious, Piper. I’ve never seen him so angry. I’ve kept my distance so I don’t get my neck broken. I don’t think there’s anything he wouldn’t do to make you come back.”

      As I listen, his tainted scent flows over me. I grit my teeth when I recognize Sally’s scent hanging all over him. The smell of her sweat, and her desire. The scent of her arousal marks him from head to toe.

      It makes me sick.

      “He’s got your sister staying at his mansion. He makes her eat dinner with him every evening and tells her his crappy stories about the old days. He brushes her hair and tucks her in every night in our guest room. He stocked the place with every doll and stuffed bear he finds. Candy, books, whatever she likes, he brings it to her.

      “It makes me want to retch, Piper. I don’t know if he would really mate her. I don’t know if he thinks she’s cleaner than you, or if he thinks she’s as broken as you are, but either way, he acts like it’s for real.

      “Martje and Deirdre almost never come home anymore. It’s like they’re going crazy. Deirdre cut herself across her mating mark, and my dad flipped out and punished her for a week. She hasn’t spoken since.

      “I think he’s done with them, just like he was with my mom before she left.”

      My blood curdles at every word dripping from Kyle’s mouth. Rage fills me at the idea of Thrall keeping Hadley at his house. Keeping her in one of his rooms like a prisoner. Brushing her hair like she’s some kind of doll for him to play with.

      With his alpha power, he could command her to do anything.

      He could even take her to his purification room and do whatever he did to Shepherd. Take her apart and make his witch heal her back together again.

      Shepherd doesn’t talk about it, but I know from the scars that it must be something like that. A person doesn’t survive that many wounds without magic.

      Kyle holds out his hand like he expects me to take it.

      “Come with me, Piper. I can get us both back. He’ll let you be his mate, even after all the shit you pulled. He’ll let your sister go and you can take her place. He told me he would.”

      I look at his outstretched hand like it’s a dagger. It’s hard to imagine I once begged him to give me his hand just like this.

      To save me when I thought I needed saving.

      “Come on, Piper,” he says laughing. “You’re really just going to be a selfish bitch, like always, aren’t you? You know, you had me fooled for a while. I thought you really gave a crap about your sister, but I guess that was all bullshit. Fine, let her take the fall for you.

      “It won’t be pleasant for her, but at least my dad will be in a good mood while Hadley lasts. Being so young, I don’t think her mind will be able to handle what he wants to do to her.”

      Something snaps inside me and I shift, charging at him.

      Kyle squeals in fear and jumps back, letting my wolf corner him. His shift isn’t fast at all. Ten seconds was his best time. Thrall was deeply disappointed. I don’t think he ever looked at Kyle the same way again.

      He holds out a hand to stop me.

      I savage the hand, leaving it hanging by a strand of flesh. I don’t kill him, though. I let him run, and I chase him, lazily.

      He dashes away, clutching his ruined arm to his side.

      “Are you crazy?! What the hell is wrong with you?!”

      I follow him until I find the little gate he came through. It doesn’t look like a normal gate. It’s small and dome shaped, made of some kind of artificial material that isn’t like stone. It’s soft and flexible to the touch.

      Kyle dives through, and I let him go. My rage is calmed by the spilling of his blood. Even my wolf doesn’t want to hurt him further. She’s disgusted by the worm that she always knew he was.

      I was just too blind to see it.

      The gate collapses and disappears. I mark the spot in my mind and run for the village.

      I have to tell Lolarin as soon as I can that they’ve found another way in. And I have to tell Spartan what Kyle said.

      I have to get my sister out of there now. No matter what.
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      I find her near the Silver Stream, pacing anxiously. I've never seen her so agitated.

      I understand why she is.

      Since we tethered Sanctuary to the cult and we've freed their followers when we can, I've known many who had to wait through painful weeks or months until we could get their loved ones.

      Sometimes we weren't able to do it. Not everyone makes it out of the cult alive. Their families never see their bodies, and the people in Settlement mostly don't remember them. That's often the hardest part, when they're just gone and there's no sense of closure.

      My heart aches to see her like this.

      When she sees me, she runs for me and throws her arms around me. She buries her face in my chest.

      "What am I going to do, Spartan? What if he hurts her?”

      She starts to tell me what happened, and I cut her off with a wave.

      “Lolarin filled me in. I know Kyle was here and what he said, at least the broad strokes of it. I wish I could tell you that I'm a hundred percent sure what Thrall will do, but I can't be. We don't know yet what Thrall wants with you."

      She gazes up at me.

      "If I have to choose between him hurting Hadley and whatever fate lies in store for me, that's not much of a choice. If he's going to hurt someone, I'd rather it be me."

      I nod. It's easy to understand. I often feel the same way about my pack in Sanctuary. They're a small group and a bit ragtag maybe, but I'd gladly give my life protecting them.

      I wouldn’t hesitate for a second.

      But this is different.

      "If you were to surrender, we don't know what he would do with you. But the first step will probably be purification. It still sounds like Thrall wants you for himself, and I have to think that means something. If he just wanted another 'mate' to torture, then he could choose any young woman he wants. Now that he's lost you, he should just move on to someone else, but he isn't. He's more determined, Piper. He wants you for something more than mating. He's got some scheme he's working on."

      "Then he's definitely going to hurt Hadley to get to me."

      "We don't know that. All we can say for sure is that he's threatening her. We don't even know if he really has Hadley or what he's planning for her. One thing I do know is that he sent Kyle here to deliver that message. Kyle doesn’t have the guts, the power or the inclination to do anything like that on his own.

      “I think Thrall’s bluffing, at least for now. I think he hopes you'll cave and make it easy for him, so he doesn't have to fight for you. The show of force last time scared him."

      Piper smirks at that.

      "Baseball bats with silver spikes can be distracting that way. But he'll eventually figure out that it’s all just for show."

      "It's not entirely for show," I tell her, running my fingers gently through her soft red hair. "Naia can fight, and so can some of the others. We trained some of those who aren't great at it, making them more competent. Of course, if Thrall came with all his deacons, expecting a battle, I don't think we could stand up to them. Thrall will only do that as a last resort, though. He's afraid of losing his deacons, and he's become more afraid of getting hurt as he's gotten older."

      "Then hurting my sister is his best option, isn't it?"

      "Maybe. Damn, I hate saying that."

      "Could you get her out? Maybe have Ros sneak her out the way she did me?"

      I nod.

      "Maybe…I’ve made contact with Ros already. I don't call her in often as a spy, because it's dangerous for her, but this is important enough to risk it. I’m having her check on Hadley, where she is and what Thrall is doing with her. The first thing we need to know is if Kyle even told the truth.”

      I don't want to believe that Thrall would hurt that girl. She's only twelve, much too young to take as a mate. Even feral shifters would draw the line at that. And I remember Hadley. Precocious as anything, always knowing things she wasn’t supposed to know.

      I suspect she’s more capable than Piper gives her credit for.

      But that doesn't mean Thrall wouldn't hurt her. I know better than most what he does to people who displease him.

      "Either way," I tell Piper, "Thrall made his threat today, so we have at least a day to breathe."

      "How do you figure that?”

      "He'll wait and see if you show up. A day, maybe even two or three. Then he'll try something else. It’s possible we can help Hadley escape before that. In the meantime, Lolarin is trying to figure out the new gate that you saw.

      “She says it sounds like human technology. We’re crafting more weapons to arm more people, and we’re doing drills with the pups, getting them to safety quickly and efficiently.”

      Lolarin approaches us, looking grim.

      “I think I’ve figured out how to stop them using those gates too close to the village. But they might be able to drop one a few miles off, outside of the range of the spells I’ve laid down.”

      “Thank you for what you’ve done,” I tell her.

      She looks at Piper.

      “The full moon is tonight,” she says. “I’m prepared to do the mating ceremony.”

      “But what would that do?” Piper asks.

      “It would give you visions of your mates, perhaps confirm the identities of them. It will show us the bond between you, and strengthen those bonds.”

      Piper bites her lip nervously.

      “Now?” she says. “Is that really important right now? When my sister might be in terrible danger?”

      “Now, indeed,” Lolarin says, smiling wryly. “We know Thrall wants to mate you, and he’s willing to risk quite a lot to do it. Perhaps even his own life. The mating ceremony might give us a clue as to what he truly wants from you. It might tell us what Thrall stands to gain if he can have you as his mate somehow.”

      Piper nods.

      “All right then. If we can learn anything at all, it will be worth it. And… I would like to confirm who my mates are if I can. The marks…they’ve grown even more lately, accelerating. I know who I want my mates to be, but it would be comforting to confirm it.”

      Lolarin nods and we set the time to meet at moonrise tonight.

      It’ll be a welcome distraction, I think. Something to take all our minds off of waiting for Ros, which is going to feel like an eternity.

      “I don’t think any of us were going to sleep tonight anyways,” I tell them both.

      Lolarin leaves us alone.

      The moment she’s gone, I reach for Piper.

      I take her hands in mine and I'm surprised by how cold and small they feel. I press them against my body to warm them. We stay like that for a long while, and then I tell her I need to get in touch with Ros.

      "Shepherd is by the Ironwood Forest, I think." I give her a little wink.

      Piper smiles. “I would like to see him. But I think I’d like to be alone until tonight.”

      I look at her, trying to read her mind. What’s she thinking?

      “Relax, Spartan. I’m not going to run away to him. As much as I want to, I think you’re right. I’ll wait until you hear from Ros, I promise. I’ll give it one day. Then if I decide to go, I’ll expect you not to try and stop me.”

      I nod my agreement.

      We both know I’m lying. But she smiles and kisses me to let me know it’s all right.
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      The white robe reminds me of the one I wore that night in Settlement.

      Long and flowing, nearly to the grass at my feet. Moonlight bathes over me, and the robe becomes more translucent, but I'm not scared of it this time. I have no fear of prying eyes seeing me and my body.

      I've gotten more comfortable showing my body anyways.

      But even so, it reminds me of that night.

      It's impossible not to feel the echoes of it. What if the moon ritual fails? What if it succeeds and my mates reject me again?

      Agnes steps into the clearing and sits with me. It was her idea to come out here to the thick of the Whispering Woods. This part of the Ironwood Forest has old magic tied to it, or so she said.

      Glowing green wings flit by overhead and I look up to see a moth in the moonlight.

      Then I'm shocked to realize it's a small person, and not a moth at all. The tiniest little pixie thing, just gliding by overhead on his little moth wings.

      Agnes follows my gaze upwards.

      "A moon pixie," she says softly. "How do you feel?"

      "Scared. Alone. But that's okay, I think. It's okay to be alone for this."

      Agnes puts her hand in mine.

      "You are not alone. Those moments when you are truly alone will be few and far between now, Piper. You'll have your mates to keep you company. I had two myself, but they were one after the other. I can't imagine having them both at once. What an experience that'll be."

      She laughs and gives me a bit of a lewd wink. I get the sense that Agnes thinks about sex quite a bit in her old age. It's no wonder, given how fit she is.

      Before her last mate, Theriault, died, I imagine she was quite...active despite her age. It wouldn't surprise me if she had some potions and salves from the woods to help out, too.

      A little something to spice things up?

      The thought of it makes me giggle.

      "That's good," she says. "Good that you're laughing. Tell me, Piper, what else do you need?"

      "Will you stay nearby? I know Spartan and the others are going to be just outside the clearing, waiting to hear what I see in my vision, but will you stay, too?"

      "I will watch over you," she says, putting her forehead against mine. "I will remain here until you wake. I'll never take my eyes off of you, and I'll never stop rooting for you to find those men that your marks are meant for. I have my ideas about who they may be, as I'm sure you do, but I'll be oh-so-excited to hear it from you."

      "Thank you, Agnes. It means so much to me that you're here."

      She puts her arms around me and gives me one of her iron hugs.

      "It's almost time, queen. Lay back and look at the moon. Find your peace. There's nothing to fear here. It's just you and the moon tonight, sorting things out."

      She rises, a little stiffly, and walks to the edge of the clearing. Agnes grunts and sits on her bottom, settling in. She gives me a little wave to let me know she's in position.

      Now we just wait for the show to start.

      My wolf isn't afraid. She's not on edge like she was during the Mating Moon. She finds a quiet place inside me and rests, like this is none of her business.

      Let me know when it's time to fight or fool around with the men, her attitude says.

      Normally, I would banter with her a little, but tonight, I embrace the silence she leaves behind. I do lay back and look up at the moon. I stare into the crevices and craters, the broad gray lakes of its surface.

      Lolarin enters the circle and sits. She's brought a few things with her, jars of liquid, pouches filled with dust. The scents of all of them are so strong that it's almost overpowering.

      Naia steps in, giving me a wave. Her poofy hair dances as she lays out sticks and twigs for a fire. She leaves and returns to top them with logs.

      Naia bends down and kisses my forehead.

      "I'm not leaving," she says. She sits and holds my hand while Lolarin works.

      Lolarin snaps her fingers and the fire starts up like a hearth. In minutes, there's coals glowing and the flame's intensity dies down to normal.

      The warmth of it permeates me.

      She throws dust into the flames, making them dance green and blue. She drinks from a jar of black liquid and spits it into the fire, saying arcane words.

      The liquid hisses, and smoke rises like a ghost. It twines with the flames, all of them moving together like demons in a ballroom.

      Lolarin wipes the black liquid from her chin, and smears it over her forehead, across her eyes, leaving dark streaks.

      From the scent, I think it's actually some kind of blood. I can't imagine what beast bleeds that blood, and I hope I never meet one.

      Her hand rests on my chest.

      "Are you ready?" she whispers.

      I nod.

      "As I'll ever be."

      She nods to Naia, who rises, squeezing my hand one last time, and goes to sit next to Agnes a few paces away.

      Lolarin chants, her intonation growing more powerful as the moments pass. The smoke from the fire wraps around us, binding us. I breathe it in, heady fumes that make my mind wander.

      The moon rolls over black in the sky.

      The chanting grows louder and louder, Lolarin rising to her feet. She brings her hand down on my chest like a thunderclap.

      Everything disappears.

      I'm surrounded by darkness.

      It doesn't feel like I'm on my back anymore. It feels like I'm standing. In the darkness, a light shines. The edges harden into the corners of a door opening. I see the room beyond, and I know something is wrong.

      This isn't a room I belong in.

      The energy of the place rejects me. It pushes me away. It want's to drive me into the darkness and cast me back.

      I refuse.

      I came for answers, and I will not be turned away.

      I step forward and walk through the door, closing it gently behind me.

      Silver light shines through shattered glass. What's left of the windows is nothing but a ruin. The room is enormous, with marble floors and an ornate red carpet running through the middle. The ceiling is high above, hidden in shadow, held up by pillars. The pillars are scarred, either by a beast with huge claws, or perhaps by weapons.

      The whole place looks like someone tried to destroy it.

      I'm so engrossed with what's around me that at first, I don't notice her. She sits with her back to me in a chair by the broken windows. The silver light from outside shines across her, prismed into color by the broken edges of the glass.

      She's tall and thin, pale skinned. Her hair falls below her shoulders, nearly translucent curtains of white. Her eyes are a dusky gray, and her gaze, when it rises to see me, puts me on edge.

      Within each of her eyes are two pupils, next to each other. The effect of her looking so human, but having eyes that no human ever possessed, creeps me out for reasons I can't even comprehend.

      My wolf regards her with respect.

      The woman nods slightly in acknowledgement of this, and I feel something transpire between her and my wolf.

      "Once again, you come to me," she says.

      She isn't speaking to me, but to my wolf.

      I think of shifting, so she and my wolf can face each other. Maybe that's what I’m supposed to do? It wasn't like there were instructions.

      I startle when my wolf simply steps out of me, standing before me. She gazes back at me, her familiar face smiling, her tongue lolling out as she pants.

      "Luna, this is your daughter," my wolf says.

      My mouth drops open. I've never heard her speak before, though I've often felt like she almost could. Maybe it's something she can only do in this strange place.

      "She is no daughter of mine," the woman says, turning her back.

      My wolf growls, and the woman turns her head to glare at her.

      "You dare?" she hisses. "Here? In this place?"

      My wolf sits and glares. The woman, Luna, glares back.

      I walk to the windows, curious. Outside is a barren white landscape. The sky is black, but the ground gleams so brightly it's hard to look at. Craters pock the surface, and in the distance huge ridges rise into the black sky, and beyond those are mountains.

      "Is this...the moon?"

      Luna nods.

      "It was beautiful once. Now, my palace is ruined. Soon it will be just another crater."

      "But why? How?"

      She laughs darkly.

      "How? Humans. That is how. Humans and their wars. I had always thought they would limit themselves to Earth, that I was too far away, too distant, for them to reach me here. They came with their machines, can you imagine? Those filthy little monkeys built machines that could fly all the way to the moon. And they brought their guns and their bombs with them.

      "They knew that shifters draw power from the moon. They had no understanding of the arcane connection, the magic that holds us all together. They only knew that shifters were mine and they were at war. They came to destroy me.

      "Me!" her voice rises, becoming shrill. "They really tried to do it, I have to hand it to them, if I didn't hate them so much."

      She looks at me and frowns.

      "All your life, you thought that I was male?" she says, mockingly. "What about the moon strikes you as male? The tides flow to my rhythms, the creatures of the darkness are born and die under my light. You become fertile and bleed to my phases.

      "And you thought I, Luna, was male?"

      She leans forward and laughs in my face.

      "Don't let the door hit you on the way out," she says, stalking past me to the windows. She reaches out and snaps a piece of glass free with her fingers, and tosses it to the floor where it jingles with the others.

      The humans tried to fight a god?

      When she looks back at me, her eyes glisten with tears.

      "Are you still here, girl? Oh, what do you want?"

      "Well, I--"

      "Oh, shut up," she says, throwing her hands in the air. "I know what you think you want. I know about your little mating ceremony. Congratulations on getting laid, I suppose. How wonderful that will be for you."

      She wipes the tears from her eyes angrily, getting close enough that I would feel her breath on my face, if she were breathing. She isn't. She's not breathing or blinking. She has no scent. The only thing that lets me know that she's real and not a dream is the power radiating off of her.

      Waves of it.

      As she trembles with anger, I feel tides somewhere raging. Waves crash into shore, punishing anything in their path. Her moods move the world in ways I can't imagine.

      Agnes was right. There is no doubt when you're face to face with a goddess.

      She touches my cheek, her skin impossibly cold. I force myself not to flinch away.

      "Flawed," she says finally. She waves her hand at a long table, and shards of broken glass are blown off of it onto the floor. The surface is clean and she puts her hands on it. Shapes rise from it.

      The first I know. It's me. A shape of me, at least. She stands tall and proud. She looks fearsome. She looks dangerous.

      "Do I really look like that in the face?" I ask my wolf.

      She growls with laughter, stepping beside me to watch the figure on the table move around.

      "Not yet," my wolf says. "But one day, that will be you, if you survive to see it."

      Luna rolls her eyes, a particularly disturbing gesture given her extra pupil situation.

      Other shapes rise from the surface of the table to join mine. They are male, and I assume from the way they touch me that they're my mates.

      They'd better be with where their hands are going.

      My face burns with embarrassment watching this while the goddess of the moon stands right there. I know she's probably seen everything. Things I can't even imagine. But it feels like I'm watching something deeply personal and private. That woman I see, my future self, if that's what she is, is clearly alone with her men. She enjoys them, kissing them one after the other.

      They run their hands across her body, all of them touching her at once. She pleasures them, rewards them, and they worship her. I watch as one of the men kneels in front of her to put his mouth between her legs. He licks and sucks at her while she holds him by the hair, demanding more.

      I look down at my wolf, and she watches with interest.

      Luna simply looks bored.

      At first, there are shapes of three men rising from the dust, but they're quickly joined by a fourth.

      They strip off their clothes, each of them holding her up, supporting her in one way or another as they take turns licking between her legs and sucking her breasts. One of them always kisses her. One goes behind her and licks her backside.

      I look away.

      "Oh. Okay. That's a lot."

      But when I look back, I see him enjoying it. He's really...getting in there. His kiss on her ass goes deep, his tongue penetrating her, his hands grasping her ass like he's holding on for dear life. Another man licks her front at the same time, they're nearly chest to chest. She bucks with a powerful orgasm.

      Their cocks find their way into her hands, her mouth, everywhere. They penetrate her from every angle, and every orifice, leaving nothing undone or untouched.

      It's impossible not to imagine myself in the middle of all that, because I'm watching her face—my face—as it happens. But the other's faces aren't so clear.

      The one thing that makes me feel so unbalanced is that there are four of them. The marks on my back have grown so large and ornate that they run from my shoulder blade down to the small of my back. They're a tapestry of vivid images.

      The tree grows deeper roots and sends branches and leaves out across my skin. The lightning striking down my spine. The sparrow in flight. Three marks.

      But as they've grown, I watched them. In their midst is a patch of empty skin, not even marred by freckles. As they grow, the patch becomes more and more notable in its blankness.

      My skin itches with the desire for that mark. The one that will carry the mark of my fourth mate.

      "Are you happy now?" Luna asks sarcastically.

      "Show her their faces," my wolf demands. "It means nothing without faces."

      Luna smiles. "But I have shown. It is you who cannot see."

      "What?" I say. My wolf and I exchange a glance. "I can't see their faces either."

      She sighs.

      "If one of you can't, then both of you can't," she explains slowly, like she's lecturing a child. "You are two sides of the same coin, so to speak."

      "But why can't we see them?"

      Luna shrugs.

      "Because you haven't accepted them. Not really. You've toyed with the idea, played with them, had your silly virgin dallying. But you haven't accepted them."

      "Like... it's because I haven't had sex?"

      "Sex? No, girl, look at her." Luna gestures to the figure of me on the table, who is currently being pounded by two men at once and looking very content. "Look at how she moves among them. Commanding, demanding, a force of nature that they cannot tame. She owns those men, their hearts, their souls. They are hers. Unapologetically, absolutely hers. She doesn't steal kisses from behind the cover of trees. She has her men when she wants them.

      "She was made to rule. You are only a tool of weak men."

      Her words hit me like a blow. I lean on the edge of the table, not really knowing what to say. My wolf speaks instead.

      "What has turned your heart so cruel, Luna? What has made my mother lose her compassion?"

      Luna's tears drip to the wood of the table, searing the surface like hot oil. They glisten silver in the light, reminding me of the Silver Stream.

      "I wasn't always alone here," she says softly. "I had a daughter, but she was taken from me. I survived the human's attacks, but she did not, and neither did the baby inside of her. I buried my servants, my daughter, her mate, my beautiful horses. I buried everyone but myself.

      "I survived, barren and alone like the moon I rule over."

      "We should go," my wolf says. "We've learned all we can here."

      "Why don't you like me?" I ask her. "You seem...profoundly disappointed in me, even though we've never met. Yes, I am flawed. We all are, aren't we?"

      Luna smiles darkly. She walks around the table, stopping when she's close enough to touch me. I want to take a step back, out of reach, but I don't. Somehow I know that would be the end of me, to show that kind of fear to her.

      I'm not supposed to fear men or wolves. Or goddesses, I guess.

      "I'm not anyone's tool anymore," I tell her, as defiantly as I can.

      She smiles more broadly. Her hands rise to touch my arms, the chill of her touch sending shivers down my spine.

      "Queen of the world," she says mockingly. "Do you wish to serve me?"

      I look at my wolf, and she shakes her head ever so slightly.

      "What would you have me do?"

      "Scourge of man, make the humans extinct. Destroy them all. Burn them to ash, sew their fields with salt, cast their children into the sea to drown. Hunt them until there are no more humans left in the world. My shifters will never give up the fight. They will kill until we are victorious.

      "But you...I don't believe you have the stomach for war."

      "I'm willing to fight if need be, but I won't wipe the Earth clean of humans. I can't imagine the pain you're going through, but I don't think the answer is more pain."

      Her hands fall away.

      "You said you would make her strong," Luna growls, a wolfish sound coming from her beautiful lips.

      From the darkness in the corner, another voice.

      "Strong can mean many things, sister."

      My wolf and I both whirl to face this stranger, but when I see her, I know who she must be.

      She is so tall, I have to lean back to look into her face. The dress she wears is long and flowing, draping along the ground behind her, and it glows white like starlight. Her skin is dark as the night sky, and her eyes glow with a faint blue light.

      "She will not do what needs to be done!" Luna screams at her.

      Fate steps closer.

      "She will do what she chooses. I can guide her, push her, but whether she becomes the champion we need will be up to her. And she will choose the nature of her rule." Fate turns her gaze onto me. "Will you rule the world with an iron fist? Will you do as your men tell you, meek and subservient? Will you run from the challenge set before you? Abandon those you love to death in order to save yourself? It will be interesting to watch what you choose, Piper Leigh."

      "Get out," Luna says. "All of you! I've had enough of your nonsense!"

      I take a step towards the door, my wolf following. This argument between sisters feels too big for me. It feels like the sun and the stars could crash into each other, like the Earth itself could be smashed on the floor the way my mother  threw plates when she was furious.

      "Not yet," Fate says. "Give her your gift, Luna."

      Luna slumps into her chair, looking exhausted.

      "I will not," she says petulantly.

      "You are required to do so."

      Luna's mouth turns downward. She turns her furious gaze on me.

      I'm tempted to say Don't worry about it! It's fine, really. I should just go. But my mouth doesn’t work right now. No part of my body can move.

      The sisters stare at each other, defiant.

      "Very well," Luna says. She raises her hands and white lightning crackles across her fingers. She throws it at me, sending it cascading across my skin, penetrating my muscles and bones, shattering me to my core. My feet rise from the ground as she pours more into me.

      The sound of thunder rattles the walls, and the smell of burning flesh fills my nostrils.

      I'm going to die now.

      That's all I think. But strangely, my body doesn't hurt. There's no pain anywhere.

      Luna lowers her hands, and the lightning stops. My body crashes to the floor, smoking like a burnt roast.

      I'm...okay?

      I get to my feet. I brush myself off. The smoke stops rising from my skin and I take a breath, feeling my lungs fill with air. My heart beats.

      "How dramatic," Fate says wryly. "Honestly, sister."

      "Dramatic?" Luna screams. "You're happy to have your little pet burn the world, but not the way I wanted her to. You betrayed me, sister. I've given my gift, now make her begone."

      "Let go of your hate, Luna," Fate says. "It will not bring her back."

      Fate goes to the moon goddess and wraps her arms around her, enveloping her in the starlight fabric of her dress.

      I look at Fate questioningly, and she smiles and nods. Whatever this was, it's done now.

      When my wolf heads for the door, I follow. If I can get out of here alive, I'll call that a win.

      I step into the darkness, leaving them behind.

      Luna weeps, her sobs echoing into the space between worlds.
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      A cloud passes in front of the moon. My eyes flutter open to the black of the night sky, Luna's warning voice still echoing in my mind.

      There was a time when I would have done anything for the moon god in Settlement.

      I lived for him and killed for him, I served him.

      Now the real goddess of the moon hates me.

      But why?

      Most of what she said is hazy in my waking memory, slipping through my mind like dreams. I close my eyes and try desperately to hold it.

      Queen of the World. Scourge of Man.

      She called me a lot of things, and she said them with such venom. Have I really insulted her so much just by being born?

      I guess being Apostate from my own faith for so long now, giving the finger to the old moon god and to the reverend, who was basically a god in human form, has made me not care as much about offending her.

      The idea of pissing off a goddess just doesn't seem like such a big deal anymore.

      It was the power of her voice that made me tremble the most, and my fear is not for myself but for the poor men who are my mates.

      They don’t deserve her wrath.

      Lolarin's fingertips brush my forehead. She's cool to the touch, always. Her half-vampire lineage hides her age, making her look just a little older than I am. I imagine from her knowledge of magic and her wisdom, she's much older.

      Agnes sits nearby, a pleasant smile on her face.

      Lolarin leans close to whisper in my ear.

      “You met Luna?”

      I nod, taking in a deep breath to calm my nerves. Lolarin's brows go up.

      “Was it that bad?”

      “I don't know how it could have gone worse. She said she would kill me if she could. I don't know what that means, but it seems like I should stay out of the moonlight for a while.”

      Lolarin smiles.

      “She has had a difficult time, but she can't hurt you directly, and she must abide by all the compacts that made our world. You're a shifter, whether she likes it or not, and you're a wolf. That means she is your goddess, whether she likes it or not. She must give her gifts.”

      “She did sort of attack me. Like, with weird lightning.”

      “Be careful,” Lolarin says, taking my hand. “She's given you your power and now you will be able to use it.”

      “How will I know what the power is?”

      “You'll find it, or it will find you. The nature of an alpha's power always reveals itself. Power that great cannot be hidden for long. Now to your mates, did you see them?”

      I nod. I feel my skin warm at the thought of what I really saw, all of us writhing together in passion. I really hope Lolarin doesn't ask for details, because if I have to describe that out loud, I think I'll die of embarrassment.

      “But I couldn’t make out their faces…”

      Shadow guys just fitting their cocks in wherever they could. And I seemed to really enjoy it. The idea that I might have to do that in real life, very soon, is a little terrifying.

      “They? So there were more than one at once? You're sure?”

      I nod again.

      “I'm positive there was more than one at once.”

      Lolarin smiles.

      “If you'll give me a few minutes, I can do some magic to try and reveal their faces. Am I correct in assuming that there were three? I suspect I may know them without the spells...”

      With a sudden jolt, I remember that there were actually more than three.

      “There were four.” My voice comes out thin and nervous.

      “All at once?”

      “Yup. That part is still the same.”

      “How can you be sure they weren't one after the other?” she asks, her brow furrowing. “What vision could possibly...”

      I take her hand gently.

      “I promise it was all of them at once, and if you don't ask any more questions about that I will be very grateful.”

      Lolarin stares for a moment, like she's trying to read my mind, and then her eyes widen and she barks with laughter.

      “I see,” she says. “Well, four at the same time. You're going to have your, um, hands full, I suppose.”

      My skin heats up at the thought. My body has run hot the past few days. My heat is getting closer. Before long, I'll need to be cared for by males I truly trust. Without their protection, any male who catches my scent will try to claim me.

      If I have an alpha power, then their desire will be even greater. Anyone would want to have pups with a female alpha. And since I'll be in heat, I'll be in no position to resist. In fact, I won't want to resist. Being with my mates will be so much more important then.

      Lolarin grinds herbs into a potion, and speaks words over the bowl. Moonlight pools in her hands like the Silver Stream, and she pours this liquid moonlight in, giving the potion a silvery glow.

      She raises a hand and waves the assembled folks into the circle.

      Spartan steps into the moonlight first. He's shirtless, and the light bathes his perfect body, highlighting the ridge of the long scar that runs up his left side.

      Cassidy joins him, wearing silk brocade, with his hair pinned up with golden pins. He's decked out in all his fae finery. I'm genuinely touched to see him this way, as if he's worn this for me, to honor the occasion. He isn't serious much, but when he is, I feel it in my heart.

      Shepherd is there, too. He strips out of his shirt, revealing the patchwork of scars that covers his skin to the world. I'm the most touched by seeing that. I know how he hides this side of himself from everyone. It feels like he's offering himself to me, and I find myself longing to accept.

      Naia steps in to stand with Agnes. In the moments before I drink the potion, I'm surprised to think that the people that mean the most to me are here. All except for Hadley. More than anything, I wish my sister was here to see this.

      The true mating moon ceremony, as it was meant to be.

      Lolarin brings the bowl.

      “Are you ready?”

      I nod. “Will it hurt?”

      She shakes her head.

      “This part should be smooth as silk.”

      She passes me the bowl, and I drink from it. The moment the liquid hits my lips, I feel it coat my mouth and throat. I feel its coldness run down to my stomach, like I just drank a pitcher of ice water on a hot day.

      “Think of your vision,” Lolarin whispers. “Picture it in your mind.”

      The vision of the four men swims before my eyes again. This time it's in color, and so close that I hear them. I smell them. The musk of their masculinity. The heat of their sex. My body shudders with the impact of a man inside of me, thrusting his way to climax.

      My fingers brush against his chest. They find the long scar that runs up his left side.

      Spartan.

      I feel the rigid length of a man in both of my hands. I stroke their hard shafts. I guide one of them to my mouth as I mount Spartan, riding him as his own climax gets closer to shattering him. The one who finds my lips first I would know anywhere. His body is covered in scars, even his cock isn't spared the scarring.

      It makes me feel for him. When I take him into my mouth, it's to heal his pain and show that I accept him.

      Shepherd.

      In my other hand is Cassidy. His wild fae energy explodes and he becomes two and then three of himself. Adding more men to an already crowded room.

      I’m blown away seeing it. I didn’t know he could do that.

      It would make it easy to get out of his cell.

      But one who comes up behind me, pressing his hard length against my ass, he's something else entirely. Silver skinned and beautiful, I've never seen a creature like this in the real world. Surely he's a god or a monster.

      A gorgeous monster.

      I feel his strength course through every inch of his body.

      His swollen cock is huge in his hand, and as he presses it against my rear, my mind screams that it's too much. Nothing that big can fit back there.

      I’ll be torn in half if he tries.

      But then passion bathes me. It radiates from his touch and makes it okay. Hell, it makes it more than okay. It reminds me, for a moment, of my fears after having 'the talk' with my mom.

      “You do whatever your mate wants, Piper. Your body belongs to him, always.”

      “Even...you know...forbidden things?”

      “Nothing is forbidden between mates. And yes, he’ll want to put his thing everywhere and you'll submit to him, because that's what it means to be a mate and a good woman.”

      It fills me with rage to think of it. I nearly swat this stranger’s cock away, screaming No! I'm not ready for something like that...! But I don't.

      The pleasure coursing through me at his touch, at all of their touches, makes me want it. It feels like being between him and Spartan is something special.

      It’s like when the two of them have me at once, it's one of my favorite things in the world. In the vision, I beg for it.

      Aside from his long silver hair, and his black eyes, cold as the night, I don’t see his face.

      I snap out of the vision with a moan filling the clearing. It's a little like waking from a nightmare, except instead of screaming from fear, I scream from...

      Oh, god, everyone heard that? Was that really out loud?

      I take Lolarin's hand and squeeze it.

      “Was I, um, writhing on the ground moaning that whole time?”

      “Hmm?” Lolarin says evasively.

      “I wasn't, like, talking or anything...?”

      “Oh, well, the ceremony has many facets. There's something to be said about the mystery of the thing. The majesty of the magic and the moment. It's a time when you can truly be free, Piper.”

      “Oh, god, kill me now...”

      Gods, I mean. I’ve met some real ones now.

      I cover my face, desperate to be somewhere alone where no one can see me. Did Spartan, Shepherd and Cassidy really just watch me act out an orgy all by myself?

      Judging from the swelling in their respective pants, and the way their mouths hang open just a little—hungrily, I will say—I guess my body was really going through the motions. My gaze shifts to Naia and Agnes.

      Naia holds up her hands, making circles, like she's holding a pair of imaginary cucumbers. Then she holds one hand up and looks through it, eyes wide.

      She mouths the words, This big? to me.

      Agnes swats her hand and Naia giggles and gives me a wink.

      “Get it girl,” she says.

      Everyone in the clearing laughs, like a tension is broken. Even I get a chuckle out of it. What else can I do?

      Eyeing the three men, my three men, makes me a little more nervous.

      In my vision, I was so in control. I pulled men where I wanted them, demanding pleasure from them, and they gave it. The need that flowed between all of us was overwhelming.

      Now, facing the three of them, I remember my fears on the night of the mating moon ceremony in Settlement. Will I...have to reenact my vision right here and now, with all three of them at once?

      Somehow, I don't feel nearly as confident in real life as I did in my vision. Even having them one at a time seems like too much right now.

      My mind keeps going back to Hadley. Is she in danger? Is she in pain, right now, while I feel this? It just feels wrong for my body to have pleasure when I'm so scared for her.

      Lolarin's hand on my chest comforts me.

      “Did you see their faces?”

      “I did. I saw Spartan, then Shepherd, then Cassidy. The fourth man was someone I've never met before in my life. I didn't see his face clearly, but I think I will recognize him if I see him again. I know I will.”

      “Good,” she says, nodding. Then she raises a hand to the men. “Males, present yourselves.”

      Spartan, Shepherd and Cassidy step forward.

      “Show her.”

      They each turn, and I gasp when I see that their marks have already changed.

      “They have each already accepted the mating bond. They are your true mates, chosen by Fate, only for you. They present themselves now for your judgment. It is your right to accept all of them, some of them, or none. Do you accept their claims, Piper?”

      I'm shocked as I watch them. Each stands tall and strong, three gorgeous, impossibly handsome men. My wolf sighs with pleasure at their power. All of them alphas in their own right, radiating it into the night.

      During the mating moon ceremony in Settlement, only males could reject females. I've never heard of a female rejecting males before. It's crazy to think that I can if I wanted to.

      My wolf growls menacingly inside me.

      Oh, calm down! I'm not going to do it. It's just cool that I can.

      “Yes, I accept.”

      “Obviously,” Lolarin tells me, “consummation isn't always required, but in your case, it seems necessary for you to accept them fully. When the mate bond is consummated, your own marks will change to align with theirs and you'll be truly mated.”

      “So...by consummate, you mean...”

      Her reassuring hand presses over my heart.

      “It doesn't have to be all at once, not at first. Eventually, you'll need to have all of them at the same time.”

      “Is it part of the magic?”

      Lolarin breaks into a broad grin.

      “It's vitally important for the magic.”

      “You're messing with me...”

      “I am messing with you. It's not important at all, it's just fun to think about.”

      “Lolarin!”

      But her laughter is so contagious that I can't help joining in. I start to cry at the same time, so I'm an absolute mess when the guys walk over to collect me.

      Spartan wraps me in my robes like a blanket and picks me up effortlessly.

      He carries me, without complaint, all the way back to Naia's place and to my room. Shepherd and Cassidy follow closely. We all keep exchanging glances and it's like none of us can stop smiling.

      As we get closer, though, my nerves start to get the better of me.

      To my surprise, Spartan lays me in bed and takes a step back.

      “Tell us what you need,” he says.

      They all wait, expectantly. It makes me laugh suddenly, and I can't even explain why to them. Just...all their faces looking back at me…

      “Part of me is afraid of what I have to do now. I've never...I suppose you all know I'm still a virgin. I'm not...clueless about mating. I understand how it's supposed to go, I just—”

      “Piper,” Spartan says calmly, “don’t worry about that for now. None of us wants to scare you or hurt you.”

      “One of the nice things about there being three of us,” Cassidy says, “is I can beat the shit out of these two if they give you a hard time. A hard time you weren't asking for, I mean.”

      He gives me a little wink and a smile to let me know he's just joking. It does lighten the mood having Cassidy around, and I wouldn't have it any other way.

      Shepherd, for his part, reaches down and takes hold of my foot. He just gently holds it to let me know he's there. His power surges through him, radiating from every pore, but his calm energy relaxes me. I didn't realize how tense I was until he touched me.

      “We should go,” Spartan says.

      The others nod.

      “Wait! Before you leave, I have to tell you the truth about my vision. There was another mate. A fourth. Someone I've never met before.”

      “A shifter?” Shepherd asks.

      “I don't know for sure. He had pale skin and black eyes.”

      “Even the 'whites' of his eyes were black?” Cassidy asks.

      “Yes. Does that mean something?”

      “Maybe,” Cassidy says cautiously. “I think so. I'll have to do some checking and see for certain, though.”

      I nod. Spartan gets to his feet and they all turn for the door.

      “I'm sorry.” I can't help saying it before they leave. “I know you all probably want to do it, but I just...can't. I can't stop thinking about Hadley and what kind of danger she might be in. I want to, with each of you, but until she's safe, I just don't think I can.”

      Cassidy takes my hand.

      “We're all worried sick about her, too. Don't worry, lass. We're patient men. First, we need to get you and yours safe and sound.”

      “We wouldn't be alphas if we didn't,” Spartan says.

      “Is he really an alpha?” Cassidy asks, pointing to Shepherd. “Shouldn't he have powers or something?”

      “And what's your power again?” Shepherd asks.

      “Wouldn't you like to know?”

      I remember seeing Cassidy’s power in my vision, but I don’t say anything. This feels like something they need to settle among themselves.

      Spartan gets both of them by their necks and drags them out. They almost fall over each other in the hallway, and then all three of them break into giddy laughter.

      There's something about the moment, seeing them all framed in my doorway, laughing with each other, that I know I'll never forget.
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      I fall into a fitful sleep almost the second my door is closed. In my dreams, I wander the Ironwood Forest, looking for someone. I can't seem to find them and the dream picks up speed. It's an emergency now, I need them. I need to find whoever it is I'm looking for, right away.

      Everyone will die if I don't.

      I see a figure, standing in the shadows, with silver hair and black eyes. He wears a cloak topped with black fur, and a huge blade swings at his side. A crown of silver sits atop his head.

      A warrior and a king?

      He looks at me, his gaze hungry in a way I've never experienced.

      “The queen of the world,” he says.

      Then he shocks me by kneeling and bowing before me.

      “Am I the third to bow for my queen?” he asks quizzically. “I will not be the last. Search for me no more, Your Majesty. I will find you.”

      I wake, gasping for air. While I slept, someone came and put a glass of water beside me. I drink from it gratefully. I settle in, looking up at the ceiling and wondering how late it is, when there's a gentle knock at the door.

      For a wild, nightmarish moment, I think, It's him! He's found me already!

      “Come in?”

      The door opens, and I'm relieved to see Shepherd. Whoever the man with the silver hair is, I'm sure he'll be a nice person once I meet him and get to know him. But he seems, I don't know, intense somehow. Something about the big sword and the grim set of his eyes.

      Shepherd comes and sits on the edge of the bed.

      I slide over to make room.

      “Come on,” I tell him.

      I slip out of my robes and toss them aside. Shepherd's gaze travels up and down my body, taking in every naked inch of me. His face reddens a little, which surprises me. I know I'm blushing. But I want him to see me. I want to give Shepherd this gift of seeing my body, just as he offered the vision of his body to me.

      “If you want under the covers,” I tell him, grinning, “you’ll need to lose the shirt and let me look at your gorgeous body.”

      Shepherd grins back and tosses his shirt aside.

      He lays beside me, and I climb all over him, finally resting my head on his broad chest. I hear his heart beating, and trace the scars of his body with my fingertips.

      “You really don't mind them?” he asks.

      “I mind that someone hurt you. But the way they look? No, I don't mind at all. Can I say something a little strange?”

      He laughs.

      “I would love to hear it.”

      “I think they're sexy. I think your scars are very sexy. There, I said it.”

      “If you keep talking like that, I might just become comfortable in my own skin someday.”

      I pick a scar near his collarbone and kiss it softly. I choose another across his chest and kiss that one. I kiss the ones on his neck, his cheek. I kiss all of the scars on his shoulder. One scar runs just above his nipple, and I kiss that.

      He pulls me to his lips and kisses me fiercely. Our tongues explore each other's mouths as the bed gets hot from our bodies. I feel Shepherd getting hard in his jeans. The thick outline of his cock is just underneath my soft mound. As we kiss, I slide on top of him and devour him, rocking my body gently over the swell of his dick in his jeans.

      “Piper, you feel so good.”

      I notice he's holding back, his hands gripping the sheets around me.

      “You can touch me,” I whisper. “Anywhere you want.”

      It's all the permission he needs. His hands slide down the length of my back, sending tingles down my spine. He slides them all the way down to my ass, and then he cups each cheek in his wide grip. He takes hold of me and rocks up into me, chasing a moan of pleasure from my lips.

      I twine my fingers in his hair as I take more kisses from him.

      I want to do more. I want to have him right now and make him truly mine.

      But I just can't bring myself to do it right now. Not with my sister in danger.

      Things cool gradually. Shepherd doesn't push for more, only accepting what I offer. When the passion subsides, I slump back to his side and put my head back on his chest.

      I feel the outline of him underneath my thigh.

      “Is it all right?” I ask.

      “Hmm?”

      “I want to touch you.”

      He nods slowly.

      I reach down and wrap my hand gently around the swell of his cock, and Shepherd's face reddens again. His breath gets deeper and his back arches just a bit, pressing him further into my hand.

      “Does it hurt you, to not do it? I hear that it can be painful for men.”

      He laughs, though he still looks embarrassed.

      “I think that's mostly something guys say when they hope to get laid. I don't want to get laid with you, though. I want to make love properly. When we can take our time, and you're not thinking about Hadley.”

      “Properly, huh?”

      “Properly.”

      We lay in silence a while longer.

      “Piper? There's something I should tell you. Or maybe show you. Like, before you decide to completely accept me. I should show you the truth about me. I haven't before because I've been afraid to. I've spent my whole life running. When people find out what I am, they tend to try and kill me.”

      I kiss him.

      “I accept you,” I tell him. “I look forward to learning everything about you, but you're my mate. You said so. I'm not going to reject you, Shepherd.”

      When he kisses me again, it's incredibly gentle. His eyes fill with tears as he does it.

      “If you're sure,” he says. “I'll save it for later. For when we have more time to talk.”

      I nod and kiss him again.

      When another knock at the door comes, Shepherd stiffens and gives the door the death stare. I'm not worried about any danger this time, because I have him in my arms, and I know Shepherd is strong enough to handle anyone.

      “Come in.”

      The door opens a little and Spartan looks in.

      Shepherd gives him a nod and he enters.

      “We thought you and Shepherd might be...”

      Shepherd shakes his head ever so slightly.

      “It’s just as well, I have some bad news. Ros came back. She had to leave in the middle of the night to avoid being seen, and she just barely got out of the gates without the guards spotting her. We've had to move Sanctuary twice in the past week to stay adjacent to Settlement magically, and Lolarin is exhausted. We just now got our side of the gate active so we could have Ros come through.”

      I sit up.

      “What did she say? Is she here?”

      I see a small hand behind Spartan, waving. Ros pops her head around him and gives me a smile. Then her face turns bright red and she ends up staring at the floor.

      Spartan grins, and his gaze travels down my naked chest to my breasts. He takes them in with what looks like pride in his eyes. It makes me want to show him the rest of my body again. Then I remember that Ros is there, too, and I pull the sheet up to cover myself.

      “Sorry,” I whisper.

      Ros shakes her head. “It's fine.”

      But she keeps her eyes focused on the floor.

      “Thrall does have Hadley in his compound,” she says grimly. “He's had her there for a week. Everyone says she's a guest, including your folks, but I couldn't find out what was really going on.

      “She's still coming and going, and she's going to school, too, so I don't think he’s treating her badly. From a distance, she looks happy. I wasn't able to talk to her, because Martje and Deirdre always follow her everywhere like creeps. They're discreet about it, but they never leave her alone.”

      “We're putting together a small team,” Spartan says. “Cassidy and a few others. Shepherd?”

      “I'm in.”

      Shepherd climbs out of bed and goes to grab his shirt.

      “I'm going, too,” I say, but Spartan shakes his head. “Don't do that, Spartan. Just because we're mates doesn't mean you can order me around.”

      Ros's mouth falls open. Shepherd smiles. Somewhere in the hallway, I hear a little whistle of surprise. Naia's puff of black hair appears and she grins.

      “For the record,” Spartan growls, “I am not telling you what to do. Thrall wants you in Settlement, and we don't know what he has planned. It's important that we keep you here and out of his hands.”

      “I'm sorry, Spartan,” I tell him. “I should have known that you'd have a good reason. I don't know if it's good enough, but it's good. I still think I should go. What if something happens? How will she know to trust you? You'll have the mark of the Apostate glowing over your heads. The Red Sisters will be called in.”

      “That won't happen,” Spartan says. “Thanks to Lolarin's magic. We can get in and out quickly and as long as we leave before sunrise, we should be able to sneak out without being marked. I told Lolarin to be ready to move the Sanctuary gates again as soon as we're through. We'll cut ourselves off from Settlement and the outside world for a little while. It'll keep you and your sister safe while Thrall rages.”

      “Trust us,” Shepherd says. “We're your mates. We can do this.”

      I feel a sense of gratitude swelling in my heart. Both of these men are so wonderful to me. Silently, I vow to repay them for everything, and then some.

      I want to be as good a mate for them as they are for me.

      As Spartan and Shepherd make their way to the door, I see Naia smile at Ros. As Ros goes to leave, Naia's hand brushes hers.

      “A lot of pretty redheads in that town next door, huh?” Naia says.

      Ros turns bright red and tucks a lock of her strawberry blond hair behind her ear. She smiles quickly before dashing out into the night. Ros shifts so fast, it's a blur, and again, I marvel at it.

      I see Naia marvel, too. She bites her lip and shakes her head.

      “Gods damn, that was fast,” Naia whispers.

      I get up and get some clothes on, before heading to the kitchen to make coffee. It's the middle of the night, but I don't feel the slightest bit tired. Naia sits at the kitchen table with me to keep me company.

      “So...” she says nonchalantly as she stirs her coffee. “Is Ros like...short for something? Rosimund? Rosencranz?”

      “Try Rosalind,” I say, laughing.

      “Will you tell me absolutely everything about her while we wait for your men to come back with your sister?”

      “I will tell you everything I know, how about that?”

      We have a very animated conversation about Ros, which makes me feel just a little guilty for sharing without her permission, but Naia is so cute, and I've had my suspicions about Ros for a while. Three mating moons and she's never even gone to the ceremony? Having been to a mating moon ceremony in Settlement, I can't say I blame her.

      But I've always thought maybe Ros was more interested in women. I've learned that’s how Naia is, too. I never knew there was such a thing in Settlement, but I do now.

      We're in the middle of talking when an explosion rocks the ground beneath our feet, and my coffee cup shatters on the floor.
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      It's weird being back in Thrall's territory.

      I ignore the thrill of fear that surges through me. This is for Piper, and for her sister.

      I’ll walk through hell for her. So even if it means that I might be captured and tortured all over again, I'll do whatever it takes.

      My mind keeps going back to that torture room. Thrall's holy purification. What a joke that was. There's nothing holy in that room. The only thing I found in there was pain.

      My skin tingles in the night air, phantom memories of having my skin peeled back like an orange, and then put back together again by his witch, Magpie. If I ever get my hands on her, I'll break her neck, too.

      She thought she denied me the release of death, but little did she know that I wouldn't have died anyways.

      I've survived plenty over the years that would kill a normal shifter. I've always healed up and patched up again. My body makes itself whole, no matter what.

      But nothing can save me from the pain. It always hurts.

      And unlike my own healing, the witch's healing brought back every nerve and wounded cell. She kept me in agony. She made it all possible.

      We creep through the shadows of Settlement. The guards near the gate were easy enough. Ros has given us detailed information on when they get relieved. We took them down and tied them up, leaving them with a guard from our own side of the gate to watch over them and make sure the gate is ready for us when it's time to leave.

      Because we may run out of here when things are hot.

      Roscoe, the tall, broad shouldered man, famous for his fall-off-the-bone ribs, makes for a great guard. He's not as fierce as many of the shifters in Sanctuary, but he's big and intimidating when he wants to be.

      We left him looming over those poor young men Thrall had guarding the gate.

      Spartan signals to me, and I cross the street to crouch near him.

      “Thrall's compound is up this street, at the end. It looks like a mansion, but it's built like a fortress. He's paranoid, so be careful. He added false doors and windows lined with traps for the unwary.”

      I nod.

      What a piece of work Thrall is. Fake doors?

      As we make the run to the next dark alley, I can't help but admire the small town for its looks. Street lamps light the streets at night. I already knew there was a firegin here in Settlement—a huge piece of equipment that produces incredible quantities of fire—but I had no idea they could use it to power individual lights.

      Unlike our rustic cabins, these people live in houses. It's hard not to feel nostalgic seeing them. I’ve seen so many houses like this in my childhood.

      Inside, they'll have kitchens and couches, dining room tables with chairs and dishes that are made of porcelain.

      I see Cassidy crossing the alley across the street and take a point ahead of us.

      I nearly jump out of my damn skin when Cassidy taps me on the shoulder to get my attention.

      “Don't do that,” I tell him sharply. “I almost screamed out loud.”

      “Why?” he asks innocently.

      “Oh, I don't know, Cassidy, maybe because I just saw you up ahead, so I didn’t expect you to also be behind me.”

      “I'm covering our right flank as well as the rear, too,” Cassidy says, grinning. “So update your mental map of where I am accordingly.”

      As he runs ahead, I crouch next to Spartan again.

      “Looks like we're surrounded by him,” I say. Spartan laughs gruffly. “I’m glad he can do it, but it’s going to take some getting used to. You really trust him, Spartan? If he turns on us now, we'll be hard pressed to fight him off.”

      “I do trust him. He has no love for Thrall, don't worry about that. He'll die before he turns, and his alpha genes make him hard for Thrall to control. Even his doubles will resist.”

      I nod.

      It's not that I don't trust Cassidy, I just don't know him. I'm still not keen on the idea of sharing Piper with other men. Just picturing what Cassidy can do to her with his powers…he’s a one man orgy.

      Just how many of himself can he make?

      Not that I'm happy about Spartan either, but at least picturing the two of them together isn't quite so...lewd in my head. If I'm being honest, picturing her with Spartan isn't an entirely bad thing for me.

      Cassidy-at-the-front waves us on and we race to the end of the street. We don't bother to pause at the wall. Both Spartan and I easily leap over it to land silently on the other side.

      Cassidy-at-the-rear lands just behind, sending another jolt through me. Why can't I get used to that? Something about them all having the same scent drives me crazy. Having one man in three places, all leaving scent trails over one another?

      It's a sensory nightmare.

      Spartan doesn't seem as bothered by it.

      I try to force my discomfort down deep and carry on.

      A slight sound of sniffling carries through the trees and Spartan and I both freeze. I look back to signal Cassidy, but he already hid himself.

      He's got to be the wiliest bugger I've ever met. I’ve developed a grudging admiration for him.

      Spartan signals for me to go left, and he takes the right. We both circle the sound until we're on opposite sides, and then close in. I smell her, whoever she is. A woman's scent, along with tears, perfume, and something like...urine?

      We find her in the small grove of trees, hiding and crying.

      She's petite and blond, and she'd be beautiful if she hadn't been crying for hours. Her face is red and swollen, her nose dripping trails of snot across her lap.

      In her lap rests the head of another girl, also blond. Her eyes are closed. I focus all of my senses on them. The one in her lap is alive at least, but there's something badly wrong with her. I’ve never seen Hadley, but I don’t think either of them is her. These women are older, perhaps a few years older than Piper.

      The beast inside me thinks her mind has been compromised.

      I can tell you for sure, if you'd let me out, he whispers.

      And have Spartan and Cassidy kill me from fear? Now is not the time!

      He seems to agree that he would only complicate things, which is nice of him. Usually he's a lot more pushy about being let out. And I have let him out a little, on the outskirts of Sanctuary. Since I've spent time with Piper, I've felt less...ashamed of this creature inside me. I always saw him as a curse because of how I was hunted, but now I think he might not be what I feared he was.

      Maybe there's a good side to him after all.

      Spartan emerges from the trees behind the girl and creeps towards her. I don't know what he plans, but I know we can't leave her behind us to raise an alarm. We used our rope on the guards, so we'll need to use the thin cord we brought to tie her. Maybe a shirt would function as a gag.

      Not perfect, but it will have to do.

      To my surprise, Spartan doesn't grab her. He kneels and talks to them.

      “Martje? Deirdre? It's me, Spartan. Do you remember me?”

      The girl looks at him, her eyes blank. It's like she doesn't see him at all.

      “I think Dierdre's going to die,” she says flatly, patting the head of the woman in her lap. “I think he killed her.”

      The blond in her lap's head lolls to one side as she moves in her seat. Martje cradles her with such care, that I ache for her. They must be close. Sisters, perhaps.

      “Did he hurt her body, or her mind?”

      “I don't know anymore,” she says, tears flowing down her cheeks.

      Spartan looks at me, and then back at the woods behind us. I know without asking he's looking for Cassidy. Good luck spotting him.

      The fae bastard hides like a chameleon.

      Spartan takes the girl's chin in his hand and looks deep into her eyes.

      “I'll help you if I can, on our way back,” he says, and then his voice changes to something wild and magic, “Sleep until we return. Or until morning, whichever comes first.”

      I watch in disbelief as the girl slides sideways into the nook of a tree and immediately falls asleep. When Spartan gets to his feet and approaches me, it's with his hands held up for me to see.

      A position of surrender.

      “I'll tell you when we get back, I promise.”

      “How about you tell us now?” Cassidy says, stepping from the bushes just next to me. “You think you can do a thing like that and we won't ask any questions? Are you crazy? You see where we are? And only one other shifter I've ever seen use a power like that, and we're breaking into his bloody house right now.”

      “We all have our secrets, don't we Cassidy?”

      Spartan's gaze goes from me to Cassidy, as if daring us to question him. I hate to admit it, but he's right. We all do have our secrets. From each other, and from Piper.

      It's the latter that makes me feel the most guilty.

      I touch Cassidy's arm.

      “He's right. The time for questions is when we're back and Hadley is safe. Right now, we're a team. Either we trust each other or we don't.”

      Cassidy clears his throat.

      “Well, it's no' that I don't trust him. It's that I don't know him as well as I thought I did, that's all.”

      Cassidy huffs and turns on his heel to keep moving forwards.

      Gods, please don't make me shift in front of these guys. We're hanging by a thread as it is.

      Spartan leads us to the back entrance. It's not obvious from a distance that it even is a door. Without Spartan's help, we'd never have seen it. As Cassidy steps through, lips pursed, he nods at Spartan in acknowledgement.

      “There'll be guards at the top of the stairs, and at the ends of the big hall,” Spartan says. “When we get to the door up there, we go out fast and take them out as quietly as we can. I don't need to tell you guys that we don't want Thrall wise to us. If we can get out of here without dealing with him, I'll count us lucky.”

      I look at Cassidy and stop Spartan by grabbing his shoulder.

      “There's three of us,” I tell him. “Five with Cassidy's doubles. Hell, maybe he can make more. We might have enough manpower to take Thrall and finish him.”

      Spartan nods.

      “I thought of that, too, but Cassidy's doubles aren't good for cannon fodder. He incorporates their memories into his somehow, and that can't be pleasant if they died painfully.”

      Cassidy shakes his head.

      “It's absolute torture, as Thrall well knows. I can handle a few dying if need be, but over and over? It's too much. I don't know if there's a limit to how many I can make, but more than a few makes my head spin. It does something weird to my thoughts. How did you know about my memories, though? I've never told anyone that.”

      “I pay attention. I figured out that you could duplicate yourself and systematically fed information to your doubles. My visits to your cell weren't just to check on you. I'd pass information to you, too, and check to see what you 'remembered' when I saw you again.”

      I can't help but smile at the dumbfounded look on Cassidy's face.

      “You got dirty pictures of me, too, you old perv?” he asks, sticking his tongue out.

      When Cassidy creeps ahead to secure the door, I can't help but ask Spartan a question that's been on my mind.

      “You got any notebooks about me?”

      “I've done a lot of looking, but no. I don't know much about you, except you're a good man. That's all that really matters. Piper trusts you, and I trust her.”

      I nod.

      “Same.”

      “What's your alpha power, by the way?” Cassidy whispers from behind me. It nearly makes me jump out of my skin again.

      “Honestly, Cassidy, your games are out of place,” Spartan growls disapprovingly.

      “Tell me you're no' curious a little?”

      “Let's keep moving.”

      Cassidy-at-the-front opens the door at the top of the stairs silently. The scent of the mansion rolls over us. Velvet curtains, fine foods, cigars and brandy, wood polish and old leather. The house of a rich man.

      A kind of rich man who hasn’t existed in the real world for a long time.

      It's like he made this house, maybe even the whole town, in the image of days gone by. A world that only exists now in gray old photos.

      Cassidy looks left and right, and signals to us to join him.

      He sniffs the air. When Cassidy-in-the-rear joins us, he sniffs the air, too.

      “There haven't been guards here for a couple of hours,” he whispers.

      “Maybe we got lucky,” I say. “Is it some cult holiday today?”

      Spartan shakes his head. “Nachtmas and Mondmas are both a month away, by the last calendar I remember. Of course, Thrall could have erased them entirely since then.”

      “We've got an hour to get back to that gate and get out of here. If the relief for those guards shows up, Roscoe will have his hands full.”

      “I'd rather it not come to that,” Spartan says. “Let's go up. Hadley will be in the upper rooms, probably the closest to the street.”

      “I thought Ros couldn't get close enough to be sure?”

      “Thrall always kept guests in the front bedroom. It has the best view of Settlement. It's also the furthest from his own bedroom. The sounds coming from there at night are often...not for gentle ears to hear.”

      We make our way up and find no guards on the second floor either. Cassidy and I exchange a wary glance.

      “We're going to have to fight our way out of here,” I tell him.

      “Dinnae be that way,” he says. “We could just take him by surprise.”

      “If that bastard went through the trouble of adding fake doors to the exterior, he's not leaving the inside unguarded. It is too easy.”

      “Well, I hope your alpha power is something good,” he says, winking.

      Spartan takes the lead down the hall until Cassidy-at-the-front chastises him and takes over.

      “Just in case it's a trap. May as well spring it by myself.”

      Spartan nods and hangs back.

      Cassidy gets to the end of the hall and opens the door as slowly and silently as possible. All my paranoia acts up.

      The room will be full of armed men. The room will explode, cutting us in two. The room will be empty and the mansion will be surrounded.

      You've spent too many years being hunted, the beast says.

      I've stayed alive, too.

      You're a hard one to kill.

      My fears turn out to be unfounded.

      Inside the room is just a young girl, sleeping peacefully in her bed. The most sinister thing in there are the three shifters—four if you count the extra Cassidy—looming over her bed.

      I gesture to Cassidy and he shoos his extra double out the door. No need to freak her out more than we have to.

      Spartan wakes the girl gently.

      We've all prepared what we're going to say. We can explain as much as she needs, and Piper has taught each of us something unique that only she and Hadley know, in case Hadley tries to verify.

      The biggest worry we all have is that Hadley may not remember Piper at all. Thrall could have erased her entirely from the girl's memory.

      She opens her eyes and looks at us. She doesn't seem scared, but her brow furrows with confusion.

      “Are you Piper's friends?” she says.

      Spartan frowns. I let a tiny curse escape my lips. Cassidy takes a deep breath in and dashes for the window to look out.

      If she knows who we are, then someone must have told her to expect us.

      And that's very bad news.

      “There's no one out there,” Cassidy says. “I've left a double on the back lawn and he's signaling that it's clear.”

      I wondered where Cassidy #3 was at.

      “Did Th-- Did the reverend tell you we were coming?” Spartan asks her.

      She nods.

      “He said to give you this.”

      The girl slides her covers back and lifts an object into the air. It looks like a small, green pineapple with a steel ring dangling from the top. Hadley reaches up and pulls the ring loose and holds the object out to us, as if one of us will gladly take it.

      Spartan stares at it, and so does Cassidy, their features lined with confusion.

      I know in an instant that I'm the only one in the room who's ever seen a human grenade before. I snatch it from her hand before Spartan touches it and runs from the room. I shoulder past Cassidy's double, who watches me stunned.

      I get halfway down the hall and dive over the grenade, blocking it with my body.

      I wonder if I'll know when it goes off, or if everything will just go dark?
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      The schoolhouse is blown into flaming bits, leaving behind nothing but a burning shell.

      The whole village is lit up by the fire. Not only the schoolhouse, but several family's cabins have been set on fire, too.

      Men with torches walk the streets. People scream and run from their homes, shifting as they race for the woods. Growls and yelps from the tree line tell me that enemy wolves lay in wait there.

      In the distance, the alarm sounds. Our magic has been breached. Somehow Thrall's men have come through.

      I scan the dark paths through the village. Shadowy figures advance on homes. People are dragged into the street screaming. I see some faces I recognize among the attackers.

      Part of me, a terrified part, fears that my own father will be there with them.

      I see Amos Oaks, Sally's father, in his wolf form. Blood drips from his maw and I know he hurt someone. Rage fills me as I watch him walk the dirt road down the center of the village.

      Then a voice booms over the town.

      "Bring me the girl"

      I hear it echo in my mind, tearing my thoughts apart. Even though Thrall didn't name me, I know somehow that it's me that he's talking about. An image of me, bound and submissive, flashes through my mind and I wonder if that's what he's thinking at the same moment.

      Everyone in Sanctuary who heard him are looking for me.

      Even as I shift, I feel their eyes on me.

      Naia runs from her home and dashes into the darkness.

      "Naia!"

      "The children!" she screams, shifting to her wolf form.

      I stop myself shifting. I have to think. How did they get in? How do we get them out?

      Betty, the older woman who often bakes cookies with her mate, Roscoe, and brings them to picnics and other town events, grips my arm and drags me towards the center of town.

      Chaos erupts everywhere as the flames grow higher. Everything is lit by the flickering orange lights.

      "Betty, you have to fight it!"

      Tears stream down her cheeks as she drags me. She screams and shakes her head violently from side to side, like she's trying to clear the poison from her thoughts.

      "I'm sorry," she says, "I'm sorry."

      But she doesn't stop. Both hands grip my arm, her fingernails digging into my skin like claws.

      "I'm sorry, too, please forgive me."

      I bring my right fist up into her middle and she caves, coughing and wheezing, to the ground.

      "Run for the Ironwood Forest," I tell her. "If you get to the Whispering Wood, you'll be safe."

      I don't know how I know that, but I believe it to be true. Something about those thick, ancient woods is beyond the reach of Thrall and his deacons.

      I remember Shepherd's training, and make for the weapons shed. I pry the door open and weapons clatter to the ground. I find a heavy iron mace, with gnarly looking spikes at the top.

      After all my practicing, its weight feels comfortable in my grip.

      I take a small shield, too, and wish that I had time for armor or a helmet, but there is none. Naia is already out there fighting on her own. One deacon she can stop, maybe, but two or three? If they're shifted, she could already be dead.

      I find her at the southern tip of the village, leading a line of children away from the fires. I count only seven children, and fear jolts through me at the thought that there should be three times as many.

      These are only the orphans. Some must be with their parents.

      All I can do is hope that they've found safety.

      Naia looks at me and we make eye contact. I see the battle in her mind to drop what she's doing and take me to Thrall. His command works on her as well. Lolarin said I was able to resist because I have alpha genes, but I don't know about Naia. Could she be another female alpha?

      Could she have hidden powers of her own?

      Naia screams with rage and slaps herself across the face.

      "Get it together bitch," she says to herself.

      Not knowing what else to do, I reach out and take her hand.

      "I'm with you. Let's get these kids to the woods. I'll keep the deacons off of you. Run!"

      Naia nods.

      "Come on kids!" She runs with them, pulling and prodding them ahead. When the young ones fall back, she picks two of them up and carries them. The strain of running with all that extra weight makes her breathing ragged.

      A growl behind me sets me on edge. I whirl to face the wolf coming at us. It's one of Thrall's deacons, a man named Greg Avery, whose daughter went to school with me. Seeing him like this, shifted and going after children, sickens me.

      His eyes are wild and filled with rage. His maws drips long strings of saliva onto the tall grass.

      "Come at me," I tell him.

      He snarls and charges. He's big and dangerous and probably very powerful, but the charge feels slow and plodding after all the training I've done. I leap to the side and swing the mace wide with a rising stroke that catches him in the ribs.

      His jaws snap at me just as the mace makes contact and he yelps as he's knocked sideways by the heavy weight.

      I do as Shepherd taught me and use the tip of the mace like a fist, striking his maw with short, devastating strokes.

      After four hits, he lies still.

      I don't have time to wonder if I've just killed my schoolmate's father. I race after the children even as more wolves close in.

      Three of the deacons, all shifted, charge our rear and I square up to meet them.

      I would have thought three would be far too many for me, but I thank the gods that Shepherd insisted on training me with weapons. These deacons each have the same prejudice that I did. They think wolves beat humans, hands down.

      They charge like they're invincible. And they don't coordinate the way the Red Sisters did. Because we were females and smaller, we had to learn to fight together, combining our strength. Each of the deacons fights me alone.

      Two of them knock into each other clumsily as my mace comes down on the third's face, crushing the bones beneath his fur. He goes down and doesn't get up again.

      The other two right themselves and look at one another.

      I take a step forward and they turn and dance back.

      Are the deacons really scared of me?

      I never would have thought it possible.

      As a Red Sister, we were always taught that the deacons were the greatest warriors in Settlement. The Red Sisters protected the pack, but the deacons could strike outside of the town, an attacking force.

      But they shy away from my mace, frightened to join their friend on the cold ground.

      "Stay back!" I scream at them.

      The kids get too far ahead, so I turn and run after them. I hear the deacons chasing me, hoping to hamstring me from behind and finish me.

      One of them almost does, his jaws snapping just shy of my ankle as I run. I turn and swing, but he pulls back to stay out of range.

      Just then, another wolf crashes into him.

      This silver furred wolf is obviously ancient. It’s also the size of a horse.

      Its fur is matted and the shape of his body looks...wrong. Bones jut out at odd angles, his teeth are crooked and his foreteeth are curved around like tusks. He looks like a wolf that's become somehow monstrous. His matted fur smells of brimstone.

      The alpha power radiating off of him is immense. I know that it can only be Thrall.

      But why attack his own deacon?

      It must be because he tried to cripple me. Thrall probably gave orders to bring me in unharmed, for whatever he has planned for me.

      He squares off against me, and the other deacon tries to race past, but I leap in front of him and bring my mace down hard. I miss his face, but smash one of his forepaws, sending him yelping away.

      A rolling growl behind me makes me turn to face Thrall once again. His ancient eyes dance with mirth, and I realize his growl is the sound of his laughter when he's a wolf.

      Then something happens that turns my blood cold.

      He speaks.

      "You fight well, my Red Sister. But you are finished. Give yourself to me now."

      Something about that voice, high and cold, is just so unsettling. Even my wolf reacts with fear. It permeates me until I smell it on my own skin.

      "I won't surrender. You'll have to kill me!"

      But I feel weak. Why?

      Then I realize it must be his alpha powers. Lolarin said that he can use his voice, but also his mind. He must use them to weaken my spirit.

      I won't let him.

      My mace and shield are ready. With a scream of rage, I charge.

      His wolf is so much larger than any other I've ever seen. I had never seen him shift before, and now I know why. Anyone who sees a wolf like this would run in terror. His own people would flee from the monster that he's become. They would know that something is very wrong about him.

      This creature reeks of evil.

      I swing an upward stroke, but he's fast and dodges easily.

      He doesn't leap aside, only shifts his weight enough to avoid the blow. My mace passes closely enough to ruffle his matted fur.

      Thrall dashes forward, shouldering me. The blow sends me tumbling backwards, head over heels. It's like trying to fight a bull. Even if I hit him, I don't know that it would stop him.

      But he doesn't push the attack.

      He moves past me, towards the children and Naia as they run for the woods. He takes off after them at an easy trot, his growling laughter haunting me as he leaves me in the dust.

      "No!"

      I get to my feet, but my body aches like I've been beaten. The impact with the ground was just as bad as the rock hard shoulder that knocked me sideways.

      I run, but in my human form, I'm no match for his speed. He'll overtake the children and savage them all long before I reach them.

      This is why he's so dangerous.

      Images of his portraits flutter through my mind. Weapons. Battlefields. He fought in the human wars, and even before that. He knows combat and weapons and tactics.

      My mace might hurt him, if I can make it connect.

      But the only way I can catch him now is to shift. And my wolf, as big as she is, is no match for a monster that size. I'd be a kitten in his jaws.

      That's exactly what he wants.

      He makes me choose between my weapons, and the children he will to tear to pieces.

      I'm ready to throw my weapons down and shift when a burst of green flame hits Thrall in the ribs.

      He yelps and rolls, trying to put out the fire, but it climbs over him. He shifts to his human form and utters words from a language I've never heard.

      The flames die out. His face fills with fury as he scans the tall grass for his attacker.

      "You've learned some tricks old man," Lolarin says, stepping from the shadows. Green flames dance between her fingers.

      "The warlord has chosen his witch poorly," Thrall growls at her. He pulls the chains from his neck so the pendants tumble out of his shirt across his chest. A dozen or more stones hang from necklaces around his neck.

      Thrall takes one of them, a black stone, and bites it with his teeth.

      His long yellow teeth look like they should snap under the pressure, but it's the stone that cracks in two.

      Black smoke pours from it, encircling him. It coalesces into dark armor that covers his vital areas, and a long black sword that he pulls right from the smoke ahead of him.

      Lolarin raises her hands and more green flames erupt around Thrall, but he doesn't flinch from them now. They scurry across his armor like a living thing before falling away and striking the ground instead.

      I charge at him, mace and shield ready.

      As the mace swings for his helmet, I put everything I have behind it. I try to send his head flying.

      But he catches it in his grip and lifts me right off the ground by it.

      His armored knee crashes into my midsection and I'm thrown a dozen feet back into the hard ground. My lungs don't seem to want to fill with air, and I gasp, desperate to breathe.

      Thrall swings his blade at Lolarin, and I reach out, unable to do anything. I expect her head to tumble from her shoulders. Rage and grief of losing her floods through me before the blow even lands.

      But it's the flat of his blade that strikes her face. Lolarin tumbles to the ground unconscious. I try to get to my feet, but my body won't listen.

      Thrall stalks over, until he looms over me. His black armor glows like liquid in the firelight.

      Sanctuary is burning. Everyone scatters, running scared, maybe hurt, maybe dead. How many of his deacons did he bring?

      "If...you let them go," my voice comes out nothing more than a hiss, "I will...go with you."

      He laughs.

      "You will go with me anyway," he says. "Don't worry, my deacons aren't sent to kill. They're sent to wound and cripple. The warlord has a soft heart. He will slow even further by having to care for the weak. This is how wars are won. This is how people are made to serve those with power.”

      I take Shepherd's pocket knife from my pocket and put the blade to my throat. All I can think at that moment is how Shepherd would be pissed if he saw me using it this way.

      "I'll cut my own throat. You'll get nothing."

      The blade of his sword lowers slightly. I feel his mind probing me, weakening my resolve, trying to see if I mean what I say.

      I grit my teeth and press the blade into my neck. Hot blood drips across my hand.

      "Stop!" he cries.

      My hand trembles, but I press the point deeper into my skin. It barely goes in and there's blood all over my hand already. I know it must look terrible.

      His voice doesn't stop me, but it stops everyone else. The whole town looks like a game of freeze tag gone wrong.

      "Retreat to the gate," he says. "We are done here."

      He stalks back to Lolarin and tosses his sword away. The black blade hits the ground with a clang and then vanishes to smoke again. He picks up Lolarin effortlessly and throws her over his shoulder.

      "You will honor the bargain and come with me," he says to me. "If you harm yourself, I will break this woman's neck and kill every living thing in this pathetic hovel you call a village."

      I have no doubt that he means it, so I lower my knife.

      Thrall effortlessly kicks the knife from my grasp and bends down to catch my hair.

      He drags me with him to the north side of town, and our one gate.

      He drags me all the way back to Settlement.
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      I wake to the sound of dripping water.

      I don't know where I am. It isn't a place I've ever seen before. When I sit up, my head aches and throbs. The whole place reeks of pee and blood. It's like someone used this room for an outhouse and a butcher's shop at the same time.

      My wolf trembles at the smell coming from the next room. It smells like a lightning strike. There’s a high pitched humming in the air, too.

      The sound of machines.

      Laying against the wall is a small body. I get to my feet and walk over, then crouch to gently shake them awake. When I see that it's Lolarin, and her mouth is full of blood, I cry out.

      "Lolarin! Are you okay? Come on, wake up."

      I pull her close to me, and a thick line of drool comes from her mouth, all of it thick with blood. That's when I remember that she's half-vampire.

      Maybe it isn't her blood.

      Not the happiest thought in the world, but I'm trying to stay positive here.

      Lolarin's eyes flutter open and she gasps for air as her hands grip my upper arms. I wince as I feel a much stronger grip from her than I expected. Being half-vampire must really have augmented her strength.

      "Sorry," she whispers, as her grip returns to something like a normal human.

      "Don't worry about it. Are you hurt?"

      "I am...but I'll recover. It feels as though...yes, someone has broken my ribs quite badly."

      Lolarin groans as she gets up into a sitting position. A strange thought occurs to me, and it's so weird to think of it. But now that I think about it, I might as well say it.

      "Do you need to feed?"

      Lolarin chokes and spits blood onto the floor. I realize a moment later that she's laughing.

      "You're so kind," she says. "But no, I have no need to feed right now. I'll heal quickly, and perhaps my magic will free us. Right now, it feels as if I can do nothing. I'm not injured so badly as to make me useless, so something, or someone must be blocking my power."

      She raises her hands and chants something in an ancient language. A haze coalesces outside the cell, like Lolarin is summoning some kind of black cloud. Slowly, it takes the form of a human.

      "You are revealed," Lolarin says to the newcomer.

      I recognize this woman immediately. She’s the woman with dark hair and large eyes that I saw when the moon god was out. I saw her at the mating moon, too.

      Spartan called her Thrall's slave witch.

      "Magpie," Lolarin says. "Did you really think you could hide yourself from me?”

      "I was not trying to hide, merely keeping myself safe."

      "That is what you're good at, isn't it?"

      As Magpie leans closer, her large eyes seem to swell and wet with tears. The skin of her neck reveals rows of scar tissue. A pattern I know all too well, because I've seen it on Shepherd so many times.

      "You have the marks of purification," I say. "Are you able to think for yourself, or does Thrall control you all the time?"

      "I am...able to think sometimes. Sometimes not. I am gifted with freedom when I am good. Freedom to be alone. Freedom to rest. If I do as I'm told, I get these small freedoms, and no pain. If I don't, I get pain. Sometimes he uses his voice on me. I try to resist it...but I am not as strong as you. His power bends my mind. I don't know what is real and false. Only what he tells me is true."

      "Then you really don't have control of your life, do you? You don't really have freedom, if he can take it away."

      Magpie looks at me. Her gaze seems to peel away the layers on my surface and look deep inside. She stares for a long while. She nods slowly.

      "Perhaps."

      "What does Thrall want with her?" Lolarin asks.

      Magpie smiles. "Not supposed to say. No. Definitely not supposed to say."

      One of the wildest ideas I've ever had in my life occurs to me. It's worth a try, isn't it? Even if it feels super awkward.

      "Do you know who I am?" I ask her.

      Her eyes narrow.

      "Tell her."

      Lolarin looks at me, and then nods.

      "She is the queen of the world, Magpie. I’ve found her at last, just as Fate promised me I would.”

      Magpie steps back from the bars, her eyes wide.

      "Tell me what he wants with me and I'll help you. I promise. And I won't tell him that you told me."

      "If he has you, your promises mean nothing. He will purify you, and own you forever like a pet. Like his women."

      "Martje and Deirdre? Does he bring them here?"

      Magpie nods.

      "Often he does. They have weak minds, but they find things out. They see things. They try to escape. He destroys their minds again and makes them serve him. They no longer have names among themselves. They no longer remember what it means to be a person. They are only his commands now, and whatever tortured shred of them remains."

      "And what about you, Magpie? What remains of you? Enough to fight back? Enough to take a chance on true freedom?"

      Her eyes narrow suspiciously again. I get the sense that she doesn't trust easily. I can't blame her after what she's been through. She may not even be able to fully see me for who I am, or hear everything I say. I'm sure that when I was under Thrall's control, I didn't see reality at all sometimes.

      That's how I killed so many innocent people.

      "Perhaps."

      "I will get out of here. My mates will free me, I'm sure of that. But even if they don't, I'll find a way out. I'll take you with me. I'll show you true freedom."

      "I have to serve you then."

      "No. You'll be free to do as you wish, as long as you don’t hurt anyone. You can have your life back. Whatever it was before Thrall found you and made you serve him."

      She nods. Magpie bows to me, lowering herself to one knee.

      I really wish people wouldn’t do that. It’s so weird.

      “I accept your promise, queen of the world. He distrusts your mating marks. He knows of your secret power, your alpha status. Doesn't like alphas. Gets rid of them, always. Kills them if he can. But you are different, because you are female. Long ago, when he first took me...before Settlement ever existed, he made me tell his future. You were to be his unmaking. You were the end of him. But he did not know you. He knew only that you would have multiple marks. Multiple true mates. And alpha power to rival his own."

      "What alpha power? What's my power?"

      She continues as if she hasn't heard me at all.

      "You bring his enemies together. The great alphas he has tried to kill and failed."

      "He tried to kill them all?" I knew about Shepherd, sort of. He never really wanted to talk about it. But Spartan? I suppose it makes sense. No one knew who he was, and he had that huge wound on his side. It would make sense if Thrall would have given it to him. Cassidy never mentioned anything like that, though...and the fourth mate, Mr. Silver Hair, is nowhere to be seen. So I can't exactly ask him if Thrall tried to kill him before.

      The door creaks open and Magpie hisses.

      "Stay strong," she whispers as the black smoke obscures her once again.

      When the door opens and Thrall steps in, I see why. His face is a mask of rage. I would have a lot of sympathy for anyone in the path of that anger. As he scans the room minutely, as if he's searching for someone, I get the sense that she's hiding from him.

      "My mates will kill you, you know," I tell him.

      That gets his attention. It distracts him from his search. Why did I think it was a good idea to do that, again?

      He swivels to face me, though he still glances around as if he's looking for someone.

      "Your mates?" he laughs. "Not yet, surely. No, you have returned to me before it has been consummated. The fear of sex that I drill into all females in Settlement, the fear of being whores, has held you in check. You have kept your virtue, and now I will claim you for myself."

      A jolt of fear runs through me.

      I think of my mates, strong and proud. They'll come for me. They'll come for me no matter what. Nothing Thrall does to me will change that. Even if he tries to...claim me, I'll resist. He can't put his mark on me if I don't let him.

      I know that's how the marks work now. A female must accept a mate. If I don't accept him, he can't claim me. At least, not in a way that would change my marks.

      "He won't come for you, little Red Sister. Leave that hope aside. I know more than anyone what makes that man tick."

      I know, without having to ask, that Thrall means Spartan.

      "You don't know him. Not now. He's ten times the man you are."

      Thrall's smirk falters, but he gets it back a moment later.

      “I didn’t know him, that’s true. It was Kyle who told me, when the healers put his hand back on his arm for him. They managed, though it took a long time.

      “Kyle caught his scent. His true scent. The one he tried to hide from me. I left Kyle’s memories of him intact, so that he would never challenge me as John Spartan once did.

      “Spartan is sentimental, you see. He was always too attached to his mother. When he challenged me, I knew he had to die. There would be no killing him while she lived, however.

      “I showed him what a weak fool he was. He thought he could challenge me just because he inherited a fraction of my power. But he will never replace me. Both of my sons have been nothing but disappointments.

      “But the warlord...that I can at least respect. I was a warlord myself once, before the human wars. His birth name was John Spartan Thrall. There’s a gravestone for him in Settlement’s cemetery.”

      My world reels at what Thrall says.

      Spartan is his son? I knew there was something familiar, but... Then I remember it. The old portrait of Thrall in the hall of his mansion. He's young in it, dark haired and chiseled. He looks leaner than Spartan, like he hadn't eaten in a long time, but the resemblance was there all along.

      It's only the ravages of time that have made Thrall so different, and probably the choices he's made along the way.

      His life, twisted as it is, couldn’t have been a healthy one.

      "Why are you telling me all this?" I ask him.

      Thrall grins. "I'm preparing you for purification."

      "You have to stay strong," Lolarin says. "Strong in your convictions, strong in your belief in your mates. He'll try to trick you, to bend your mind to his will."

      Thrall's smile fades as he turns to Lolarin.

      "Silence, witch," he says. The echoes of the command rattle around in my brain, even though he wasn't speaking to me.

      Lolarin's mouth clamps shut, and she turns away. The only thing that hints at her resistance is the fury behind her eyes. A fury that I don't think Thrall can control.

      There's always something of you left inside. There has to be. That's the hope I hold on to as Thrall brings out the chains.

      "Come to the bars," he tells me, menacingly. He doesn’t use his command powers, he just intimidates me with his will.

      "No."

      I don't know what bravely taking a stand looks like. Suddenly, my arms seem too long, and my hands seem to be in an awkward place. Should I lean against something?

      I opt for putting my hands in my pockets and trying to look aloof.

      "Come in here and try to put those chains on me," I growl at him.

      I expect him to be furious, but instead his eyes crinkle with laughter, and he barks a loud laugh in my direction. I don't know that I've ever seen him laugh before. It's not a pleasant sight. He looks a bit...deranged.

      "Very well," he says. "Witch, break your smallest finger."

      "No!"

      I dash for Lolarin, but I don't reach her before I hear her pinky finger snap. She huddles over her swollen hand, tears streaming down her cheeks.

      Her expression is pure horror.

      "Okay! Okay, I'll come to the bars. Just don't hurt her anymore."

      “Sentimental,” Thrall says, grinning.

      Slowly, I step to the bars and stick my arms through. Thrall attaches his chains to my wrists with thick manacles. He comes in the cell and puts another set on my legs.

      Now is the time, if I'm going to shift and try to escape.

      Before I can even think of it, Thrall's head becomes a wolf head and he snaps at me. I gasp and fall over, a pile of chains on the floor of the cell.

      His head changes back.

      Thrall can control every aspect of his shift, then. He can shift entirely, much faster than I can, or he can shift partially and attack even faster.

      The message is clear, a head to head fight of wolves isn't going to happen.

      He drags me with him to the next room. While the cell smells of urine, this room smells of fear and blood. Something else. The scent of lightning, the smell of high electricity.

      It's a round room, and in the center is a kind of chair with restraints on it. All across the ceiling are thick, black wires hanging like vines.

      Thrall throws me into the chair, knocking the wind out of me. He takes his time lashing each of my limbs down, finishing with a thick belt over my belly and another across my chest.

      Everything is so tight, I can barely move.

      He reaches into a cabinet and draws out a long metal wand. This, he handles with thick gloves as he attaches a wire to the base.

      When he holds it near the other wires in the ceiling, electricity arcs and crackles from the tip. The pops and cracks are so loud, they hurt my ears.

      "My mates will kill you," I say through gritted teeth. When the wand gets close to me, I jerk back, but I can't move as he brings it to my arm. "They will kill you."

      "Not if I claim you first. My mark will be upon you."

      "You won't! I won't accept you. My marks will never change for you. Your voice won't work on me, and you can’t convince me."

      He pauses.

      "It is true that my command is not perfect. I learned long ago that it is helped greatly by being respected. If I am already the unquestioned leader, then my command is even stronger. That is why Settlement exists.

      “But this room? This exists for those who don't respect me. The only thing that makes my power even more powerful is when it is used on someone in pain. Physical. Emotional. It makes you so much more susceptible to my voice."

      "I won't give in. Do you understand me?"

      I close my eyes tight, thinking of my mates. I won't forsake them. I won't let him make me forget them. There's a mark on my back for each of them. I need them all. I won't give up even a single mark for this man. I won't give up one of the men I love for him.

      No matter the pain.

      He reaches the wand out to me, but doesn’t touch me…yet.

      My back arches from the burn. I scream with the white hot agony of it, like someone throwing acid across my back.

      Thrall steps back, surprised. His wand never even touched me. Then he curses and throws the wand aside. He stalks behind the chair and tears the fabric from my shirt, leaving it in tatters.

      I don't have to see them to know what happened.

      I accepted their claim, and my marks changed all on their own. I feel the warmth of the bond with my men through the marks. A soul connection has opened between us all.

      I catch glimpses of their thoughts. They're worried for me. And they're pissed. That's good. I need that now.

      Thrall picks his wand up again.

      "I will peel those marks from your back and replace them with my own. I've already done it to Martje and Deirdre, so it will only be a little harder to do it to you. Now, forsake your mates."

      His command echoes weakly in my head. My wolf squashes it away into silence.

      "They'll be here soon, asshole. You'd better get on with it."

      "As you wish."

      The wand brushes against my arm, and the crackle of the electricity blackens my skin in a lightning pattern. It burns my soft flesh away, searing it open. My breath catches in my throat from the torment surging through me.

      "Accept me as your mate. Accept my claim."

      No! I don't think so.

      I squeeze my eyes shut tight and grit my teeth. They'll be here soon. They'll be here soon.

      "He won't come for you," Thrall says as he moves his wand closer to my belly. He lets it graze my skin, crackling and burning. I hear myself scream, but it's like it's someone else. Somewhere in the distance.

      "He will. You killed his mother, you think he'll forgive you?"

      Thrall laughs and burns a line from my belly to my thigh. My body bucks against the current, wrenching more screams from my lips.

      "Oh, Piper, you little fool. Did you think I would leave such a thing to chance? Oh no, dear. I leave nothing to chance. That's how I've lived for four hundred years. No, Piper, it is you that he won't forgive, because I made you kill her while he watched."

      "What?"

      "I saw the love he had for you already, even then. And I tore it from him and burned it out of his heart."

      He's wrong. He's wrong. He's wrong.

      "Do you think you've seen the worst I can do with my commands? I've had a long time to practice, child. Here is a new pain for you: Remember."

      Memories flood through me. Afternoons leaving school, walking home. A boy, dark haired, impossibly handsome. He's a few years older, the kind of boys I think of as dangerous.

      The kind I have to watch out for.

      But he seems different. He's nice to me. Not in a weird way. Just nice. But there's something beneath it, something we both feel. He's a young man, and I'm barely a teen, but something between us says that this won't last long. Soon, I'll be grown, too, and the six years between us won't seem so vast.

      I remember his mother, tall and dark haired. She's older than my mother, like she's from a generation earlier. The ones who lived through the human wars.

      Thrall invites my family for dinner. My mother and father, even me. Hadley stays home with a friend watching her. My parents are afraid she'll cry or make a fuss and upset the reverend's dinner.

      All I can think of is the dark haired boy who lives here. Eldest son of the reverend. But neither of his sons are at the meal.

      It is my own father who drags Thrall's mate from where she hides in the bedroom, her legs kicking as she screams. He throws her onto the table and holds her down.

      Thrall orders my mother to be silent when she yelps.

      This is when the dark haired boy comes downstairs. He screams at his father to stop, but Thrall won't.

      Thrall uses his command to make the boy stop, but the boy is able to break it. He tries to shift and protect his mother, but my father crushes his ribs in with a single blow.

      The boy isn't near ready to face a grown man.

      "Shift," the reverend tells me. "Shift and finish her!"

      And I do it. At his command, I tear her body to pieces, leaving nothing identifiable. Then he makes me forget.

      "He's gotten strong enough to resist you," my father says.

      "Then he has gotten too strong."

      The memories sear themselves back into my mind as the electricity makes my back arch again. I scream now even when the burning stops, because I’m burned so badly that the touch of the air on my skin is unbearable.

      Thrall knows just how to hurt me, inside and out.

      I killed his mother. While he watched.

      Every moment is agony, and the night has just begun.
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