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Chapter One
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The knife pricked my wrist, tracing a painful trail as it cut through my flesh.

I hissed softly as crimson blood flowed into the bowl on the stand in front of us, the moon shining bright above. Across from me, Wolfe did the same to his wrist, his face expressionless as our offerings swirled intimately below. The familiar itching of my shifter healing began to soothe the pain almost immediately. Callan and Lily stood nearby with a small group of shifters who had decided to return to the Clover pack.

The battle against Cas three weeks ago had left the group in shambles, despite our victory. Lives had been lost, and once the initial chaos settled, most shifters had chosen to join other packs. Wolfe hadn't taken it well, but I understood. These people had done nothing to elicit the wrath of my brother. I grieved for those we had lost, who had done nothing more than try to live their lives until my drama had barged into it, stomping over everything.

Now, we stood as what remained of the Clover pack. There weren't many of us, only a few who had decided to rejoin, while others had already found new homes with different packs.

A soft, ethereal glow emanated from the stone bowl, its edges etched with intricate symbols I had never seen before. The glow took on a reddish hue, mirroring our contributions. Suddenly, it brightened before vanishing completely, leaving me breathless as I peered at its contents. Where our blood had once been, now sat a silvery-blue puddle of glittering liquid, its mesmerizing ebb and flow swirling on its own.

"What the fuck is that?" I asked softly, entranced.

"Ink," Wolfe replied, picking up the bowl with one hand. "Pack bonds are sealed with tattoos using the magic in our blood. It won't hurt," he reassured me, noticing the apprehension on my face.

"I had no idea," I admitted nervously, furrowing my brows as I tried to recall if I had ever seen a tattoo on a shifter before. "How did I never notice that?"

"It's not something we advertise," Wolfe answered me patiently, as if he were speaking to a child. "They're not your typical tattoos, and we weren't sure if we could trust you at first. Can never be too careful," he said, flashing an easy grin. Even with the smile, a wariness pulled at him as he surveyed the remaining shifters.

His gaze settled on Sophie, a fox shifter, studying the long scar that stretched from her cheek to chin, his jaw clenching. Some of the witches had enchanted their blades, and even Nia's healing hadn't been able to prevent the scarring.

Reassurance flowed through me from the mate bond I shared with Callan, and I was grateful for it. It warmed my core, easing my nerves slightly. I was still adjusting to him having direct access to my emotions, and I had been working with Oliver on how to block him out when I wanted, but in this moment, it was necessary.

"Ready?"

I nodded. My forehead creased as Wolfe lifted a hand, dipping it into the thick substance. His gaze flickered up to meet mine, his fiery alpha power radiating off him in waves. "Where do you want it? They are generally pretty small, but eye-catching." He tilted his head towards me, tucking a lock of his shaggy brown hair behind his ear, exposing his tattoo for my scrutiny.

The tattoo was precisely what I would have envisioned for him—three simple claw marks placed right behind his ear. Parallel curved lines were etched in shimmering blue ink. Each line was about three inches in length, with intricate textured details interspersed between them. Arranged diagonally, the marks started behind his ear and extended in an upward direction, disappearing into his scalp. Hints of red flowed through the tattoo, almost as if it were alive and constantly moving. My lips parted as I admired the artwork. "It's stunning," I remarked.

He beamed, raising his hand to reveal the ink on his fingers. The substance sparkled under the moonlight, and a surge of excitement coursed through me. "Yours will be even better, I can feel it. We rarely use ink of this color."

My eyebrows shot up in surprise, yet it made sense. Nothing about being a halfling fae shifter had been normal so far, so why should it start now? I would always be a bit too strange to completely fit in on either side. Nevertheless, this was now my home. A new family where I had discovered my place. Not connected by blood, but in so many other ways. And I was proud of it.

I turned my neck to the right towards him, my intentions clear. "I'm done hiding things," I told him. "What will it look like?"

"No clue," he said, dipping his fingers back in for a fresh coat. "It's unique to every person. Magic," he added, flaring his nostrils as if he could actually smell the magic emanating from the mixture of our blood.

"I swear, if you tattoo a giant dick on me, I will kill you."He threw his head back and laughed, a robust, throaty sound before shaking his head. His mouth split into a wide grin, somehow managing to look equal parts charming and feral as he lifted a shoulder in a slight shrug. "No promises."

I narrowed my eyes at him but obliged when he gestured me closer.

The alpha of the Clover pack approached, raising two fingers to my neck, the radiant silvery-blue liquid clinging to his skin. As the moonlight cast its watchful eye over our gathering, Wolfe touched his fingers to my neck, a pulsating energy shooting into my body and making me shiver. He was right, it didn't hurt, a tingling sensation blooming wherever he touched. The ink itself was a cool caress, like a whisper from the moon itself.

Magic burrowed into my skin, and I gasped as he took his fingers away, but the sensation continued to expand, spreading in eccentric circles down my neck and into the top of my shoulder. The tattoo seemed to sync with my heartbeat, a steady thrum of sensation bursting in tune with the beat, surging with a finality that left me feeling empty when it was over.

Wolfe's hand returned, not with more ink but instead with his hand aglow with his dominating alpha power. He tapped the artwork, and warmth blossomed through my chest, the strength of the pack ripping through me. Their energies, their presence burst through me like wildfire, setting me ablaze from the inside out. My eyes closed against the rush of sensations threatening to consume me, but after a few moments, they settled into a comforting , radiating warmth.

"Welcome to the Clover Pack," Wolfe said as he took a step back from me, giving my tattoo an appraising look. I tried to crane my neck to see, but all I could make out were thin, glittering lines at the top of my shoulder.

Lily and Callan stepped closer, and a wave of pleasured approval soared through our bond. We hadn't yet managed to communicate words directly through it, if that was even possible. Most history had been lost when my mother, Queen Tantaii, destroyed the portals between worlds, and true mate bonds like Callan and I had were completely obsolete.

Our eyes met, and the heat in his gaze caused a completely new shiver to run down my spine.

"That's so cool!" Lily exclaimed with excitement, looping her arm in mine. "Mine's just a wolf and some trees. Pretty sparkly green trees, but still... trees. And it's tiny." She swished her long hair to the side, leaning over so I could see the beautiful miniature forest she had hidden on the back of her neck, a howling wolf stepping out from between the trunks.

"That's stunning, Lily." And it was. She'd sold herself short, the tattoo a perfect representation of Lily and what she stood for. I'd still yet to meet a shifter quite like Lily, who bought into the entire culture with her entire heart. She was the embodiment of what a shifter should be, through and through, and her tattoo depicted that. "What does mine look like?"

Wolfe thumbed his phone from his pocket and held it above me for a moment before showing me the screen. "Not the best quality, but it should do for now."

I’d recently found out that he was one of those people. You know the type, the ones that refuse to upgrade their technology because it 'works just fine'. All that resulted in was a blurry, pixelated video but still I was amazed as I watched the ten-second clip. Despite the poor lighting, it was beautiful.

The design extended from my ear to my shoulder, with delicate swirls and loops adorning the space. At the tattoo's center, a storm cloud took shape, its edges crackling with silver-sheened lightning bolts. Each lightning strand branched out from the center, carrying a subtle, luminescent glow. They almost seemed alive, pulsating softly in a steady rhythm. Woven around the lightning bolts were thin lines that almost looked like vines, wrapping around the electricity and blooming sporadic four-leaf clovers. The clover leaves shimmered with a midnight blue hue, seamlessly blending with the rest of the design.

"It's stunning," Callan said softly, and my blood rose as a blush heated my cheeks.

"Your turn," Wolfe said pointedly to Callan. At his words, a lance of conflict spoke through the bond as Callan stepped up to the dais where the stone bowl stood empty, as if the ink had never been there in the first place.

It didn't take a genius to understand his feelings.

He'd been the alpha of the Clover pack once. He'd probably even done this ceremony before, on himself and to all the members of his pack. And now here he was, name finally cleared of any wrongdoing and being let back in by his replacement, someone who had been below him in dominance.

I analyzed him with a calculating gaze as they began the ceremony, going through the same motions I had just minutes before. Would he want the alpha position back? We hadn't really talked about it yet, still getting used to each other and our newfound bond. After I'd told him I wanted to take it slow, he'd begrudgingly agreed to keep living separately for the time being. Just because we were true mates didn't mean I wanted to jump straight to marriage and kids. Or if I ever wanted to.

Baby steps.

No, I didn't think he'd try to take the alpha title from Wolfe. He was dominant, but he wasn't a conqueror. Plus, they were best friends. Well, they had been at some point. That had to count for something, right?

"Look." Lily's elbow nudged into my side, snapping me back to the present. Callan pulled off his shirt in one swift move, but I frowned as I looked at him. "What happened to his old tattoo? When he –" I trailed off, not knowing what I wanted to call it.

When he what? Had his mate gone crazy and murdered his entire pack? Got shunned and kicked out from shifter society, barely avoiding execution?

"The skin is cut off and removed."

I flinched; that was much more violent than I expected. The pain he must have gone through. "The skin heals eventually, but it's a rough couple of weeks. The Supreme Alpha is the one who has to do it."

A slight trickle of fear flowed from Callan, and I did my best to project calm and positivity to him, as he had done for me. I wasn't sure if it was even working. My heart ached for what he must have gone through during that time - ostracized from everyone, judged and ridiculed for something he didn't do, yet was held responsible for. I was surprised he had even decided to stay, living just on the fringes of the packlands.

His eyes met mine as Wolfe approached him with his dark, coated fingers, aiming for Callan's abdomen. I sent another wave of reassurance through the bond, and I could have sworn Callan's eyes softened slightly.

"Woah," Lily's awed voice chimed in my ear as the tattoo spread across him. It started on his left shoulder, ink so dark it almost looked black. A dynamic pattern traced down his arm, weaving a sleek trail all the way to his wrist. On the backside of his shoulder, a cloverleaf stood, angry, tangling vines weaving a hectic pattern over the rest of his arm. They finally came to a stop as they stretched over his fingers, weaving all the way to the tips. Tiny pinpricks of silver sparkled in the vines nearest his hand, identical in color to mine.

"Is that--?" Lily leaned forward, narrowing her eyes to see better. Her mouth mumbled something I couldn't make out.

"What?"

"Twenty-three." Her eyes widened in shock, a sorrowful look spreading across her face.

"Twenty-three what?" A shot of amazement burst through the mate bond and my head darted up, eyes locked on Callan as he admired his new tattoo. The more he took it in, the more his shock faded, morphing into something I never wanted to see on his face again.

"That's how many shifters Lexi killed when she attacked the pack."
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Hours later, I found myself in the bedroom of my cabin, hurriedly stuffing clothes into a black duffel bag I had tossed onto the bed. Beside it, Callan lay sprawled out, lazily observing me as I packed.

Bending over, I reached deep into the closet to grab an extra pair of sneakers, secretly hoping my leggings were living up to their fifty-dollar promise. A hint of arousal trickled through the bond between us, causing the corners of my mouth to quirk up.

"You better relax," I tossed back at him with a small laugh.

Teasing him had become one of my favorite pastimes, and he made it so easy. Whether it was him or the mate bond, he always seemed ready to go, seconds away from throwing me on the bed and having his way with me.

"You know we can’t, not until Oliver figures out the birth control situation." Turns out shifter sperm was incredibly potent once you’ve found your mate, and we’d been lucky not to conceive. It was a lapse in judgment not to consider it earlier, but as soon as I’d come to my senses, I'd implemented a sex ban. Oliver was working on a serum to block both my shifter and fae fertility.

Callan was my mate, but I wasn’t ready for children yet.

"You're supposed to be practicing blocking me out," he commented. I clicked my tongue, knowing he was right but unwilling to admit it. Instead, I closed my eyes, focusing on forming the invisible wall Oliver had been teaching us. After a few moments, it clicked into place, but it was patchy, with spidery cracks feathering across its surface. It worked, but it wouldn’t hold back any strong emotion for long.

"Aren’t you supposed to be doing the same?" I retorted, pivoting to look at him, catching his eyes darting up to my face a moment too late.

"I like knowing what you’re feeling. If you’re not going to put up the wall, then I’m not either."

"You’re invading my privacy," I said, feigning irritation. With a reliable block in place, he’d never be able to know what I didn’t want him to. Emphasis on reliable, which I had yet to master.

"Then block me out better," he said smoothly, sliding flush behind me, his arms encircling my waist.

It was strange having someone in my space now, our souls literally tied together. But I didn’t hate it, not as much as I thought I would. If I wasn’t so stubborn, I might even admit that I liked it.

Fiercely independent had always been my motto, but I could no longer ignore the way my entire being burned when Callan was near. The mate bond had only intensified those feelings, and he’d become much more open with me since that heated night in the woods.

He'd broken his walls down and let me in.

Hot breath kissed the skin of my neck as he nuzzled me, right over the skin of my tattoo. A hot shiver rolled down my spine, my eyes closing as I let myself sink into his embrace for a moment before stepping out of his reach.

"I’m working on it," I replied warily, softening as I reached back out to him, lifting the hem of his t-shirt to look at his tattoos. "You okay with this?"

"I’m fine," he said flatly, though his eyes softened slightly.

"Do you miss her?" I asked, referring to Lexi. Their entire mate bond had been a lie, but he’d still believed she was it for him. They were selfish thoughts, but sometimes I found myself wondering. Did he hold me the same way he did her? Did he compare us? It was a spiral of comparison that never ended well for me mentally, and yet, I couldn’t help it.

He didn’t have to ask who I was talking about. "No," he answered quickly. I tried not to let him see my small sigh of relief at the hasty denial.

"I don’t know what her motivations for the fake mate bond were, but no matter what, that doesn’t change my feelings. I mean it when I tell you it never felt right with her. There was always something missing."

I swallowed hard, mustering the courage to ask my next question. "Does it feel right with me?"

Shock crossed his face for a split second, then a small smile tugged at the corner of his lips.

"Rowan, I can confidently tell you that I have never felt anything more right than this." He leaned down, placing a kiss on my forehead, before sliding his lips to my cheek and then to my neck, where I couldn't resist the rush of desire that overtook me.

Three weeks without sex was hell for a shifter, and I was raging to go within seconds. He sensed my need, his strong arms banding around me, twisting us until I was falling back onto the bed, his body pressing against mine.

He gave me no time to recover, his mouth descending onto mine, roughly capturing my lips with his. Our tongues danced, his hips pushing into mine as I squirmed underneath him, suddenly cursing the clothes that separated us. His fingers came down to unbutton my jeans, and I gasped against his mouth, trying to regain control.

"We can’t," I managed between pants. He stilled, his heated eyes closing as he leaned them against my forehead, trying to steady his breathing. Then, with a gentle kiss on my lips, he pushed off me, leaving me suddenly cold in the absence of his body heat.

"Oliver better hurry up, or it may be him I’m going to have to sleep with," he grumbled, a shocked laugh bursting from me at the visual.

A loud ring sounded, and Callan pulled out his phone, listened for a second, then disconnected. I stared at him, raising a brow in silent question.

"Wolfe wants us ready to go in thirty. It’s an hour’s drive to the airport from here, and then a four-hour flight, give or take. He also said to hurry up and finish packing; he knows you waited until the last minute."

"You got all that from a five-second conversation? You didn’t even say anything." I blew out a harsh breath as I turned back to packing, ignoring the fact that he was right. Preparation was not my forte, but I was not about to start admitting my faults.

He only smirked.

I dashed into the bathroom, gathering the necessities into a toiletry bag before returning, throwing it haphazardly into the almost full bag. "The way you pack is infuriating," he observed. "A disaster."

"Still want to live with me?" I winced as soon as I said it. Stupid. We’d had this conversation already, and we both knew I wasn’t ready to take that step yet.

"You know I do." He spoke not as a man, but instead like a hunter closing in on his prey.

"I’m still trying to adjust to that."

"I know," he said, zipping up my bag and slinging it over one shoulder as he moved towards the door of the cabin. He stooped down, picking up his own bag too. "And I’ll wait. I’ll wait until you’re ready. For forever, if I have to. I’m all in here."

My breath caught at his words, my chest warming with something I didn’t want to put a name on. I retreated to the bathroom again, both to give myself a respite from the intensity of his words, but also to retrieve the most valuable possession I held.

Oberon’s ring. The ring Queen Tantaii was so obsessed with getting, she’d kill me for it.

I picked up the chain I had strung the delicate jewelry through, lost in its glittering ruby surface. It swirled at my touch, almost vibrating in my hand, and the urge to slip it over the nearest finger was strong. The rush of power, the feeling that I could do anything. It was intoxicating, and I would be lying if I said I didn’t miss it. Don’t let it get to you.

I shook my head, breaking contact with the ring and slipping the chain over my neck instead. I only took it off to shower, but otherwise, I wore it at all times. Cas and Queen Tantaii had yet to make an attack on us. I didn’t think they would, now that they knew I had the ring, but I could never be certain. So the ring stayed with me.

"Let’s go," Callan said, peering his head around the doorjamb, his dark hair casting a shadow along his cheekbone. I tucked the ring under the hem of my t-shirt, its cold weight a comfort against my chest.

No one would take it from me.
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Wolfe’s foot tapped the ground rapidly as we approached the gates of the Clover Pack, where an SUV was idling nearby. His jaw was clenched, his brow permanently furrowed as he opened the trunk, throwing our bags in. He swiveled his neck around, searching. “They’re late.”

“Relax, she’ll be here,” Lily bounced on her toes, almost vibrating with excitement. Her budding relationship with Nia warmed my heart, but there was a slight apprehension in her movements that made me frown.

“Are you nervous?” I implored as I sidled up to my friend. I’d never seen her so antsy before. It seemed strange that she’d be nervous to see Nia again, given they were already so comfortable and close with each other. The fae had gone back to their side of the portal a few weeks ago.

Sometimes it was easy to forget that Nia had the entire Briar Stronghold to manage, and Finn was leading an underground rebellion against Cas and now Queen Tantaii. They’d easily fit into our group, and I almost wished they could stay with us always.

It was wishful thinking that we could just close the portal, and never hear about them again, that it would just go away and I could live my life out with the Clover Pack. But that was a selfish thought. I wasn’t the only person this affected, there was a whole population of fae that suffered at the hands of my fae heritage, and I couldn’t just turn my back on them.

No, this had to end, and soon.

Lily cut me a glance, her lashes casting a lengthy shadow on her cheeks as they moved. I was always struck by how effortlessly pretty she was, like she’d walked right off the pages of a magazine, her tanned skin practically glowing under the sunlight.

“Can I be honest?” she asked. My eyes rolled so hard I should have been able to see out the back of my head. At this point, there was nothing Lily could tell me that would ever make me hate her, or judge her, or whatever it is she thinks I wouldn’t want to hear for her to ask me that question.

“Obviously.”

She laced her arm through mine, leading me a few steps away from where the guys stood making small talk. In a low voice she said, “I didn’t want Nia to come to Montana with us.” Originally, it was just going to be the Clover pack that went to Montana, Wolfe, Callan, Lily and I. But given all we’d learned, and the fact that the Supreme Alpha’s witch had been a part of the attack on us, Callan had pushed for the extra fire power. And if it turned out the Supreme had nothing to do with any of this, which was looking incredibly unlikely at this point, we’d need to fill him in on the existence of the fae.

We had no idea what the Queen’s next move would be, and the Supreme would need to warn the other packs.

“Because of your parents?”

Memories of our conversation when she’d first told me about her feelings for Nia echoed through my head, and my eyes softened as I placed a comforting hand on her arm. “They’ll love her.”

Her face was skeptical as she scoffed, “You don’t know them. Shifter culture is not as welcoming to same-sex couples as it is for humans. I can almost guarantee you my parents will just tell me it’s my fate-given duty to find my male mate and carry on our line. It’s all about babies, fertility, and procreating.” She said the last part in dramatic air quotes, her exasperation clear on her face. “It doesn’t help that I’m an only child.”

I counted myself lucky that I’d at the very least not have to deal with that. Not having parents you loved or respected had its perks sometimes. God forbid I also had to worry about disappointing them.

My lips drew back from my teeth in a grimace, not knowing what to say to comfort her. I was better at giving solutions, not words to inspire hope and calm. Life was shitty sometimes, and I couldn’t change the way her parents would react. The shifter way of life was still new to me, and I believed what she told me to be true. But I also believe that there had to be a way. If they loved their daughter, then they should love Nia too.

“Whatever happens, you have all of us behind you two. What you and Nia have is special,” I told her. I had my suspicions that they might even be true mates, but I hadn’t yet spoken that out loud. True mates were a lost discovery, and I had no idea how it even worked, or if it could even be a thing between two women. But still, I hoped it to be true for them. The thought of Lily finding her mate and it not being Nia made my heart ache. “If your parents can’t see that, then that is their problem and you’ll be better off without them.”

She smiled, her eyes a little bit wetter than usual. “Where is all this optimism coming from? Isn’t that usually my job?” She was teasing, but I smiled back, knowing she was right. She was definitely the golden retriever in this friendship.

I grinned at her, my eyes landing on Callan briefly. My heart swelled. I knew where my optimism was coming from, and it rhymed with Shmallan. “Don’t get used to it, this is a one-time deal.”

She opened her mouth to respond, but a shout from Wolfe drew us back to the group. We trotted over just in time to see a large portal open, a writhing, mesmerizing tear in the universe.

Oliver’s cheery face peered out to us from the other side. He disappeared from view as a wave of azure hair confidently strode through, ending straight into Lily’s open arms. They shared a kiss that even made Callan look a little embarrassed, Lily’s nervousness melting away in an instant.

A smile broke across my face as Finn walked through, his silver hair rustling in the gentle breeze. The air royal looked nicer than I’d ever seen him, wearing a gold-trimmed tunic that made my eyebrows raise at the opulence. It perfectly sculpted to his toned body, one sleeve cut short to accommodate for his missing arm. A pang hit me at the reminder.

Cas had done that when Finn challenged him for the throne, and we hadn’t been able to get revenge for him when Cas had attacked the pack. As Oliver pushed through behind him, the portal snapped shut, and I rushed forward, giving them both a friendly hug.

“Do you have a date or something?” I joked, gesturing to Finn’s outfit.

He grinned, sliding his hand into the pocket of his slacks. “My dates don’t usually involve clothes,” he winked. “I figured if I was going to meet the Supreme Alpha for the first time, I might as well make a good first impression.”

“This isn’t a nice visit,” I reminded him. And it wasn’t.

The witch from the battle was one that Wolfe recognized as having worked with his father, the Supreme Alpha. But the Supreme was the whole reason we’d been investigating the murders in the first place, when he’d come down to Clover and accused Callan of being the culprit.

Something wasn’t adding up.

We’d decided taking him by surprise would be the best course of action. Wolfe had been giving the Supreme the run around since the attack on our pack, wanting to confront him in person so he could see his face as we questioned him.

How this conversation went was of the utmost importance.

“You say that like it’s a bad thing,” he commented, before strolling away to go greet the others, moving towards the SUV now that everyone was here.

“Here, birth control,” Oliver said from next to me, handing me a thin vial with a magenta liquid sloshing inside. Selfish relief burned through me instantly.

“Thank you,” I said, quickly uncorking the object and tossing the liquid back. Cinnamon and roses slid to the back of my throat, and I just barely managed to not gag. “How often do I have to take it?”

“Once a month,” he guided me toward the SUV where Callan stood waiting. Finn was already taking up a spot in the backseat, locked in conversation with Lily and Nia who sat in the third row of seats. “Took me a bit to get the recipe just right with your halfling blood, but as long as you take it monthly, you won’t get pregnant. Even on a mating moon,” he said knowingly.

The mating moon happened once a quarter, when shifters were at their most fertile, and we were fast approaching another one. It seemed like just yesterday that I’d been hit by the moon’s power, an all-consuming lust until Callan had. . .well. Last time had been dangerous, but in the most delicious way possible. “I’ll have more for you soon.”

I was saved from having to respond when Callan beckoned us over to the car.

“Rowan,” Finn called, patting the middle seat and beckoning me inside to sit next to him. I was glad we’d met Finn. The fact that he had been my fiancé in my previous life as Olette didn’t seem to bother him, and I believed him when he’d said we’d had nothing going on. If anything, he felt like my older brother.

I moved to get in, resigned to my middle-seat fate as the shortest person here, but Callan stepped in to block my path, his broad back obscuring my vision as he got in the seat instead. His shoulder knocked into Finn who was looking at him like he’d grown a horn on his forehead, scooching as close to the other side of the car as he could to make room.

“You’re sitting in the middle?” I questioned.

“Just get in,” Callan said sourly.

“Lets go!” Wolfe shouted from the front, leaning his forearm into the horn for extra emphasis. He was definitely a little on edge today. I sighed, pulling myself in beside Callan, the heat of his body causing an immediate reaction in mine. Heat warmed his gaze, my mouth drying up as his eyes darted down to my lips, arousal leaking through the cracks of our bond block.

“Keep it in your pants,” Wolfe interrupted flatly, jerking our attention back forward, a jarring reminder that shifters had a very sensitive sense of smell. My breath trickled out in an unsteady sigh as I ran a hand through my long blonde tresses, grateful for the respite. The birth control had been entirely necessary.

Warm fingers brushed against mine, and I melted like butter, linking my fingers through Callan’s as we settled in for the long ride.
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My shock was palpable as the SUV pulled up into a parking spot not far from the tarmac, a large, unmarked plane ready and waiting for us to board nearby. A small flight crew stood in front of the stairs leading up to the plane, friendly smiles plastered across their faces.

"Is this a private plane?" I shoved my way out of the car, eager to get away from the heat of Callan and his weirdly aggressive looks at Finn every five minutes. You'd think a mate bond that transcends species and realms would be enough to show him I wasn't interested in Finn, but I guess not. Men. "How in the hell do you afford something like this?"

Wolfe only grinned, moving to join me as everyone else exited the SUV, Callan already handing off bags to the flight attendants. "Hold up, I have something I've been meaning to give you." He reached into his back pocket, pulling a folded-up envelope from it. He handed it to me, his grey eyes twinkling. "Sorry it took me so long. You fulfilled your end of the bargain, it’s only fair that I fulfill mine."

My eyes widened at the heavy metal debit card, Rowan Miller inscribed across it. There was a sticky note with a username and password stuck to it. "Ten thousand, plus a little bonus. As a member of the pack, you'll receive a monthly stipend as well. You'll need to get a job if you want to live fancy, but it's enough to get by. Oh, and this." A sleek black key fob was dropped into my hand as he met my wide eyes with an easy grin. "When we get back, the SUV is yours too."

Tears pricked my eyes as I looked at it. I'd been so gung-ho when I'd first stumbled upon the Clover Pack, eager to get my money, some quick answers, and run. Never in a million years did I think I would have found myself that day.

My feelings towards Lexi were mixed, but in the end, I was grateful she'd run me off that road. It had set a journey in motion that I wouldn't change for the world. Now all I had to do was make sure everyone got out of this alive with me. I swiped away the stray tear that escaped me, clearing my throat and gathering myself together. I had a reputation as a hard ass to protect.

"Took you long enough," I scoffed at him, my smile betraying my irritation as false. He slung a friendly arm around my shoulder, guiding me toward the plane's waiting staff and the next step of our mission.
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I jolted awake from my nap, the turbulence of the plane disturbing my sleep. Emerald eyes met mine, and I blinked, pulling my recliner seat back into a seated position, doing my best to discretely wipe the trail of drool that I hoped no one had seen yet. He sat directly across from me, and I got the distinct impression he had been watching me for longer than just a few seconds as I woke up.

"Sleep well?" Oliver inquired from his seat beside me, folding down the corner of the book he was currently reading and snapping it shut.

"Mostly," I replied, stretching my neck out from side to side in an attempt to alleviate the dull ache that had settled in. I guess even private jets weren't as comfortable as my soft, warm bed back at the pack.

"It's better that you're up," Wolfe chimed in from his spot across from us, next to Callan. The plane was made up of three sections of sleek recliner seating, four seats in each block across the long structure. The rest of our group had made themselves comfortable toward the back of the plane, laughter and the occasional shout drifting up toward us as they caught up with each other. "We need to make sure we're ready, for whatever we find."

"Do you really think your dad had something to do with it?" Callan's mate bond with Lexi had been spelled, and it seemed more and more likely that the Supreme Alpha had something to do with it. Or at the very least, he was employing some witches with very questionable morals, and could have been spying on him.

Either outcome, we had a problem that needed to be dealt with.

Wolfe's jaw clenched as he considered my question. "Growing up with that man was hard, and I think it's important you understand what we're walking into. I left as soon as I turned eighteen. The only reason we even speak is because I became an Alpha.” He glanced sideways at Callan who avoided his gaze, turning to look out the window, avoiding any chance of a dominance contest.

I was right, Callan wouldn't try to take the title from Wolfe. In fact, he seemed to be actively avoiding it. "He is a horrible man, and an even worse ruler. He rules with fear, and power, not understanding and compassion."

"Why has no one challenged him?" I asked.

"They have," Wolfe replied darkly, anxiously biting his lip as he remembered. "He's killed every single one. You don't become the North American Alpha by being weak. His pack, the Nexus pack, is a unique place. When I was too young to know better, I loved it, but as I got older, I realized what a horrible place it really was."

"What do you mean?" Oliver asked, frowning.

"The pack is divided, and he does that on purpose. He rewards the strong and loyal, with all the riches in the world. But the outspoken, the ones who question his rule, he starves those people. Or at least, the ones he doesn't kill first. He exiles them to the outskirts; we call it the slums. Not to mention what he does to his own family," he added, not elaborating any further. Darkness clung to his words, a contrast to the normally upbeat and fun Wolfe.

"Why don't they just leave?"

"You can't leave a pack without permission," Callan answered me this time, his mouth flattened into a thin line. "To leave a pack without approval means to become a rogue."

We hadn't really talked about his feelings about being outcast as a rogue, but we didn't need to. I'd seen it in the cast of his shoulders, the set of his jaw, anytime he'd been around the Clover pack. Even sometimes still. He'd worn it like a cloak, a death sentence. To be a rogue is to live a life of exile, of loneliness and solitude. Callan had been lucky Wolfe had let him live on just the outskirts of the pack, but it had still taken a toll on him, especially for a former Alpha, someone as dominant as Callan.

"Is that so bad, though?" Oliver's brows were drawn sharply, trying to fathom why someone would choose starvation and oppression over a life of loneliness. "Wouldn't it be better to just live on the outskirts?"

"Most rogues don't survive the year," Wolfe replied softly, running a hand through his mop of hair, grey eyes flashing. "Very few packs operate the way that the Clover pack does. Some packs make it a sport to hunt down rogue shifters, the Nexus pack included. Becoming a rogue is almost certainly a death sentence."

My blood simmered as I wrapped my head around that. The Supreme had been sentencing Callan to death when he'd outcast him, for a crime he hadn't committed. I already hadn't liked the Supreme, but now a deep-seated hatred churned in my gut.

"Do you think he knows about the fae?" Callan asked.

Wolfe's chest heaved with a sigh, tightness pulling at his eyes. "That I don't know. If he does, and was knowingly working with them, then that's a whole different set of problems on our hands."

"What are you going to do?" Callan shifted in his seat, pinning the Alpha with his full attention.

"Whatever I have to," Wolfe replied, an iron finality in his tone. "I haven't told him much. He knows we caught the killer, and he thinks we're bringing them in."

"Did you tell him it was Lexi?" I looked to Callan as I said her name, watching for a reaction, but I didn't get one. He remained as stoic as ever, only a slight darkening in his eyes that could have been a trick of the light.

"No," Wolfe leaned back in his seat, his long legs barely fitting into the space in front of him. "The less he knows, the better. I want to see his face when I tell him."

"Good." Callan looked to the side, staring out the window as we flew high over the ground. He said nothing, but I lowered the wall between us, doing my best to read him through the bond. He was much better at it than I was, and he looked over at me with a small smirk that told me he knew exactly what I was trying to do. Cheeks reddening, I brought the block back into place.

"Why are Nia and Finn coming along? Wouldn't it be better to just keep him in the dark?" Oliver asked, his brow furrowed.

"No. I want to see his face when he realizes what they are." Wolfe’s eyes hardened, his mouth twisting. "And if he knows, if he's involved with the fae trying to destroy our realm, then he's playing a dangerous game."

The rest of the flight went smoothly, the landscape slowly transforming beneath us. Vast forests and rugged mountains sprawled, a comforting sight for shifters. The thought of the wind blasting by me as I ran freely through the forest had me itching to burst out of my skin. It'd been too long since I'd been on a run.

Soon, the plane touched down at a small private airport, and we disembarked the plane, the air crisp and cool, carrying the faintest scent of pine.

Outside the airport, a sleek black SUV greeted us. Was that the only car these guys knew how to drive?

Assuming Wolfe would give me the title, maybe I could trade mine in for something a little less secret agent and a little more me. I spared a thought for the car Lexi had made me total the night she ran me off the road, and a sadness washed over me. The car I'd lovingly nicknamed Stupid Bitch had been my only friend for a long time, and even my house when my luck had turned bad. Maybe I could get a newer model and call her Stupider Bitch.

Okay, probably not the right name, but I'd think on it.

We piled into the nearest SUV, the tension so buttery a knife could slide right through it. Wolfe spoke a few words to the driver, and then we were off, driving through the winding Montana roads. The darkened forest whispered past, the vegetation seemingly endless.

It didn't take long for us to arrive, the SUVs stopping in front of the most interesting sight I had ever seen. My shock was mirrored on Nia and Finn's faces at what was in front of us. "This is the Nexus Pack."

The sprawling city blended right in with the wilderness, equal parts nature and civilization. There were vine-covered structures all over, with tree-canopied avenues crossing between them. Towers made of elegant wood and stone dotted the trees, stretching toward the sky like ancient oaks. Elevated walkways wound throughout the branches, creating a multi-leveled city of wonder.

"Holy –" I started.

"Impressive, isn't it?" Wolfe said from the front seat, pride in his grey eyes. "The people make it so that I don't want to come back here, but the architecture... you won't find another place quite like it. It's a shame."

I stared out the window as we drove, taking in as much as I could.

For blocks as we entered toward the city center, I noticed the houses looked very run-down, starving people in tattered and dirty clothing milling through the streets, barely even glancing at our very out-of-place vehicles. I knew they were being mistreated, but I don't think Wolfe and Callan had done it justice. These people were struggling, and to call this housing was a considerable stretch.

This was inhumane.

"I can't believe he gets away with this," I said softly, my heart tugging as we passed a rundown school building with cracked and abused playground equipment. It was a weekday afternoon, but there were no kids running and playing.

"Not all Alphas are created equal," Lily answered me with a sour face, leaning forward from where she sat in the back with Nia. Once again, I was squished between Callan and the door. "It is kill or be killed in a pack like this."

"Someone needs to challenge him and change this."

"Challenges are a fight to the death. You don't make that challenge lightly against an eight-foot-tall bear shifter." For a moment, I considered it. I truly, strongly contemplated throwing my hat in the ring if it meant that I could make a better life for these people. I'd been blinded by the goodness of the Clover pack, the way Wolfe led the pack with compassion and consideration, and more importantly, respect.

"Absolutely not," Callan voiced from next to me, reading my intentions.

"Why not?" I hissed at him, keeping my voice low. There really wasn't a point. Even if I wasn't trapped in a car with a bunch of shifters and fae, normal human ears would have still been able to hear. Still, the rest of the crew kept silent. "I'm powerful. I could do it."

He shook his head in disbelief. "You've only recently learned to use your powers; you're just asking to get hurt."

"How am I supposed to take down Cas and Tantaii if I can't even defeat a bear shifter?" Wolfe cleared his throat loudly on my last words, a jarring reminder that we were not alone in this car. The burly shifter driving us should have been able to hear, but he either didn't seem to notice or just didn't care, his dark eyes staying pinned on the road as we kept moving.

"You realize what would happen if you won that fight?" he asked me, continuing to keep his voice low and level, even though his eyes were trying to sear holes into my skin. "You'd be the Supreme Alpha."

He was right. And that was not something I wanted. I liked taking care of myself and being independent. The thought of having an entire race of people looking to me for guidance made me sweaty, tingles of anxiety prickling down my spine.

"He can't keep getting away with this," I protested anyway. I didn't want that mantle of leadership, but these people needed help. Their houses barely had roofs, and I was highly questioning if they even had running water based on the state of the people I had seen so far.

"He won't," Wolfe said tightly from the front seat, turning to give me a sharp look. "We'll talk about this later."

I leaned back into my seat, dejectedly looking out the window. Wolfe seemed cool with the driver, but who knows who he was really loyal to. The last thing we needed was to have something get back to the Supreme and ruin any element of surprise we had, so I kept quiet.

We were driven into the heart of the city, my head on a swivel the entire time as I marveled at the incredible surroundings that we passed, a stark difference from the slums before. After winding through the tree-lined streets for what seemed like ages, we finally arrived in a central clearing that opened up to make space for the centerpiece: a massive tree with wide, sweeping branches that stretched out like a mother's embrace. Intricate carvings adorned its trunk, dotted with string lights woven in and around, casting a soft, ethereal glow over the area. Thick, powerful roots dug deep into the earth, disappearing underneath.

"The roots are tunnels," Wolfe told us as we stepped out of the SUV, and Finn gave an excited gasp that made the entire car laugh. As soon as we exited, the driver pulled away, leaving us with only one way to go. "It's not public knowledge, but the Alpha before my father had them added, with help from the witches, to keep the tree alive and thriving. They spread all across the city."

"Where do they take you? What are they for?" Finn asked, practically vibrating with excitement at the idea of tunnels. He'd spent a human's lifetime forging an underground system in the faerie realm to help fae who couldn't escape from Cas on their own.

"I'm not entirely sure," Wolfe said, scratching his chin. "When we were younger, Lily and I used to play in the one underneath this building, but the pathways were always blocked off. My father said he didn't want us to get lost." He almost smiled at the memory, and I saw the same softness reflected on her face. A yearning churned in my gut at seeing them recall the easy memories. I looked at Finn, knowing we had been childhood friends, but none of those memories came to me.

They were gone and never coming back.

Wolfe paused at the wide mahogany door, pivoting to face our group. He leaned in, lowering his voice, even though we were alone. "Remember, be smart about this. We are walking straight into his den; we can't afford to show our hand too soon. Behave." His eyes especially paused on me, and it took all of my effort not to get offended, especially because I knew he was right to tell me that.

I could benefit from a lesson in holding my tongue.

"Nia and Finn, stay in the back and try not to stand out too much until I introduce you." His gaze hesitated on Nia's azure locks, and she took a half-step back, standing behind Finn's taller stature who flashed the Supreme a cheeky grin.

An entire head of blue hair wasn't necessarily a dead giveaway, but there was no way anyone took a look at Nia and thought she was anything short of an avenging angel.

The rest of us nodded, and without further pause, he turned back forward, pushing the door open and leading us inside.
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Chapter Four
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Iwasn't surprised to see that the building was guarded, with bulky shifters scattered throughout the wide interior, their eyes scanning us intently for any sign of unrest. As we passed, they nodded to Wolfe, showing recognition and respect in their eyes as they allowed us to continue.

That was interesting. In a city as divided as the Nexus pack, I didn't expect so many shifters to like Wolfe when it was ruled by the horrible man that also happened to be his father.

We continued walking deeper into the sparsely decorated building, turning corners and taking paths that I knew I wouldn't remember. Once again, I was taken aback by the unique architecture of the place. The rooms were carved into the heart of a tree, with smooth and polished walls bathed in a warm, golden light that seemed to emanate from the wood itself. As we passed by an open door, I caught a glimpse of a comfortable-looking king-sized bed, it dawned on me that we were in a house.

The house of the Supreme Alpha.

Eventually, we came to a stop in front of a smaller room, and I spotted a head of closely cropped hair, the same shade of brown as Wolfe's, seated at a desk in the corner of the room.

"Alpha Gregory!" The booming greeting came from the Supreme Alpha as we entered. His piercing gaze assessed our group, pausing on each of us in silent evaluation. He didn't seem surprised to see us, not even the unfamiliar faces. His nose twitched, and his intense gaze seemed almost disturbing as he looked me up and down, a lecherous smirk forming on his face.

Callan shifted, stepping closer to the Supreme, effectively blocking me from his view.

Wolfe approached slowly, his steps deliberate and measured, with the rest of us following closely behind. He came to a halt a few feet away and nodded in acknowledgment, locking eyes with his father. Their jaws tightened as they vied for dominance, but after only a few seconds, Wolfe averted his gaze, a triumphant grin spreading across the Supreme's face. "I thought I had raised you to be stronger than that."

Wolfe bristled at the insult, his fists clenching at his sides as he fought to keep his emotions in check. "We caught the killer."

The Supreme's eyes shifted to Callan, suspicion gleaming in his gaze.

"Not Callan," Wolfe quickly clarified, following his father's train of thought. "He and Rowan helped us solve the case."

"Hmm," Was all the Supreme said, his disappointment palpable at not having a reason to kill Callan legally. "If it wasn't your panther shifter, then who was it?"

"You really don't know?" Wolfe questioned, searching his father's face for any hint of dishonesty. "It was Lexi." The Supreme's eyes widened, his brow furrowing in genuine surprise."That's not possible," he whispered.

"Cut the bullshit," Callan interjected, his voice dripping with accusation. "There were two people that saw her the night she should have died. Me, when I thought I killed her, and then you when I left her here." He stepped forward, moving so he was standing even with Wolfe, the two men making a formidable line in front of the Supreme, whose face was steadily draining of color. His eyes lifted from Wolfe's, then to Callan's, then to the rest of the group.

He was outnumbered, and he knew it.

He took a defensive step back, then caught himself, straightening up to his full height. "You better think very carefully about your next words, rogue," he snarled, little droplets of spit flying onto the desk in front of him. "If it wasn't for my son, I would have ripped your head right off your neck years ago."

White-hot rage burned through our bond as Callan leaned forward, locking eyes with the Supreme.

"What did you do to Lexi?" His voice dripped with the promise of violence, the look he was giving the Supreme sharp enough to cut glass. The Supreme's face turned a mottled red as he flushed with heat.

"I did nothing to that crazy bitch," he spat, his voice thick with contempt.

Wolfe stepped forward, his presence commanding attention as he drew the Supreme Alpha's gaze away from Callan. Despite the situation, Wolfe was doing a good job of maintaining his calm, unlike Callan who was a few inches away from descending us into pure chaos.

The Supreme Alpha's eyes darted nervously between Wolfe and Callan, a hint of uncertainty flickering in their depths. He was being confronted by two very powerful shifters, and even the most powerful shifter in the world would have a hard time taking down both men.

As the tension in the room reached a fast-approaching breaking point, Wolfe spoke. Calm yet forceful, he cut through the charged atmosphere with blade-like precision. "We demand answers," he said, pinning the Supreme with a steely stare. "What did you do?"

The Supreme's façade began to slip, the mask of defiance he wore on his face fading. Beneath the surface lurked a chasm of fear and guilt. He swallowed hard, eyes darting between all of us. I could almost hear the argument waging war in his head, desperately trying to find a way out of this, a way that didn't make him look guilty. Finally, he sighed, the corners of his mouth turning downward.

"I sold her."

The room fell into stunned silence, the revelation sinking in, his betrayal souring the air.

"You sold her?" I blurted, unable to keep quiet any longer. "To who?"

The Supreme sneered at me, narrowing a look at me as if I was a poisonous snake about to strike him. "To Casimir."

"So you do know about the fae?" Wolfe demanded, shock and anger radiating off of him in waves.

"Of course I do," he scoffed. "You think I wouldn't notice a whole new species making power plays in my territory? I made a deal for peace." His tone and expression gave the distinct impression that he was proud of this fact.

"You're an idiot," Callan said bluntly, not flinching when the Supreme growled a curse at him as he echoed what we'd all been thinking. "Did you even ask him what he was going to do with Lexi?"

"We had an agreement. He would stay on his side of the realm if I gave him a shifter, and he paid handsomely for her too. An Alpha's wife fetches a high price. It's not like anyone was going to miss her," he sneered. "She was a traitor to her kind."

"They used Lexi to sneak through our wards and free their imprisoned Queen," Wolfe said flatly. "Not to mention how many innocent lives she took. Do you have any idea the death and destruction that choice cost?"

The Supreme rolled his eyes. "I don't care. They may not be known to many, but I've done extensive research on the fae. I didn't enter into that agreement blindly. I know they can't lie."

"Queen Tantaii is my mother," I told him, stepping forward. Shocked surprise blossomed across his face. "And her sole mission is to absorb the magic of the mortal realm, destroying it for good along with everything in it. Handing Lexi to them was quite literally the stupidest thing you could have done."

"You traded her like she was nothing," Callan snarled in a pained voice. My heart softened at the hurt in his voice. Real or not, he had thought she was his mate. And no person deserves to be traded like a business transaction.

"I did you a favor," the Supreme hissed at Callan, his teeth bared. "She had already lost her mind, no thanks to you."

"Excuse me?" Callan roared as dark fur rippled on his forearms, his fingers lengthening into claws within seconds. Wolfe stepped in front of Callan at the same time I reached forward and gripped his arm, both of us preventing him from doing something he might live to regret. My heart ached for him, but I urged him to calm down through our bond. He'd just been accepted back into the pack as a fully-fledged member; we didn't need him getting himself kicked out again.

Or worse, dead.

"Did you fake the mate bond too?" Wolfe accused, but I was pretty sure I already knew the answer to that. If someone couldn't have a second, natural mate after the first one died, then there was no other way to explain what had happened between Lexi, Callan, and I when I'd taken Lexi's last breath. I shuddered slightly at the memory, remembering her hot breath on my face as she'd slumped against me, lifeless. The sheer electricity that had burst through me as our mate bond had solidified. No, there was no way around it.

The Supreme's breath hitched, and he cleared his throat, trying to find the words he wanted to say. We didn't let him get that far.

"Don't bother lying about it, Alpha," Wolfe spat the word at him like it was dirty, folding his arms over his chest. "Rowan and Callan are mates, true mates, and Lexi is dead."

"That's not possible," the Supreme started again, but Wolfe cut him off. "Stop lying," Wolfe demanded.

The Supreme shook his head, denial lacing his movements as he opened his mouth to spew more objections.

Wolfe exploded, rushing forward, shoving his forearm into the Supreme's neck, pushing him until he had him pinned against a wall. The Supreme tried to roar, to push Wolfe away from him, but he couldn't get the angle he needed to struggle against the younger bear shifter. "You treasonous bastard. You were so threatened by Callan's power that not only did you fake a mate bond, but you consorted with the fae. What the hell were you thinking? You of all people should know how dangerous it is to mess with mate magic. Lexi went crazy because of you, she was never that way before."

"She wanted it," the Supreme ground out, only breathing because Wolfe let up slightly on the pressure against his throat. Bile kissed the back of my throat at those words, and for the first time, I wished I could shift into a ferocious dragon capable of incinerating him to a crisp.

"She always wanted to be an Alpha's wife, a slum whore addicted to power. Hell, she slept with half the shifters in Nexus. She knew bearing children would be near impossible. But I knew," he laughed, a wheezing chuckle that ended in a slight cough. "I knew she would ruin you. The witches told me it would break her mind, eventually."

A small trickle of pity went through me. Lexi hadn't known what she'd been getting herself into. What she had done to the Clover pack was underhanded and cruel, but also the actions of a person who wasn't in their right mind and had been in need of help.

I didn't really know Lexi personally, but something told me that there had been more to her story than what he'd said. I'd seen barely a glimpse of what life was like in the Nexus slums and that had been more than enough already. What if she'd thought it'd been her only way out?

A volcano of rage burst through our bond, blisteringly intense. "Callan –," I started, but was cut off when the doors burst open, guardian shifters rushing into the room, rifles weighing down their hands. I hadn't seen a signal given, but it must have happened. A single bullet wouldn't kill a shifter, we healed too fast, but a dozen certainly would.

"Arrest them," the Supreme growled, taking advantage of the distraction and bringing a knee up that sank into Wolfe's stomach with a groan. He pushed him down, wrenching one arm behind his back as he leaned into him, trapping him to the floor.

"Now! They have committed treason on our kind!" he shouted, snapping his guards into movement as he struggled with Wolfe beneath him.

"No!" Wolfe shouted, writhing underneath his father. "I challenge you for Alpha!" The room froze, no one even daring to breathe, the Supreme halting his movements above Wolfe. A palpable tension permeated the room, threatening to cut off the air supply.

"You what?" the Supreme hissed, disbelief lacing his tone.

"Oh no," Lily whispered from beside me, huddling in closer to Nia's side as we watched with bated breath.

"I challenge you for the position of Alpha of the Nexus Pack, and all the North American shifters. As is my right. Unless I lose the challenge, you are not allowed to lay a hand on my pack members or travel guests, or you forfeit the title."

Shocked apprehension rippled through the guards as they lowered their weapons. They seemed to hang on Wolfe's every word, and I could see in the set of their jaws, the tenseness of their posture that they didn't want to arrest Wolfe. The Supreme Alpha heaved his large body to his feet, Wolfe scrambling up from the floor with as much dignity as he could muster, his shaggy brown hair mussed beyond repair.

"Very well," the Supreme growled, venom dripping from his tongue. "You shall have your little challenge. But remember, boy, the rites are to the death. Are you prepared to die for this?"

Wolfe brushed the floor from his clothes with a calmness that betrayed the raging storms of his eyes. "You are a disgrace. I only wish I had done this years ago, you don't deserve to lead our people."

The Supreme stared down his son for a long, stretching moment before he turned to address the room. "A challenge has been issued, and as custom dictates, on the morning of the next full moon, we will fight for the Nexus pack, and the entirety of the North American Shifters." He took a deep breath, his chest expanding with the movement, and I was sure it was to make him look even bigger than he already was.

"We fight in three days."
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The group was quiet as we sat around the small dining table in the house we had been given to stay in. We'd been mostly silent, all of us still reeling from the day's events. Finally, Lily was the first one to break the silence. "Are you sure you want to go through with this?" She echoed what we all were thinking.

"You lost that dominance contest really quickly," Finn added, concern for his new shifter friend written all over his face. The friendship that had blossomed between Wolfe and Finn had made me giggle on more than one occasion.

"It's been many years since my father has seen me fight. The more he underestimates me, the better," Wolfe said darkly.

"You were planning on this the whole time?" I asked.

"My father has had enough time to be a tyrant. Letting his people live in squalor is one thing, but messing with mate bond magic and selling a human being to an unknown entity?" Wolfe ran a hand through his unruly hair, anger pulling at his features. "My only regret was not doing this years ago. I should have. Then maybe Lexi never would have happened." His eyes softened as they met Callan's, an unspoken conversation flowing between them.

"I should be the one to challenge him," Callan offered gruffly, the intensity in his gaze making me catch my breath as he leaned forward. "It was my mate bond he messed with."

"No," Wolfe said firmly. "I won't let you get hurt for this. You've been hurt enough already as it is. Besides, do you remember what happens if I win?"

"If you win," Callan emphasized. "He's bigger and meaner than you, not to mention much older. You could just as easily die."

"Thank you for that vote of confidence," Wolfe said dryly.

"You never needed me to give you confidence," Callan said warily, a ghost of a smile teasing the corner of his mouth. "You do that all on your own." He wasn't wrong. Wolfe was quick to throw a charming smile, knowing he was going to melt the chilly exterior of anyone he encountered. It was part of what made him a good alpha and easy to follow.

"I know you still see me as a beta," Wolfe said softly, holding Callan's gaze with determination, not backing down from the dominance I felt spark between them. For the first time since I'd learned about their relationship, I saw a bit of unease in Wolfe, a crack in his cocky exterior. It was like watching a student address their teacher. "But I'm a lot stronger than you gave me credit for. I can do this."

Callan reached out, patting Wolfe on the shoulder as he severed the eye contact, completely relaxed. Outwardly, he looked completely at ease, stuffing his dominance down like it was an overflowing laundry basket. "I've known you would be an Alpha from the first day I met you. I thought it'd be, you know, your own pack and not mine, but an Alpha all the same. Supreme Alpha is no different."

"I hate that stupid name," Wolfe muttered softly, his eyes betraying just how much Callan's words had meant to him. He didn't need it, but he wanted Callan's approval. "If I die…," Wolfe started, wincing at the glare that took over Callan's face. "I think it's best if we're prepared."

"If you die, then all hell breaks loose."

"He'll kill us," I interjected. It was the only course of action that would make sense. There is no other outcome. We knew his secrets, knew what he'd done. Sure, he could try to paint us as liars, but how many people telling the same story about a corrupt Alpha who was already known for mistreating his pack did it take before they believed it? I was surprised he hadn't already tried to kill us before the fight.

"Why doesn't he just kill us now? Why wait for the challenge at all?"

"That's why I raised the challenge when his guard came in," Wolfe explained. "If he had me killed now, everyone would know and by shifter law, he'd be stripped of his title. It's illegal to interfere with the terms of the challenge."

"He may try anyway," Callan growled, his hand landing on my thigh, fingers tightening against my skin, sending shockwaves straight to my core.

"Then let him," Wolfe's somber tone caught the attention of the rest of our table, grim expressions echoing on all of us. "I didn't just invite Nia and Finn here to sightsee."

"We'll be ready if he is stupid enough to try something," Nia said, sharing a nod with Finn and giving Lily a reassuring smile, lacing their fingers together until they were holding hands.

"What happens if you win?" I asked softly, my mind racing with the possibilities. Even if Wolfe did succeed in killing his father, would we have to deal with his beta coming after us too? The entire pack? We were a powerful group, but we wouldn't stand a chance against a herd of pissed-off shifters. Wolfe straightened in his seat, sharing an unfathomable look with Lily before he turned back to me.

"Then I become the Alpha of the North American shifters."
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Dinner dispersed shortly after, the seriousness of the situation looming over everyone as we said our goodbyes and retired to our bedrooms. Even though we were challenging their Alpha for his title, it was clear that Wolfe still held a lot of pull with these shifters, able to secure us a nice house in the center of the pack.

The room Callan and I were given to share was lovely, the bedding a deep rich mahogany that looked great in contrast with the dark wood interior. A simple ensuite bathroom branched off to the left, our bags already unpacked and lying empty in the corner as we settled down for the night.

Shifter traditions, I was beginning to understand, were a little strange. Even though a challenge had been issued, the Nexus pack seemed to treat it like a celebration, with a host of festivities already being planned over the next few days. I'd already heard whispers from passersby on the street, talking about great feasts, games and betting, and a pack-wide run through the Montana wilderness on the full moon.

Someone was going to die, and they were treating it like it was a sport.

"Is he going to lose?" I asked Callan bluntly as we sat on the edge of the bed, worry knitting my brow. Callan pondered my question for a moment, silent so long I almost thought he wouldn't answer.

"I've known Wolfe for a very long time," he said finally, his eyes serious.

"So you know he's powerful and he's going to kick the Supreme's ass?"

"I know he's impulsive and leads with his heart," he said firmly. "He wants to see the good in everyone. Even his father. If he does manage to overpower the Supreme, I worry that he won't be able to finish it."

"Then we'll help him." Determination burned through me like a wildfire. I wouldn't let Wolfe get himself killed, not after everything he'd done for me. He was my Alpha, the tattoo on my neck pulsing in response.

"Interfering with an Alpha challenge is grounds for an immediate execution," he said dryly.

"I dare them to try."

Callan's eyes darkened, and a surge of intensity flowed through the cracks in the wall I'd built between our bond. He leaned in, his face dangerously close to my neck as his hand came over to encircle my hip. He pushed forward, his body forcing me to fall back on the bed, his mouth just inches away from mine. "If you think I'd let you put yourself in harm's way, you are sorely mistaken." His hot breath tickled as he dipped his head, nuzzling and nipping at my neck, sending shockwaves straight to my core.

"It's funny that you think you could stop me," I taunted with more bravery than I possessed. All he had to do was kiss me like he was kissing me now, and I'd be a puddle that was no use to anyone.

He jerked his head up at my words, possessiveness surging through the bond. "Make no mistake, Rowan. You are mine, in every sense of the word. Mine," he growled deep in his throat, before crushing his lips to mine, and I lost myself in him.

"Callan," I gasped out when he broke the kiss, his hands already roaming underneath my shirt, tearing my bra from my body and ripping the fabric in half, his heated hands touching every inch of exposed skin. "Hey!" I complained, but it sounded more like a moan than anything.

"I'll buy you a new one. I'll buy you all the bras in the world if it means I can rip them off you," he spoke into my belly, trailing a tantalizing path with his tongue as he shimmied me out of my jeans and underwear, barely pausing before he spread my legs, diving straight in, his tongue circling my clit.

My hips bucked from the bed as I moaned, hands coming down to fist around his dark locks. His head lifted for a brief second, just long enough for him to demand, "Drop the walls, Rowan. Let me in," before he dived right back in again, pushing a finger into me that sent me rocketing straight over the edge.

I let the barrier fall away with my climax, a rush of arousal and heat flooding through the bond, taking over my senses as I came, panting and writhing beneath his attention.

"Good girl," he said, coming back up to my face and kissing me deeply, the taste of myself still on his tongue, turning me on even more.

"I need you," I told him, my hands already fisting into his shirt, upset that I was the only one who was naked. He was a drug, an addiction, and I couldn't get enough of it.

His hands came up to grip my wrists, pulling my hands away from his body and slamming them onto the bed above my head as he thrust his body flush against mine. I could feel his arousal, both through the bond and through his pants, and my patience waned, chased away by my need to feel him inside of me.

"Callan," I urged, almost whining as I pushed my hips up to his. He kissed me, first softly, slowly. Frustrated, I bit his bottom lip, just hard enough to hurt, and he growled against my mouth, his control shattering and a wave of hazy lust surging through our bond.

"Turn around," he ordered as he stood up, his shirt already off, his hand unbuckling the belt around his waist. I began to move, but it must not have been fast enough because he gripped my hips, easily flipping me around to my hands and knees. I gasped at the roughness of it, wetness already slicking my thighs from his earlier assault of pleasure.

Normally I'd want to be in control, but this was different, a side of him only I got to see, and I was loving every torturous second of it.

The only time I'd let him dominate me like this was in the bedroom, and he knew it.

"Please," I panted as I pushed my hips back toward him, my arms holding me up off the bed. Strong hands gripped my hips, and with one thrust, he buried himself inside of me, a groan of pleasure falling from his lips.

"You feel so good," he told me, as he began to move slowly, giving me time to adjust to his size, pulling out every inch achingly slow, touching on every nerve ending I possessed, until I was a whimpering mess. I tried to push my hips back on him, urging him to go faster, but his grip on my hips tightened, holding me in place. A frustrated growl ripped from my throat, a sob escaping me. "Callan, I swear to god, if you don't –"

I cried out as he fisted a hand into my long blonde hair, jerking my head back so hard that I had to come off the bed. His free hand came up to circle around my stomach, holding me up so that I wouldn’t strain against his grip in my hair as he continued his torturously slow attempt to drive me mad. My back arched away from him as his teeth came down to my neck, a punishingly erotic bite on my neck. The pain mixed with the pleasure, the fire in me already heading toward a full inferno.

His lips came to my ear, a soft pant that ran shivers down every inch of my body. "Do you trust me?"

"With my life," I moaned out as he pulled almost all the way out, thrusting back in so deep I thought I might see stars. I felt his grin against my neck, the humming pleasure through our bond at my words and I almost cried when he pulled all the way out, releasing his grip on my hair.

I was about to protest, when he pushed me back down toward the bed, repositioning my hips from where he stood, then slammed back into me with such force that I almost lost my balance. He continued his onslaught, stoking the flames inside me until I was about to burst, the bed knocking into the wall with such force I thought the wood might break. He drove into me until I thought I might lose my sanity; deeper, harder, relentless.

"I'm so close," I whimpered, my voice as loud as I could muster in my lust-crazed haze. "Please don't stop."

A trickle of something devious flowed through the bond as he let go of my hips, my arms the only thing holding me up as he continued to thrust into me. Then his fingers found my clit, circling furiously, bringing me to the edge of my orgasm as I pushed my hips back against him, needing my release. "Here's the part where you trust me," he said, his voice deep and guttural as he approached his own climax.

There was no coherent sentence I could possibly put together to ask him what the hell he was talking about, but it didn't matter. He reached his other hand forward, sliding his fingers through my wetness he had caused, before bringing it back up, and I felt a firm pressure at the only hole I had left that he had yet to thoroughly explore. A frantic moan escaped me as he pushed further, not going too far inside, just enough to be pleasurable without causing me pain. He set a punishing rhythm, his fingers still circling my clit as he furiously thrust into me, matching pace with his thumb. His movements grew more harried, the bond between us indecipherable of who was who as we both approached our climax.

A shudder started deep within me, beginning in my core and expanding, all the way to the tip of my toes as I was sent over the edge, a scream escaping me as my body shook uncontrollably with my climax.

"Oh my god," I cried as I came, tightening around Callan, sending him into his own orgasm. He moaned as he came, shooting load after load inside of me, his fingers still working my sensitive spots, lengthening my pleasure until I thought I might pass out.

Exhausted, I slumped onto the bed, my eyes already dropping as he slipped out of me, moving me so I lay encircled in his arms, my head nuzzled just above his heart, the erratic rhythm matching my own as we fought to catch our breaths. He tucked a strand of my hair behind my ears as our breathing slowed, and I let my eyes close fully, sleep already tugging at the edges, threatening to take me.

As I faded into nothingness, a kiss, so feather light I could have imagined it, landed on my forehead.
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Chapter Six
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Anticipation saturated the air as the sun rose over the sprawling, tree-lined landscape of the Nexus Pack territory. The city was bustling with activity, preparing for a welcome breakfast for our group, the first in an action-packed schedule of activities leading up to the challenge.

We sat at a long table adorned with rich, earth-toned tablecloths, our group looking strangely out of place in our normal clothing. It was clear that the shifters from the slums were not invited to these gatherings, with the tables around us packed tightly with well-fed shifters in their nicest clothing, excitement evident on their faces as they shoveled food into their mouths.

None of these shifters were fat; I don't know if it was even possible for a shifter to gain that much weight because of our metabolisms, but these were clearly shifters that did not miss any meals or gym days.

The seductive aroma of freshly brewed coffee and sizzling bacon filled the air, mixing with the sweet scent of warm pastries. My stomach gave a loud grumble as I began to pile food onto the plate in front of me. The fruit in the faerie realm was delicious, but nothing could ever beat a heaping helping of carbs.

At the end of the tables stood a grand wooden platform, where Nexus leadership sat. The Supreme sat in the middle, an empty chair directly to his left. On his right sat a large man with close-cropped dark hair and hooded eyes, doing his best to look bored. "That's Taran, the Supreme's beta," Lily said, following my gaze. "And Wolfe's mom should be in that empty one. The Supreme's mate," she added for good measure.

"Why isn't she here?" I asked. I don't know why it surprised me that Wolfe had a mom because, of course he does. What threw me was the fact that someone had to be mated to the man who had probably never shown a single redeeming quality in his lifetime. What type of person could be with a man like that?

"She never goes to public events," Lily told me, lowering her voice as much as she could, even though Wolfe was a few people away from us. He'd been quite popular as soon as word of the challenge had gotten around, and a burly bull shifter named Greg had whisked him away. I'd expected hostility from these shifters, but it seemed an even mix. Some people we passed glared, moving away from us as expected, but just as many people greeted him, respect shining in their eyes.

"I haven't actually seen her since the last time I came with Wolfe up here to visit," she continued, a frown forming on her lips.

"What is she like?"

"Very proud," she remarked, her words slightly muffled as she talked around a bite of blueberry muffin. "And she rarely speaks. I don't know that I've ever actually had a conversation with the woman." She shrugged, returning to her meal. Before I could pepper her with more questions, the Supreme rose to his feet, the room immediately falling into an abrupt hush. Even with some shifters clearly betting on Wolfe, the Supreme commanded the room without any effort.

"Welcome, pack," he began, his voice cutting through the silence with ease. "This is an exciting time for all, but do remember the treachery that has brought us here. The betrayal, from my own kin no less, who has only come here to spread lies with no merit." The Supreme paused, letting his commanding stare fall on our group. My spine stiffened, hackles raising as I narrowed a look right back. All eyes in the room turned toward us, and I fought the urge to cower under their weight. "In just a few days, I will kill him. Do well to remember that." The last part was directed straight at Wolfe, who held his face still, not daring to move a muscle.

With a final glare at the crowd, the Supreme turned on his heel and strode away, leaving behind only tension in his wake.
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The dining hall cleared out shortly after that, the pack dispersing as they went to go on with their days. The next event wasn't until that evening, a live musical performance by a band entirely made up of shifters, Feral Fusion.

I would not be gutted if we missed it.

As the room cleared, kitchen staff members came and began carting away the plates of food, many still heaping with leftovers. "What do they do with all the food?" I asked Lily as we began to rise, getting ready to explore the city further. Giddiness brewed in my belly. The chance to explore such an interesting city was too good to pass up.

"They throw it away. The Supreme doesn't allow them to do anything else with it."

Fire flared to life in my gut, and I marched over to the nearest table, my jaw set tightly.

"Rowan?" Oliver called, confusion on his face. Callan watched me with a hooded gaze, no doubt already reading my emotions through the bond.

"What a waste," I muttered under my breath, scanning all the untouched dishes with frustration. "All this food, and he just throws it away? I saw those people in the slums, they're starving!"

Lily followed, placing a comforting hand on my shoulder, a pitying look in her eyes. "I know. It's not right."

"Then why isn't anyone doing anything about it?"

"Disobeying a direct command from the Supreme Alpha comes at a very hefty price," Wolfe said dryly, his arms crossed over his chest as he leaned a hip against the nearest table. "I've seen him kill shifters over less."

"He has no respect for what he has," Callan growled, voice low and menacing.

Finn clenched his hand by his side tightly into a fist. "This is really a shame. Rulers who starve their people are not rulers at all."

"Can't we do something about it?" Nia said, speaking up from her spot on the outskirts. Up until now, she'd only been watching, waiting for the right moment to jump in. "Who cares if the Supreme wants to kill us? That's not anything new."

Wolfe opened his mouth to argue but then snapped it shut, reconsidering.

"She's right," I said, my confidence growing that I could get them to go along with this. We had nothing to lose, and maybe it would even help Wolfe in the long run if this was to be his pack. "It's the least we could do. You can't just let those people starve."

That did the trick, and before long, Wolfe was handing out orders, helping the group gather up the uneaten food and organize it into containers we stole from the kitchens.

It didn't take long for us to load up an SUV and drive it down to the slums. Only a few miles separated the slums from the inner city, but it felt like a lifetime, the level of disparity slowly increasing with each passing second.

Dirt-streaked faces peered out from behind tattered curtains, eyes following our movements as we pulled to a stop in the center of the slums, dilapidated buildings surrounding us. We jumped out, and I reached into the back, unpacking one of the heavy trays we'd crammed into the car.

Off to one side, a makeshift fire pit was set up, where a group of young shifters sat gathered round. It wasn't cold enough for a fire to be lit, but a small wooden board was laid over the top, as they played a game I didn't recognize, involving a pair of worn dice, five pebbles, and a stick.

"Hey there," I said, approaching them. The small girl in the middle wore a glorified potato sack over her small frame, more dirt on her face than clean skin. Her big green eyes peered at me under overgrown bangs, mistrust written on her face.

She couldn't have been more than ten.

I pulled the tray forward, gently placing the food onto the wooden board, doing my best not to move any of the pieces to their game. Her two friends were twin brothers, I realized, their wide eyes and crooked noses a mirror image of each other.

"We don't want no trouble," the girl spoke in a small voice, shaky with nerves but loud enough that we all heard her. Her confidence was astounding for someone so young. Her eyes only met mine for a split second before immediately pinning straight on the ground.

"No trouble," I agreed, giving her the warmest smile I could possibly muster. "We brought food," I said, as I lifted the foil back from the container, revealing the delicious slices of ham we'd managed to cram in, completely filling the entire space.

"We know better," she protested, and I noticed the wide gap she had between her two front teeth. "Stealing food isn't allowed."

"It's not stealing," Wolfe said from behind me, and I took a step back from the girl as I approached. Even though she was young, recognition flared on her face as Wolfe knelt down in front of the makeshift table, looking her dead in the eyes. This time, she didn't look away.

"They have more food than they need up there," he said, meeting the eyes of all three children, his voice low, as if he was letting them in on a little secret. "And it's a shame for it to go to waste. Eat, please."

He stood, turning and meeting the eyes of other shifters who had gathered to see what the commotion was about. Taking a deep breath, he continued. "We brought enough food for everyone. The Nexus pack may be divided now, but I swear on everything that I am, this is going to change." A hushed whisper rippled through the crowd at his words, shock and awe reflecting back at us. "You deserve better than this. You will have better than this."

No one said anything for a long stretch, letting his words sink in, an unspoken tension building until finally, it popped. "This is delicious," a small voice sounded from behind us, and we turned. The children were unable to resist the food any longer and had dived in. Honey glaze smeared through the dirt on one of her cheeks, a toothy smile on the little girl’s face as she chewed.
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The next day was bat-shit crazy.

Late afternoon we were called outside to their festival grounds, which was really just a large, wide-open clearing in the middle of the forest. Right next to it, a tall, carved stone structure stood, the arena where the final alpha challenge would take place. Colorful banners fluttered in the breeze, the scent of grilled meats wafting through the air.

Rows of makeshift stalls littered the pathways, offering an array of goods. I saw everything from potions, herbal remedies, and special clothing custom-designed to shift with you. An image of panther-Callan wearing a suit had me doubled over in laughter, just the thought of the little tie he'd have to wear around his neck sending me into a fit.

We passed tons of artwork, sculptures of different animals, and moon motifs on almost everything. One booth we passed had a small rabbit's foot hanging on a keychain that I immediately smelled as a real rabbit, and Callan had to hold me back as I aggressively lunged at the shopkeeper.

In the center of the festival grounds stood a large sparring ring, its perimeter marked by sturdy wooden posts. Two animals circled each other inside, watching each other warily. A sleek tiger, bold stripes and amber eyes prowled along one edge, confidence in the tight muscles of his thighs. Across from the tiger was a large wolf, sleek gray fur and sharp blue eyes. He waited, standing his ground with quiet intensity, but muscles tensed and ready. We moved closer, giving the ring a few feet of breadth. If push came to shove, the shifter would win over the fence and we did not want to get caught in the crosshairs. Everywhere we went, shifters moved, making room for Wolfe, like he was a celebrity.

A sudden growl pulled my attention to the fight, the wolf's hackles rising. His eyes narrowed into slits as he watched the tiger pace. With a sudden, powerful roar, the tiger lunged forward, claws extended and jaw hinged wide in a menacing display of sharp teeth. The wolf met his charge head-on, clashing tooth and claw as they collided in a flurry of fangs.

They grappled fiercely, bodies entwined in a primal dance as they fought for dominance. Snarls and growls filled the air, punctuating the crowd's cheers as they each drew blood. "How long do they fight for?" I asked Wolfe, not able to take my eyes off the spectacle.

"Until one of them submits," he said with a shrug. "Sometimes they don't."

"They don't?"

"Shifters are a stubborn type, and my father fosters brutality. Sometimes they just kill each other." His expression was blank, his eyes staring darkly at the fight that raged on. I sighed, taking a self-protective step back from the fight.

The more I learned about the Nexus pack, the more I wanted to leave.

A gasp rose from the crowd as the wolf snapped his jaw tightly, fangs sinking into the tiger's throat. The tiger's eyes widened for just a moment, limbs flailing as they tried to strike the wolf, but it was too late. With a muffled growl, the wolf jerked its head, tearing the tiger's throat open, blood splashing onto the ground like a waterfall.

"Oh my god," I gasped, looking away. My head bumped into a solid shoulder, and Callan's arm quickly snaked around my waist, hugging me closer to his body.

"It's barbaric," Lily spat, hatred burning on her face.

The tiger shifter slumped to the ground, his body slowly morphing into a thin, red-headed man, his eyes frozen open in terror. Where I expected horror, the audience merely looked on, grinning and jeering at the carnage in front of them. The wolf returned to his human form, a sturdy, tanned man with thighs the size of tree trunks and biceps to match. And that was not the only thing on his body I could compare to a tree trunk.

"Let's go," Nia ordered, grabbing Lily's hand and steering her away, the rest of us following in line. Finn and Oliver were locked in a debate about whether air magic or fire magic would win in a duel, and I wished it had been the first time I'd heard it. Both fae royals were much too proud to admit they may lose in a fight. But my money was on Oliver anyway.

We meandered through the forest until we came upon a couple standing near a vendor's stall, looking at a set of intricate knives decorated with little crescent moons on the hilt. Lily stopped short and pivoted quickly, trying to drag Nia back the way we came, but it was too late.

"Lily?" a woman's voice asked, and when she turned to face us better, I almost gasped at the resemblance.

She was beautiful, just like Lily, with short dark hair, her big dark eyes and thick brows the focal point of her face. If you had told me she was a supermodel, I would have believed you.

"Lily!" she exclaimed, brightening immediately as recognition hit her. "Why didn't you tell me you were coming?" she accused as she took Lily in her arms, giving her a tight hug. She had just the faintest hint of an Indian accent.

The willowy man next to her turned, a grin breaking across his bearded mouth as he joined the hug, effectively squishing Lily between them. She laughed, a light, melodic tone that made everyone else in our group smile. "Hi, mama, hi, papa."

Parents? I looked at them with more scrutiny. At first glance they didn't look much older than Lily, but if I squinted, I could see it. It was in the slight wrinkles at the corners of their eyes, the lines barely beginning to form on their foreheads and mouths. Even then, they looked more like Lily's siblings than her parents.

"Who are your new friends?" Lily's mom asked, taking in our ragtag group, hesitating on Nia's and Finn's strange hair colors. Warmth radiated from her as she nodded to Wolfe and very briefly to Callan.

Her nose twitched as she scented us, and I wondered if she was a wolf like Lily, or something else entirely. "Fae?" she asked, surprised. Word had gotten out at supersonic speed when we'd shown up. Rumors were already running rampant, the existence of the fae shocking everyone.

"Yes," Lily said carefully. She seemed almost antsy around them, like she was teetering on an edge where one wrong word would send her careening over the side. She introduced us all, pointing us out one by one as we went around.

"I wasn't sure I really believed it but . . . " she trailed off, her eyes wide as she took us in with renewed perspective.

"Well," Lily's dad picked up, "You must stop by for dinner sometime. We'd love to learn more about... well, about everything, really," he said with a slight chuckle, his beard bobbing with the movement. "Fascinating stuff."

"Sure. Once this is all over," Lily said with a tight smile, her eyes darting over to where Nia stood and back to her parents. "We'd better head back, lots of preparations to do!" She took a step back for emphasis.

"Good luck, son," Lily's dad patted Wolfe's shoulder, his firm hand giving a tight squeeze. It was clear from his expression he thought he was never seeing Wolfe alive again. Wolfe's jaw hardened, his eyes narrowing as the older man gave him a wink.

Lily grabbed my arm, dragging me away and with it the rest of our group, her parents watching our retreating forms for a few seconds before they turned away, returning to the shopping we had interrupted. "Lily!" I cried, trying to twist my arm out of her vice-like grip. "Relax. They were perfectly nice!"

"Yeah, now," she huffed, finally releasing her grip as we melted back into the hustle and bustle of the fairground activity. "I think it's better if they just never find out. Nia can't be my mate anyway, so it doesn't even matter if they know."

"What?" I stopped short, almost slamming headfirst into the back of some unsuspecting shifter. "Why would you say that?"

She looked behind us, making sure the rest of the group was trailing behind us far enough that they would have a hard time hearing over the loud voices of the fairgoers. "Same-sex mates aren't a thing. Sure, we all fuck around, but at the end of the day, it's all about survival. Fertility. I’ll have to mate with a man eventually."

"That's bullshit," I told her, following as she steered us around a group of children slapping at each other with blow-up swords. "You don't know that."

"You're lucky," she said, a dark look brewing before she shook her head, waving it away. "You love your mate."

"And you will too," I told her confidently, pretending not to see the way she rolled her eyes as we kept moving on.
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The first light of dawn barely pierced the dense canopy of the Nexus Pack's central forest, but the arena was already thrumming with life, a palpable tension thick and heady in the air.

The day of the fight was upon us.

The arena was hauntingly beautiful, a marvel of natural architecture. A vast clearing stood, encircled by steep, terraced banks that had been carved into the earth, creating seating for anyone who cared to witness. Towering trees loomed all around us, their branches intertwining and forming a sort of living dome over the space, seeming to hum with energy.

My hand squeezed Callan's from where we sat, as close to the arena as we could get. The rest of our group was nearby, Lily looking particularly stressed out while Nia tried to comfort her. Nia had her arm around Lily’s shoulders, planting a soft kiss on her lips as they chatted softly. This was hard for all of us, but Lily especially. Once a romantic history with Wolfe, they were still very close friends, and I had no doubt Lily would volunteer to take his place if she thought it would have helped.

Not that Wolfe would ever let that happen.

I hadn't expected the arena to be full, but it was; news of our challenge must have spread to the rest of the pack. There were more people in this arena than made up the entire Clover Pack, at least a thousand if I had to hazard a guess. My eyes paused on a woman across the arena from us, her eyes assessing the crowd much in the way that I was. Her posture was what had caught my eye, sitting perfectly straight up, her eyes regal and piercing – startlingly light gray in color, a mirror image of Wolfe's. His mother.

Next to her sat Lily’s parents, whose eyes were narrowed on Lily and Nia, a stark hatred on their faces that they hadn’t seemed capable of previously. Lily saw them at the same time I did, her back straightening and pulling away from Nia immediately. There were so many people in here, I was surprised they’d found us so easily.

"Is this the biggest pack?" I asked Callan, scooting slightly closer to him, taking comfort in his natural radiating heat. He nodded, the slight shiftiness in his eyes the only sign of his underlying nerves. Our bond remained silent, my block firmly back in place. I'd even managed fewer cracks this time, something I had excitedly bragged about as soon as I did it.

"It looks like most of them came to watch. Even some from the slums," he said.

I looked back at the crowd, now noticing the difference. Most of the people in the lower seating wore subtle yet expensive-looking jewelry, looking excited and chatting happily with each other. The higher levels held much smaller shifters, those who avoided eye contact, their clothing ragged and worn, their heads bowed silently. My lips pulled back from my teeth, disgust burning in my belly.

A hush fell over the crowd as a figure walked to the center of the arena, two hulking figures trailing behind. He stood in the center, commanding everyone's attention easily. Broad shoulders and an air of authority, his dark eyes scanned the crowd until they fell silent. On either side of him, Wolfe and the Supreme stared at each other with narrowed eyes.

"Shifters of the great Nexus Pack," Taran's voice boomed, echoing through the arena as if amplified. "Today we bear witness to an ancient rite, a challenge for the title of Supreme Alpha. Our laws and traditions demand a fight to the death." The roar of the crowd was deafening, the well-off shifters jeering at the men, as if it were a sport.

Wolfe and his father faced each other, taking a few steps back until they were equidistant from the center of the arena, the tension between them palpable as the crowd died down, riveted by the promise of violence they were about to witness. Both men were shirtless, their chests broad and bulky. My heart ached for Wolfe, his jaw set, eyes burning with resolve. The Supreme glared at his son, cold and unyielding. I struggled to imagine a time when the Supreme had ever looked at Wolfe with any sort of fatherly affection, and my heart ached for him.

We were more alike in ways I hadn't realized.

Taran opened his arms wide, his throat spasming for a moment before he let out the loudest roar I had ever heard, fighting the urge to cover my ears due to my sensitive shifter hearing. In a flash, he was out of the arena, and immediately, both men dipped forward, their bodies already hunching, sprouting thick coarse fur along their exposed spines. Their pants ripped as their bodies bulged, twisting, contorting into their bear forms. Within seconds, it was complete, and where two men had once stood, two massive animals stood in their place.

Wolfe's dark fur shimmered under the morning light, his eyes practically glowing with untamed energy and rage. Opposite him, the Supreme stood strong, a loud roar ripping through the air as he leaned forward on all fours, lumbering towards Wolfe with ferocious intent. Wolfe pivoted out of the way, his muscles bunching as he sought an opening to counterattack, lunging at the bigger bear.

They collided with thunderous force, fur and blood flying as their claws bit into each other. Wolfe's first swipe aimed for his father's shoulder, an attempt to destabilize, but the larger shifter was ready for him, countering, taking advantage of Wolfe's forward motion and slamming it down onto his upper back, trying to knock him to the ground so he could pin him.

The earth beneath them was already worn, bearing the scars of their struggle, deep trenches forming from their sharp claws. Wolfe recovered quickly, using his smaller stature to his advantage, darting around Gregory's bulky figure at a speed that a normal bear would never be able to achieve, lashing out with his claws. Copper assaulted my sensitive nose as flesh hit flesh, tufts of fur floating in the air. The Supreme roared, a sound that vibrated through the trees, birds launching into the air with angry squawks. He retaliated, pivoting to backhand Wolfe with a force that sent him tumbling.

The crowd gasped, many lifting to their feet to try to get a closer look at the action, hunger for action plastered across their faces. Disgust burned my throat. This was barbaric, an animalistic way of settling a dispute, and all these people cared about was who got the most shots in.

Lily gripped my hand tightly, her other one in Nia's as we all watched on the edge of our seats, terror gripping our throats. Finn and Callan sat stone-faced, their jaws tense as they awaited the fate of someone we had all come to call a friend.

Wolfe lumbered back up, shaking his head to clear the daze before he launched back into action, knowing every second wasted could be the difference between life and death. In a blur of motion, Wolfe weaved on steady legs, dodging under a swipe from the Supreme, barreling into his side with his entire body.

The impact knocked the larger bear off balance, and as the Supreme struggled to regain his footing, Wolfe seized his opportunity. Angling his body just right, he launched, sharp teeth aiming straight for his father's throat in a move that could end the fight, once and for all.

Sensing the danger, the Supreme twisted away as best he could, avoiding the fatal blow but not the bite to his shoulder, a loud cry of pain erupting from him as he stumbled, Wolfe viciously digging in and pulling a chunk of flesh. Still, blood oozed from Wolfe's abdomen, matting his fur where his father must have landed a strike. Blood streamed down the Supreme's arms as he steadied himself, pooling on the dirt ground. He lunged at his son, rage lighting his eyes. But he was no longer as fast or as strong as before, the fight and injuries weighing him down.

He had no choice but to go on the defensive.

Wolfe's calculating gaze missed nothing, coming to the same conclusion as the Supreme, conscious of the blood that was also pooling beneath him.

It was now or never.

Wolfe’s body twisted, his legs propelling him forward, surging from the ground as he threw his weight into his father. His claws embedded themselves into the Supreme's chest. Gasps could be heard echoing in horror as Wolfe's jaw hinged wide, firmly clamping around his father's neck.

With a sickening crunch, his jaw snapped down, fresh crimson flowing around his jagged teeth.

The Supreme's eyes widened with shock, staring into the depths of Wolfe's with a pained expression. Wolfe held him there, impaled on his claws, until the last breath left his body, his animal form fading into his human form. A fiery red haze coated his skin for a second, before it was gone. I might have missed it if I blinked.

Wolfe called his human form back, dropping his father in a haphazard pile on the floor like disregarded trash. Relief flooded through me at the sight of my friend. He was bruised in more places than I could count, but they were already healing, the nasty cuts across his ribs starting to close. Taran ran toward him, but Wolfe held a hand up, stopping the shifter in his tracks without even looking at him.

He took a deep breath, his chest swelling with the motion, until he stood tall, his eyes narrowing as he looked out at the shifters. His shifters. No one moved, the arena deathly silent as we waited to see what his first words as Supreme Alpha would be.

"Anyone who refers to me as Supreme Alpha gets kicked out of the pack. That was a stupid name made up by an even stupider man. Call me Wolfe, or Alpha Gregory." His eyes seemed to connect with each and every person in the room, the corner of his mouth turning up slightly when they landed on us.

Pride swelled in my chest. He took a step closer to the stands where the pack members were seated. "This pack has been allowed to descend into depravity for much too long. It stops now. We will become a family, all of us," he emphasized, his eyes especially focused on the shifters from the slums. "And if you don't like it, you can either challenge me or go rogue."

To go rogue would be a death sentence, everyone knew that. But so would challenging Wolfe. He waited, giving anyone the opportunity to speak up if they wanted. Furtive glances darted around the arena as the shifters looked around, to see who would step forward, but no one did. With a satisfied smile, Wolfe opened his arms wide, holding them out on either side of him as he slightly bowed his head.

"Welcome to the Nexus Pack."
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The grand hall of the Nexus Pack was alive with a buzz it probably hadn't seen in years. Tables were laden with an abundance of food, shifters already milling about and filling their plates. The entire pack had gone on a run after the fight, and I think it was safe to say we had worked up an appetite. There were a few fights that had broken out between the two groups of shifters, but Wolfe and Taran had been able to quickly shut them down until they had come to a begrudging truce.

The air was thick with the mouthwatering smell of roasted meats, fresh fruits, and rich spices, and it filled my heart to see a table on one side populated with shifters that were clearly from the slums. They watched the room cautiously, on high alert, but the privileged shifters pretended like they weren't even there. If it wasn't for the set of their shoulders, the way they wouldn't quite turn their back completely to them, I might have believed them.

The hall buzzed with conversations and laughter, the entire pack seeming to take a relieved sigh at the death of their Alpha. Even Wolfe's mom looked lighter, as if a weight had been lifted off her shoulder, her eyes crinkling in the corners as she talked with her son. I realized now what I had interpreted as haughtiness from her had actually been fear. Fear of being mated to a man that she couldn't escape.

Wolfe was the belle of the ball, and we hadn't been able to get a word in with him. Warmth bloomed in me as I watched him. He was in his element, a natural leader, and it was obvious that he was ready to take on this role. He truly cared what happened to these people, now his people. But what did that mean for the Clover Pack? They were now without an alpha.

In a far corner of the hall, Lily sat by herself, Nia having been caught in a conversation by a particularly curious shifter on all the ins and outs of the fae. Excusing myself from the table I shared with Callan, I meandered over to my friend. Concern pinched my brow as I got closer, unmistakable tear streaks on her cheeks.

"Are you okay?" I said, sliding into the seat beside her, my hand coming to rest on hers. Tear-filled eyes looked back at me. "My parents refused to come tonight. They were there in the arena, I must not have seen them. And they—" a shuddered breath heaved from her as she tried to finish her sentence. "—they won't come. They saw me with Nia."

I squeezed her hand, aching for my friend and her happiness. I knew a thing or two about shitty parents. "It's not your fault, you know."

"I know," she cut me off quickly, freeing the hand I held trapped so she could swipe the tears off her face. "It's just... they're my parents. I love them. And I'd hoped they would understand." Her eyes softened as she looked at Nia, who was looking utterly uncomfortable as she continued to be trapped. Her affection for Nia ran deep, and whether they'd come to that realization or not, I wasn't sure. But it was obvious, all the same.

"Nothing worth fighting for is easy," I said finally. I was a fixer, a problem solver, but this was a problem I couldn't fix. Comfort and hope were the only things I had left to offer her. I was lucky, Callan and I would never have to face scrutiny in the way that they would. "And if they can't accept you, then they aren't worth your time. You don't need them. What you have with Nia is special."

"I love her, but I love them too," Lily said quietly, and I grinned widely as her cheeks tinged with pink. "I know," I said smugly as she finally cracked a small smile. I squinted down at her chest, a faint golden shimmer emanating from her. "What is that?" I asked her.

"What is what?" She looked down at her clothes, eyes scanning frantically. "Did I spill some food or something?" I frowned, the golden glow staying put, shimmering under the soft lighting of the hall. A smile broke across my face as a thought struck me. Could that be the beginning of a true mate bond? Mine had blossomed all of a sudden, but he also had the added layer of the fake bond with Lexi. I decided to keep my suspicions to myself.

"Nothing," I said. "Just happy to see you happy. All things considered," I added with an afterthought. Nia finally broke away from her conversation, making her way over to us with an exasperated sigh as she launched herself into the nearest chair. "I'm ready to go home now. There is too much talking here," she said with an airy wave of her hand. More serious, she sat up, pinning Lily with her intense stare. "You should come with me when I go back to the fae realm. You can think of it like a vacation, away from horrible parents and all responsibilities."

"There is no way in hell I can live off of only fruit."
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Hours later, the hall had quieted, most of the guests having gone to bed. Nia and Lily had engaged Finn in a drinking contest that had put all three of them down for the count. Oliver knew how to hold his alcohol, but he'd slipped out much earlier with a pretty coyote shifter from the Nexus pack, Clarissa. I wasn't sure he still had it in him, but my worries must have been misplaced. Only Callan, Wolfe, and I remained, letting the events of the day marinate as we weren't quite ready to say goodnight yet.

"We need to talk about the Clover pack," he said finally, breaking our companionable silence with reality. Callan shifted uncomfortably, already knowing where this conversation was heading.

"Callan, you know where I stand on this. The pack was yours to begin with, it's time to take it back. I wouldn't want to pass my title on to anyone but you."

"You should let one of the others do it," Callan said tersely, not meeting my eyes. He held on to his past like a grudge, unable to let it go, unable to move forward. "It's too much. Too soon. Besides, there's barely any pack left to lead." He wasn't wrong. With only a few shifters in the pack left, it was more like the Clover club instead of the Clover pack.

"No, it's not," Wolfe argued, irritation in his tone. "Everyone knows that wasn't your fault. This is your chance to start anew, start fresh. Recruit, build the pack back up. You were a fantastic Alpha," he added. "I can't leave the Nexus pack, not anytime soon. There's so much work that has to be done here. Not to mention what might be happening in the rest of the country."

Callan just stared at him. For the first time, I sent out feelers through our bond, trying to get a read on him. His attention flicked to me, a wall slamming shut between our bond with finality. Oh, so now he wants to use a block?

"I think you should do it," I told him out loud. "You were a wonderful Alpha, and the pack has come to trust you again now that your name is cleared. Lexi is gone, she can't hurt anyone anymore. Don't you want a chance to fix things?"

He studied me, lingering on the shape of my lips and the tilt of my head as he pondered my words. Indecision warred inside of him. He'd enjoyed being an Alpha, I know he had. There was no place in the world he could hide, pretend to be a submissive shifter. Dominance was as ingrained in him as breathing, something he couldn't help but do. And our fates were tied now. I didn't want to live on the outskirts, and I don't know that Callan could bow to someone other than Wolfe. It was because of their friendship that they'd been able to keep a semblance of peace, even with Callan living so close to the pack.

A home was something I'd always longed for, and I'd built it in the Clover Pack. My gaze met Wolfe's, and I widened my eyes pointedly in a wordless hint.

"They need you," he said quickly, leaning forward to capture Callan's full attention. "You've always been the Alpha, even when you weren't with them. Take the pack, and let Rowan be your beta. We know she's dominant enough. You can start as soon as you get back."

Beta? I hadn't thought about it, but I didn't hate the idea. Leadership wasn't something that I sought after, and I didn't want to be in charge of an entire pack by myself. But if I was doing it with Callan by my side, then maybe it wouldn't be so bad.

But what would happen when we killed the Queen? A part of me just hoped she'd never show up again, that maybe she'd given up and was licking her wounds in her realm and would stay put. But deep down, I knew that wasn't the case. This fight would come to an end at some point, and she shot to kill. I didn't think Cas would hesitate either. No, this was a war that would have to end at some point. And if I won, there was a vacant throne that I was next in line for.

"Do you want that?" Callan turned to me, pulling me from my thoughts.

"I'll do it," I interrupted, my mind made up. My place was in the shifter realm, and I wanted to do whatever I could to help. The pack was a place I felt accepted, and I wouldn't give that up for the world.

Callan searched my face, the wall he'd thrown up crumbling as he tugged on it, getting a read on my emotions. Finally, he said, "Let me think about it."

A grin split Wolfe's face as he clapped his hands gleefully, the intensity that had been building dissipating in an instant. In his mind, Callan had basically already said yes.

"Perfect."
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The next few days passed in a blur, a flurry of activity as Wolfe began aggressively making reforms to the Nexus pack. Food was immediately unrestricted and given to the shifters in the slums, and work crews were bewitched with the help of the witches to be allowed to come onto pack territory and start making repairs to their housing. In just a few months, the slums would look like the rest of the pack.

On the third day, Wolfe was officially inducted into the pack.

We sat around the edges of the grand arena, gathered similarly to how we were on the day of the challenge, except now the air was buzzing with anticipation and excitement as we waited.

The arena was packed, even more so than on the day of the challenge, and it almost brought a tear to my eyes at the support that had been shown so far now that Wolfe had taken over. I was worried the well-off shifters would not take well to Wolfe, but it seemed almost the opposite as he provided a structure that didn't mean they'd have to fight for their lives if they stepped out of place.

Surrounded by the ancient trees of the forest, Wolfe's mother stood with him in the center of the arena, her quiet presence commanding attention as she welcomed her son into the pack as Alpha. She was much more dressed up than the last time I'd seen her, a crimson silk robe drawn tightly around her shoulders, gold teardrops decorating her ears with understated finery.

With a graceful motion, she dipped her fingers into a small bowl of shimmering blue ink, similar to the way Wolfe had done for my own induction into the Clover pack. She gently touched her fingers to the existing tattoo that already adorned his skin – three claw marks behind his ear.

As we watched, it transformed, the simple claw marks becoming so much more. Each line of the tattoo shimmered with a vibrant shade of blue, the ink seeming to dance with an ethereal glow. Intertwined with the blue were streaks of red, weaving intricate feathered patterns around the original marks, clean and precise. Each curve and line seemed to tell a story, connecting him to the magic of the earth, and all the Alphas who had come before him.

Wolfe closed his eyes, breathing in deeply as his skin began to glow with a slight crimson haze. The glow brightened impossibly, to the point I almost had to shield my eyes from the glare, before disappearing into him completely. When he finally reopened his eyes to the raucous cheers of the crowd, I could sense a change in him, generations of power simmering beneath the surface.

"I present to you, Alpha Wolfe Gregory," his mother shouted over the crowd, pride and happiness radiating off her in waves. She reached up to hug her son, who towered over her, and one of her sleeves rolled back to reveal an arm laced with crisscrossed scars, and my eyes went wide.

"Are those –," I started, but Lily was already ahead of me, having noticed the same thing as me.

"The Supreme used magic to hurt her," she told me softly. "He was so sadistic that he even had witches stop the healing. I remember the first time Wolfe tried to stand up to him for it, when we were much younger. He beat him within an inch of his life for it."

'My office, now' was the text we all received from Wolfe the next night, and within the hour, we were all gathered in the office we had met the Supreme in just a week before. Nia, Finn, Lily, Oliver, Callan, and I. Now, Wolfe filled the space, already putting his own touch on the beautifully constructed room. And by that, I mean he had most of the furniture taken out, and only a few decorations remained.

It reminded me of his house back at the Clover pack, where it seemed like so long ago that I'd first stepped foot inside it. The one thing that had stuck out to me was that Wolfe did not know how to decorate anything, and this office was no different.

"I found this," he said, throwing a piece of paper onto the desk in front of him where we could all see it. I picked it up, studying it. The handwriting was loopy and elegant, but the message was short and cryptic.

‘We heed your call. When the moon wanes and shadows lengthen under the Nexus sun, we will come.’

"What the fuck is that supposed to mean?" I asked, scratching my head. It was clearly some type of code, but what it signified, I couldn't say.

"I don't know," Wolfe replied tiredly, dark bags under his eyes. "I found it buried under all these papers. But it smells like witch," he added darkly, referencing the halfling witch that had been a thorn in our side since all of this started.

"Do you think they know we're here?" This was from Oliver, his expression dark. "Because that's what it sounds like."

"Even if they did, they'd be hard-pressed to attack us," Wolfe replied. "I don't know which witches I can trust here yet, so I had Oliver help me beef up the pack's wards and defenses. Round-the-clock patrols have also been put into place."

"We did all those things in the Clover pack, and they still got in," Lily pointed out.

Wolfe sighed, pulling his hand through his unruly hair. "I know."

"Then what do we do?" I asked. "We can't leave all these people to be in danger here too." Anger coursed through me, and I fought the urge to punch the nearest wall. I thought we'd have more time before they came again, and I definitely didn't expect them to attack us at the largest pack in the country. Were they crazy? They'd have to bring an entire army here.

"We don't know for sure that it's them," Finn tried, but it sounded weak even to my ears. Who else would it be? Silence descended over the room before Callan finally spoke.

"We should leave," he said with a finality that left no room for arguments. "I don't think any of us want to take that risk." Callan's words hung heavy in the air, a tense silence settling over us. Leaving the Nexus pack felt like a betrayal all by itself, but so did staying. We'd all seen the destruction they had caused to the Clover pack. The lives that had been lost.

Resentment brewed in my gut like a poison as my thoughts swirled. Was I always going to have to be running from this? Always looking over my shoulder, waiting for the Queen's other shoe to drop? I couldn't live my life that way, not while they were still alive and still had a way to break into this realm.

"Even if you leave, I think it's safe to say they know you were here. They'll come regardless," Wolfe countered. "And if they're going to come anyway, I'd rather you be here. We have strength in numbers here, a lot more numbers than we had at the Clover pack. They won't be able to hurt us so easily this time."

Nia nodded her agreement. "We can protect them this time. It won't take long to gather help from the fae realm as well."

Lily frowned at the note, cogs turning in her head. "This almost sounds like the Summer Solstice, the shortest night of the year. But that's not for months."

"Why would they take so long to come?" Nia questioned.

No one answered as we looked at each other. Trying to figure out how much time we would have was nearly impossible. Finally, Wolfe spoke, "Let's operate like we have no time at all. Preparations start tomorrow."
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My body would have fallen out of bed if not for Callan's solid form next to me as the siren began to blare. Sharp, piercing shrieks came from the speakers subtly installed in the house as we both rolled to stand on our feet, alert coursing through us. "Intruder siren," Callan shouted above the noise as my heart froze in my chest. A subtle scent of jasmine hit us at the same time, our eyes going wide with recognition.

Fae.

Pricks of lightning coursed through my fingertips, waiting just under the surface for me to call them as we approached the door. Luckily, we'd gone to bed fully clothed, so tired after the night's events that we'd barely had time to change into our sleepwear. My legs were bare under my thin cotton shorts, but the heat of my power kept me warm, ready for trouble.

"On me," he said in my ear as he passed me, cautiously opening the door, one hand already half shifted into his feline claws. We moved as one, rounding a corner, almost jumping out of our skin when we collided with Wolfe and Finn, both men in various states of undress with their arms at the ready.

"I could have killed you," Finn hissed under his breath, eyes darting around for trouble.

"Good luck with that," Callan said darkly, a slight edge of danger in his tone. "How did they get in?"

"No fucking clue." Wolfe's voice was low and deadly, on high alert. "Where are Lily and Nia?"

I took off in the direction of their room, just a short way down a wide hallway, nothing but the sounds of the alarm going off as we moved. By the time we'd reached their door, my chest was tight with anxiety, the overwhelming scent of fae permeating out into the hallway, thickening the closer we got.

"Rowan," Callan's voice was demanding behind me, a clear warning to wait for him, but it was the smell of blood that drove me forward. The alarm gave one final shriek before falling silent, our bated breaths loud in the sudden silence. Golden lightning streaked with blue formed into the palm of my hand as I gripped the simple metal doorknob, twisting the knob and barging into the room with a loud clang. I stopped in my tracks, taking in the chaos before me.

The room was a maelstrom of shattered furniture and splintered wood, remnants of a fearsome struggle. The air was crisp, the window shattered, sharp shards of glass glinting under the moonlight that beamed through the empty windowsills.

The room was empty except for Nia, who writhed on the floor, an inky black sludge stuck to her face, darkness swirling on its black surface. Deep cuts covered her entire body, blood saturating the rug beneath her back as it continued to ooze out. Her fae healing had already started to try to close her wounds, but there were so many I wasn't sure it would make a difference.

Her fingers clawed at the edges of the black goo, struggling to tear it off so she could breathe, but it wouldn't budge. She thrashed as her body fought for air, almost nailing me in the shin as she struggled. My hands came on top of hers to join her efforts, but the substance was more solid than it looked, almost like a mask that was glued to her face. Pinpricks of midnight satin branched underneath her skin, her veins beginning to turn a sickly color.

"Power," Oliver shouted as he pushed his way past the guys to come and kneel next to me. His hand heated, flames bursting out alarmingly fast, pummeling straight into the mask on Nia's face.

"It's a famel potion, very dark magic that's sole purpose is to devour other magic. Overload it with power and we might be able to save her." His free hand grabbed mine, shoving it until it hovered over Nia's face. Lightning ignited from my fingertips, sizzling as it combined with Oliver's fire magic. Sure enough, after a few seconds, the mask hardened, then cracked. Applying more power, it shattered, Nia gasping for air and sending a rush of relief through me.

But where was Lily? The scent of fae had faded from the room, leaving only blood and magic behind. Nia seemed to have the same thought, struggling painfully into a sitting position, her eyes wide and frantic. "They took Lily," she gasped, still fighting for air as she recovered. Fury laced her words, and she struggled to come to her feet despite her injuries.

"Cas?" I asked her urgently, my blood boiling. I'd never expected them to come for us here. This was a heavily patrolled, densely populated shifter city, the largest in the entire country, and heavily warded. They shouldn't have been able to get in.

"Tantaii and Roxy."

"Was she – "

"They knocked her out," Nia growled, her voice wavering slightly as she pooled water from her pouch, the color lightening as she began to accelerate the healing of her own wounds with her magic. "Then tried to kill me. I don't know how they got into the pack, but they were thrown off by the sound of the alarm. But they were in and out so quickly, it didn't matter. The window exploded, they hit me with that black. . . goo, and the next thing I know. . . Lily was gone." Her voice cracked on the last word, the pain clear on her face.

"We have to go after them." My words were directed at Oliver. His extensive knowledge of both fae and witch were at the top of my list of tools that would help find Lily. The ring heated against where it lay on my chest, responding to my energy and beckoning me to put it on, but I ignored it. "Why would they take her? She doesn't even have the ring." Queen Tantaii wasn't going to stop. She knew to hit me where it hurt the most. She could have easily attacked my room instead of Lily's and fought for the ring straight out, but she hadn't. Instead, she'd taken my best friend.

"I agree," Nia chimed in, sweat beading on her brow as she healed. "And I'll be going, whether you are with me or not.”

"She'll know we're coming," Callan said, scanning my face. "It's unlikely she would kill Lily."

"I don't give a fuck," I raged, lightning sparking at my fingertips as Nia finished up her healing, looking just as upset as she rose to her feet, color beginning to flush back into her cheeks. "You don't think I realize she's trying to draw me out?”

Queen Tantaii was betting that I would come for Lily, and she was right. I knew it'd be walking into a trap, but I didn't care. Lily was one of the most important people in the world to me, and I was not letting her be a pawn in this game. "We can't leave her with them. If this is the way Tantaii wants to play it, then so be it."

"She knows that attacking you outright while you hold the ring would be stupid," Oliver mused, sweat from exerting so much power so quickly beginning to bead on his brow. "My guess is this is an attempt to barter. A ransom," he added.

"We don't even know where they went," Wolfe's voice was deadly low, Alpha energy radiating off him, sucking the air out of the room despite the open windows.

"The faerie prison," Finn said softly, all heads turning toward him. "That's where she kept all her prisoners. Highly guarded, and directly under Primoris." Fuck. Primoris was the evil queen's lair. Getting through their defenses would be next to impossible. "You spent a fair bit of time there too," Finn added, his eyes on me.

The room fell silent.

Wolfe paced back and forth, his alpha energy crackling in the tense air, every line of his body radiating with rage as we all considered where to go from here.

"We can't just barge into Primoris," Callan finally broke the silence, calm even though I could feel his apprehension through the bond. "We need a plan, and a lot of help."

"Every second we waste is a second too long," Nia scoffed.

"Can we portal in and get her?" I asked. Angry tears sprung to my eyes as I tried to think as clearly as possible, to push down my panic and approach this rationally. I wouldn’t charge in like a raging bull, but if there was a way to do that and still come out on top, I would take it.

"She has protections over the city," Oliver said, shaking his head slowly. "We wouldn't be able to get closer than the outskirts of town."

"That's better than nothing," I muttered. But then what? How do we break into an impenetrable fortress? A thought occurred to me then, a long shot, but maybe it was our only option. "You said it's directly under Primoris. Can we go under?"

"Maybe," Finn replied, rubbing his pointed jaw with a hand as he considered my suggestion. The more he thought, the more he nodded. "Getting us there isn't the problem, especially if I get an earth fae to help us. We can use the tunnel system and get us right up to the prison wall. What we don't know is what kind of enchantments, what kind of defenses they'll have once we get in."

"I can help with that," Oliver said darkly, and I was reminded that he'd been in that very prison before the previous version of myself, Olette, had set him free. "I had many years to observe their defenses. Most of them are on the outside. If we can break through those and get into the walls, it will be mostly guards we'll have to deal with."

"I can't go with you," Wolfe ground out, as if the words physically hurt him to say. "There's too much going on here, too much work to do. I can't just abandon the pack."

"We know," Callan said, clapping a heavy hand onto the Alpha's shoulder. They shared a look, a full conversation passing between them in only a few seconds.

"So, we're doing this?" I met everyone's eyes, one by one, until they nodded. "Get ready. One hour, and we're going."

"Rowan, there's a very real possibility the Queen will be waiting for us when we get there," Oliver warned, more serious than I'd ever seen him. My jaw clenched so hard my teeth clacked.

"Then so be it," I told him. "I'm so sick of this shit. I just want to live my life, not have to look over my shoulder all the time, wondering when she may or may not show up to try to ruin everything. Let's take it to her."

We'd get Lily back, no matter what it took.
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The night was thick and heady, draped over the Nexus Pack like a blanket, only pierced by the silver sheen of the moon high above. Electricity crackled between our group as we moved outside of the house to have more space for the portal to materialize.

We had decided to cross over near the Briar Stronghold, a place where we could easily stock up on weapons and supplies for what we were about to do. We would access the city via the tunnel system Finn had created.

The pagu would fly us to the entrance, and from there, we would proceed on foot. The pagu would wait outside the tunnels for us, ready to pick us up once we got there. We would also be picking up an earth fae whose specialty would help us break into the prison from underneath. So far, the plan seemed solid.

Oliver nodded to me as we stood gathered in the open air, and I took my stance, spreading out my hands as he had shown me. He stayed close, his voice steady as he instructed me on creating a portal. Turns out, I was much better at portalling than I had been at commanding lightning.

"Remember your concentration, Rowan. Picture your destination in your mind, remember how it felt to be there. As you focus, you should feel the energy. Channel it to your hands."

My magic responded as if it heard him, a tingling sensation starting in the palms of my hands as a lightness entered my head, like the first-morning breath on a snow-blanketed morning. I guided it, picturing the Stronghold clearly in my mind, a small smile escaping me as my palms heated further. My eyes opened to see a portal taking shape before me, slower than Oliver's but still opening.

Nia paced back and forth near me, her blue hair whipping over her shoulder as she quickly pivoted in each direction, her energy purposeful. Finn watched her, a serious set to his jaw as he waited for his transport back home. Finally, the portal stabilized, a clear vision into the mountainous terrain of the Briar Stronghold. It wasn't nearly as dark on the other side, everything bathed in the ethereal azure glow from the faerie moonlight.

"Excellent, Rowan. Now just hold it open.” He ushered the group through the portal one by one, sweat starting to bead on my brow with the effort of holding the passageway open. Finally, he jumped through, and I followed quickly, knowing from experience that I only had a few seconds before the portal would close without my active interference.

With a soft thump, I stepped into the faerie realm with my friends.

The stark contrast of the strange place enveloped me immediately, a sense of familiarity worming its way into my heart. Two imposing figures descended from the sky, their powerful wings stirring up the earth as the pagu landed in front of us, or a cheagle, as I'd once lovingly called them. Their feathers shimmered under the moonlight, crimson eyes glinting.

‘Hello, little ones,’ Aura touched into our minds, Callan snorting at the word choice. My eyes landed on Nia, who had locked eyes with Aura with a seriousness that told me she was having a private conversation with her bonded pagu.

‘Took you long enough,’ Varus told me as he fell in next to me, the group trailing behind Nia and Aura as they led us through their home. ‘We detected a power surge not too long ago. Far. We almost thought it was you guys.’ The confirmation hardened my resolve. We were in the right place, which meant we were one step closer to getting Lily back.

"We must hurry," Nia said flatly. "We don't know what they could be doing with Lily right now."

"We'll get her back," I told her confidently, feeling the rightness of the words in my soul. "They won't kill her, not until Tantaii has the ring. She's not that stupid." Finn snorted from where he stood nearby but said nothing. We'd have all the time in the world to debate her intelligence after this was all over.

"How far is the prison from here? Can't we just portal there?"

"We can't," Oliver said, arms crossed over his chest, one hand twirling the end of his shaggy silver beard. "She's more than certain to be tracking energies. She'll already know we've arrived here. The only advantage we have right now is that she doesn't know which way we'll attack from."

"It won't take nearly as long as it took us last time. The flight to the best tunnel access point is about a week, but we can make it in two if we don't stop flying," Finn said grimly, suddenly much more in his element than most of us. "It's important we go into the right tunnel sector, or else we'll have to spend much more time making a new pathway."

No one knew the royal fae city quite as well as Finn did. A pang went through me at the thought. I wished beyond belief I had the memories of my other life right now. Five hundred years of memories, all gone in the blink of an instant when Olette had made that choice. The strangest thing to say, but I harbored a resentment I couldn't shake.

A resentment for myself.

"We will do it," Aura agreed, her voice booming in our heads. "If Nia can help us with her magic, then we can keep flying."

"You can do that?" I questioned Nia, my jaw dropping. Forty-eight hours of constant flying was impossible. They'd be ready to collapse after ten.

"Not forever, but I can keep them going for a few days." Her voice rang in the open air, confident and assuring. "But I will need to rest when we get there. Doing this will drain me greatly, and I need to be strong when we get Lily."

"My earth royal should be here any second," Finn said, his eagle-eyed gaze scanning the horizon as if he could conjure him with his words. "Let's get prepped in the meantime."

We wasted no time, filling one travel pack each with necessary supplies, doing our best to keep them as light as possible to make Nia's job easier. I painstakingly selected a new dagger, missing the one Callan had made for me greatly.

“How are you holding up?” I asked Varus, once I had everything ready to go and stood next to the pagu who was just lounging, waiting for the journey to get started. I had no doubt Varus was lonely, having lost his mate the last time we’d journeyed together through the faerie realm. He’d spent some time with me at the Clover pack, but it never felt like home to him and he’d gone back to faerie soon after.

‘Same shit, different realm,’ he said into my mind, and I laughed loudly, the rest of the group looking at me like I was a crazy person. ‘Finn taught me that word. Said he learned it from Wolfe.’

“You shouldn’t take vocabulary lessons from those two,” I admonished. Varus nudged my side affectionately, a feat considering how big he was.

It wasn't long before Finn's friend arrived, a lanky Earth Royal with wavy brown hair that stretched past his shoulders, the only sign of his age being the scruffy goatee that decorated his face.

"Pleasure to meet you," he greeted me sagely, his voice soft and melodious. "Eldrin Fensrith, at your service. It is my absolute delight to help you get your friend back." I searched his face for sarcasm but was met with only firm determination, a fire steadily burning behind his hazel eyes.

What surprised me even more was that he arrived on a pagu, a beautifully sleek bird with gleaming red eyes.

'Verdan,' a musically lilting voice spoke, bowing her head delicately in greeting. Pagus more or less looked the same to me, besides varying size differences, but even I could tell Verdan was stunning.

"Another pagu rider?" I asked.

Nia gave Eldrin a pat on his shoulder as she moved past him, busily making sure the saddles were ready to go.

"I spend most of my time away from Briar," Eldrin told me as he handed his pack to Finn, who was working on adding a saddle to Verdan's back. Eldrin had been riding her bare. "But I will jump at any excuse to mess with Tantaii. Even in her absence, her tyranny has reigned."

"Hopefully we don't even have to see her. We'll just break in, get Lily, and get out," Oliver's low voice intruded as he and Callan moved near us. Callan assessed Eldrin, taking in every detail of the man as he came to my side protectively. I rolled my eyes at him, making sure he could feel it through the bond. I stepped forward a half-step, just enough to be slightly in front of Callan and out of his alpha-hole orbit.

"If she shows, I'll have to kill her," I told him, the weight of the ring pressing against my chest. "You're not ready for that," Oliver said, his voice patient. "We aren't ready for that. She will have an army of guards and royals around her. We won't be able to even get close to her without a lot of backup, and that takes time."

"We've already sent feelers to all the riders I can spare," Nia said as she moved to sit in the saddle on Aura's back.

"And I've sent out to all the royals and particularly inclined Fae I could find, and they will be ready for us when we need them. But they need time to gather. If this mission goes sideways . . ." Finn trailed off, the warning clear in his voice.

"I don't care," Nia and I gritted out at the same time, our eyes meeting in tense understanding. We were both clouded by our love for Lily, and we didn't care about the risks we were taking. My mind trailed back to my time imprisoned by Roxy and Lexi, and I shivered slightly. They could be torturing Lily right now, cutting her again and again, and cackling while they did it. Lexi is dead, I reminded myself.

But that didn't mean they weren't still hurting Lily.
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"We need to rest," Callan shouted over the air, voicing what we were all not willing to say. To take a break and rest was to let more time go by with Lily trapped. We'd been flying for twenty hours, just under halfway into our journey, and the fatigue was starting to show. We tried to nap as best we could, but slumping forward with your head on your chest was never a comfortable position.

"I'm fine!" Nia called back, her hands glowing blue as she reached out toward Varus, energizing the tired beast as we hovered in the air. Her voice had been steady, but her hands betrayed her, a slight tremor beginning to surface. I frowned, a thought flitting around my mind, just on the edges of my grasp, but I couldn't quite catch it. I strained, mentally reaching out for it, but it always danced just out of reach. Coolness trickled through me, Callan's power flowing through our bond, making me gasp quietly. Luckily the group couldn't hear me, and if Varus did, he gave no indication. And then suddenly, I knew what to do.

Frowning, I reached a hand out toward Nia. With Varus on the receiving end of her healing, we were so close that I was able to easily touch her wrist, ignoring her shocked wince as I startled her.

"Trust me," I told her. Closing my eyes, I coaxed my power forward, more docile and calm than I'd ever seen it. My power flowed with my mood, and in this moment, I was grateful for it, only needing a small amount to accomplish what I wanted. I urged the energy down my arm and out my hand, willing it to go not at Nia, but through Nia. My power obeyed like an old friend, coursing into my friend who gave me a surprised look, her hands glowing brighter as they healed Varus. I took my hand away when the color returned to her face, warming through the chill that riding induced.

"How did you do that?" Callan asked from behind me, dumbfounded.

"I remembered," I told him truthfully. I'd come to the sudden clarity and understanding that with a small touch, I could give Nia the energy she needed to refill her powers. I didn't know the limits of it, but it seemed to work very well.

"I thought you couldn't get your memories back," Nia said with a frown, motioning Verdan to take her place next to Aura so she could be healed as well. Exhaustion was set into the pagu's body language as she chugged her way up to position. I looked to Oliver, who only frowned.

"Me too."

[image: ]


The piercing scream jolted me out of my sleep, and I would have fallen out of the saddle if I wasn't strapped in, Callan's protective hands only inches from my hips at all times in case something happened. To conserve on magic, Varus wasn't holding us in, and sleeping was a precarious activity.

"Nia, wake up!" Oliver shouted, and I looked around, helpless, only able to watch as he shook her awake. She resisted, taking so long to awaken that I worried she was dead, somehow attacked even though we were high in the air.

"Lily!" she choked out, her chest heaving as she fought to catch her breath. Sweat beaded on her brow, a strange sight given how cold it was up on the pagu. I'd dressed smart, layering three long-sleeved thermal shirts Nia had tossed my way, the downy material magically reinforced to retain warmth, but my teeth still chattered, my lips chapped and numb. "They're torturing her," Nia blurted, her eyes frantic and wild.

"It was just a dream," Oliver said soothingly, his hand gently patting her back with a tired hand.

"She looked right at me," her voice wavered, looking the most rattled I had ever seen her. Nia was usually all calm composure and occasional rage. Fear was rare for her. "They were burning her, shocking her in an iron cell. Your family was all there," Nia snarled, a little too harshly, and it made me flinch. I swallowed the retort that climbed up my throat. "It felt so real, like I was right in the room with them. She recognized me." A tear leaked from Nia's eye, rolling down her cheek in a wide streak.

Oliver and I traded a look, our thoughts clear on our faces. Callan and I had once had a dream that went very similarly, and it was a product of our mate bond.

"I believe you," I told her finally. If they were true mates, we may be able to use their bond to our advantage, if we could figure out how to get it to trigger. There was no thread connecting them that I'd seen like the one between Callan and me. "If you dream of her again, let us know. And try to stay in it. If it's really her, maybe she'll give you some information that would be helpful."

Nia stared at me for a moment, calming when she realized I did, in fact, believe her. More at ease, she shifted straight into her saddle as we continued on our journey. We'd almost made it, only a few hours left according to Finn. I was grateful; constantly boosting Nia had begun to drain my energy, and I was craving the feel of bed sheets beneath me. Or a cold cave floor, I'd take whatever I could get.

The time passed quickly and smoothly. We'd considered the pagu's energy, but we hadn't realized what sitting clenched against a large animal for two days straight would feel like. The only times we'd gone to ground were for bathroom breaks.

My shifter healing kept me intact, but my entire body ached from head to toe. I wasn't sure when we landed if I'd ever be able to walk again with how stiff and cold my limbs were. Under the cloak of night, we finally reached the tunnel entrance, the rhythmic beat of the pagu's wings the only sound as we coasted, landing with a heavy thud on the ground. Varus's legs trembled slightly, his wings hanging weakly by his sides. The moons cast their glow across the expanse of forest we now stood in, illuminating the high peaks ominously.

Eldrin dismounted first, his feet planting confidently on the soil below. Finn slid down right behind him, his legs stuttering a bit before they steadied, flashing me a clumsy grin. Callan dismounted behind me, his hands encircling my hips as he helped me off. The urge to complain was strong, but for once, I just let him help me, grateful for his support on my unsteady legs. Connecting with the ground again sent pinpricks of pain radiating up my body, my teeth clanking together as I grimaced.

"You good?" Callan's concerned voice wrapped around me. It was nice not having to shout at each other anymore, heat slowly returning to my tired limbs. I shrugged him off, stubbornness making me stand tall on my own two feet. "I'll be fine."

Finn surveyed the area with sharp eyes, his gaze landing on a particularly dense section of forest trees, their trunks strong, thick, and impossibly wide. "It's here. We can make camp for the night once we get inside." His eyes darted to Oliver, who was helping support Nia with his arm as she begrudgingly leaned on him for support.

We followed Finn deeper into the forest, the pagu moving carefully so as not to bump into the trees with their larger forms. After a few minutes, we came to a stop in front of a tree that was much larger than the rest. Its wide, sweeping branches stretched far and wide, entangling with other trees to the point that I couldn't tell which branches belonged to which tree. The trunk of this tree was as wide as several car lengths, towering over us ominously.

Finn nodded to Eldrin, who stepped forward, his arms coming up confidently in front of him, his angular fingers shaping into a clawed position as they shook slightly with the effort. Nothing happened for a moment, but then the bark of the tree began to warp and shift, slowly peeling off and out, like a door carved from the wood itself. It opened wide, the entrance just barely tall enough for Callan to fit through.

We turned to the pagu, saying our goodbyes. They would make camp here, staying in the general vicinity, close enough that Nia and Eldrin would be able to keep contact with them most of the way through, in case we needed them. The range a pagu could stay in contact with their rider was pretty far, but being underground complicated things a little bit, especially if the prison had wards that prohibited them from speaking through their minds.

Once we got Lily, the goal was to just portal out, but just in case, we stationed the pagu by the entrance as our backup plan. "Stay close," Finn instructed, his voice low but clear. "These tunnels haven't been used for a very long time."

"I thought you were familiar with all the tunnels?" Callan demanded.

"I'm very familiar with the tunnels, panther," Finn moved into the space, beckoning us to follow suit as he moved. Oliver held a hand up, lighting a small fireball in his hand and sending it to trail ahead of us, illuminating as much of the space as he could. "That doesn't mean that every tunnel is patrolled. Being so close to Primoris means I rarely station people in these tunnels unless absolutely necessary. It's been many long years since someone has been through here. A little alertness couldn't hurt."

That shut Callan up, his emerald gaze darting around as we spread into the space. The tunnel looked much like what we'd seen the last time we'd ventured down, a sloping hill that branched off into two separate directions. Finn strode confidently to the right, and we followed, the high ceilings giving us enough clearance as we moved through. "I hate being in these tunnels," Callan told me.

"It's only temporary," I reminded him, rolling my eyes at his grumpiness after being in the tunnel for only a few minutes. I hoped the journey didn't stretch on too long. Firstly because I wanted to get Lily back as soon as possible, but also because I may have to kill him if he was going to complain the whole time and irritate the shit out of me.

One by one, we followed Finn deeper into the tunnel, down a steep hill that told me we were officially under the earth now. The air grew cooler as we moved deeper, the silence of the tunnel only broken by the soft echoes of our footsteps. The walls were rough, not nearly as molded as the previous tunnels we took.

It wasn't long before our pace slowed, our muscles aching and our breathing coming in shorter puffs as exhaustion set in. Nia was moving at barely more than a shuffle, Oliver and Eldrin helping to keep her going. Finally, Finn halted, raising a hand to stop our progress as he peered into a wider section of the tunnel. The natural stone formed a sort of alcove, creating a semblance of an open space in the confines of the underground, enough space for us to make camp and rest before we continued on.

"We'll stay here for the night," he announced, his voice echoing slightly off the rough walls. Oliver pulled some abandoned torches off the walls of the alcove, lighting them with his magic and placing them back in their holders. Someone had clearly made camp here before, even if it had been a long time since.

Callan immediately patrolled the perimeter, hands lightly touching the stone and checking around corners before he finally settled. Oliver seemed to be on the same train of thought, and he removed two small black orbs from his bag, placing them at the outside edges of the alcove.

"What is that?" I questioned.

"Portable wards," he said quietly, not needing to speak loud in the silence of the tunnel. "Much easier to put in place than spelling them. They won't stop the Queen if she wanted to barge through them, but they will hide us from sight if anyone happens to pass by."

"Only a very select few people know about these tunnels," Finn scoffed.

"Including the Queen. You'd do well to remember that she intercepted us last time, in Primoris," Oliver's eyes were sharp, calculating.

"We closed that network," Finn added, running a hand through his silver hair. "Even if they tried to explore those tunnels, we collapsed them. It will never get them to where we are now." Relief flooded through me. I didn't want to have to sleep with one eye open to make sure she wasn't trying to sneak up on us while we were passed out.

"Get some sleep," Callan said to the group, taking up a post at the entrance to the tunnel. "We should still keep watch just in case. I'll take first watch," he declared, his protective instincts in full force despite the visible weariness that betrayed him.

"I'll join you." Oliver moved with Callan, both men making as comfortable a perch as could be managed as they devolved into hushed conversation, speaking low enough that even with my shifter hearing, I couldn't make it out. The rest of us piled around, using our clothes and small blankets we had been able to fit in our packs to make the best semblance of a bed we could muster. Nia fell asleep almost instantly, the steady rise and fall of her chest only punctuated by a random snore here and there.

"A half-day's journey and we should be close enough to breach the prison walls," Finn said, and I turned my head, craning to look at him where we lay in the semi-darkness. A mini-tornado swirled above him as he traced his finger in the air, miming the movements absentmindedly as his magic obeyed.

His eyes darted toward mine, giving me a small smile as he did, a dimple appearing in his cheek that I'd never noticed before. "When we were kids, you used to chase me all over the royal castle. You said you wanted to catch the wind." A soft laugh burst from him at the memory, and sadness seeped through me. I'd never be able to remember those memories that he seemed so fond of.

"Did I catch it?"

"Not even close," he grinned. "Even when you'd cheat and throw little bolts of lightning at me."

"I cheated?"

"It was rarer for you to not cheat," he remembered. "You were quite the troublemaker."

"That . . . sounds about right."

It was always jarring to me every time someone mentioned Olette, and I could identify with her, see the ways in which we were similar. It was strange, tearing at a hole in my heart that I'd never be able to fill.

"Do you ever miss me? Er, miss Olette, I mean?"

He contemplated my question, seriousness brimming under the surface. "In a sense," he replied finally. "Olette was my best friend and understood me in a way that not many did. But that went both ways. I am not so blind that I didn't also recognize that she was a deeply broken and unhappy individual." I sucked in a breath through my teeth at his honesty but didn't interrupt. I needed to hear whatever he was willing to share. Deeply broken and unhappy was something I would have used to describe myself as Rowan too, before I'd stumbled upon the pack. Well, before Lexi had run me off the road and tried to kill me, thrusting me into the pack.

"I understand why she did what she did," he continued. "And even though it sucks not having your memories intact and her with me, I think this was for the best." He shifted, the tornado disappearing into nothing as he rolled onto his side to meet my eyes. "I will always be on your side, Rowan. You may go by a different name, but you are still Olette, whether you remember it or not. You're pretty cool too," he added, his eyes crinkling in the corners as he smiled.

Tears pricked my eyes at his support, and I blinked them back. I couldn't admit I was soft on the inside; my reputation would be ruined.

Finn's expression turned thoughtful, his eyes reflecting the torch's glow as he looked off into the distance. "Sometimes, I think about those days before everything changed. It wasn't a great life, but it was a life. And I had hope, so much hope. You hated our engagement," he said with a rueful smile, pillowing his head on top of his folded arm as he spoke. "But for me, it was something to hold onto. Cas was always set to rule after the Queen, but in the back of my mind, I'd always hoped we'd find a way and band together to rule instead. A future where maybe, just maybe, we could make a change."

"I don't want to rule," I said honestly, knowing in my heart that I meant it. Rulers should be mature and wise, and I was neither of those things. I made impulsive decisions and spoke my mind when I shouldn't. Plus, the idea of an entire race's fate being in my hands made me want to hurl. How ironic.

"That's exactly what Olette always said."

"You don't resent her for the choice she made?"

"No," Finn said firmly. "Life has a way of leading us to where we are supposed to be. And I've seen the way you and Callan are together. If Olette hadn't made the choices she did, I don't know that you two would have ever gotten to meet. You could have gone your entire lifetime never finding a mate."

"I wouldn't have known any different," I told him. "We would have gone through with our betrothal, popped out some genetically weird babies, and probably never taken a stand."

"I don't believe that. You were always a fighter. Normal would have been too complacent for you." He shifted again, lying on his back as he stared at the rocky ceiling. "What you have with Callan is beautiful. I hope someday I find a mate for myself too."

"You will," I told him softly. "I want the portals reopened," I confided in him. It was an idea I'd been playing with in the back of my mind. I hadn't yet voiced it out loud until now, but if we managed to take Queen Tantaii down, I wanted to fix the bridge between realms. The thought of how many mate pairs might just be found from that alone made me giddy. "Maybe there's a sassy lion shifter out there waiting for you on the other side." I grinned at the thought, imagining a beautiful redhead yelling at him every time he made a corny joke, little air-wielding fae children laughing as they played with their father on a sandy beach. I could picture it so clearly that I could almost taste the salty air.

Finn smiled slightly. "I hope so. It's funny, you know? Despite everything, I still believe in fairy tales and happy endings. The idea that there is someone out there for me, even after so many years lived. Seeing you with Callan helps me believe in that."

We drifted into a comfortable silence after that, lost in our own thoughts until sleep finally came to claim him, his soft breaths slowing until I was sure he was fast asleep.

My eyes landed on Callan's broad back, warmth blooming in my chest at the thought of him. We'd had such a journey to get to where we are now, and I'd never thought in a million years he would end up as my mate. I'd spent so much time with thoughts of him and Lexi in my head, wondering who my mate would be when he'd been right there in front of me the entire time.

My thoughts drifted back to what we would do when this was all over. I wanted him to take the pack; I wanted to live with the Clover pack. Even though there were only a small handful of shifters remaining, that didn't matter. If anything, that would be better. We'd be able to rebuild from the ground up, build a pack and a life that we could really be proud of. A place where anyone could feel like they belonged and a place where they could be safe to be who they are without worry. And Lily would be right by my side.

Lily. I would not let them take another friend from me. My thoughts drifted to Evie, the sweet eagle shifter who had been Lexi's last victim in their demented quest to free the Queen from her magical prison. Her body splayed out for the world to see, heart ripped brutally from her chest. A tear slid down my cheek as I remembered her sweet face and gentle soul.

I would never let that happen again.
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My eyes blinked open in the dim alcove, and I pushed myself into a sitting position, not sure how long I'd been out without the direction of the sun. Our little camp was already up and running, everyone milling about quietly as they prepared for our long day ahead.

An aroma of something warm and sweet wafted to my nose, and I followed it, finding Callan sitting by a small fire, heating a small pot of stew. I sat next to him, our legs touching as I leaned my head against his shoulder.

"You didn't wake me, did you?" It wasn't a question. I could tell by the set of his shoulders, the bags under his eyes. If he'd slept, it hadn't been long enough. Instead of replying, he turned, planting a soft kiss on my head as he dished me a bowl of food. I was slightly startled when I took the first bite, not expecting the warm sweetness that coated my tongue. "Fruit soup?"

"Unfortunately," Callan said, reminding me of his hatred for the fae eating habits.

"It's delicious," I told him, one eyebrow cocked. I reached my free hand to his exposed wrist, sending a slight zing of energy through him. Immediately he sat a little straighter, his head hanging a little higher. "Enjoying your new trick?" he asked me.

"I am," I said, satisfaction warming me. I was like an instant battery pack, and it was cool as shit. "But what I don't understand is how I remembered it." My thoughts drifted back to my conversation with the Goddess Prim, her telling me I'd never be able to recover my memories. That trick had most definitely come to me in a memory. "I need to talk to Prim again."

"I think that would be wise," Callan said. "Once all this is done, I'll go with you."

"You should stay with the pack," I told him, but I wouldn't fight him if he wanted to come with me. I'd be grateful for it, even. The more time I spent with him as my mate, the harder it was to imagine a life where he wasn't there. Things I used to do by myself were now things I wanted to do with him. "If you become Alpha, that is."

"I've been thinking about that a lot. It's not that I don't want to, but..." he trailed off, struggling to find the words.

"You're scared," I said after he didn't continue, knowing in my heart that it was true. Of course, he was scared. Last time he had been an Alpha, his entire world had been torn apart, by his mate no less. "And I get that. But I want you to know that I'll be there for you. Every step of the way. I mean it when I said that I would do this with you." His head turned to meet mine, intensity burning my face as he stared at me. My palms turned clammy, his sharp attention always making me nervous, my body jumping at any chance it could to react to him.

I licked my lips, his eyes darting down to them as I continued. "I know Lexi messed everything up for you, and I know there's a lot of trauma there too. But I'm not Lexi. I will never be Lexi, and I would rather die than hurt you the way that she did."

"It wasn't entirely her fault. I see that now. Parts of it were, yes. She never should have gone along with a fake mate bond. But even then, she didn't deserve to be sold to the fae either. She deserved to die for her crimes. With her people, by her people. And I thought I'd done that for her." Sorrow and regret filtered through our bond, which I'd all but given up trying to block. The longer we were together, the more I enjoyed knowing what he was feeling. He wasn't a man that shared his feelings lightly, and it was like having a little cheat code, a window into his psyche.

"I can't imagine what that was like for her," I said carefully. I hadn't known Lexi the way he had before she'd snapped. All my memories of Lexi were bad, and I didn't regret for one second taking her life. But he'd known her differently, and that was something I had to get used to. "We'll get revenge for her too."

We sat in companionable silence for a while, eating our fruity stew. Even though it was made from only fruit, it left a comfortable weight in my belly, warming me from the inside out. If we weren't on a quest to save my best friend, I might have been inclined to lie down and take a long nap.

"I'll do it," Callan said, breaking the silence. He reached over, taking my hand in his, the heat of his skin making me shiver. His eyes darkened, and I knew he was reading me through our bond, but he ignored it. This was definitely not the time or place for us to get busy. "I'll take over the Clover pack."

My eyes widened, a smile breaking across my face. "Okay," I agreed. "We have so much to do. We need to rebuild, recruit more people."

"In due time," he said, moving his hand to my thigh with a squeeze that shot straight to my core. "For now, I need you to listen to me. Not that thing you do where you pretend to listen, but do the opposite. I need you to really listen to me. I need you to promise me that if things go south in there, you get out of there."

I opened my mouth, ready to protest the ridiculousness of his request. We both knew I wasn't going to do that.

He closed the distance between us, his hand reaching out to cover my mouth. My eyes went wide, shooting daggers out at him. "I know you can handle yourself," he said quietly, his gaze intense. "But I also know that we are doing something very risky. You are the most important person we have right now, and you have what she wants. Do not let her get that ring. If it comes down to you saving one of us, or protecting that ring, you have to choose the ring."

His words made sense, I knew that. One life versus the lives of the entire realm. But given the opportunity, could I trust myself to make that choice? I didn't know, but still I nodded against his hand. Hopefully it wouldn't come to that. Sensing the shift, he dropped his hand, replacing it with a much too quick kiss on my lips.

With breakfast settled and our bags packed again, we started out back into the dark tunnels, Oliver's flame lighting the way ahead of us. Eldrin walked with Finn, the two of them deep in animated conversation as they quipped back and forth. They reminded me of two brothers, always goofing around and cracking jokes at each other. Callan, Nia, and I stayed center, with Oliver keeping quietly up in the rear.

After several more hours of traveling through the winding underground passageways, the group came to a halt before a section of the wall that appeared to be no different from the rest. Finn and Eldrin exchanged a look, nodding to each other in silent agreement.

"This is it," Eldrin explained, his hand resting against the cool stone. "We can make a branch off here, it's about a mile in this direction until we hit the prison."

"Which part of the prison will it be?" Nia asked.

"The east side, near where the inmate cells should be if Oliver's intel is correct. In a perfect world, we'll be able to get in and out before they realize what's happened."

"The alternative?" I asked.

"Be ready to open a portal," he said, looking from me to Oliver. "Chances are it's going to be hot, and we're going to need a quick escape route. Won't matter if she knows we're here by that point."

Eldrin stepped forward, placing his palms flat against the surface, closing his eyes as he concentrated. Slowly but surely, he began to pull huge chunks out of the earth. Finn joined in, helping loosen and guide sections in tandem with Eldrin, steadily carving a wide tunnel in the dirt. At the pace they were going, a mile was going to take at least a full day.

Nia moved closer to me as we waited, her face somber. "I had another dream about Lily last night," she began in a hushed tone, not wanting the others to hear. "She wasn't being tortured this time, but she doesn't look good either. I tried to wake her, but I couldn't. She was in pain, and there was nothing I could do to help her."

My heart clenched at the description, anger and sorrow flooding through me. "We're going to get her back, I promise. She's my family."

"She's mine too," Nia said. "At least, I hope she is. I love her more than I'd ever thought possible." That soft glow again, in the general direction of her chest, something she clearly didn't notice. I didn't bring it up, scared that me pointing it out might interfere with their connection, make it fade somehow. Any information we could get from Lily, the better. "Seeing her like that, it's haunting. I don't know if I'll ever get it out of my mind. If something were to happen to her, I don’t know what I’d do. We have to help her."

"We're so close," I told her, reaching out to give her hand a firm squeeze. "I will use this ring to raise Lucifer from hell if I have to. Whatever it takes."

"I don't know who that is," she said, confused.

"It's a human thing," I said, waving the conversation away. We had nothing better to do, but the idea of trying to explain religion and the devil to Nia seemed daunting.

"Didn't you have dreams with Callan before your bond cemented?" she asked me, and I fought the small smile that tugged at the corner of my mouth.

"We did. It seemed like the closer we got, the more our bond strengthened."

"Do you ever wonder what would have happened if you hadn't killed Lexi? Would you still not know you were mates?"

"I don't think we would have ever found out," I told her honestly. "Their bond was blocking ours. I do wonder if his bond with her had never existed, when it would have surfaced. Oliver said it's not always instant like it is with normal shifter mates. I think it has something to do with the progression of your souls."

"I think Lily might be my mate," Nia said, seeming confused by her own words. "But I don't know how that's possible either. They feel so real, but maybe my dreams are just that. Dreams. Maybe we get in there and no one has even touched a hair on her head." I highly doubted that, but I wasn't going to say that. I knew Cas more than I'd like to, and he was sadistic at his core. They wanted to hurt me, so they'd hurt Lily too.

"True mate bonds are based on the soul," I said finally, glad she had come to the true mate conclusion on her own. There was still a faint glow in her chest, and I breathed a sigh of relief that we hadn't messed anything up. She'd voiced it first, so I felt like that freed me up to talk about what I'd observed. "In my opinion, I think you're mates too. I can sometimes see magic, and I see something when you two are close."

"What do you see?"

"A glow," I answered, a helpless shrug shaking my shoulder. Skepticism crossed her face, but she didn't say anything. "In your chest. I've seen it on her too."

"If you can see that, why do we not have a bond yet?"

"I wish I knew how it worked, truly. When the time is right is really all I can say." It sounded weak, even to my own ears, but she nodded, retreating back into her own thoughts.

"This is going to take a while," she said, watching the boys work on the new tunnel, a small opening now wide enough for us to walk through, but nowhere to go. Sweat dripped down their backs, clinging to their clothes, as they continued, now focusing on pushing the tunnel outwards in the direction of the prison. "I'm going to take a nap." She moved off to the side, laying down on the cold stone and closing her eyes. It was a weird thing to do, trying to take a nap among all the noise the tunnel digging was making, but I knew it was because she wanted to see if she could connect with Lily.

If she could get any details to help us, we'd be one step closer to getting her out of there.
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Half a day later, we'd taken a break from carving the tunnel, now a little over halfway there according to the boys. Even with me supplementing their energy, they tired, and finally we called it quits for the night. We'd resume in the morning, making it the rest of the way to the prison and finally breach the wall.

I'd just begun to drift off when Nia started awake, sitting up and blinking groggily. "Lily," she said loudly, and everyone else stirred, sitting up to stare at her. "She was sleeping too, it was the weirdest thing. We weren't in the prison. We were at the beach," she said with a small smile before shaking it off and refocusing on remembering everything she'd heard.

"What did she say?"

"They keep her locked in a cell almost all of the time, except when they're torturing her," she spat, a shudder running through her body. "But she knows she's in the east wing. She's guarded round the clock by ten guards, only a few other prisoners on her block."

"Easy. We'll get in, kick some ass, and get right out!" Finn was way too optimistic for a guy who had just spent twelve hours pulling rock out of solid earth.

"Cas is there too," Nia continued, her expression worried. That was a lot of people for us to take out in unfamiliar territory, and previous run-ins with Cas hadn't always gone to plan. At least we'd be inside where he wouldn't be able to use lightning to teleport away.

"Is Tantaii there?" I asked her. Cas and Tantaii would be too much for us to handle. I hadn't faced off with her since she was freed from her prison.

"She hasn't seen her," Nia replied, shaking her head. She paused, staring at me with a look I couldn't quite place.

"What?" I asked.

Nia took a breath, her voice slightly shaky. "She said there's someone else we need to break out too. The man in the cell next to her." My brows pinched together, confused. "I don't understand."

"She said his name was Engar. Engar Rowan."

My heart skipped a beat as Nia uttered my father's name, my mind reeling with disbelief as my blood ran cold. The name echoed in my mind like a haunting melody, transporting me back to the conversation I'd had with the Goddess Prim, the note Olette had written to me, telling me Engar had been my father. She'd named me after him, to keep his memory alive.

How could he not be dead?

Tantaii didn't do this by accident, that much I was sure of. Putting Lily in the cell directly next to my father was a deliberate choice, but for what reason I don't know. Had he been in that prison this whole time? For five hundred years?

"Oliver?" I asked weakly, my voice cracking on the word.

"I never saw him," he said, understanding immediately what I was asking. "But I wasn't in the east wing either. There was a special wing she kept for halflings, on the west side of the prison."

"Wouldn't he have lost his mind by now? I thought shifters didn't live that long."

"He should have," he said slowly, then hesitated. "Unless..."

"Spit it out," Callan drawled from where he sat near me, just as gripped on the story as everyone else.

"They could be true mates," he said slowly, enunciating every syllable. "I'd always assumed Engar had a mate when he'd had the affair with Tantaii, given he was able to conceive you. Fae women don’t have fertility issues. With the way he'd disappeared, I didn't give any thought to them being true mates. I just assumed she got bored of him and killed him, or he went back to the mortal realm to be with his shifter mate. But a true mate pair is bonded at the soul, the very essence of life. If she'd killed him and they were true mates, she'd die too."

"You think she locked him up for five hundred years instead?" My thoughts raced at the revelation. It was the only thing that makes sense. If he'd had a shifter mate, he would have been long dead. The true mate connection must extend his shifter lifetime, and his mental integrity. Tantaii would never have killed him if she even suspected it would kill her too.

Another thought struck me. Had Olette known? She'd known his name, named me after him even. But if she knew he was alive, wouldn't she have broken him out of prison when she freed Oliver? Or come back for him after the Queen was imprisoned in the ground? No, I didn't think she'd known. She'd originally intended to kill Tantaii, but lacked the power. I don't know if she would have had it in her to kill her mother knowing her father would die too. But then again, I didn't know Olette. We were the same, but not.

"I think she would do anything to save her own ass," Oliver said, pulling me back to the present. He was right. I drew a shaky breath, Callan reaching out to place a warm hand on my lower back, immediately steadying me. Reassurance flowed through our bond, and I drew it around me like a soft, fuzzy blanket, using it to comfort my frazzled nerves.

"We'll figure it out when we get there," I said finally, not sure how I felt about anything anymore. "My priority is Lily, anyone else is a bonus."

"I'm going back to sleep," Eldrin said, his eyes squinting under the weight of his eyelids as he rolled back over, devolving into soft snores almost instantly.

Nia reached over, giving my hand a squeeze before she did the same, the rest of our group following suit. As I laid back down again, I gripped Callan's hand tightly in mine, clinging onto him like life support.

It was a long time before sleep took me.
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The next time we woke, we got back to work immediately. An unspoken renewed sense of urgency flowed through all of us, and I did my best to keep Finn and Eldrin's energy levels up as much as I could.

The process was painstaking, hours slipping by as they methodically chipped away at the earth. I zapped them periodically, the energy boosts helping them to make progress a little faster. And then, with a final, concerted effort, the wall crumbled away, revealing solid wall.

We had reached the prison.

"It's iron," Finn grinned wide at us, looking only the slightest bit unhinged.

"Yay?" I offered.

"I didn't bring Eldrin just because he's pretty," Finn told us as the man in question laid his hands against the cold metal, his eyes already closed in concentration. "He has the best metal magic in his royal line." Eldrin's cheeks pinked slightly, but he kept working, the wall beginning to bend and shake as he pressed his palms flush against it.

"Ready?" Eldrin asked as we stood on the other side of the wall, the tension in the small passageway dense. He and Finn stood, ready and waiting to use their combined powers to break down the wall.

"Hurry up," Nia growled, her body already in a fighting stance.

Finn nodded in agreement. "Be on high alert. We're going to have to fight our way through." I pulled the new dagger out of the hip holster Nia had equipped me with, the weight familiar in my hand. With my other hand, I called my magic, making sure my lighting was just under the surface waiting for my order.

Within seconds, the iron was warping and bending, straining under Eldrin's pressure. Then with a deafening roar, he broke through, chunks of iron breaking free, cascading to the ground in a shower of sparks and debris. Dust filled the air, making us cough, but Finn summoned his air, swirling the dust away on a cloud of wind.

I'd expected alarms to blare, things to explode, but instead, all we were met with as we stepped through the hole was silence. The prison corridor stretched out before us like a foreboding maze, illuminated by flickering torches mounted along the walls. Their dancing flames cast long shadows, flickering and swaying with the movement of the air, eliciting an eerie feeling that sent chills down our spines.

We moved forward, our steps echoing off the walls, reverberating through the empty passageway like a ghostly whisper. As we reached the end of the hall, a heavy wooden door stood before us.

"We should be heading the right way," Oliver said in a hushed whisper.

The wall we had knocked down had certainly made a lot of noise, yet no one had come running. I smelled a trap. Flames flared to life in Oliver's hands and I knew he was thinking the same thing. The weight of the ring stayed flush against my chest. I had debated putting it on, but I didn't want to get sucked into its orbit if it wasn't absolutely necessary. Having that much power was the most addicting type of high.

With each step we took, shadows seemed to close in around us, spurring us forward. As we reached the end of the corridor, we arrived at the door, its surface marred from age. Without a word, Finn reached out, his fingers curling around the handle, giving it a tentative twist.

With a creak of protest, the door swung open, revealing a large room beyond. Torchlight spilled into the room, illuminating the rows of empty cells that lined the walls, iron bars gleaming dully in the dim light.

My heart sank as I surveyed the desolate scene before us, a sense of despair washing over me like a tidal wave. Where was everyone? Where was Lily?

"There," Nia's voice cut through the silence, her voice barely above a whisper. "She's over there, I can feel it."

We moved toward the corner of the room, doing our best to keep our footsteps quiet as we hurried. And there, huddled in the farthest cell, was Lily, her eyes wide with disbelief as she struggled to stand up. The room was empty aside from the cells, no guards or cunty mothers in sight.

For a moment, Nia just stood there, her eyes locked with Lily in silent communication. Their chests glowed brightly as they neared, but a bond didn't flare to life yet.

"We'll have you out of there in no time," Eldrin said, moving forward to begin working on the metal iron bars.

Lily gripped the nearest bar to us, tears welling. "Thank you," she whispered, her voice thick with emotion. "I knew you'd come for me."

"Where are your guards?" Callan interrupted, darting glances around the room.

"You said there were ten of them?" Nia added, and Lily stared, realizing her dreams with Nia had not been dreams at all. "T-They left, a few minutes ago. Right after a loud explosion. That wasn’t you?"

Suspicion burned as we looked around at each other blankly, but we still couldn't waste this time. Eldrin was already making quick work of the bars, molding them to make a gap wide enough for Lily to fit through. Just a few more seconds and she would be with us. If they wanted to jump us, then they could, but at least Lily would be with us.

As we moved to pull her out of the gap that was now wide enough, my eyes caught sight of another figure, huddled in the cell beside Lily's. A man, his face mostly obscured in shadows, almost undetectable in the chaos of the moment.

"Who's that?" I asked, my voice trembling with uncertainty. Still, I stepped forward, peering into the darkness, my heart pounding in my chest as I struggled to make out the figure before us. Then, the torchlight flickered, casting eerie shadows across his face, and I saw him clearly for the first time. Our eyes met at the same exact moment, brown eyes echoing back at me. I had thought I looked like Queen Tantaii with her blonde hair and brown eyes, but I realized now my face had taken inspiration from this man. His thin nose, rounded face. The way the left side of his mouth was slightly higher than the right.

"Olette," he whispered with an astonished look. "You're Olette, right?" He pushed up to the bars as quickly as his broken body could. He and Lily wore matching cuts, burns, and bruises. From experience, it was the cells that were keeping their shifter abilities from healing.

"I go by Rowan now," I finally said.

Engar's eyes widened in disbelief, his gaze flickering between me and Lily as comprehension dawned on his face. "Rowan," he repeated, a small smile splitting across his weathered face. "Like me."

I nodded, my throat tight with emotion as I struggled to process. My father, alive and imprisoned for centuries.

Questions flooded my mind, but I held my tongue. We had been in here much too long already. There would be time for questions later if we could get out of here alive.

Finn stepped forward, his expression grim as he surveyed the cell. "Hang tight, we'll get you too." Eldrin stepped up, already working on the bars. He bent and twisted the metal until it yielded, creating a gap wide enough for Engar to squeeze through.

As he emerged from the cell, his movements hunched and stilting, I felt my emotions stir. Callan reached out, squeezing my hand for comfort and I tightly gripped back before letting go. "Portal, now," Callan ordered in a warning tone, motioning for Oliver to get one open. He raised his hands, then grunted.

"What's taking so long?" Finn hissed, and we all tensed at the sound of approaching footsteps from another door at the end of the room.

"My magic isn't working," Oliver said. "Rowan, you try." I held my hands up in front of me, taken aback when my magic didn't respond to me. Not just the portal magic, but the lightning too.

"They must have turned it off," Engar said, his voice rough and hoarse.

"Turned it off?" I asked incredulously. I knew there would be defenses, but taking my magic away hadn’t occurred to me as one of them. He nodded. "I've seen it before. They can toggle the ability to use magic in here like a switch. They always turn it off when they bring new prisoners. Once they're in their cell, they can turn it back on."

"Shit," Oliver exclaimed, shocking me with his use of mortal realm curses. "I didn't know that. Fucking enchantments. We need to get back to the hallway, quick, go!"

Just as we turned, the second door at the end of the room slammed open.

We were too late.
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My heart leapt to my throat as we turned, my senses on high alert as I scanned the new arrivals. Ten fae guards emerged, weapons of all kinds in their hands. They wouldn't risk turning the magic back on and letting us escape. All of them bore hair colors signaling they were royal fae and would have elemental powers when the room turned back on.

"There you are," Cas sneered, as he stepped from behind the guards. He projected arrogance, but I could see the way his chest rose and fell in subtle pants that meant he was out of breath. "Your little trick with the pagu was cute, but not fast enough. I can't believe you thought sending a couple of birds to distract us would get you out of this."

Pagu? I darted a look to Nia and Eldrin, but they shook their heads slightly. They hadn't sent the pagu to do anything. Those crazy bastards had gone rogue, but it had given us some much-needed time. Just not enough.

My heart sank as I realized the gravity of our situation. We were stuck in here without magic, only half of us with weapons against this group of trained fighters. And now we were outnumbered.

But we wouldn't go down without a fight. Everyone that wasn't a shifter had weapons, and we drew them tightly in front of us, creating a barrier in front of our two newly freed prisoners. The first wave of guards surged forward, and we met in a clash of metal and shouts. I wasn't the best at weapon combat, but I was fast, even without the ability to use my shifter senses.

The fae directly in front of me was a tall, waif of a man, his ears sharply pointed, and his hair so blue it looked black in the inconsistent lighting. He brandished his sword with a vicious flourish, its blade singing through the air. I danced out of reach, using my speed and agility to my advantage. I darted and weaved around him until I finally managed to get behind, and with a strong thrust, managed to jam my dagger into the side of his neck, blood pouring over my hand.

This was a much quicker death than when I'd killed Lexi, and I didn't have time to dwell on it. He'd stood between me and our freedom, and he wouldn't have hesitated to do the same to me. Still, a piece of my heart hardened as I pulled my knife out, his body slumping to the floor with a final thump.

Suddenly, my path was blocked by Cas who stood still, regarding me with a cold, calculating gaze, his narrow features twisted into a sharp sneer. I looked around, but my friends were all engaged, even Lily and Engar, doing their best to take down the attacking fae with whatever they could. Callan had picked up a sword, steadily parrying the blows of his fae opponent. Nia stood with Lily and Engar, the three of them facing off against two fae. Oliver, Finn, and Eldrin did similarly, taking on another two fae, the first one taking a slice through the ribcage as I watched.

I was on my own.

"Cas," I breathed, my voice tight. "Move, we're leaving." I held my dagger in front of me in a defensive move, eyes trained on the sword he held expertly in his right hand.

"Why? You and I both know I'm not letting you out of here. Not without the ring." His eyes narrowed as he looked toward my hands, frowning when he didn't see the ring. "Where is it, sister?"

"You'll have to take it from me," I snarked, then realized my mistake immediately as he let out a sinister grin. I'd just confirmed I had the ring with me.

Shit.

"You are a traitor, a disgrace to your people,” he sneered. “I should have smothered you in your crib.”

His words struck me like a physical blow, a harsh reminder of the deep-seated hatred we had for each other. Somewhere in the back of my mind, I'd hoped that maybe there was some good inside of him, some flicker of a brother who might have some sort of warm sentiment toward me, but that had been a childish thought. His eyes were empty, devoid of any love or compassion, hardened by centuries of loyalty to a cause that could ruin everything.

"I'm not the enemy here," I told him, trying to keep him talking, hoping someone might come and back me up. With my magic, I'd be confident facing off against him, but Cas had centuries to learn swordplay and I'd brought a tiny knife that paled in comparison. He would not make the same mistake of letting me get around him like the blue-haired fae I'd taken down.

He was having none of it.

The air crackled with energy as he rushed me, faster than I thought possible without any magical aid. I gripped my dagger tightly, dodging his strike, attempting to lunge at him but he countered with lightning-fast reflexes, his blade whistling through the air as he parried. The clang of metal echoed against the stone walls as his sword collided with my dagger, and I gritted my teeth as his blade slid to the hilt, slicing my hand open. Blood splashed to the floor, the pain making me cry out slightly against the sensation.

"Rowan!" Callan shouted, but I couldn't turn my head, couldn't take my eyes off Cas as he came in for a second strike. I dodged, my dagger flashing like a silver comet as I tried to breach his defenses. But Cas wasn't just anyone. No, he was a hardened warrior who had used a lifetime to master his craft, and he danced out of my reach with effortless grace. His movements were a blur of motion as he deflected each of my attempts with uncanny precision, and I was just barely able to recover in time to dodge his next attack.

With each exchange, I found myself pushing closer to exhaustion, my muscles burning with the exertion of physical activity I wasn't used to. I struggled to keep pace with his attacks, but I wouldn't give up. I wouldn't yield. If I died here, then so be it, but I would die fighting.

My determination fueled my resolve as I fought with all the strength and skill I could muster.

But it wasn't enough. Sensing an opening, Cas lunged in with lightning speed, his blade slicing through the air with deadly accuracy. With one swift maneuver, he dodged around my defenses, and this time, it was him that ended up behind me, not quick enough to get out of his way. With a vicious blow, his sword sliced into my side with a wet, tearing noise as it cut through the skin and muscle.

Pain exploded through my senses, a sensation so searing I couldn't breathe. I gasped for breath, stumbling backward, my vision swimming as I fought to stay conscious. The world spun around me, a chaotic whirlwind of shadow and pain as I struggled to regain my footing, to no avail.

Sheer, unbridled rage spread throughout my body, and I was barely able to recognize through the haze that it wasn't mine.

Cas approached me, his sword dripping with my blood as he leered over me. Without warning, Callan emerged from the darkness that plagued my vision, his dark hair tousled and his eyes blazing with fury. With a primal roar, he launched himself at Cas, looking completely at home with the sword he held in his hand as he knocked Cas back, away from me. A silver-haired bullet darted past where I lay on the ground, Finn joining the fray with Callan to push Cas on the defensive.

Nia rushed over to my side, doing her best to staunch the wound, but from the frantic look on her face, I could tell she wasn't making much progress. Weakness took over my body, my heart pounding in my chest as my skin went clammy. I hope they killed those other fae, or else two of us are going to die, I thought to myself loopily, dizziness setting in with any movement I tried to make. I gave up quickly, not having the energy to do anything at all.

I stared at a strand of blue hair that was hovering over my face where I lay on the ground, the pain fading into a blissful numbness as I marveled at each individual strand.

"Pretty," I mumbled, wincing as the act of speaking sent a stinging pain through my side.

"I can’t fix this without my magic," her panicked voice sounded far above me. Soft murmurs and deep voices rumbled around me, but they were distant, echoing in the vast cavern that was my mind. The pain in my side blazed, throbbing relentlessly, each beat of my heart sending a lance of agony through my body. I tried to focus, to push through the haze clouding my mind, but it was like swimming against the current in a raging river.

Something burned against my chest, and I gasped against the pain, regretting it immediately as my side began to spasm. But through the haze, something finally pierced through.

"Nia, the ring," I whispered hoarsely, my voice barely audible. I opened the eyes I hadn't realized I'd closed, and Nia's eyes widened in realization. Without hesitation, she reached under my shirt, grasping the ring tightly in her hand, her fingers trembling with urgency as she undid the clasp of the necklace and slid the ring off. As she brought the ring closer, its radiant energy seemed to pulse, and I could almost swear I felt some life return to my body.

With a trembling hand, Nia reached out and gently slipped the ring onto my finger. Her hands were slick with my blood, and it slid on easily. The moment it made contact with my skin, I burned, starting from the top of my head all the way to my toes. A blinding light exploded outward, engulfing me in its brilliant glow. It was as if I'd been consumed by a vortex of raw energy, every fiber of my being buzzing with electrifying force.

For a brief moment, I was lost in a whirlwind of sensation, my senses overwhelmed by the sheer power coursing through me. My wounds healed instantly, the bleeding stopping with astonishing speed, and I found myself able to get to my feet with ease, my body glowing in a crimson haze that matched the ring exactly.

Then, as suddenly as it had begun, the light faded, the magic still coursing under my skin, waiting for it to tell me what I wanted it to do. It was hungry, starving for me to give it something to consume.

"You're alive," Nia breathed, her voice filled with wonder. "It worked."

Gratitude washed over me as I realized how close I had come to the brink of death. I'd been irresponsible, taking on a fight I knew I wasn't ready for. Oliver's flames flared to life in his hand, a dark look passing over his face. "My magic works again."

"Get ready to portal," I told him. A quick glance around the room told me they had finished off the rest of the fae guard, only Cas still standing. With renewed vigor coursing through my veins, I turned my attention back to him, who was now locked in a fierce battle with Callan and Finn.

They fought like wild beasts, their swords clashing against his in a symphony of steel as they exchanged blows. But Cas was no ordinary foe, his skill with the blade unmatched.

I took a step forward, my hand instinctively reaching for the hilt of the dagger that was no longer there, now somewhere scattered across the floor. But I had the ring around my finger, magic in my very veins. Cas didn't seem to realize the magic was turned back on now, some sort of short circuit from the strength of the ring, and I wouldn't waste that advantage.

He was deadly enough with a sword; I did not want him to realize he could also use his lightning.

The ring pulsed around my finger, sensing my intention and responding to me eagerly. I closed my eyes, focusing on the sensation, allowing the magic to flow through me like a raging torrent.

When I opened my eyes again, I felt a surge of energy unlike anything I had ever experienced. As if the very air around me crackled with electricity, the power of the ring humming in my veins. With a deep breath, I raised my hand, palm outstretched toward Cas. His eyes connected with mine, widening as he realized what I was doing.

But it was too late.

A bolt of lightning erupted from my fingertips, streaking through the air with blinding speed. It was coated in a haze of red and struck Cas square in his chest, sending him reeling backward with a cry of pain. He stumbled, his sword slipping from his grasp as he lost his footing.

Seizing the opportunity, Callan and Finn pressed their advantage, launching a coordinated assault against the now-vulnerable Cas. They rained blows upon him with relentless fury, driving him back with each strike.

With a final, desperate lunge, Callan delivered a devastating blow that sent Cas crashing to the ground, his sword clattering to the stone floor beside him. He lay there, defeated and defenseless, his chest rising and falling with ragged breaths.

I approached him slowly, my gaze fixed upon his prone form. Despite everything he had done, part of me couldn't help but feel a shard of pity for him. But it was short-lived as I remembered how close I'd just come to dying.

Our eyes locked as I stared at him, conflicting emotions churning within me like a tempest. All I could see was the face of the man who had brought so much suffering to those that I loved. With steely resolve, I raised my hand once more, the ring pulsating with power as it responded to my will. The magic within me surged forward, eager to wreak havoc upon the world.

Cas groaned weakly, his eyes fluttering open as he gazed up at me with a mixture of defiance and fear. He wanted me to spare him, I could see it in the depths of his eyes, but he was too proud to ask. He knew where it would end, could see it in my face.

He didn't deserve my mercy.
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With a trembling hand, I reached for the hilt of a fallen sword drenched in blood and lying on the floor nearby. The weapon felt heavy in my grasp, but I refused to let doubt cloud my mind. I thought of everyone I had encountered on this journey, every life that had been ruined or cut short because of Cas and his tyranny of the last five hundred years. The fact that I had been driven to erase my memories, erase who I was completely because he wouldn't stop chasing me. I thought of Evie, of all the Clover pack members we had already lost.

"I hope you never find peace," I said, my voice strong and steady as I prepared to do what I wished I could have done five hundred years ago.

Cas's eyes widened in fear as he realized my intent, but by then it was too late. With a primal roar, I lunged forward, my sword slicing through the air with deadly precision as I plunged it into Cas's chest. The sword sliced through flesh and bone with a sickening crunch, his cry of pain echoing off the walls before falling silent, his blood staining the stone beneath him. I surged power through the blade, electricity crackling as it attacked in tandem, until I watched the life fade from his eyes, his body finally going still.

His reign of terror was finally at an end, and the world would be a safer place because of it.

As the echoes of Cas's final cry faded from our minds, a sharp, crackling surge of energy burst through the room, sending shivers down my spine. A writhing portal opened like a tear through reality, and before I could even register what was happening, two figures stepped out with startling speed.

There was barely any time to react as Roxy, the halfling witch, and Queen Tantaii both sprang into action. The portal had materialized only feet away from us, and they latched onto the closest people to them. Roxy's arm shot out, her arm curling tightly around Lily's neck as she pulled her flush against her, her free hand holding a writhing black orb, only inches from Lily's face. Queen Tantaii did similarly, lightning coating her hand as she grabbed Finn, hovering her electricity-gloved hand directly above his throat.

"Let them go!" I demanded, my voice laced with urgency and desperation. I had the power of the ring, but I had no way to guarantee that I could get to my friends before they could kill them, and that was not a gamble I was willing to take.

Tantaii's lips curled into a sinister smile as she regarded me with cold amusement. Being face-to-face with her was jarring. She was beautiful in the way that all fae were beautiful, but there was an edge to her, a maliciousness that lived just underneath the surface and could be called with the slightest thought.

"Not so fast, Olette." She let my name roll off her tongue like a caress, but it felt like a curse, dooming me to oblivion. "Hand over the ring, or your friends will pay the price for your defiance. Children shouldn't play with toys they don't understand."

My heart hammered in my chest as I weighed my options, the weight of the ultimatum pressing down on me like a leaden anchor. Surrendering the ring would mean risking everything we had fought for, but the idea of coming all this way just to let Lily and Finn die so the ring would stay safe was unbearable. Oliver could make a portal quickly, and I was even fairly confident we'd be able to make it through, but that would mean leaving my friends to die.

My head turned slightly, and I looked at Callan, his dark eyes urging me. I knew what he wanted, even without his feelings pouring through to me in our bond. Take the ring and run, I could almost hear him say. I looked to Oliver, whose fingers were twitching, already poised and ready to create a portal as soon as I gave the go-ahead.

But then I looked to Nia, the glow in her chest as bright as ever. Normally so regal and confident, her eyes pleaded with me, tears brimming as she urged me to do something. She was smart enough not to step out of line, but Lily's life lay in my hands, and she knew it.

As the tension crackled in the air between us, I locked eyes with my mother, her gaze blazing with contempt as she watched my indecision. "I should have never had you," she spat, her voice dripping with disdain. "I thought that maybe you'd prove me wrong, that you'd be different from your father, but it quickly became clear to me that you're no better than a dog. I should have killed you then."

"Tantaii," Engar protested from behind me, but the queen just tilted her head back and laughed, a cruel, sardonic sound.

"Shut up, Engar," she scoffed. "The only reason you're still alive is because of me. If it wasn't for this idiotic mate bond, I'd have killed you before Olette was even born." He shrank back from her words, almost cowering, and disappointment set its vicious claws into me. I'm not sure what I'd expected him to do, but it wasn't that.

A cold smile tugged at her lips as she turned her attention back to me. "This defiance will be your undoing. Give me the ring now, and maybe I'll let you live."

"You cling to your throne with fear and oppression, not power. You should be ashamed of what you've done. Are you so power-hungry that you don't care what you're doing to your own realm?"

Her eyes narrowed, baring her teeth as she spoke. "Do not lecture me, child. You’re friends are only alive because I haven’t decided to kill them yet. We wouldn’t even be in this predicament if it wasn’t for you. I give you life, and this is how you betray me?”

I felt the sting of her words like a slap to the face, the echoes of what I already thought about myself permeating my thoughts.

"I've made mistakes," I admitted, my voice tinged with regret. "But I've also learned from them. And I won't let you hurt any more people."

Her eyes flashed with fury, her patience wearing thin. "Your arrogance will be your downfall," she seethed, her voice dripping with venom. "You are nothing more than a pawn in a game you couldn't begin to understand." With a menacing crackle, Queen Tantaii's lightning flared, an eerie glow casting across the room.

"Last chance," she warned, her voice a low, ominous rumble. "What will it be?"

Her words hung heavy in the air, the ultimatum suffocating me like a shroud. A surge of defiance rose within me, but beneath that lay a deeper, more primal instinct – the need to protect those I cared about, at any cost. There had to be a way I could save my friends and keep her from destroying the mortal realm.

I looked at Lily, who stood incredibly still, tears flowing down her cheeks, her eyes boring holes into Nia's who had matching streaks on her face. Then I looked to Finn, who had already been looking at me, a sad smile on his face. Seeing my attention on him, he nodded as slight as he could without alerting the Queen, whose arm remained wrapped around him, holding him tightly in place. I knew what he was trying to tell me. Let me die, get out of here.

With a heavy heart, I made my decision, knowing it was something I’d never be able to take back. Slowly, deliberately, I reached for the ring that adorned my finger, its pulsating energy thrumming happily against my skin.

I met Tantaii's gaze head-on, my expression blank against the turmoil that was waging a war inside of me.

"Fine," I conceded, my voice a mere whisper against the tension in the room. "Take it." Shock rippled through the room, over the faces of my friends. Lily's eyes closed with a shudder as she let out a weak whimper. I refused to look at anyone but Tantaii, not wanting to see the judgement on their faces.

A triumphant smile curved Tantaii's lips as she extended her hand, the crackling lightning still dancing ominously around her fingertips as she held Finn tightly with the other, making sure he couldn't break out even if he tried. With a sense of resignation, I removed the ring from my finger, feeling suddenly empty as I held it out to her, my hand trembling ever so slightly.

She wasted no time moving closer to snatch the ring from my grasp, a look of triumph gleaming in her eyes as she held her prize up to her eyes.

"At last," she murmured, her voice filled with saccharine satisfaction. The Queen nodded to Roxy, and she released Lily without any hesitation. "Start the portal," Queen Tantaii ordered Roxy, who immediately turned, channeling her magic as a portal started to rip into existence, a few feet behind where the Queen stood. Lily stumbled forward, her eyes wide with relief as tears poured down her face, rushing into Nia's waiting arms.

"Finn too," I ordered the Queen, who still held my friend tightly with one hand. He stood awkwardly frozen, very aware of the lightning-laced hand that threatened his life. His eyes fixed on mine, and I gave him the most reassuring smile I could muster, given the situation. The Queen reached down, shoving the ring into her pocket for safekeeping. It seemed even she was smart enough to know the ring couldn't be worn all the time. That much power, that much ability, would be too much to bear in long bursts.

"I remember you, Finneas," she sneered, her tone laced with malice. She reached up with her lightning hand, running it through his silver hair until he cried out in pain as it stung his scalp. "I had such high hopes for you. Your parents were always very loyal to me, even going so far as to offer your hand in marriage to Olette. Where in the world did they go wrong with you? I imagine Casimir would have enjoyed this," she said dully, her soulless eyes appraising the body of her son and heir, dead.

In an instant, Queen Tantaii's electrified hand tightened around Finn's throat, lifting him effortlessly into the air with a strength I hadn't thought she could possess. He gasped, his face contorting in agony as he struggled against her iron grip, but it was futile.

"No!" I shouted, the scream tearing from my throat at the same time someone grabbed me, holding me back from charging forward and raining hellfire upon her. My captor began to drag me backward, the sound of another portal ripping through the air behind me as I watched with horrified eyes.

"It's too late," Callan said into my ear as his strong arms continued pulling me back, no matter how much I strained against him. "We can't help him. We have to go." The anguish in his voice broke me apart, splintering me into a thousand pieces.

With a final, chilling laugh, Queen Tantaii unleashed a torrent of lightning from her fingertips that spread around his entire body in a blinding flash of light. The crackling energy tore through Finn's body with vicious intensity, his screams echoing off the walls, embedding themselves into my very soul.

And then, just as suddenly as it had begun, the lightning faded, leaving behind only silence and devastation as she tossed him aside, dropping him to the floor as if he were nothing. Finn's lifeless form hit the ground hard with a sickening thud, a charred husk of who he had once been, his eyes eternally open wide in terror.

The Queen looked at me one last time, a maniacal grin on her face before she turned away.

"Bring him," she hissed at Roxy, gesturing to Cas's body before she turned, darting through the portal. Roxy waved her free hand, Cas lifting into the air and surging through the portal, their escape snapping shut behind them.

Thick, salty tears streamed down my face as I was turned around, seeing Callan for a brief second before he pushed me headfirst through the portal, and I landed with a hard thud, barely able to see through my tears.

"Hurry!" Oliver shouted, and I wiped my eyes to see Callan still on the other side, his arms sliding under Finn's lifeless body, hoisting him up with a grunt before he dashed through the portal. The second he was through, Oliver dropped his hands, letting the portal close with a silent, final snap.
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The Clover pack forest enveloped us in its forgiving embrace, the scent of pine and home permeating through my senses. Callan set Finn down gently before us, a stark reminder of the brutal reality we'd just faced. My heart broke as I collapsed on my knees beside him, my hands trembling as I reached out to touch his cold, ashen skin.

"No, no, no," I whispered hoarsely, the words choked with grief as tears streamed down my cheeks, mingling with the blood and dirt that drenched me. Numbness set in, and I gently lifted my hand, covering his eyes as I closed his eyelids. A shuddering breath left my body as I moved my hand away, and for a moment I could pretend he was just sleeping, his soft snores echoing like they had when we'd slept side by side in the tunnels only days before.

Thin arms wrapped around me as Lily encircled me, pulling me close as she held me tightly against her chest, her own tears mingling with mine as she whispered words of comfort in my ear. Reassurance trickled through my mate bond, but even then, it couldn't chase away the suffocating darkness that threatened to swallow me whole.

"I know this won't change anything, but thank you," Lily whispered, as fresh tears fell from both of our eyes. "Thank you for saving me." She kissed the top of my head as she moved away from me, and Callan knelt beside me to take her place.

Gently, he pried my hands away from Finn, where I'd bunched my fingers tightly into his sleeve. I'd gripped the material so tightly that it hurt. Enveloping my hands in his, he set a finger on my jaw, urging me until I turned my chin to look at him. "We can't stay here," he said gently.

I didn't answer, looking back at Finn, unable to tear my gaze away from his lifeless form. His once vibrant spirit had been extinguished in the blink of an eye by the merciless cruelty of Queen Tantaii.

Tantaii.

The ring.

Finn.

Seething anger began to bubble up inside me, in the very depths of my being, eclipsing the sorrow that clung to me like a second skin. It churned like a stormy sea, each wave crashing against the swell of darkness that rose inside me. Every fiber of my being trembled with the intensity of my loathing, dark and consuming. My hatred grew stronger, twisting my thoughts until all I could see was the object of my wrath, pinpricks of racing electricity burning under my skin, begging to be released.

Finally, I stood, Callan rising with me as I turned to meet the eyes of my friends. Nia and Lily huddled together, hands intertwined as they basked in the aftermath of their newfound bond. Eldrin and Oliver stood off to one side, their eyes bloodshot. And then there was Engar, my father, looking entirely out of place on the outskirts of our group. All these people, whom I had just let down.

"What do we do now?" Lily asked softly, finally breaking the silence, her voice shaky and her eyes tired. At least the wounds on both her and Engar were healing, now that their magic was no longer restricted by the bars of their iron cages.

I didn't answer because I didn't know what to say. We'd lost Finn, we'd lost the ring. What more was there to do? It was over. I'd ruined everything, and there was no coming back from that.

Engar stepped forward then, joining the group where we stood, an unfathomable look in his eyes as he searched for the words he wanted to say.

"Look," he started, putting his hands up in a placating gesture. He cleared his throat, his voice hoarse from disuse. "You have no reason to trust me, you don't even know me." He looked at me as he said this, and my throat seized tightly with emotion as I looked into the eyes of the father I'd never known. Not as Rowan, and not as Olette. "But this doesn’t have to be over. I think I have a plan that could save us."
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Shortly after, we sat around a table in the pack cafeteria. It felt like so long ago that I'd been in here for the first time, with Lily and Evie telling me all about shifters. So many things had changed since then, enough changes for a lifetime.

Oliver pulled out a thin cell phone, dialing Wolfe's number and putting it on speakerphone so we could all hear him. It rang only once before Wolfe's groggy voice crackled through the speaker.

"Is she okay?" Wolfe demanded.

"I'm fine," Lily said, but her voice cracked, a stray tear sliding down her cheek that she wiped away quickly with the sleeve of the sweater she had put on.

"What happened?" His voice was slightly muffled through the phone's speaker, but we all heard the panic in his voice at Lily's tone.

Callan looked to me, but when I didn't say anything, he took a deep breath, steeling himself for the task as he recounted the events that had transpired. Everything from our journey through the tunnels to finding Engar and recounting Finn's final moments, to the horrible moment we watched Tantaii jump through that portal with the ring. He sounded strong and steady, but I could feel the turmoil of raw emotions that lay underneath his alpha façade.

Wolfe listened intently, his silence echoing through the phone line as he absorbed the full weight of our predicament. The only sound he made was a muffled sob when Callan recounted Finn's death, but it fell on deaf ears as most of us did the same. When Callan finished, we waited in silence for Wolfe to say something. Finally, he cut through the stillness, his voice sharp and determined. "Is that it then? There has to be something else we can do."

"It’s risky, and it would be very dangerous," Engar started, his fingers absentmindedly scratching at the overgrown scruff that decorated his chin. "But I know where she is headed. We could try to intercept her, kill her before she can destroy the realms."

"What do you mean?" I finally voiced.

He licked his lips nervously, blinking rapidly as he looked at me. "She has to be in the in-between space between realms in order to do this. It's not as easy as just throwing raw power at the realm and watching it shatter. There are preparations, a ritual."

"A ritual?"

"The in-between is more than just a transitory space for realm travel. It's a convergence point. Without the in-between, neither realm could exist at all. With the power of the ring and the right ritual, she can harness the neutral energy that exists there, amplifying her power by tenfold and destroying one or both realms as we know it."

"Lovely," I said sourly.

A chill swept through us as Engar's words sank in, the enormity of Tantaii's plan becoming all too terrifying. If she succeeded, there would be no stopping her - no realm would be safe from her insatiable thirst for power. She would destroy everything.

"What's needed for the ritual?"

"The ring, of course," Engar said softly, his voice low. "After that, sacrifices. Magic like this is unforgiving, relentless, and very dark. Legend says she'll need a life from every royal line."

"That means she needs Rowan?" Callan's tone said exactly how he felt about that. "Cas is dead, which means Rowan is the last living fae of the lightning fae?"

"That would be correct," Engar confirmed with a solemn nod. You'd think he was giving a book report with how much emotion he showed at talking about the mother of his child wanting to take her life, but then again, we didn't really know each other. "I'd think it's safe to assume she has fae of every elemental line, except Rowan."

"That doesn't make any sense," I argued. "She could have demanded I go with her if that was the case. But she didn't, she only wanted the ring."

"She didn't try to kill you, though," Nia mused.

"But she didn't take me either. Something isn't right here."

Engar shrugged, exhaustion pulling at him. "Maybe she knows you'll be coming for her. She knows you well enough to know that you aren't just going to let this go."

"How do you know so much about this?" Wolfe asked, suspicion carving his words like a knife. I jumped, almost forgetting he'd been on the phone this whole time.

His eyes darkened, a shadow seeming to take him over from the very depths of his soul.

"Because I helped her figure it out."
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Engar's words hung in the air, and I reeled back as if I'd been slapped. Disbelief mixed with betrayal as my mind struggled to comprehend what he had said.

"You helped her?" I repeated, disbelief etched into every syllable.

Engar nodded solemnly, his gaze fixed on me as if he was seeking forgiveness that I didn't have permission to give. "We're true mates. I was young, and stupid, and head over heels in love."

"But why help her? Surely you had to know what her end goal was."

His expression softened, a haunted look taking him over. "She wasn't always the person you see now. When I met her, she was enchanting. A spitfire, sure, but also ridiculously addictive. From the first moment I met her, I stood no chance, and it wasn't long until our mate bond flared to life. But she was also a queen, who already had a king and an heir, and she wasn't willing to give that up to run off with me. So we lived like that for a while. In secret, behind closed doors because I couldn't live with letting her go."

"Even though we took precautions, she somehow still fell pregnant, with you," he continued, his voice growing stronger with each word. "When she realized the implications of having a halfling child with me – a commoner, a nobody in the eyes of the fae – she started to change. She shut me out, fading away from me with every passing day."

"The day you were born was the happiest of my life." A small smile split across his face at the memory. "But I think it was the worst of hers. She'd tolerated halflings up to that point, but only because she could use them. But you were born from her, one of the most powerful fae in history, and the second you came out, we just knew. You would be more powerful than she could ever hope to be, and that scared her."

I shifted in my seat, entirely uncomfortable. I wasn't stronger than Tantaii. I'd barely learned to use my powers, and what she'd had time to learn in a lifetime, I'd only had a few months. "I don't understand. Why did she lock you up?"

"Because I tried to take you."

Engar's revelation filled the room with tense silence, the raw honesty of his confession laying his actions bare. "She changed once you were born. She became obsessed with magic, with power. Endless research on becoming more powerful, until it was all she could think about. She forced me to help her. The obsession changed her, contorted her into someone I no longer recognized, until one day, she found the information she needed. Oberon's ring, and what it could do."

"Her search for the ring was terrifying. She went after every powerful fae, every halfling on her side of the realm, tearing the world apart looking for Oberon's ring and taking lives in the process. I couldn't watch; I was so worried about what she might do to you. The longer her search went on, the more she hated you. I thought she might kill you. So one night, I kidnapped you." He paused, wiping a tired hand down his face before he continued. "I don't know if it can actually be considered kidnapping when it's your own child, but that's what I did. I waited until she'd fallen asleep, bundled you up, and tried to escape through the portals to the mortal realm."

"She caught up to me before I even got close. She couldn't kill me, couldn't take the risk of knowing our true mate bond might kill her in the process, so she took you back and locked me up. I'm so sorry, Rowan," a stray tear slipped from my eyes. "She would come to me just to tell me all the things she was doing to you. Doing to the world. To punish me, to rub salt into my wounds. I failed you," he finished softly. "And you lived a horrible life because of it."

Everyone looked to me for a response, but my throat was dry, no words coming out as I tried to sort out my thoughts. Betrayal, confusion, and anger battled for dominance within me, each vying for my attention as they pummeled all the emotions I already felt. And another part of me, a softer, younger part of me, craved a connection with him. The part that had never felt what it was like to have a father, and now one was standing right in front of me.

The weight of his words settled heavily on my shoulders, threatening to crush me and pull me under. How do I reconcile the story he is telling me with the experiences I've had? Had he really sacrificed everything to try and protect me?

"I don't know what to say," I finally managed to choke out. "I don't know how to process all of this."

Engar nodded, his eyes dark, swimming with emotional turmoil that I didn't want to dive into. "I understand. I don't expect you to forgive me, not after everything that has happened."

His words cut to the bone, sinking deep inside my soul. But despite the hurt, I couldn't bring myself to hate him for it. He'd made mistakes, but his imprisonment and the upbringing I couldn't remember weren't his fault. The blame lay with Queen Tantaii, and no one else. Her choices were her own, and that wasn't something I could hold against him.

But I also wasn't ready to let him in.

"We need to focus on stopping Tantaii," Callan prodded us. "I can't imagine we have a lot of time."

"We will know when it begins," Engar said, chewing his lip as he thought. "The in-between is a very sensitive place. Interfering with the magic will bleed into both realms. We'll know, and we need to be ready."

"How are we supposed to stop her? She's got the ring. She's got the power. A fae army at her disposal. We don't stand a chance." My outlook was grim, disheartened. In my mind, we'd already lost.

"We can get numbers if you and Oliver can open portals wide enough to get them through," Nia said, with Eldrin nodding along with her. "Fae, royals with magic, and those trained in combat, and plenty of pagu with their riders. Give me a day, and we'll be back."

"And I can give you shifters," Wolfe's staticky voice blared from the phone, his tone serious. "I won't force anyone to fight, but I'll explain the situation and give them the option. The one thing my father did right was training these shifters in combat."

"And then what?" I questioned. "She's more powerful than all of us combined now."

"You have to kill her," Engar said. "Whatever it takes."

Something struck me then, my eyes widening. "Won't that mean that you die too?"

"Yes," he answered bluntly, schooling his expression tightly. "But not while she wears the ring. The ring has unknown power, and seeing the way it healed you while we were in the prison, I'm not confident that killing me would kill her too. And if I do die, well, I wish we could have gotten more time together, all those years ago. I kick myself every day for not succeeding in taking you away from her. But the time for that has passed. The only way out of this now is if we kill her and take that ring off her finger, and I've been prepared to die for that eventuality for five hundred years."

"We have to try," Callan said, watching me, checking my emotions through our bond. He was right. To not try was to just lay down and die. Not only that, but this was my fault. But killing Tantaii had a very real consequence this time, in the father that I'd never known and would never get to know if we killed her. I'd given her the ring because I couldn't stand to see my friends die, just for Finn to be murdered anyway. I couldn't let his death go to waste.

Not him, not Evie, not anyone else.
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From there, a plan began to take shape.

Oliver and I portalled Nia and Eldrin back to the Briar Stronghold with a promise to reopen in twenty-four hours, and with them went Finn's body as well. A similar deal was struck with Wolfe, who would work on gathering any willing shifters from the Nexus pack. In the meantime, the remaining pack members went to prepare, all five willing to see this through, and I'd almost started crying with gratitude. In the meantime, Callan and I retreated back to my cabin to get some rest, at a near collapsing point from all the stress and activity.

The cabin was bathed in the soft glow of moonlight filtering through the windows, casting long shadows across the wooden floorboards. The air was heavy with silence as I paused in the entryway, unsure of where to go, my head and my heart still swirling with a tornado of emotions that I didn't know what to do with. I picked at the hem of my shirt. My finger hit something hard, and I looked down, realizing it was a dried clump of blood that was clinging to the material. My eyes traveled further, realizing for the first time how drenched in blood my clothes were, now cakey and stiff.

My pulse skitters, heart pounding against my chest like a trapped bird desperate to escape its cage. The air was thick, suffocating as I try to pull the shirt over my head, getting stuck on the crook of my elbow. My breaths come out in short, shallow gasps, each inhale a struggle as my panic rose. Strong hands grip my waist, sliding up my body to free me from the shirt before falling on the floor.

Callan's hands cup either side of my cheek as he leaned down, forcing me to look directly at him. "Hey, it's okay. Breathe," he soothes, fingers swiping away the tears I hadn't realized had been falling. "You don't have to carry this burden alone. I'm here, let me be here for you."

His words permeated the frazzled haze, striking a chord deep inside of me, and I leaned into his touch, seeking solace in his warmth. "I know," I whispered, my breathing starting to slow as his reassurances trickled through our bond. "But it's just... so much. I feel like I'm drowning, Callan. Like I'm going to get pulled under and never breathe fresh air again."

Pain was in his eyes as he looked at me, the fact that he couldn't bundle up my emotions and put them in a little box where they couldn't hurt me anymore. "I wish I could just fix it," he admitted, voice heavy. "But I can't. All I can do is promise to stand by your side, no matter what."

"I don't know what I'd do without you," I confessed, my voice trembling with emotion. "And that scares me too."

"Be scared all you want," he told me, placing a gentle kiss on my forehead, then once on each of my eyelids. "I'm not going anywhere. If we die, then we die together."

A startled laugh burst from my lips. "That doesn't make me feel any better," I said. He gave me a rueful smile, the movement making him look so handsome that my heart ached. A slight shrug lifted one of his shoulders as his gaze softened, and he reached out, his fingers threading through my blonde tresses as he brushed a hand through them, watching the strands slip through his fingers.

"I love you," he said simply. "More than anything in this world. And I will do everything in my power for us to come out on the other side of this intact. I've waited so long for you to walk into my life, and I'm not giving that up for anything. I've been sleepwalking through life without you, and now that I've finally found you, I feel like I can finally live."

His words wrapped around my heart like a hug, and for just a brief moment, I felt like the weight of the world lifted from my shoulders. Fresh tears welled in my eyes, but I held them back, knowing that if I let them fall, I'd never be able to say what I wanted to say.

"I love you too," I admitted, the words leaving my lips and feeling one hundred percent right. Nothing like the threat of the end of the world to make you vocalize how you really feel. He dipped his head, placing a gentle kiss on my lips.

"I know," he said, with all the confidence in the world, and I didn't mind it one bit. His hands reached the waistband of my pants, working them down and over my hips gingerly, trying to keep the drenched material from scratching my skin as much as possible.

"Come on, let's get cleaned up."

Within minutes, we were standing underneath the steam, the scorching water burning the dirt and blood away with the help of Callan's wandering hands. Eventually, they turned to my shoulders as he turned me around, massaging and kneading, finding every spot of tension and working it until it smoothed. I sighed, leaning against him, my head falling back so it rested on his newly scrubbed chest, pushing my hips back so I was flush against him.

"Careful," he warned, his chest rumbling underneath me, his deft hands working their way down my shoulders, into very dangerous territory. "I'm not responsible for what happens if you keep doing that."

"You say that like it's a bad thing," I murmured, my eyes closed to the sensation of him exploring my tired body.

A growl escaped his throat as he reached behind us, turning the shower off. I whipped my head back around to look at him, confused. "What are you doing?"

"I want you splayed out on the bed underneath me where I can see you," he said. He reached out, grabbing a large towel and wrapping it around my body before he bent down, picking me up in his arms easily. A startled shriek escaped me as I wrapped my arms around his neck for safety. "Callan!"

He said nothing, stepping out of the shower without a towel as he gently carried me to the bedroom, rivulets of water dripping off him as we moved. "You're getting the floor all wet!"

“That's not the only thing," he grunted as he dropped me onto the center of the comforter. I tried to sit up, but he didn't let me, gripping my ankles and sliding me down to the edge of the bed. He reared his head up to look at me, and for a moment, I was struck by how familiar this scene was. How different life had been when we last did this, and how much had changed since then. He followed my train of thought, smiling wickedly as he bit the skin of my inner thigh, eliciting a breathy gasp from me.

“I am going to taste every fucking inch of you,” he spoke against my skin, a hot shiver running through my body at his words. Big hands gripped my hips, pulling me into the perfect position to bury his face in my pussy. He didn't hold back, his tongue stroking the length of my slit before attacking my clit with an onslaught of pleasure. I moaned loudly, hands gripping the fabric beneath me.

In response to my moans, he worked harder, setting a steady rhythm alternating between flicking my clit with his tongue and sucking on it as his lips closed around it.

My hips gyrated against him as he devoured me like a starving animal, my climax building like a raging storm. Sensing I was about to hurtle over the edge, he took my hands in his, moving to place them over my breasts.

"Touch yourself for me," he ordered, and I was more than willing to oblige. I pinched the hard nubs between my thumb and index fingers, gently tweaking them as I writhed beneath him, his tongue diving back to continue its relentless rhythm.

"Callan," I whined, hurtling toward my breaking point. A low chuckle against my clit almost made me scream, and two seconds later, a firm pressure was at my entrance as he sank two fingers deep inside me, stretching me wide. That was all I needed, careening over the edge on a wave of pleasure. He didn't stop, licking with renewed fervor, and a deep shiver went through me, stoking the tiny flame inside me into another roaring fire.

"Fuck," I whined through labored breath, my hips no longer under my control.

I writhed, knowing I needed more, needing everything I could possibly take from him. My hands reached down, gripping his dark hair with a fistful, jerking his head up immediately. I pulled, gently enough that it didn't hurt, but hard enough that he had no choice but to follow, rising up my body as he followed my hand.

"I need you," I gasped out when he was almost level with my face. His eyes had darkened so much they almost looked black, lust clouding his gaze. His face glistened with my juices, but I kissed him anyways, his tongue dancing with mine as I moaned at the taste of myself. He groaned against me, and I suckled his bottom lip in mine, nibbling gently.

"Rowan," he warned, his hands gripping my body tightly. I smiled against him, before digging my heels in, my hands coming in to grab his hips. I pushed, borrowing a bit of my added shifter strength to roll us over. His eyes widened when he realized what I was doing, pushing his feet back so we were in the middle of the bed.

I shifted into a kneeling position, my tight entrance hovering over his cock. Without hesitating, I eased myself over his thick length, a guttural moan escaping me as I sank down onto him. I was stretched to my limits, but I bottomed out anyways, giving a gentle buck of my hips as a test.

"Oh fuck," Callan groaned, his hands coming to my hips with an iron-clad grip. "Don't tease me like that."

My stubborn streak flared to life, and I did it again, bucking my hips, grinding my clit against his groin as I did and I uttered a deep moan.

"Rowan," he growled, his hips trying to buck underneath me. I used my body weight as an anchor, digging my knees in so he wasn't able to get the range of motion he was looking for. He tried again, and I was rewarded with a frustrated moan as his fingers gripped me tighter.

Ever so slowly, I leaned back, bracing my arms behind me, the perfect angle to give him the best look at my tits as I reared back, urging my hips down in a torturously slow movement, then started to lift upwards, coming off his cock again and again. With a roar, he gripped my hips, slamming me firmly back down and I groaned in pleasure.

Shifting to a better position, I looked down at Callan, biting my lip as I saw he was intently looking at me, his teeth clenched. “Woman,” he ground out threateningly, eyes pleading with me for mercy.

Slowly at first, then faster, I raised myself up his shaft before I plunged back down on it, moaning every time he plunged into me with his full length. My rhythm was steady, my fingernails digging into the muscles of his shoulder as I fucked myself on him.

Hands reached up to squeeze my breasts, thumbs rubbing across my hardened nipples. “Oh!” I cried as jolts of pleasure shot through me, curling my toes into the bed as I moved. He continued his assault, rolling and pinching them softly between his fingers. All I could do was moan, my pussy walls squeezing around him in response. I slammed down on him, again and again as he buried deep inside me.

He groaned deeply, throwing his head back in pleasure as his hands dropped back down to rest on my hips. Instead of lifting back up again, I swiveled my hips, my clit rubbing against him with a blaze of pleasure.

I moved my hands up, remembering how much he'd liked it earlier and squeezed my own breasts. My thumbs rubbed my nipples back and forth, only managing whimpering gasps in the throes of my pleasure. With one hand, he gripped my hips, beginning to take control of our thrusts, getting harder and more insistent as I continued to play with my chest.

I leaned back slightly, throwing my head back in pleasure and didn't see when he moved his free hand up, fingers coming to encircle my clit.

That was all I could handle, screaming hoarsely as an orgasm rocked me, my walls death-gripping him inside of me. "Oh my god!" I shouted. As I rode the aftershock, he placed both hands back at my waist, pivoting our positions so he was on top again. He didn't miss a beat, thrusting inside me relentlessly, my mind going blank from the pleasure, still sensitive after my last orgasm. Somehow he built me up again, and it wasn’t long before I found one of my hands trailing down, coming to a rest when it made contact with my clit.

My fingers circled furiously, not letting up until I thought I was about to break. My other hand reached up, pulling his head close to mine, tangling my tongue with his as he let out a heated moan. His hips moved faster, thrusting harder and harder, and I knew he was close.

I used my muscles to squeeze around the length of him the next time he bottomed out inside me, and that was enough as he broke our kiss to cry out as he swelled inside me. I convulsed wildly around him as he still drove in and out of me, riding the wave of his climax and extending mine. My legs lost strength, and I uncrossed them from where I had vice-gripped around his body.

Later, I lay there, listening to the steady beat of his heart under my ear, a sense of peace worming its way into my fragile heart. If we could get through this and not die in the process, this could definitely be a life I could get used to.
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Aday later, we gathered outside the cabins, preparing to open the portals and hoping our friends had come through on the other side. I'd been practicing my portals all day, hoping I had enough grasp on it that I could be of good help to Oliver.

Oliver and I stood at the forefront of our makeshift assembly, flanked by Callan and Engar, my heart pounding with anticipation. The forest around us seemed to hold its breath, the silence broken only by the rustle of leaves in the gentle breeze.

"Ready," Oliver's voice was soft but steady, a reassuring smile on his face. I nodded, swallowing the lump that had formed in my throat. "Do I have a choice?"

With a deep breath, we turned to face outward, linking hands to help focus our magic. Closing my eyes, I called forth the familiar magic, urging it through my outstretched arm. The air shimmered in front of us, a wide oval beginning to form. Slowly, it began to take shape, taking much longer than a normal portal would. A vortex of light and magic weaved, stretching out widely.

The cliff-laden Briar Stronghold swam into view, and it took only a few seconds for Nia and Eldrin to appear on the other side. Nia's eyes scanned our group, softening when they laid eyes on Lily's upturned face. Behind them, I could see the outlines of other figures, shifting and moving as they got closer to the portal.

"Stand back," Nia said, and our group cleared out of the way, all except Oliver and me, who stayed close to keep the portal open. It wasn't as hard as I thought it might be, as long as I stayed concentrated. Oliver had told me to let him do most of the work as the more experienced one of us, so my energy drain was minimal. There were times where I felt my magic want to jump away as people started filing through the portal, but Oliver's magic was always there to force it back into place, the edges only wavering slightly.

She paraded a procession of people from the hole, and my jaw dropped when I saw just how many.

There were elementals of all kinds, and non-magic fae as well, large weapons strapped at their hips or strung against their back. At least a hundred people filed through, many of them giving me an appraising look as they passed, but I was too busy to dwell on that and be able to keep my concentration.

Finally, the people tapered out, and the pagu began to stream through. Varus, Aura, Verdan.

Then more, at least a dozen, in varying shapes and sizes. A large, masculine pagu brought up the rear, and when Nia gave the go-ahead, we let the portal snap shut.

‘Nice to see you again.’ The pagu that had walked through last looked at me, and I squinted. Did I know him? There was something familiar about his face, but I couldn't quite place it. Was he one of the pagu I had met during my brief stay at Briar?

He blinked at me with his crimson eyes, and suddenly it hit me. "Baby cheagle?" I gasped, my shock palpable as I took him in. He was huge, his feathers now completely different colors, five times as large as he had been the last time I'd seen him. "What happened to you?"

‘My name is Dreyden,’ he said warily, and now that I realized, I could tell his voice was much younger than Aura and Varus sounded. Like a teenager, if the teenager's voice was still gruff and deep. ‘I found my bonded rider, Astrid, not too long after you helped me. Thank you. I don't think I would have survived the night.’

Happiness bloomed in my chest, grateful that I had decided to help him that day. There was some good that had come from this whole situation, and maybe if I could hang on to that, we could make it through this after all. I bowed my head at him, then watched him trot over to a tall, red-headed fae with legs that could kill. Astrid.

Moving a bit further out due to the sheer number of people, Oliver repeated the process, and before long we had a large portal with Wolfe standing in front of it, comfortable workout gear adorning his body. For a shifter, this was dressed for war, knowing he'd be more effective in his bear form than anything else. Callan wore something similar, something easy to take off and throw to the side so they could shift more freely.

He led a group forward, another mass gathering of people, all wearing similar clothes. They were impressive, the men with bulging muscles and hardened eyes, the girls lean and lithe, sharp eyes calculating. He hadn't just brought shifters, he'd brought warriors, used to a life in a brutal pack where your deadliness helped you survive.

I couldn't help but be awed at watching both groups of fighters together, two entirely different cultures coming to blend together. They kept their distance, sizing each other up, but also trading respectful nods and introductions. No matter what their thoughts on each other were, they were all here to fight for the same goal against the same threat.

Here, they would be united.

Wolfe gripped Lily in a tight hug, almost lifting her off the ground as they reunited. "Are you sure you can leave the pack?" she asked, searching his gaze worriedly.

"They'll be okay," Wolfe smiled at her, not quite ready to let her go. It wasn't a romantic thing. No, it was the dousing, bone-crushing fear that you get when you almost lose someone you love. When you thought you might never see them again. "This is where I need to be right now."

Suddenly, the temperature began to drop. Dark clouds gathered overhead, swirling ominously as the air grew heavy with the promise of a storm. The wind picked up, howling mournfully through the trees, and for a moment it almost sounded like Finn. Unease settled over us as raindrops began to pelt our skin.

"It's happening," Engar shouted over the weather, raising his voice so everyone in the clearing could hear him. A hush blanketed the crowd. "She's begun the ritual. We don't have a lot of time."

‘He’s right,’ Varus said as he sidled up next to me, his voice projecting out to everyone. ‘She's disrupting the magic.’

Fear gripped my heart like a vice as I realized we were out of time. This wasn't a natural storm, and who knows how long it would take her to complete her ritual. If we didn't go now, we may not make it at all.

I turned to Oliver, gripping his hand as we prepared to open our third and final portal. This one was trickier, as I had to picture the in-between that I'd only been in once before. Oliver would once again take the lead, and he wasted no time. The portal started to rip through reality in front of us.

As lightning continued to dance across the sky and thunder roared overhead, the portal widened as far as we could. My friends led the way, Callan giving me a confident stare as he passed, leading the mixed pack of shifters and fae as they entered through. Everyone moved through without a hitch, which was a good sign. There was no way to tell exactly where the Queen would be, but we didn't want her to see us entering when we would be at our most vulnerable. It seems Oliver's intuition was correct.

The last ones through were Lily and Nia, bringing up the rear with Aura and Varus.

Then, finally, it was our turn.
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The world shifted and twisted around me for a split second as we stepped through the portal, leaving behind the familiar sights and sounds of our realm. Adrenaline coursed through my veins as I looked at the in-between. The last time I'd been here, I'd been locked inside a building, but this time, I was outside.

Dark clouds loomed overhead, casting an eerie shadow over the depressing landscape stretched out before us. The air was slightly hazy, and if I squinted just right, it seemed to have a slight shimmer, almost like magic. Determination welled up inside me. This was it – the time for it to end, one way or another.

"I'm not sure where she's at," Oliver told the group, his eyes darting around, on high alert. "The in-between is not very large, keep your senses sharp."

With a deep breath, I gripped Callan's hand, who had come to stand beside me, as we looked around, getting our bearings. As we moved further, the landscape began to solidify into shapes that I recognized. We were entering a ghostly city, with towering spires and crumbling buildings rising up from the mist like skyscrapers.

The streets were empty, devoid of life and movement. The walls were decorated with different artwork, some of them the most beautiful drawings I've ever seen. As we moved further, I realized they began to depict a story, and I began to recognize some of the images. "Are these telling the story of what happened here?"

Oliver nodded solemnly, both of us keeping our voices low. We'd have to face her head-on eventually, but if we could manage to figure out where she was before she found us, we'd take the slight advantage.

"Who drew these?"

"The ones that got stuck here when Tantaii destroyed the in-between portals. Most of the halflings were dead by then, and there was no one to portal in here and save them. Nothing can grow in the in-between, and the supplies would have lasted only so long. Without substance, all things will wither away."

I looked at the drawings with new eyes. This wasn't a museum of art; it was a graveyard.

As we pressed onward, our unease grew. There was no sign of life, no sign of the Queen anywhere. But still, we moved forward, moving in unison for such a large group. Every step echoed through the empty streets, as we passed pile after pile of crumbled building debris.

As we ventured deeper into the heart of the city, we came across remnants of a bygone era, ancient statues standing sentinel in forgotten places, surprisingly intact for how long it had been. Even so, it was beautiful, and I could almost imagine what the city had once looked like, bustling with the life and abundance of a happier time.

It wasn't long before a trickle of awareness washed over me, the feeling of being watched, an unseen presence lurking just beyond the edges of our vision. "There, listen," Callan hissed, his head perked. We listened hard, and then we heard it—a distant rumble steadily growing louder until it echoed off the crumbling walls surrounding us.

"What is that?" Lily shouted, glancing nervously around us. Then, just as soon as it started, it stopped—the world falling silent once again.

"That has to be her," Engar said, hand on the sword he'd sheathed at his hip. He was a rabbit shifter just like me, and it's clear from the sword that he knew just as well as I did how useless it was in a fight. "Let's follow it."

Nia and Wolfe turned back to their respective forces, communicating the plan to their groups, and then we continued trudging along. With more urgency, we followed the sound as best we could. Just when we thought we may have been nearing the source, another rumble sounded again. It was a little west of where we stood, so we changed course, heading that way instead. The mist thickened as we went, obscuring almost everything in the dim lighting that didn't seem to change. Both a water fae and an air fae tried to clear it, but neither of their powers could make it budge.

Then, finally, another rumble sounded, and this time we were right in front of it. Our weapons were drawn as we trudged forward, and then finally, suddenly, the mist cleared, and my eyes widened at what we saw.

What could only be described as a temple loomed before us, its towering spires reaching up towards the stormy sky like the hand of a long-forgotten giant. Its ancient stones were weathered and worn, bearing the scars of centuries of neglect, but still standing. The front of it had crumbled in on itself, providing a clear view into the heart of it and its inhabitants. There, the Queen stood, a long sword in her hand, currently speared through the chest of a thin, blue-haired fae while Roxy stood by her side. At her feet lay two other bodies, the soles of their shoes dangling off the edge of the broken stoop.

An army surrounded the temple—a motley collection of fae and naga warriors, the snake-like enemies with poison-coated blades. They stood tall, their serpentine forms coiled and ready for battle as they saw us the same time we saw them. Their weapons glinted ominously in the strange light, their cold, reptilian eyes fixed upon us, slight hisses escaping their mouths.

A sinister grin split the Queen's face as she cleared her sword, the dead fae on her blade slumping to the ground like a sack of potatoes. Her army outnumbered ours immensely, but I knew from experience that naga weren't very smart. They were quick, though.

The fae, however, were a different story. These were skilled, trained fighters, and we were a ragtag bunch already. The Queen turned away from us as the front line of her forces started moving forward, their intentions clear. If we wanted to stop her, we'd have to fight our way through. She moved to a large dais where there was a goblet perched, hovering the sword overhead so blood dripped down into the cup.

"I love you," I said to Callan, reaching out to give his hand a tight squeeze that he returned before pulling off his clothes in two swift moves, already mid-shift.

"Tell me that again when we win," was all he said before he was completely in panther form. All around me, I heard snaps and growls as the shifters followed his lead, and within minutes, they were fully in their animal forms. Lily brushed against my leg, and I bent down slightly to thread my hand through her fur in greeting.

A few more minutes, and the naga fae army would be on us.

We sprang into action, splitting off in different directions, doing our best to stay somewhat together in case we needed help. A surge of power coursed through my veins as I connected with my first opponent, my dagger slipping under the armor he wore as I channeled lightning through it, sinking it between his ribs and flaring out my magic with a roar.

I heard a wet squelch next to me as Callan tore a naga's throat out, his maw already drenched with blood. All around me, the clangs of battle sounded, elements flying and blades clashing as foe met foe. I cut down enemy after enemy, slicing with my dagger while throwing lightning at everyone I could hit, the bright sparks tinged with blue from my mate bond with Callan. Every person I knocked down brought me one step closer to the Queen.

I took the chance to glance around me, pleased to see we were pushing her army back. My friends battled with all their might, using a barrage of weapons in their arsenal to outsmart the naga. The fae were trickier, but they were unprepared for the speed and agility of some of the shifters as I watched an earth fae go down under the weight of Lily’s wolf.

The pagu darted in from the sky, gripping and spearing unsuspecting foes with their mighty talons. A piercing scream burst over the battlefield, and I looked up towards where the Queen and Roxy stood. The Queen had speared another fae with her blade, this one with long, curly red hair, who didn't look to be much older than Evie had been. Life rapidly faded from her eyes, and I watched as Roxy's mouth moved over and over in the same repetitive motion, chanting something I was much too far to hear.

Suddenly, the rumble started. Gentle at first, but then the entire ground began to move and shake, until it reached a crescendo that had everyone fighting for balance.

Then, silence.

Fighting resumed, and as I cut down another fae, taking another step closer to the Queen, I realized what the rumbles stood for. There'd been four so far, and four bodies lay at her feet, dead. Engar had said she needed five sacrifices, one from each of the royal houses, and she'd already killed the first four. We'd been too late and all she needed now was a fae from the lightning royal line. One more death, and she'd be able to harness the power needed to destroy the realm.

She needed me, and I was headed straight towards her.

OceanofPDF.com


Chapter Twenty-Four
[image: ]


My heart pounded, realizing I was running out of time. Every strike, every surge of lightning that crackled from my fingertips brought me closer to my ultimate goal. She would try to kill me either way, so going straight to her was still the best option. If I could make it in time, maybe I could stall her long enough to kill her before she could kill me.

Through the din of clashing weapons and anguished cries of the fallen, I pushed forward. My senses honed to a razor's edge as I sought out the figure of the Queen amidst the tumultuous fray. I dispatched a naga that had stepped in my path, when a large, burly fae with a thick broadsword blocked my way. He was already swinging at me with an attack I wasn't going to be fast enough to block.

A dark streak darted between us as Callan lunged at the man, teeth clamping on his exposed throat with ferocious precision. He ripped it clean off and spat the carnage from his mouth.

"Rowan!" Engar called, his voice barely heard over the sound of battle as he pushed his way to me. Oliver pulled in from the other side of me, flames blasting at anyone who dared to get in his way. "We'll get you there. Keep pushing!"

All three men closed ranks, and with the four of us in close quarters, we were able to make a dent in the fray. Carving a path that brought us closer to the temple where the Queen stood. We were close enough now that I could hear Roxy's chants echoing in the air. A haunting melody that sent shivers down my spine, but I refused to falter.

Failure was not an option.

As we neared the temple, the intensity of the battle reached a fever pitch. Our forces locked in a desperate struggle against the Queen's relentless minions.

"Almost there!" Oliver's voice rang out as he blasted a naga off his feet with an incinerating fireball. We hacked, slashed, and blasted our way until finally, we stood at the base of the temple.

The Queen's silhouette loomed in the entrance, her eyes ablaze with unholy fervor as she saw how close we had gotten. With a flick of her wrist, Oberon's ring adorning her finger, dark tendrils of magic snaked through the air. Like black lightning projectiles aimed squarely at our group.

"Get down!" I shouted, diving to the ground as the first volley of energy bolts streaked past. Narrowly missing us by inches. We all dropped, taking cover between crumbled stone pillars that lined the temple entrance.

The Queen's laughter echoed through the air, heard even above the sounds of fighting. It sent shivers down my spine. I'd thought she was unhinged before, but she sounded even worse. She had no intention of letting us reach her unscathed like I had hoped. Her twisted delight evident in every malicious strike she sent our way.

"Keep moving!" Engar shouted over the chaos, his eyes blazing with a determination that I felt mirrored in myself. We pushed forward, taking advantage of a pause in her attack, making a final push toward the temple entrance. The ground trembled beneath our feet as we approached, the air crackling with arcane energy as we closed the distance, but we stopped in our tracks as she restarted her barrage.

"This isn't working," I pointed out. Just as I looked around for another way to her, a loud flapping noise sounded from above us and my head darted up, Varus and Aura hovering above us. 'We won't be able to hold her off for long,' Aura warned us, her red eyes pinning a look on Roxy, who had continued her chanting throughout, her eyes closed as she stood.

It was almost like she was in a trance, but she was the one doing magic. What would happen if we interrupted her?

"Aim for Roxy," I shouted at them, and then they were gone, taking advantage of the crumbled ceiling of the temple, diving in talons first. The Queen shrieked as they came down on her, wildly flinging her hands, her inky power shooting off in all directions.

The Queen sensed the threat to her ally, unleashing a torrent of magic that forced them to fly back, breaking off their assault to avoid getting blasted. With a wave of her overpowered hands, a lightning dome surrounded the building, cutting us off from the outside world.

Their distraction had given us the time we needed, and we'd reached the temple steps, lightning springing to both of my hands as we confronted her. She whipped around to look at us, Roxy still chanting in rhythmic patterns behind her.

The Queen's eyes blazed with malevolent fury as she took in our approach, her lips curled into a twisted smirk. "You're too late, daughter. The ritual is almost complete."

"I know about your little ritual. I won’t let you kill me so easily," I told her, nodding to Engar by my side. She looked at him with a sneer, no evidence of the love they had once shared. "I should have killed you when I had the chance," Tantaii spat, hatred fueling the fire behind her eyes.

"Don't you realize how dangerous this is?" I urged her, my voice ringing out like steel. "Destroying the mortal realm could destabilize everything, destroying both realms. You may have power then, but what will be left for you?"

The Queen's smirk widened into a mocking grin, her gaze flickering between me and Engar with a cold, calculating glint. "I know what I’m doing. Your kind is disgusting, polluting our bloodlines. There will be no more halflings, no more true mates to challenge my throne."

"I will take my own life before I let you kill me," I retorted, and I meant it. If I had to die so she couldn't use me to finish her spell, then I would.

She scoffed. "I've already gotten what I wanted from you. You are nothing to me, and you will die with your realm. Just shut up and watch.” Her eyes narrowed on Callan, and I knew from her face she could tell what we were. Tendrils of black lightning crackled into existence, snaking out from her fingertips like serpents. They darted out at us, faster than they had before, and before we could react, the crackling tendrils wrapped around our limbs in a vise-like grip.

I struggled against the dark magic, feeling my movements become sluggish and heavy as they tightened their hold. The edges were sharp, not electric like I had expected. The more I moved, the more blood dripped down my limbs so I paused, trying to stay as still as possible. One wrong move and this thing might cut my arms off.

I tried to call my magic, but none came. Callan was on his side, the magic restraints pinning him to the floor, effectively immobilized like the rest of us as we all realized we had blades against our skin. Tantaii approached me then, confident I wouldn't be able to lash out at her.

"Hear me well," she hissed, so close to my face that if I could only move forward a few inches, I could bite her pointy little nose clean off her perfect face. "The only reason I haven't torn you apart yet is because I want to see you suffer. I want you to watch as first, I destroy your realm. And then, I kill all your friends, followed by your father. The last person I kill will be the panther." Her eyes met mine with deadly malice, and I could do nothing but stare back, helplessness seeping into my soul as I realized how stupid we'd been.

"You will suffer for the way you made me suffer," she continued, her breath blowing hot on my face as she spoke the words, satisfaction permeating her tone. "Until you wish that I had never let you be born. Thank you for making it so easy for me to gather you all."

A choked sob escaped me as she turned away, moving toward Roxy now with determined precision. As she moved, a chilling realization dawned on me then. She wasn't going to kill me for her ritual.

Roxy's chanting had reached a crescendo, and it was then that I realized there was one more body lying on the floor than I had realized. A pale sickly body with trimmed blonde hair and a sharp, pointed nose that mirrored my own. Cas. He was dead, just as we had left him.

Roxy's voice was so loud now that her throat went hoarse, and with a final shout, she fell completely silent. A lattice of black appeared between her two hands that she held outstretched in front of her, and finally, she opened her eyes.

I expected their usual brown, but instead they were completely white, her long intricate braids trailing down her back as she approached Cas's lifeless body. She placed the magical lattice on his chest, taking only three steps back from him as his entire body began to glow.

A surge of energy rippled through the temple from all directions. The patterned magic dissolved, replaced by shadow as it wrapped around his prone figure. His body gave one violent convulsion before it stilled again. Horror filled me as I watched, unable to pull my eyes away from what was happening before me.

With a sharp snap, the shadows disappeared entirely, and Cas did something I never thought I'd see him do again, not since I drove my blade through his chest.

He opened his eyes.
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With a gasp, Cas sat up, his movements jerky and disjointed as he struggled to orient himself in his newly resurrected form. His eyes were glazed, and I wasn't sure he could even see.

"It worked," Roxy murmured, a twisted smile curling her lips as she watched Cas, her eyes now returned to their normal color. Spiderwebs of ink outlined the veins on all of her exposed skin, a consequence of her adventures into dark magic, and she rubbed at one arm painfully but said nothing further.

Cas pushed to his feet, his movements awkward and unsteady. "I... what happened?" he asked, a hand coming up to his chest, his mouth agape when he felt the wound that was still carved into his chest.

Blood trickled from the wound, but it was slow, the liquid chunky and stuttered. He was alive, but not, more like a zombie I'd seen on a television show, his fae healing not doing anything to fix the wound that had killed him. I wasn't even sure he could do magic at all in this state.

She'd resurrected him, but I didn't think he was fully alive.

Queen Tantaii stepped toward him, her sword in one hand, placing the other on his shoulder and suddenly, I understood what she meant to do.

"Cas, run!" I shouted as loud as I could, the weirdness of trying to help the brother who made my life miserable not lost on me. I’m not sure what I thought I would accomplish, that Cas would suddenly just listen to me and take off in the other direction. But if he didn't, if the Queen got what she wanted, it would be over for us.

He turned at the sound of my voice, his eyes narrowing as he looked at me. "Olette?” Confusion knitted his brow.

Tantaii reached her hand out, entwining it with her son’s as she steered him closer to the center of the room, closer to the bodies of the fae royals she had killed with no remorse. He followed her, and when she stopped, he turned to face her without being prompted.

She didn't wait, lifting up her sword and plunging it through a new hole she made in his chest, directly above his heart. His eyes widened, his hands flexing up to clutch the blade but not making it high enough as they slumped back down to his sides.

"Mother?" he asked weakly, before he went limp on her blade, thick sludge oozing from the wound as his head fell back. His eyes faded back to their original color, wide and unseeing.

She pulled the sword from his chest, a triumphant look on her face as she marveled at the blood that coated her blade, not caring as his body thumped to the ground.

She went back to the goblet, holding it over and letting it drip down just as she had the other four sacrifices. This time the rumble seemed to shake the entire world, reaching a crescendo that rocked the foundation of the temple. I stared at the Queen's back, watching as she added things to the goblet, Roxy joining her as she said another enchantment over the cup.

"Rowan," Engar hissed at me, wincing as he moved too much and felt his restraints biting into his skin. He spoke low enough that only I could hear him. "I think I have a plan that could work."

"How?" I asked him dully. My energy was growing weaker and weaker as the magic restraining us burned through my reserves. Every time I shifted even slightly, blood dripped as the cuts got deeper. If I wasn't careful, it might take off my entire hand.

"Trust me," he said instead of answering me.

Did I trust him? I had barely just met him. I hadn't even had the chance to get to know him, let alone trust him. But what other choice did I have? The Queen was seconds away from completing her ritual, and then there would be nothing else we could do.

"Wait for my signal, you'll know when. Get that ring off her, and end this, once and for all."

"Tantaii!" Engar shouted, not waiting for a reply from me. Her gaze burned as she turned to look at him, her now completed goblet in her hand. She took her time, knowing she had the upper hand and unable to pass up the opportunity to gloat.

She moved until she stood directly in front of Engar, her malevolent eyes locked on his. "How do you live with yourself?" he snarled at her, pure venom in his eyes. I couldn't see Callan's face from where his large panther was restrained, but Oliver met my gaze immediately. What is he doing? his face seemed to ask. I only shook my head; I didn't know either.

"I can't believe I used to love you," he spat, using the only weapon he had left at his disposal: his words. "A power-hungry cunt so obsessed with herself that she'd kill her own son to achieve it. The fates must have made a mistake because there is no way in hell you are worthy of love."

The Queen's eyes flashed with fury at Engar's insolence, her lips curling into a sneer as she looked at him, her grip tightening around the goblet she still clutched. He didn't give her a chance to speak, laying into her again and again with his verbal attacks.

"You used to be beautiful, before your face grew to match the hideousness in your soul." Her eyes blazed with pure, unrestrained fire, her face turning a mottled crimson as she stared at him. "You've sacrificed everything for power, and all it's done is leave you empty and alone," he said, venom dripping from his words, sinking straight into her heart, poisoning her core. "I pity you, Tantaii."

That was the final straw, Tantaii bringing one arm up, another string of jet-black lightning shooting out from her, wrapping itself neatly around his neck. Blood seeped from where the razor-sharp edges pricked him, and he stiffened, not daring to move a muscle. My heart clenched, worried she'd squeeze it tighter at any second, and he'd be gone in an instant.

"You are lucky I cannot kill you," she told him, but instead of sounding upset about it, she sounded almost pleased. The ring might be able to keep her alive if he died, but was she willing to take that chance? I didn't think so. "But I assure you, I will make your life a living hell. You should have never gotten out in the first place."

Satisfied he was done berating her, she turned around, heading back toward the center of the room where I now noticed an intricate rune pattern carved into the solid floor, magic glittering throughout the pattern like flecks of golden dust. She stood right in the middle, tilting the goblet backward, the bloody contents beginning to trickle into her mouth. Engar's eyes darted to Roxy, who was watching the Queen with fervent awe, paying absolutely no attention to us.

"Rowan," Engar whispered, and I turned my head to look at him. His eyes were wide, sweat beginning to bead on his forehead. "No matter what happens, I need you to remember this." His eyes closed for a moment as an even louder rumble began, the floor beneath our feet beginning to vibrate, then shake. They reopened, his brown eyes the same shade as mine.

I expected to see fear or panic in his eyes, but instead, I saw something entirely different. Something that frightened me more than anything else I could have seen. They were blank. "This wasn't your fault." He closed his eyes again, and before I even had time to take a breath, he'd thrust his neck forward, the bladed restraint slicing cleanly through his throat, a torrent of blood erupting down his chest.

A horrified gasp burst from me, a scream threatening to claw its way up my throat. "Tantaii!" Roxy shouted, and I forced my head to look in her direction, to not focus on the pool of blood flowing toward me, and the face I would see in my nightmares for the rest of my life.

A sudden surge of energy rippled through the air, and I staggered backward a few steps. A shocked look told me my restraints were gone, along with Callan and Oliver's, as Tantaii staggered back, sinking to the floor. My eyes widened in astonishment as a long tendril of light appeared, connecting Engar to Tantaii.

Their true mate bond.

As I watched, it began to darken, the light growing dimmer as shadows reigned. It began to shift, to wither, darkness flaking off and flying away on the wind as the bond began to disintegrate. Tantaii was already recovering, but she looked gaunt, her cheeks hollowed, dark bags forming under her eyes.

She looked weakened.

Behind her, Roxy faced off with Oliver and Callan, halfling and panther fighting side by side as they overpowered the traitorous witch. And then, she was in front of me, a ghoulish-looking version of herself. Oberon's ring still stood prominent on her finger, and shadowy sparks burst from her hands as a dense storm descended upon us from above.

Through the haze of emotions I felt, I knew this was the only chance I was going to get. She looked horrible, and if I was going to get that ring off her before she finished the ritual, it would have to be now. Roxy's magical barrier stuttered before failing completely, revealing the death and carnage that had been brewing while we were stuck inside.

There was no time to look for my friends, but I hoped against hope that they were all okay as I called my lightning to my palms and faced my mother. Tantaii unleashed a blot of crackling lightning toward me, the air sizzling with energy, illuminating the room through the darkness of the storm. Rain fell in torrents, and the floor quickly became slick, and I took extra careful caution to avoid slipping.

I countered with my own barrage, Tantaii dodging out of the way with a stumble as she kicked one of the fallen bodies. Our duel became a dance of light and power, the raw energy of the storm fueling my unbridled rage as I threw everything I had at her.

"Callan!" I shouted raggedly, Tantaii's relentless assault beginning to wear me down. I threw blast after blast, but still she managed to dodge each and every one, getting closer and closer to hitting me as my movements slowed.

My eyes darted to the ring on her finger, alive and pulsing with crimson energy that fueled her with no end in sight. She threw two bolts in quick succession and I managed to dodge the first, but my foot slipped as I tried to dodge the second, instead careening myself directly into the line of fire.

My scream pierced the night, a primal howl that did nothing to ease the searing pain that seemed to light up my entire body from the inside out. Another bolt hit me, then another, and another. I writhed in agony on the floor, a surge of panic gripping me.

Where was Callan? Was this how I was going to die? On the floor in front of my mother, while she used the very power that ran through my veins to hurt me. My vision blurred, and I was just barely able to make out the figure of Tantaii, a triumphant smirk playing on her lips as she prepared to deliver the final blow.
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Rage burned inside me, an all-consuming hatred, and I couldn't figure out where it had come from. I was fried, every nerve in my body ablaze with agony. There was no room left inside me for anger, not when I couldn't do anything but sob as lightning hit me again.

Then, I heard it. The ferocious roar that was Callan as he launched between us, doing his best to block the view of my body with his, teeth bared. Tantaii scoffed, her sunken eyes seeming too small for her face now. "I will take great enjoyment in killing you, beast."

He lowered his head menacingly, his back legs bunching, and I knew he was about to charge at her. Before he could, a giant fireball slammed into her side, and she careened off balance, her concentration broken. Oliver, his hands blazing, stood at the ready as he came to join Callan. "Can you get up?" he asked, turning to me.

Everything hurt, but I had no choice. We had to get that ring off her.

Sensing the shift, Tantaii scrabbled toward the goblet. With every ounce of strength I could muster, I pushed myself upright, gritting my teeth against the pain coursing through my body as aftershocks continued to zap me. Oliver gripped my elbow, helping me the rest of the way off, but I shook him off. "We have to stop her!" I said through my clenched teeth, already moving toward her. "If we can get the ring off her, we can kill her."

Tantaii scrambled desperately, almost to the goblet, knowing we were hot on her heels. She reached it first, wasting no time as she twisted it into both hands, chugging the remaining contents with no hesitation. Roxy’s prone form lay near it, and whether she was unconscious or dead I didn’t know. I struck a hand out, lightning bursting from me and connecting directly with Tantaii’s hand, knocking the cup away, but it was already too late.

A loud, thundering boom sounded overhead and we all looked up to see red pierce the sky like a blazing inferno. Queen Tantaii cackled, a self-satisfied sound as she stood up, no longer trying to run from us.

"You're too late," she taunted, her arms spread wide as she stepped back into the center of the room. As she said it, a streak of fire shot down from the sky, landing directly on top of her, and she screamed, her arms opening wide as pure, raw power poured into her. Her screams turned into cries of pain, and I watched as the skin of her arms began to peel back.

“It’s too strong, she can’t channel it,” Oliver shouted above the noise. Tantaii was killing herself, unable to take the amount of power the in-between was giving her.

Oberon’s ring began burning brightly on her finger, the ruby red surface going white with power. Her arms began to repair themselves, the ring helping her channel all the power. She was going to do it.

Without thinking, I ran forward, shouts and growls behind me as I went, but I didn't stop. If I did, I knew it would be too late, and the Queen would still get what she wanted.

I slammed into her, the sheer force of the impact sending shockwaves reverberating through my body. I'd expected us to fall over, out of the raw magic blasting into her, but instead we both stood caught in it. My head jerked back, my entire body filling with so much power I couldn't tell which way was up. The only thing I could still feel was a presence in my soul, a cool, midnight blue energy that spread strength throughout my entire being, steadying me.

A searing pain consumed every nerve, but I didn't break apart into a million pieces like it felt like I was going to. I shook my head, forcing my eyes to open, to see. Reaching out, I gripped Tantaii, who was caught in just as much power as I was, her eyes closed as she relished in the power.

My hand tightened on the wrist that wore the ring, until her other hand came up to grip, her nails sinking straight into the flesh of my side like they were knives. I would have screamed if I had any voice left, but instead I reached out, my fingers closing around the ring. Energy surged through me, heeding my call immediately as I channeled every ounce of magic I could find into the small, fiery object. I gave it all my power, which felt endless as I stood in the power of the in-between, filling my cup the second a single drop left.

The ring trembled under my hand, but I held strong, pouring even more energy into it. I looked down at my arms, horror settling over me as my skin began to split, raw power pouring from the open wounds instead of blood. There was no ring to regulate me.

Still, I held on, until I felt like I couldn’t possible hold any more power without bursting. With a roar, I brought my free hand to Tantaii's throat, her eyes widening as she met mine, and I gave one last push, energy pouring out of both of my hands with as much force as I could manage.

With a deafening crack, the ring shattered into a thousand fragments, scattering like shards of glass across the chamber floor. Tantaii screamed this time. The red beam from the heavens disappeared as soon as it had come, but still I kept fighting. My hand tightened even more around my mother's throat as she gaped at me, her eyes open wide and full of panic as electricity blazed down my arms and straight into her. Screaming harder, I powered up higher and emptied all I had into her, not letting up until she was smoking and limp in my arms.

With a terrified gasp at what I'd done, I dropped her dead body to the floor with a loud thud.

And then suddenly, all the energy died, the world going completely and utterly silent as the battlefield ceased.

My breathing came in ragged gasps as I stood there, my body trembling from exhaustion as I looked out at everyone. Relief poured through me as my eyes landed on Lily, bloodied and bruised but safe, Nia right by her side, looking as regal as I'd ever seen her. Wolfe was shifting back to his human form, as were all of the shifters that I could see, but his light gray eyes warmed my soul. Pagu flew above, and I tilted my head up, then down at myself, gasping when I looked at my arms.

There was more open wound than skin, my flesh bursting open in more places than I could count, blood running everywhere. "Rowan...," Callan began, his voice soft with concern as he gently approached me. I tried to form words, but my mouth wouldn't cooperate, filling with the taste of blood as it dripped down my face from the wounds I knew must be there. He lunged forward to catch me as I fell backward, no longer able to support my own weight.

“I’m so tired,” I somehow managed to murmur.

"Easy now," he murmured, his voice soothing as he lifted me into his strong arms. If he cared that he was buck naked in front of all these people, he certainly didn't show it. "You did it. It's over."

Over.

Finally over.

Satisfied with that, I laid my head against his chest and let sleep take me.
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The air was somber three days later as we stood on the charred remains of the battlefield. We'd given the fallen warriors on both sides a proper goodbye, large funeral pyres constructed right there in the middle of the field. We'd lost dozens of warriors, but all my friends had made it out of the battle alive, which is much more than I thought would ever happen.

If only that could have been true for everyone.

We'd burned Engar with everyone else, tears slipping down my cheeks as I'd watched. I hadn't gotten the chance to know him, would never get the chance, but still he'd understood something about me that had rocked me to my core. Don't blame yourself, he'd said to me, right before he took his own life.

No matter his words, I did blame myself. It was the reason I'd been willing to jump into the raw, unchecked magic of the in-between, knowing full well that it might kill me. It was only fair that I'd die too, given all that my mess had caused, but somehow I was still here.

My skin still felt raw where the damage had healed on my arms, but it was nothing compared to some of the injuries others had sustained. Nia had been working tirelessly with other water fae to perform healing magic on people who needed it most, but even they hadn’t been able to save everybody.

Callan and I stood in front of the nearest funeral pyre, his warm hand sliding against mine as he interlocked our fingers. Flames rose high into the sky, casting flickering shadows across the faces of all who had gathered to mourn. There was a lump in my throat as I watched the flames consume, unforgiving in their wake as they devoured everything in their path, breaking down the bodies and giving them back to the magic.

Lily and Nia sidled up to me, their arms locked at the elbow. I grinned down at the bond that stretched between their chests, a beautiful, intertwined braided cord formed of magic that signified them as true mates that only I was able to see. It'd appeared during the battle, while they were side by side, fighting for their lives. Callan, sensing an impending girl chat, walked off, leaving us to ourselves.

"What will you do now?" Nia asked me, a peaceful look on her face that I had never seen before. This was a sad day, but it was also a celebration, a memorial for what we'd all just collectively gone through. "You have a kingdom who needs a leader. You killed their Queen, after all."

Queen Tantaii's death had an immediate effect on the world. Over the years she'd been siphoning more and more magic from the faerie realm, sickening the beautiful world from the top down. The second we portalled back into faerie after her death, we could see the effect it'd caused, the realm breathing with a new life, a new magic I had never seen it with before.

"I did my part already," I told her, meaning it with my entire heart. "I want nothing to do with that. In fact, I was going to ask you if you knew anybody who might be interested." A grin split my face as I looked at her, seeing if she would pick up on my hint.

"You're joking, right?" she said, practically choking on her words as Lily grinned beside her.

I’d already told Lily my thoughts on the matter, and she’d wholeheartedly agreed with me.

“Nia,” I said, moving so I was standing directly in front of her. I scanned her dark eyes, her azure hair flowing in the slight breeze of the in-between, and knew in my heart that I was making the right decision. “Ruling was never something I was interested in, nor do I think I would be any good at it.” I almost laughed, thinking of all the mistakes I would immediately make if I had an entire kingdom at my disposal. There was so much I wanted to do in life now that I was free, finally free, from my mother and my brother’s clutches.

Being a Queen had never been part of my plan.

“You have proved to me time and time again that you are a fantastic person, and an even better leader,” I continued. Her eyes began to well with tears and I looked to the sky, trying not to let my own fall with hers. “And I would be absolutely honored if you would take my place, and become the Queen of the faerie realm.”

Nia looked from Lily to me and back again, her mouth agape but no words escaping. Finally, she said, “It would be my honor. When my father was killed by Cas, I thought that would be the end of it, that this was what life was going to be like forever. But then you walked into our lives, well, landed into it might be the more accurate term.” She smiled at me, pulling me in for a tight hug that took me by surprise.

“Thank you,” she whispered, then let me go. I reached out, squeezing her hands tightly, before dropping them and stepping back.

“Let’s connect on all the details tomorrow, right now I have someone I need to see.” With that I walked off, but not before I heard Lily’s excited voice behind me, talking to Nia in a hushed voice. “Does that mean I’m going to be a Queen too? When should we have our mating ceremony?”

Warmth bloomed in my chest at their happiness, that they had been able to get everything that they wanted, and a mating ceremony was something I know Lily had been looking forward to since birth.

My mind turned to my own ceremony as I walked, the one that would have to happen with Callan at some point. He hadn’t brought it up, not so soon after everything had resolved, but if the last few weeks had taught me anything, it was that nothing in life was guaranteed.

I’d come into the Clover pack with my walls built high and reinforced with every piece of steel I could find, but he’d blasted through them with ease. There were no more walls. If anything, there was an automatic door that only opened for Callan.

My mate.

We wouldn’t get officially mated just yet, but something told me I wouldn’t be able to wait much longer.

Oliver was right where I thought he might be, sitting in the ruins of the temple where so much had happened. I didn’t worry about most of my friends, knowing that they would be okay.

Nia and Lily had each other. The pagu had their riders. Wolfe was busy with the Nexus pack, where he’d already retreated back to after that initial fight, not wanting to leave his people alone for too long when the transition was still so new.

But I worried about Oliver.

He'd lived a vast portion of his life imprisoned by Tantaii, and once I’d set him free, he’d spent all that time with me. Watching me, helping me reset my life every so often. He’d been my protector, and for that I was grateful, but there was no reason for him to live for me anymore.

I would be okay, and it was time he was too.

“Hey,” I said softly, sitting beside where he had made a place in the rubble, the perfect angle to watch the pyres burn.

He studied my face with a knowing look. “Is this where you tell me to get lost?”

“Why would I do that?”

“Because you don’t need me anymore,” he said, looking down at his feet. My heart tugged at his words. He was right, I didn’t need him anymore, but I would never tell him to go away. Not if what he really, truly wanted was to stay. But was it?

“Oliver, I am so grateful to you. You’ve done more for me than anyone should ever have to do for another person, and it’s because of you that we even made it this far in the first place. But I also recognize that you have given up so much for this.” He opened his mouth to argue, but I kept going, knowing if I let him give me a bunch of excuses that I wouldn’t be able to say what I needed to say.

“I want you to go and live. Go find what makes you happy. There will always be a place for you with me, if you want it, but something tells me there is more for you out there than following me around through realms. My door is always open, anytime you want to come visit. You know where to find me.”

He said nothing for a long moment, and we sunk into a companionable silence that was perfectly fine with me. I scanned the scene in front of me. The in-between looked so much different now, pyres burning and smoke rising into the air. If I squinted hard enough, I could almost see the remnants of the portal arches that had once stood, opening the realms to each other. The desolate landscape and buildings in disrepair told a story that most of us would rather forget.

“I think I’ll go see my family,” he said finally, and my brows raised.

“I thought you didn’t have any family?”

“No one close,” he replied, his fingers absentmindedly fiddling with the silver beard at his chin. “But there are distant relatives. I haven’t been to see the air royals in . . . well, since I got locked up.”

“I think that sounds really nice,”

“But if they hate me, I’m turning around and coming right back,” he said sourly, his eyes crinkling in the corners as we both laughed.

“Like I said, my door is always open. Besides, it’s not like we’ll never see each other again. There is actually something I’d like you to help me with.”
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Oliver and I stood at the edge of the in-between, a few months after we’d started the preparations. The energy in here had shifted once we’d begun, clearing out all the debris and ruined buildings, leaving behind a place where magic thrummed in the very air we breathed, begging for an outlet. The longer Tantaii stayed dead, the more the magic had recovered, bursting and bustling with life.

We stood, staring at the remnants of what used to be – the shattered remains of the portal arches that had once connected the realms of shifters and fae. The rubble of the arches lay scattered around them, the destruction brought down by Tantaii’s darkness littered about.

This was the only place we hadn’t touched the materials. We would need it for what we were going to do next.

We stood alone in the space, just him and I. Callan had all but eaten Oliver when he’d said it was better we do it alone, but he was right. If this went wrong, which it very well could, then we didn’t want anyone getting caught in the collateral crossfire.

Oliver and I shared a glance, a silent understanding that this may go incredibly wrong. I nodded to him, and we stepped out, each of us going in the opposite direction. I faced the arch that had connected the mortal realm to the in-between, and Oliver faced the other side, taking on the fae facing arch.

Restoring the connection between realms had to be done simultaneously, or we ran the risk of the entire thing imploding.

“Ready?” Oliver called from behind me, his hands already raised in front of him in preparation.

“Let’s do it.”

I’d been spending the last few months practicing my portals. It was much easier to do when I had excuses to visit my friends that lived on the fae side of the realm. Varus and I had gotten especially close, although we hadn’t seen as much of each other since he found a new marked rider in an air fae we met while visiting Oliver.

I closed my eyes, the airy, bright feeling that was portal magic filling my head. I channeled it down my arms and into my hands, holding them while I waited for Oliver’s signal. We’d done a few practice runs without magic, and in theory, this should work.

“Now!” he shouted, and without hesitation I channeled the magic outwards. My eyes snapped open to see a large beam of light pour from my hands, unlike anything I’d ever produced before as it connected with the empty space in the arch.

The air shimmered with raw energy as I worked, concentrating on filling the space, then weaving in more and more magic as it continued to fill. Slowly but surely, the shattered pieces of the arches that lie on the floor began to shift, hovering in the air and rising up to join the still standing pieces of stone. I risked a glance over my shoulder at Oliver, who was pacing exactly with me, his arch beginning to reconnect.

Before long, the rubble formed into something new, a shimmering, iridescent light shining from the center of the portal eclipsed in stone. As the final pieces of the arches clicked into place, a surge of exhilaration washed over me.

The portal wasn’t see through like the ones I could form from scratch, instead it was more like a cloudy mirror, and I could see the outline of my silhouette wavering in the unsteady surface, facing back at me.

With a nod of satisfaction I stepped back, looking at Oliver to see he was doing the same, his portal also complete.

“Ready to test it out?” Oliver asked, his eyes shining with excitement.

I grinned, my heart pounding. “Absolutely. Meet back here in ten?”

He didn’t answer, instead turning around and darting through the portal without another word, moving faster than I’d ever seen him go. Wasting no time, I did the same, gasping as a cold wash of sensation passed over me as I stepped through.

I found myself standing in a vast, open clearing, surrounded by towering trees and bathed in the warm glow of the sun. Before me stood the entrance to the pack I had connected the portal to, the Clover Pack. We’d debated linking the entrance to the Nexus Pack instead, but as the resident halfling and portal creator, it made more sense for it to be where I was the majority of the time. I was officially a liaison to the fae that would be coming over to the mortal realm.

Turning, I looked at the portal that had formed on this side. We’d had to build a matching arch in each realm, and it stood tall and strong against the backdrop of the Clover forest, its stones new and polished. It was warded with similar magic like the pack was, designed to turn away any humans who may accidentally stray too close.

“You did it,” strong arms wrapped around me from behind as Callan kissed the side of my neck, pride thrumming through our bond that I no longer blocked. I wanted all of him, so it was only fair that I gave him all of me as well. “I knew you would do it.”

“You just didn’t want me to die,” I teased, reaching around to poke a finger in his side until he let me go. Turning, I reached my hands up, pulling his head down to my level so I could plant a kiss.

“If you die, I die,” he murmured against my mouth before diving in for another. Eventually, he broke the kiss. “You ready for this? To open these worlds, and bring all these people together again?”

I pondered his question. It was going to be a lot of work, going between shifter and faerie and the world in general. But it was also a great thing.

I had a sneaking suspicion that there were more true mate bonds that would appear, which would go a long way to boosting shifter numbers which had been dwindling for centuries due to the lack of mate pairs. If these portals could help even one person find the love and joy that I had since I’d come here, since I’d met Callan, then that would be enough for me.

“I don’t think I’ve been more ready for anything in my life.”
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Epilogue
Six Months Later
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As the golden rays of the setting sun filtered through the dense canopy of the forest, we gathered in a clearing deep within the Clover pack territory. It was almost summer, a babbling river just a few yards from us, birds chittering in the air, and there was only one thing I was absolutely certain of in this moment.

I was so nervous I might shit myself.

Shifters and fae had come in droves, hundreds of them packed tightly into the clearing, some standing on rocks and boulders, climbing trees just so they could get a good glimpse of the ceremony.

Our ceremony.

Callan looked calm and confident, but I had gotten very good at reading our bond over the last six months, and he was also freaking out, not that he would ever tell anyone that, myself included.

Heat burned in my veins as I looked at him, the mating moon in the sky starting to rise as the sun went down. It would be a few hours before it was at its most effect, but just the hint of it had a natural flush on my face that had nothing to do with the weather.

At the center of the clearing stood a simple wooden altar, adorned with fresh greenery and hand-picked flowers. Lily and Nia had done a beautiful job.

They split time between Clover and faerie, but they wouldn’t have missed this for the world. I spared a glance at them where they stood, front and center next to Oliver and Eldrin, and I smiled.

After a lot of research and discussion, Oliver had found a way to leverage Lily’s mate bond fertility, with the help of a very generous water fae donor. Her baby bump was adorable, her hand permanently resting on the swell.

She glowed, more than she usually did, and I couldn’t have been more happy for them. Nia’s head was adorned with a simple crown, which she’d made when she melted down a ghastly throne she had found in Tantaii’s castle. She’d turned it into something beautiful, an intricate golden circlet with simple yet elegant jeweled accents.

She made a wonderful queen.

Wolfe stood at the altar with us, wearing a simple black suit that hugged him in all the right places. He looked good, the stress of Nexus pack never quite leaving him, but he’d done a wonderful job so far of turning them around. Still, I don’t know if his work would ever truly be over.

I stood across from Callan, my heart aflutter with so many feelings I didn’t even know where to start. I swallowed hard as I looked at him, knowing if I puked in front of this many people I would never live it down.

He wore a suit of pure midnight black, the depth of the color making his eyes pop more than I’d ever seen them. I hadn’t known what was normally worn at a shifter mate ceremony, but Lily had taken pity on me and taken me shopping.

White wasn’t the go-to color for shifters, given how after the ceremony we would all get naked and run through the forest as animals, and that was an easy way to ruin your clothes.

Instead, I’d opted for a flowing, forest green gown, the same shade of green as the night Callan and I had first connected under the mating moon. The short sleeves fluttered lightly in the gentle breeze, my hair cascading around my shoulders in loose curls that Lily had expertly styled.

“Brothers and sisters of the pack, and our Fae counterparts,” Wolfe began, his voice carrying through the forest with ease. “Today, under the watchful gaze of the mating moon, we gather to witness the union of these two souls. A bond that transcends realms and lifetimes, a bond broken only in death. Written in the stars, and woven by fate.”

He turned his gaze to first Callan, than me, his expression softening as he looked at us with pride. Despite Wolfe’s presence, Callan’s eyes never left mine, and a blush crept up my cheeks at his intensity. “Callan, alpha of the Clover pack, and Rowan, beta of the Clover pack. True mates. You stand before us today to pledge your love and loyalty to one another.”

Old Rowan would have turned around and run at words like that. Run as far as my little bunny legs would take me. But I wasn’t that girl either anymore. I wasn’t Olette, I wasn’t the Rowan that avoided everything.

I was someone else entirely now, and the thought at spending forever with Callan made warmth spread throughout my entire body. From the tips of my toes to the very last hair on my head.

Wolfe reached out, his hands clasping a shimmering silver cord of rope. “Let this rope be the physical representation of the bond you share together. An unbreakable testament to the strength of your love and the power of your union.”

He draped the cord around our hands, his touch gentle but firm as he weaved a pattern between us, tying our hands together with a light flourish. He stepped back slightly, looking to Callan first. “Callan, do you accept Rowan as your mate? For eternity, and whatever may come after that?”

“I do,” he said, and I found it hard to breathe. Never in a million years did I think I would have been standing up here with him like this.

“Great!” he exclaimed, rousing a chuckle from everyone watching. “And Rowan, do you accept Callan as your mate? For eternity, and whatever come after that?”

I paused before answering, licking my lips slightly before I smiled wide at Callan. At my mate. At the man who had chosen me, even when thought we’d never be together. When he thought there was another mate out there in the world, waiting for me.

He was mine.

“I do,” I answered finally.

The silver cord began to glow with a soft light at my words, and Wolfe raised his gaze to the heavens, his words sounding more like a prayer than a blessing. “May their love shine as brightly as the fates themselves.”

With that, Wolfe lowered his hands, his eyes meeting ours briefly, filled with love and admiration. Then he reached out, his hand coming to undo the rope around our wrists and setting us free. “You may now kiss your mate.”

Callan didn’t hesitate, leaning forward, his arm snaking around the small of my back and pulling me flush against him. He didn’t need the mating moon to get me all hot and bothered, but it didn’t help as he pressed his lips against mine. He demanded I surrender, his tongue entangling with mine as the rest of our audience jeered and laughed, celebrating.

When we finally came up for air, I looked out at the crowd with my face blushing brightly, so full of happiness I thought I might explode. I looked out at my family. The people that had gathered to watch us, the love and support radiating from everyone as they welcomed our pairing with open arms, no matter what our pasts looked like.

This was where I was meant to be.

Finally, I was home.
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