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Chapter One 

If  the  corridors  of  the  nightwalker's  castle  were  dark  and  confusing before,  they've  become  positively  mazelike  in  preparation  for  the  battle. Viktor has us vastly outnumbered, but it seems we have a few tricks up our sleeve as well.  

Now  that  I've  manifested  my  wolf,  I  can  mind  link  with  the  Rovers  and communicate  telepathically  with  them  during  the  battle.  Tristan  will  lead the  wolves,  my  father  will  lead  the  nightwalkers,  and  I  will  be  the  bridge between the two.  

Mark and Amara will lead the forces on the bridge, Nico will be our head scout, and Lucy will be our combat nurse. When I asked her if she had any training and she scoffed, insisting that I should never underestimate her skill set.  Besides,  her  job  will  be  less  about  specialized  healing  or  advanced procedures, and more about responding to a crisis in the fastest, kindest way possible to help our individual warriors survive the battle and, if possible, rejoin the fight.  

"I don't freak out under pressure, and I have a steady hand. I won't be much good out there against an opponent, not like Mark and Amara. I know how to defend myself, but I'm not kidding myself. I'm no warrior. I can't tear the enemy down, but I can pick up a friend when they fall, blood guts and all. I suppose that will have to be enough." 

I told her that it would be and wholeheartedly reassured her that she was as much of a warrior as the rest of us.  

Still, the way she talked about patching people up reminded me I was not the only one among the Rovers who was used to violent people in power.  We are all survivors here. 

When I asked Helena if she would join Lucy's efforts to try and change the subject,  the  healer  merely  gave  me  a  sad  smile  that  made  me  feel  like  a child beside her.  

"I will go where I am needed, my princess." 

One  of  the  other  vampires  chuckled  when  Helena  walked  away  and  said, "She  wasn't  always  a  healer,  you  know?  Don't  let  those  skinny  arms  fool you. She can make a person bleed in ways you cannot imagine." I didn't particularly want to. It was a grim thought, but I suppose that these are grim times.  Helena also showed Sophie the way around the square that would serve as shelter for anyone who couldn't fight. The Rovers' Seer will be in charge of keeping the innocent away from the battle, though she seemed disappointed to part ways with the nightwalker's healer. It seems the two hit it off.  So  maybe  not  entirely  grim  times,  but  certainly...  different.  The  alliance between  two  enemy  species  that  hated  each  other  throughout  centuries  of myth and legend is actually going quite well.  "I guess having a common enemy and a shared need to survive will do that to people," I told my father as we stood along the watchtower on the wall.  "Perhaps. But I do not think the men and women of two armies are willing to  lay  down  their  lives  over  our  mutual  distaste  of  Viktor  Massen,  sweet child,"  he  said,  speaking  in  that  soft,  sweet  tone  he  reserved  only  for  me. "We are all fighting for what we want. Even the Banes. But the difference between love and greed is not desire. It's whether someone else gets hurt."  Viktor wants power. The Banes want to serve a man they believe will lead them  to  a  better  future.  His  allies  want  to  feel  safe  from  the  existence  of vampires.  

But the nightwalkers want to be free; they want to exist without having to hide away in secret or fear. The Rovers want to have a home where they are welcome  to  be  who  they  are  without  the  threat  of  being  hunted  just  for being different.  

And me? I want... 

"Night  King,"  Tristan  says  in  greeting,  suddenly  stepping  through  the narrow doorway to join us by the tower's viewpoint. "Wolf  King,"  my  father  replies  politely.  Marco  turns  his  attention  back  to me  before  pressing  a  kiss  to  my  forehead  in  an  uncharacteristic  show  of affection. We're running out of time, and we all know it. "I'll leave you two to talk." 

He leaves without another word, walking away to join his soldiers as we lie in wait for the inevitable.  

"I  didn't  hear  you  coming  up,"  I  tell  Tristan,  frowning  slightly.  "Since feeding,  since  my  wolf...  my  senses  are  stronger,  but  I  didn't  sense  you coming in just now." 

He  comes  to  stand  beside  me,  looking  out  of  the  narrow  arrowslit  with  a wry smile.  

"You  turned  into  a  full  nightwalker  a  week  ago,  and  you  only  manifested your wolf less than a day ago. Let yourself adjust; your senses will sharpen when you need them to." 

"It feels like they're already too sharp. I just don't know how to focus them. I  don't  even  know  the  full  range  of  my  nightwalker  abilities.  I  mean,  my father can turn into a swarm of bats and travel through shadows. I mean, he can literally walk through darkness. What if I shift into a bat instead of a wolf? I've only transformed once. What if I get overwhelmed?" 

"Give yourself time." 

"But what if we don't have time?" I ask, unable to keep the tremor out of my voice.  

"Flower..." he turns away from the little stone window to look at me. "Don't tell me it's not true. We all know the risk we're about to face, and at the  very  least,  I  should  be  able  to  sense  my  own  mate  in  the  next  room over." The words tumble out of me like a torrent, and I cannot stop myself. Fear and uncertainty and a whole storm of other emotions bubble out in a panic attack that has me stuttering.  

"I-I mean, I know we're not really... I know we're not really mates. I can't-we  can't  be.  And  I  know  I'm  lucky  to  even  be  alive,  let  alone  that  I  have someone like you in my life. But what if I freak out? It-it wouldn't be the first time, and I can't let myself become a burden on the battlefield. I can't be useless out there." Almost two decades of taunts and abuse echo in the back  of  my  mind,  marked  permanently  onto  my  skin.  Useless.  Freak. Burden.  Abomination.  Waste.  Failure.  "I  mean,  just  now,  I  couldn't  even smell you or hear your heartbeat before you came in."  He closes the distance between us, his arms around my waist as he turns us around and pushes me back so my back is pressed to the wall. His hands move to pin my hips in place, and he leans forward until his breath brushes against my lips. My head goes quiet, a slight gasp escaping my parted lips as  heat  flushes  me.  Suddenly,  all  that  bottled  up,  blood  boiling,  pulse pounding anxiety sizzles out, as if he's burned it to a crisp with a single look of those golden eyes.  

Suddenly,  my  heart  is  rushing  for  a  different  reason,  and  the  world  feels silent and small in the space between our bodies.  "You have never been, are not, and will never be a burden," he says with such  intensity  that  all  I  can  do  is  stand  there,  my  body  dancing  on  a  thin edge  between  adrenaline  and  calm.  "Do  you  know  why  I  call  you  my flower?" 

He wants to talk about that now?  "Um, y-you saw me in the garden. I was holding a flower, and I love—" 

"Flowers  are  beautiful.  They  can  thorns  or  petals  and  produce  nectar  or poison.  They  can  have  meaning,  even  if  everyone  doesn't  know  it.  They appear delicate and soft, but they can grow in even the unlikeliest of places, creeping  in  through  the  cracks  and  blossoming  in  between  the  pavement, creating  joy  wherever  you  find  them.  They  are  small  and  subtle,  but  they help create the very air we breathe. They make the world a better place, and you know what?" 

Frankly, I don't even know if I'm still breathing.  I don't think he's ever spoken so many words at once, and he's looking at me like I mean more than the world itself. 

"A  flower  doesn't  have  to  try  and  be  a  flower.  It  cannot  fail  at  being  a flower. It is never useless. A flower makes the world a better place just by existing in it."
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Chapter Two 

The Night King said love and greed are both forms of desire. But loving someone means wanting them so much that desire extends beyond yourself. You  want  happiness  for  them  the  same  way  you  want  food  or  sleep  for yourself.  You  want  their  well-being  with  the  same  intensity,  that  same natural fierceness that makes you want to survive, like a sense of selfless-preservation. You don't just want them, you want for them. There was a time when I wanted nothing more than the sky. I lived locked in a basement, deprived of daylight and stars. But now, Tristan is my sun, shining even in a castle full of shadow. 

"If  you  can  handle  the  fight,  then  your  training  and  your  powers  will  be enough," he adds softly. "If you can't, then I don't have the slightest doubt you will find another way to help us, and that will be enough as well. You are enough, flower. You are everything." 

"And  you  are  my  stars,"  I  whisper,  tilting  my  face  up  to  him  like  a sunflower so his cheek brushes against mine.  "Can you hear it now?" Tristan asks gently, and I'm in such a daze from the feel of his skin against mine, his hands curving over my hips, that it takes me a moment to process his question.  

"What?" 

"My heartbeat," he clarifies with a devilish little smile. "You were distracted before. Can you hear it now?" 

I close my eyes and search for the familiar sound, echoing Tristan's smile when I can quickly and easily make out the pounding of his heart.  "Yes." 

"Good girl... just listen. Find your focus. Your senses are stronger now, but you are stronger too. Focus on one at a time, right here, right now. What do you hear?" 

I  do  as  he  says,  letting  my  other  senses  quiet.  I  block  out  the  sights,  the smells,  and  the  noise  inside  my  head  until  all  I  can  feel  are  the  sounds outside of me.  

"I hear you..." I breathe with a curl of my lips. "I hear my father and Helena down the corridor with some nightwalker soldiers. They walk so quietly, it's strange, but I can still make them out." 

"What else?" "I hear the wolves downstairs. Their hearts are faster, and they're anxious for  the  fight.  I  can  hear..."  I  giggle  slightly  in  amazement.  "I  can  hear Amara and Mark on the bridge." 

"Go on," he whispers, and I shut my eyes even tighter, my brow furrowing from the concentration. "Don't just drown in the sounds. Search for them. Focus."  

"I  hear  the  wind  blowing,  the  leaves  rustling  in  the  woods  beyond  the bridge. There's a bird singing on one of the nearby branches. I can hear..." My  voice  catches  in  my  throat,  and  I  realize  I'm  holding  on  to  Tristan  so tightly my nails are about to dig into his skin.  "What is it?" 

My eyes shoot open and meet his, my breath quickening. "Footsteps. I hear Nico's footsteps. He's running toward the bridge." My mate frowns, pulling away, but I don't have time to feel the cold where his body used to be pressed against mine. "Are you sure?" I nod. "I'm sure. I knew he was quick on his feet, but by the sound of it, he's never run faster." 

Tristan turns away, glancing back through the arrowslit at the first hints of sunlight creeping up on the horizon.  

'Nico, is that you out there?' he asks. The mindlink has basically become an open channel for the Rovers, and I'm supposed to pass messages on to my father and the nightwalkers.  

'Nico? Are you nearby?' he tries again. 'Can you hear me?' There's a moment of silence, and then, 'I read you, boss. I've got some good news and bad news.' 

The boy sounds out of breath, even in his mind, and I immediately alert my father. I can feel the rest of the Rovers standing at attention.  'The  good  news  is  that  the  sky  is  pretty  cloudy,  and  the  morning  is  thick with  mist,  so  the  nightwalkers  should  have  an  easier  time  staying  out  of direct  sunlight.  Also,  the  entire  Bane  army  definitely  won't  get  across  the bridge. When they breach the gate, they'll have to break formation. ' We knew that already.  

'Nico, what's the bad news?' 

'The bad news is they won't fit across the gate because there's that bloody many of them. Viktor must have recruited forces from at least five packs.' Five packs guided by fear and hate against a bunch of rogue wolves and a clan of nightwalkers, trying to survive long enough to see a better world. 'And  the  worse  news,'  Nico  adds,  his  thoughts  coming  in  ragged  and muffled. 'The worse news is that they're right behind me.' 'Get  to  the  bridge.  Amara  and  Mark  will  meet  you  there.  Keep  your  eyes open and your head low.' 

His brow furrows in concentration for a moment as he passes on orders to specific members of the pack to get everyone prepared for the battle, and I pass on the message to my father.  

'It's okay to be afraid,' Marco replies, and I know the words are just for me. 'Just don't let them see it. If you get hurt, Lucy will get you out, and if you need  help,  Helena  or  I  will  be  at  your  side  in  seconds.  No  goodbyes, princess.' 

I love you, Dad.  

The phrase creeps up in my head, but I bite the thought back before it can get out. He already knows. 

'No goodbyes,' I echo.  

Tristan takes my hand in his, drawing my attention back.  "Amara, Mark, and Helena will hold the bridge as long as possible, and we will thin them out as much as we can. But sooner or later, they will breach the gate. I have to be there." 

Our  archers  are  ready  along  the  wall  with  silver-tipped  arrows.  They  will take as many of them down as they can, and when Nico gives the signal, Mark and Amara will retreat through the gate and join my father's forces on the other side. From there, I expect all hell will break loose, and we'll use the  layout  of  the  fortress  to  scatter  the  enemy's  army  as  they  trickle  in through the gates.  

And Tristan will be right in the middle of it.  

"I know," I answer with a sad smile. "I know you are not the king of Alpha that stays in a tower while his pack fights. I know you, my king." I slip my hand out of his, turning away from his so he cannot see the fear in my eyes. 

"Please  don't  tell  me  to  go  join  Sophie  in  the  square.  Don't  send  Lucy  to drag me out. I know I'm not a soldier, but I can't stay on the sidelines."  I will not hide at the back while the man I love dies at the front. I can't.  "I'll stay out of your way. I'll be careful. I'll do as you command, just please don't send me away. Please." 

He silences me suddenly, grabbing my wrist gently and tugging me toward him while his other hand rises to my face, his fingertips pressed against my lips.  

"Haven't you been listening to a word I've said, little flower? I nearly lost my  mind  when  I  thought  you'd  been  taken  from  my  side.  Viktor  will  be coming  for  you,  and  when  he  does,  we  will  be  waiting.  Together,  come what may." 

He presses a kiss to the back of his knuckles, but I know it's not his hand separating our lips. I have never hated anything or anyone, not even Viktor. But I hate this curse.  

I  don't  know  what  will  happen  after  the  battle.  I  don't  even  know  if  we'll survive it, and even if we do, I'll never have him, so I need this. I need him right now, just for a second, before the world goes up in flames around us.  He can hear them now. We all can. The thundering sound of footsteps and howling between the trees as the enemy draws nearer with every breath.  I wanted more time.  

I pull his hand away from my own and stand on my toes, tilting my chin up to graze my lips along his. 

"Flower..." he says so softly I'm not sure if I imagined it, the word like a broken plea on the wind. 

"Please, Tristan. It will only hurt for a moment," I whisper urgently, using his own words. His jaw clenches as the instinct to protect me wars against the longing aching within us both. "I don't care. Fuck the curse. Please. Just one moment."  

His resolve shatters in an instant at the begging in my eyes as my fingers curl  into  fists  around  his  shirt,  pulling  him  toward  me.  His  lips  come crashing against mine, and for once, he holds nothing back.  Tristan kisses me hard and hungry. He tastes like strength and sunlight and smells like honey and smoke, and I unravel into his touch, letting the world melt away.  

He pulls away too quickly, and I'm left breathless from a bittersweet mix of passion and pain as the mark on my chest glows. But he holds me until I steady  myself,  panting  as  the  last  of  the  curse's  agonizing  sting  courses through me. 

He watches me wordlessly as the noise grows louder and louder around us, the battle crashing at our doorstep like a wave on the sand.  Then  he  turns  around  and  starts  making  his  way  down  the  tower  to  the bloodbath that waits below, and I follow him into war.
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Chapter Three 

There is no beauty in war. It is not a dance like in epic poems; there's no heroic  music,  no  melody  in  this  noise,  no  harmony  between  the  howling and screaming.  

There's  clamoring  and  clashing  on  the  other  side  of  the  gate  while  our archers rain down arrows on the first of Viktor's forces to storm the bridge. I lose  all  sense  of  time,  suspended  in  horror  inside  the  gate  while  Mark, Amara, and Helena lead a charge outside meant to thin out the first wave of attackers.  

I am in limbo, waiting for their signal, and I know I will never be prepared for what's on the other side, but the waiting... waiting is almost worse.  There are makeshift barricades and traps set up throughout the fortress, and I stand beside Tristan in the castle bailey. Around us, there are nightwalkers and Rovers already in their wolf form. They are a formidable sight, their fur bristling as they tense their muscles in anticipation of the coming battle. Some snarl and growl, impatient as their brothers and sisters lead the first charge outside, while red eyes glint with equal intensity and unease.  The sun has started to rise, but the mist and clouds are thick enough that the nightwalkers are safe. For now.  

Through the mindlink, I get flashes from Nico darting through the shadows, watching and reporting as the first phase of the battle unfolds.  Viktor's  army  is  a  force  to  be  reckoned  with,  their  numbers  even  greater than I could have anticipated. The only way we'll make it out of this alive is if we're smart and stick to the plan, forcing them to spread out and aim for those in charge.  

We'll never outnumber or outlast them, but we can cut off the head of the snake.  

There  are  five  packs,  including  the  Banes,  and  though  they  all  follow Viktor,  I  expect  many  wolves  will  abandon  the  fight  if  their  Alphas  fall. After all, they may have formed an alliance under Viktor's command out of a shared fear of the vampires, but wolves look after their own. If we can get just two packs to surrender... maybe we stand a chance.  'Talk to me, Nico,' Tristan says, his voice shockingly calm as it echoes in my mind.  

Before  the  scout  can  reply,  a  different  voice  pierces  our  thoughts  through the mindlink, half-howl and half-scream.  

Amara.  

My  mate  clenches  his  jaw,  his  muscles  rippling  as  his  wolf  threatens  to burst out, but he holds it back even as I shiver at the sound.  "Second  battalion,  hold  your  ground.  We  wait  for  the  signal,"  Tristan commands through gritted teeth. 

'I've got eyes on two of the Alphas so far. No sign of Viktor and the others. But it's a bloodbath out here,' Nico's voice is frantic, his thoughts jumbled and  breathless.  'There's  too  damn  many,  boss,  and  three  of  them  have Amara.'  

'I'm fine,' Amara hisses, but her thoughts are distant and muffled like she's too weak to speak clearly through the link. 'Once they get through the gate, it will be chaos. Be smart about this. Wait until we've identified the Alphas, and-' 

Her message is cut off by an anguished howl on the other side of the gate. I don't  know  how  badly  she's  hurt  or  if  she'll  survive  this,  but  hearing  that calm, wise woman scream like that makes my insides churn.  They need backup. Now. 

'Mark, what's your position?' Tristan asks, his eyes darting as if he could see the different possibilities playing out. 

There's  a  pause  where  the  only  sound  is  the  cacophony  of  death  and violence on the other side of the gate. 

'Still  standing.  We  can  buy  you  some  more  time,  but...'  The  Beta's  voice cracks,  his  thoughts  flooded  with  emotion.  'Amara  is  down.  I  can't  get  to her... Tristan...' 

Mark won't defy his Alpha, even for his mate.  This is what it means to be king; to choose between jeopardizing a battle or saving the ones you love.  

But I am no king.  

Whatever Tristan decides, I know the choice will eat him alive. So I bear the burden and make it for him, Goddess forgive me.  I close my eyes and signal my father.  

'Do it now.'  

The  order  ripples  across  the  nightwalker's  forces,  and  there's  a  flutter  of leather and cracking bones as dozens of the vampires waiting along the wall drop their crossbows and transform into a swarm of bats. The others on the bridge do the same, shifting in a storm of black wings as their screeching fills the air, drowning out the sound of the heavy gate opening to allow our injured to retreat.  

Then the world falls into mayhem.  

Our forces charge forward under cover of leathery wings and shadow, and I glimpse the carnage as it trickles in through the open gates.  The Banes' army leap and lunge at the Rovers and nightwalkers alike, their claws tearing into flesh and bone. A misty dawn continues to break over the fortress, casting an ethereal light over the battlefield.  Then my mate turns to me with understanding in his eyes.  "I'm not sorry. Not for any of it," Tristan tells me, and it's a miracle I can hear him over the roaring conflict consuming our surroundings. "Whatever happens, love... don't be sorry." 

All  I  can  do  is  nod  before  his  wolf  tears  out  of  him,  and  I  echo  his transformation.  We  shift  as  one,  like  a  single  soul  in  two  bodies,  one  of golden brown fur and the other of silvery white.  Then we join the fight.  

The air is thick with snarls, screams, hisses, and howls. Beside me, my mate is a blur of fur and muscle, claws slicing through the air. I am his mirror, echoing his movements as instinct takes over and my jaws clamp down on enemy limbs. 

Existence fades into a nightmare of death and desperation.  All these lives... all this fear and hate... I lose all sense of everything except for two things: the feel of Tristan fighting by my side and the certainty that I will make Viktor pay for this if it's the last thing I do. 'There are two Alphas on the bridge and one that's already through the gate,' Nico says, his message urgent but less pained than before.  I want to ask him if Mark made it to Amara. I want to ask him if my friend is still alive. But there's no time, and knowing it won't make a difference. Not while the fight is still unfolding in all directions.  We have to move fast.  

'Describe them to me.' 

Most of the nightwalkers have shifted back into their corporeal forms, but the few still swarming above us will help keep track of the Alphas. Once we're  indoors,  phase  three  relies  on  the  army  branching  out  enough  to isolate the targets. The winding stone corridors will confuse and scatter the enemy, but it will also make it harder to identify and locate a single wolf. 'For starters, they're freaking huge,' Nico reports. 'One's a grey wolf with a scar along his snout and a streak of black fur down his back. He's on the western  side  of  the  bridge,  and  he's  got  a  Beta  fighting  by  his  side.  The other's coat is grey and brown with white along his chin and chest. He's got narrow eyes and broad shoulders, and he's moving toward the gate with an entire entourage. He'll be through in minutes.' 'I'm going after him,' Mark snaps suddenly, and there's nothing but rage and determination in his voice.  

'Perfect. The skinny vampire girl is going for the scarred one. She's covered in blood, and none of it is hers.' 

Helena. Thank the gods.  

That's two down, three to go.  

'And the one inside?' I press, yelping as a wolf sinks her fangs into my leg while I'm momentarily distracted. Tristan is on her in seconds, and I don't linger to watch him tear her apart as Nico replies.  'Greyish  coat  speckled  with  beige.  He's  got  pointy  ears  with  white  on  the ends.  I  watched  him  kill  six  of  ours  before  I  lost  track  of  him  toward  the entrance of the keep.'  

I can't see him. Not Nico, Mark and Amara, Helena, Marco, nor any of the Alphas.  Wolves  and  nightwalkers  fall  in  the  fight  around  me,  friends  and foes littering the ground in a twisted mess. Still, I pass on the information to my father, hoping to concentrate our efforts.  

But  the  Banes  are  gaining  too  much  ground,  pushing  us  back  toward  the castle.  Streaks  of  sunlight  pierce  some  of  the  mist  like  scattered  spears through  the  clouds,  forcing  the  nightwalkers  to  retreat  further  as  morning continues to advance against us.  

That's when I sense him.  

The fight is trickling into the keep, but I feel him the moment he sets foot on the bridge, and I have to bite back the intuitive flash of fear that's been beaten into my bones.  

'The guest of honor has arrived,' my father's voice murmurs in the back of my head a moment later. 'Let's invite him in and finish this once and for all.' I turn to my mate, and I know Tristan sees it in my eyes even before I speak the words into his mind.  

'Viktor is here.'  

Blood  drips  down  Tristan's  muzzle;  my  own  white  fur  is  streaked  with unspeakable stains.  

But still, we do not yield.
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Chapter Four 

The war wages on. 

The  Banes;  forces  creep  across  the  bridge  like  a  steady  stream  of destruction. But instead of flowing into the ocean, this stream leads into the castle keep, where death awaits.  

The fortress that for so long kept the nightwalkers protected has become a deadly maze. The complex layout is perfect for confusing and disorienting intruders. The inside of the castle is divided into multiple floors, with each level connected by stairs, corridors, and secret passages, many of which are meant to be flown across.  

Unlike  the  nightwalkers  and  their  bats,  wolves  cannot  grow  wings,  and while they can see in the dark, their sight is dim at best compared to that of the  vampires  that  have  thrived  in  the  shadows  for  centuries.  The  Rovers have been instructed on the safe routes, and my father's soldiers guide their allies  to  victory  while  the  enemy  falls  in  the  labyrinthine  network  of passages and corridors.  

With the Banes disoriented and divided in the keep and most of the Alphas identified on the battlefield, it looks like our plan might actually work.  But  Viktor  and  one  of  the  Alphas  are  still  far  from  the  fight.  My  uncle stands in his wolf form on the opposite end of the bridge, surrounded by his warriors.  There's  a  four-hundred-foot  battleground  spread  across  the courtyard  and  the  bridge  between  him  and  us,  and  the  Banes'  forces  are thickest and strongest further from the keep.  

'We'll never reach him,' I tell Tristan.  

'We don't have to. We've got eyes on three Alphas inside the wall already. Stick  to  the  plan,  and  we  can  still  change  the  course  of  this  war  in  our favor.' 

He's right. We have a chance to take out three of the five packs that stand against us. Viktor is not a priority.  

'Uh, guys,' Nico calls out, and somewhere in the distance, I swear I see a streak of red fur, but it's gone in a flash. 'You might want to check on the Night King.' 

I whirl around, scanning the carnage around me, but there's no trace of my father. It's impossible for me to keep track of anyone in this mayhem, and the battle is pushing us back further into the keep like a current, forcing us up the stairs to the main entrance of the castle. At the base of the steps, I spot an enormous wolf with narrow eyes and white fur along his chin and chest. 

One of the Alphas is coming right at us. Where is Mark? Are the other two Alphas already inside the castle? And where is my father? 'Little busy at the moment, Nicco,' Tristan snarls through the mindlink as he sinks his fangs into enemy flesh.  

'It looks like Viktor brought company. They're too far away for me to see clearly,  but  there's  another  big  wolf  by  his  side.  I'm  guessing  that's  our fourth Alpha. But they've got a tied-up woman among them too. Seems like a  hostage.  I  can't  make  out  anything  specific,  but  the  Night  King  went bonkers when he spotted her in the distance.' 

It can't be. 

I barely have time to process the possibility of his words before white-chest Alpha  lunges  at  me,  and  Tristan  dives  between  us.  Then  the  tide  of  the battle continues to drag us away from the bridge until we're swept into the darkness  of  the  keep.  Around  us,  everything  is  a  sea  of  shadows  and screams  that  echo  down  different  halls  and  corridors.  Somewhere  on  my left, I can make out Tristan fighting the other Alpha.  There's no time and space to think, let alone hope.  One of the Bane warriors snarls, and I turn just in time to see a wolf with dark fur and grey eyes leap out from behind me just in time to deflect the attack directed at me.  

Mark!  

He looks like something straight out of a nightmare, filthy and matted, with blood dripping from his snout and claws. I've never been so happy to see him.  

'I  saw  your  father  outside,'  the  Beta  tells  me,  his  eyes  locking  with  mine. 'He shifted and flew over the gate. It looked like he was going out onto the bridge on his own.'  

There's only one reason I can think of that would make my father forget the plan and storm out like that. There's only one person that would cause the wise Night King to act so stupidly. There's only one thing that could make a person do something so mad.  

Love. 

But it's not possible. It can't be.  

I have to know. So, in between claws, fangs, fear, and fury, I reach out for my father through our mindlink.  

'Dad! Where are you? What's going on?'  

I can feel my thoughts bounce against his mind, and my heart thunders in my chest as he replies with a single word that changes everything.  'Vanessa.'  

I feel every muscle in my body go taut, and instinctively I turn toward my mate. Tristan's gaze meets mine, golden eyes widening with concern when he sees the shock in my own.  

He can't hear my father. He doesn't know.  

'Flower, what—' 

Before  he  can  even  formulate  the  question,  the  Alpha  takes  advantage  of that  moment  of  distraction.  He  lunges  forward,  snapping  his  jaws  at Tristan's neck. My mate is barely able to dodge the attack, and the white-chest Alpha sinks his teeth into Tristan's shoulder.  He lets out an agonized howl that tears through the fabric of my very soul, and I throw myself at his attacker until we're tumbling over each other. We grapple in a mess of snapping and snarling until he shoves me off of him. By the time I'm scrambling back to my feet, Tristan is there with Mark by his side.  

'Go.' 

The  word  rings  in  the  back  of  my  head,  my  mate's  voice  calm  and determined as Mark and the Alpha circle each other.  No.  

I  don't  know  how  much  of  the  situation  Tristan  has  gaged  or  what  Mark managed  to  tell  him  in  between  the  fighting.  But  I  won't  leave  him.  We stand together, come what may. That was the damn deal.  Amidst the violence and darkness that threatens to consume us, time seems to slow as Tristan's eyes lock with mine. Somehow, he doesn't know, but he understands.  

'Mark and I have got this. I'll find you. Just go.' I  don't  even  know  if  I  can.  My  father  is  on  the  opposite  end  of  the battlefield, surrounded by the enemy. There's no way for me to get to him in time, no way to help him. I'd have to fly to reach him. I'd have to leave the man  I  love  in  the  middle  of  a  fight,  tap  into  a  power  I'm  not  even  sure  I possess,  turn  into  a  bunch  of  bats,  fly  across  a  warzone,  and...  and  then what?  

'I can't,' I answer, feeling myself on the verge of shattering in the chaos. The  Alpha  lets  out  a  low  growl,  his  eyes  fixed  on  Mark.  Whatever  we're going to do, we have to do it now.  

'Try.'  The  word  burns  with  such  intensity  I  can  almost  feel  Tristan's  will strengthening  my  own.  'Nothing  could  ever  take  you  away  from  me.  No guilt, no goodbyes. Go.' 

And with that, he tears his eyes away from mine. He lunges alongside his Beta at their opponent, and I can't afford to hesitate. Don't think. Don't hold back. Just go.  

I give myself over to the power within me, letting it shred me into pieces in a burst of freedom and change.  

All that time alone, trapped, powerless ... no more.  I feel every cell in my body come alive and splinter, my fur rippling as the transformation sweeps over me. Then, I am neither girl nor wolf but rather a cloud of bats the color of moonlight.  

For once, there is no fear, but it is not quite courage either. It's bigger than that,  something  born  of  everything  that's  happened  from  the  moment  the Rogue  Alpha  set  foot  in  my  life.  It's  trust.  I  have  faith  in  Tristan,  in  my pack, and in myself.  

So I take flight, feeling my consciousness spread out into silver-white fur and fluttering leathery wings that are pearly and almost iridescent compared to the other nightwalkers. 

I'm  distantly  aware  of  Mark  and  Tristan  tearing  the  enemy  Alpha  into bloody ribbons somewhere behind and below me as I soar out of the keep. They will be alright. They have to be. And me? I know what I have to do.  Vanessa Massen is alive. She's out there right now in Viktor's clutches, and the Night King is risking everything to go after her and save her. How  could  he  not?  And  how  could  I  not  do  the  same  for  him?  He's  my father, after all.  

And she's my mom.
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Chapter Five 

Tristan

I watch the life drain out of the Alpha's eyes. Besides me, Mark is panting from the fight, but there's a vicious glint in his eyes. Through flashes of the mindlink I know Lucy got to Amara and dragged her off the battlefield, but there's no telling if she'll survive. 

She killed Oscar.  

Viktor's miserable son attacked Amara with two other wolves in a fight that could  not  have  been  further  from  fair.  I  felt  her  hatred  when  she  snapped Oscar's neck, and for a moment, I envied her. I'd seen the marks of the boy's brutality  on  my  little  flower,  the  evidence  of  how  she'd  been  violated marked forever onto her skin. I'd wanted to make Oscar bleed for every scar on her body, and Amara did just that.  

She  avenged  my  mate  with  everything  she  had.  But  if  the  injuries  Amara sustained during that fight cost her her life, I will carry the guilt with me for the rest of mine.  

'Go  find  your  mate,'  I  snap  at  Mark  once  the  first  Alpha  falls  dead  at  my feet.  

'There is still work to be done,' he answers without flinching.  Two  more  Alphas  are  still  inside  the  keep,  along  with  two  more  outside. One of those was Viktor, and with every passing second, the love of my life flew further away from me and closer to him.  I'm about to insist, but before I can give the command, my Beta gives me a low growl.  

'We don't have time to argue. Lucy is with her, and there's nothing I can do for her.'

He's right. Even if we had the time, I wouldn't be able to argue with him. It's more than loyalty driving my Beta to stand his ground. He cannot save Amara, but he can tear the Banes' army apart for what they did to her. There is something desperate behind his bloodlust, not just a hunger for revenge but a need to keep going, to keep fighting. 

It's what Amara would do. It's what she would want.  If his mate dies, Mark will never forgive himself for not being by her side. But if she lives, she will never forgive him for abandoning the fight. Either way, it's not my choice to make. Mark knows his mate best, and this is the only way he knows of to honor her.  

'I can't help my mate, but you can help yours,' Mark says, and there is no trace of resentment or regret in his voice, only savage determination. 'The nightwalker healer went after the scarred Alpha. I'll find the other one.' 'Thank you, brother.' 

Mark  huffs,  tail  flicking  impatiently  as  his  eyes  scan  his  surroundings  for his next target.  

'Just shut up and get out there. You've got a bridge to cross,' he says, and with that, he vanishes into the sea of shadows and bodies.  I don't know what's going on out there, but I know I cannot let the girl face it alone. That thought alone sharpens and brightens in my mind, guiding me like a lighthouse across the darkness and death that surrounds me as I battle my way through the steady torrent of soldiers spilling into the keep.  I'm fighting my way against the current, biting and clawing my way through the  Banes'  army  in  a  relentless  fury  until  I've  fought  my  way  back  to  the entrance of the keep.  

Outside, the sun is rising higher in the sky and the mist has thinned, with clouds and towers casting shadows over the citadel. Still, there isn't enough cover  for  the  nightwalkers  to  fight  without  having  to  worry  about  the sunlight. Besides, by this point, all the nightwalkers have retreated into the keep, strategically killing their way through Bane soldiers as they spill into the dark castle, like moths flying towards a bloodthirsty flame.  No one else can fly out to help the Night King. There's only her.  I cast my mind out through the link, trying to reach my mate. The bond is there, but our connection is limited since I cannot mark her. I've wanted to mate  with  her  so  many  times,  the  longing  for  her  threatening  to  consume me and destroy all logic and reason. But for once, the desire is practical. I cannot see what she sees, know what she knows. With the chaos unfolding in every direction, the best I can manage are flashes of thoughts as my mind reaches for hers, but a single word stands out.  Mother.  

Nico  said  Viktor  had  a  hostage,  and  it's  brilliant  in  a  sick,  twisted  way.  I never  would  have  thought  someone  capable  of  keeping  their  own  family captive,  but  I  should  have  known  better.  If  Viktor  was  vile  enough  to  use and  abuse  his  niece,  it  should  come  as  no  surprise  that  he  kept  his  own sister prisoner in secret. No wonder the Night King risked flying across the bridge in spite of the scattered daylight. We laid out a trap for the Banes to divide their forces in the castle, but in the end, Viktor is the one with the perfect bait.  

Calculating bastard.  

'Nico, talk to me. Please tell me you made it up the tower. I need eyes. I'm in the courtyard, but it's a bloody mess down here. Did she make it over the gate?' 

I  can't  call  out  to  her  right  now-  not  when  she's  testing  the  limits  of  her powers for the first time and heading straight for the enemy. I won't risk the slightest  distraction.  With  any  luck,  Nico  made  it  to  a  decent  enough vantage point to see the action on the bridge.  'Wait,  is  that  the  flower  girl  flying?  You've  got  to  be  kidding  me.  Since when can your girlfriend turn into a flock of shimmery albino bats? That's awesome.' 

I grunt as one of the Bane wolves grapples me, and I sink my teeth into his hide hard enough to grind his bones.  

'Nico!' I howl.  

'Right, sorry! Flower girl made it over. She's flying over the bridge. But it's not  good,  boss;  Viktor  is  surrounded  by  his  soldiers,  and  he's  got  another Alpha with him. Looks like the Night King kicking ass, but he'll never last. There are too many of them.' 

Shit.  

They're going to need backup, and the only way to reach them is by fighting my way across. I never should have let her out of my sight. I'm supposed to keep her safe. I promised I'd protect her.  

'Goddess...  that's  not  good...'  Nico's  voice  rings  faintly  as  I  kick  at  one  of the  wolves  snapping  at  my  feet.  My  claws  tear  through  flesh  and  fur  as  I continue to shove my way forward.  

'What?' I demand. 

'I think the Night King killed the other Alpha, but it looks like he's hurt. Our flower is almost there. She's seconds away from reaching them, but both her parents are down.' 

Her parents.  

After the life she's lived, I cannot imagine what it must be like to discover that her mother is alive. She only just got her father back, and now both her parents are about to be ripped away from her.  Amara made her decision. So did Mark. So did my mate. Each of us fight and  fall  for  the  things  we  choose.  The  girl  with  violet  eyes  is  mine  to protect  but  never  to  control.  She  would  give  anything  to  save  her  family, and I would do the same.  

'I  need  you  to  watch  my  back  from  above  and  talk  me  through  the battleground,' I tell Nico. 'I'm going to help her.' 'But you'll never make it!' 

'That wasn't a request,' I snarl. 

I told her nothing could ever take her away from me, and I meant it. I told her I'd find her, and that is precisely what I'm going to do.  Whether it's in this life or the next, my love, I'm coming for you.
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Chapter Six 

My  father  wraps  his  arms  around  the  Alpha's  neck  and  snaps  it  in  a single, brutal motion. Marco's red eyes are wide and wild. His breathing is ragged, and his fine black suit is filthy and torn from the fight. I can only pray most of the blood on him is not his as Viktor watches my father slay the other Alpha and prepares to pounce on him.  I barely have time to look at the crumpled figure of the unconscious woman lying on the ground.  

In his wolf form, Viktor is even more imposing than he usually is, with a pitch-black coat and icy eyes. There's no grey, no brown, no varying hues on his fur whatsoever, as if his soul had sucked away any light and color. His blue eyes are cold and hard, and I don't have the time to wonder if they bear any resemblance to my mother's.  

My uncle lunges toward the Night King, but I hurl myself between them, shifting  in  midair.  I  feel  myself  burn  from  the  inside  out  as  the  power courses  through  me,  transforming  me  as  I  smash  headfirst  into  Viktor before  he  can  reach  my  father.  We  tangle  in  each  other,  rolling  from  the momentum of my impact as dozens of silvery wings flutter and cluster into a single shape, remaking me into my wolf form. Viktor grunts as we finally come to a stop, shoving me off of him with a vicious kick, and I slide back from  the  blow  but  manage  to  land  on  my  feet,  my  claws  sinking  into  the gravel on the stone surface of the bridge.  

'Ungrateful bitch,' Viktor growls at me, and I can't help the shiver than runs down my spine at the sound of his voice in my head. I spent so much time wishing I could manifest a wolf and mindlink with others, but not him. 'I should've killed you when you were still a child.' But he didn't. Now I'm going to make him regret it.  I  glance  over  my  shoulder  at  my  father,  who's  usually  so  composed  and refined. He looks like a mess, and there are hideous gashes along his chest where the wolves' claws sliced into his porcelain pale skin.  He  throws  the  Alpha's  dead  body  off  of  him  with  a  hiss  and  then  leaps toward Vanessa.  

My mother.  

I'll find a way to believe it later. Right now, I need to find a way for us to get out of here in one piece.  Vannesa's strawberry blonde hair is tattered, and it clings to her to the filth on  her  face.  Her  eyes  are  closed,  and  she's  not  moving.  But  as  my  father desperately  falls  to  his  knees  and  reaches  for  her,  relief  washes  over  his features.  

Still breathing.  

'How touching,' Viktor coos, his lips curling back to reveal glinting fangs in a smile that's more of a snarl on his ferocious features.  I ignore him, reaching for my father's mind so Viktor won't hear. 'Get her out of here.' 

There are too many of them, and while we're still under cover of clouds, the sun  has  gotten  brighter  by  the  hour.  I  don't  know  how  long  the  battle  has been going, but we can't count on the mist. Marco needs to get inside the keep, and he needs to take my mother with him.  Viktor's voice draws my attention back to him before my father can reply. "Such a moving family reunion," he taunts. 

I look back at my uncle, anger unlike anything I've ever known boiling the blood  in  my  veins.  I  force  myself  to  swallow  it  down  and  look  at  him evenly.  

'I won't leave you, child,' Marco says, his voice urgent, but I do not turn to face him when I reply.  

'I'll be right behind you. Trust me; just go.' 

I need him to leave first. He's injured, but he can use his shadows to carry Vanessa away with him to safety. I just have to distract Viktor long enough for my father to shift and get off this bridge. 

'So,  you  know  who  I  really  am,'  I  tell  Viktor,  and  it's  not  a  question.  He knows where I come from, there's no doubt of that left.  'Stupid girl. I've always known.' 

Well... I didn't see that coming.  

My breath catches in my throat as I look at my uncle in horror. How did he know? When did he find out exactly? What was his plan? 'I  realized  it  the  moment  you  were  born.  When  I  saw  your  eyes,  I  knew what you were. My sister had brought a half-breed mutt into the world. As you  grew  older,  it  only  became  more  obvious.  The  ethereal  pale  skin,  the unnatural quiet way in which you moved, the way you survived in hunger and darkness. Everything about you was wrong. I thought I'd be rid of you, but when I received reports that you were taken in by the vampires, I knew my time had come to set things right once and for all.' His  villainous  monologue  is  interrupted  by  a  ruffling  sound  behind  me. Viktor's eyes shift away from me as shadows unfurl around my father like black ink seeping into the air around him. My mother hangs limply in his arms,  and  suddenly,  they're  no  longer  solid  but  rather  a  cloud  of  bats  and blackness.  

'No!' Viktor yells. He moves to pounce on them as my parents dematerialize into a haze of wings and blackness. The Night King will take Vanessa away from here just as he did with me that fateful night by the lake.  He can get her out. I can save them both. 

I leap in between Viktor and my parents, and we topple over one another once again as I knock him off balance. He snarls and snaps at me in a rage, but it's too late.  

They're already gone.  

'You think you're so brave, but you're a fool! Such a noble sacrifice to save your  mother,  but  in  the  end,  it  won't  matter.  You'll  never  get  to  meet  her anyway. 

I  duck  his  bite,  slipping  between  his  legs  to  try  and  put  some  distance between his teeth and my neck.  

'She's  your  sister!'  I  cry,  my  thoughts  broken  with  sorrow.  'You  were supposed to be family. How could you?' 

'My  sister  died  the  moment  she  dirtied  herself  by  sharing  her  bed  with  a filthy bloodsucker. She was broken. The only reason I didn't put her out of her  misery  is  because  losing  her  mind  after  fucking  a  vampire  was punishment enough. I locked her away to live out the rest of her miserable days  in  secret.  Letting  the  world  think  she  died  of  natural  causes  was  a kindness.' 

So  he  doesn't  know  everything.  He  believes  my  mother  actually  lost  her mind.  

Vanessa's act of insanity may not have allowed her to escape the Banes as she'd hoped, but it kept her alive.  

Still, sparing her had not been a mercy. If she was just crazy instead of in love, Viktor must have believed he could still control her. Besides, wolves look after their own. If the pack found out their Alpha had killed his own sister for loving a vampire, it could lead them to question his morality and authority. Locking her up while claiming she went insane and passed away had  been  the  best  way  to  preserve  his  reputation.  The  coward  couldn't handle her blood on his hands, and so long as Vanessa acted crazy enough to not be a threat, she wasn't worth killing.  

'Kindness?' I scoff. He doesn't know the meaning of the word. Dozens  of  Banes  have  gathered  around  us,  watching  and  waiting  for  a command from their Alpha. My uncle always loved an audience.  I need to get off this bridge and back to the keep. But Viktor won't take his eyes on me. The second I lower my guard enough to focus on transforming, he'll attack.  

Panic begins to build as I realize I was barely able to shift into bats the first time. I don't have control over my powers to escape like my father did, and there's no one else here to create a distraction to buy me enough time to try. Viktor will kill me before I even leave the ground. Somewhere in the quiet corners of my soul, something whispers within me. I sense it rather than hear it; not a message but a feeling. Tristan is coming for me. I don't know how or when, but I'm sure of it.  But  how  can  I  wait  for  him  when  time  is  exactly  what  I  don't  have?  I'm completely  surrounded,  and  the  only  reason  Viktor  hasn't  killed  me  yet  is that  he  enjoys  the  sound  of  his  own  voice  too  much.  I  have  to  keep  him talking.  

My life just might depend on it.
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Chapter Seven 

'I suppose you think that what you did to me was also an act of mercy,' I tell  my  uncle,  coaxing  the  conversation  out  of  him.  'You  turned  me  into your slave and let me think I was nothing!' 

'That's exactly what you were. Nothing,' he replies as we circle each other. 'I should have rid the world of you the minute you were born. But I made a mistake. Vanessa gave birth to an abomination, but perhaps I could shape the  mutt  into  something  worthy.  You  were  supposed  to  be  Vanessa's redemption, but instead, you were just a waste.' Lies. Foul, disgusting lies. I realize at that moment that he didn't spare my life  out  of  mercy.  He  didn't  even  do  it  because  he's  above  murdering  a newborn  babe.  He  wanted  to  use  me.  He  hated  the  nightwalkers.  He despised  the  fact  that  they  were  different  and  he  was  never  able  to  defeat them.  

All his disdain and disappointment toward me, it was never about me not manifesting  a  wolf...  I  was  supposed  to  be  his  weapon,  a  way  for  him  to wield the power of his enemies. I represent everything he hates and envies.  'You  never  meant  to  raise  me.  You  wanted  to  use  me.  Instead,  you  just abused me for being something you didn't understand.' Tristan  is  coming  for  me,  but  he'll  never  make  it  across  the  bridge,  and  I certainly won't last long enough to try and meet him halfway.  'I treated you better than you deserved, you wretch. And look at you now. Wasted  to  die  on  the  wrong  side  of  history.  You  could  have  been  my greatest warrior. I made you what you are. I made you strong, and this is how you repay me?' 

Wrong. My father's love and my mother's choices are the reason I am here today. Lucy, Nico, Amara, and even Mark made me strong. So did Tristan's patience and protectiveness, his courage and caring. Working in the garden, leaving the door to my room unlocked, washing away my pain, training in the villa... those are the things that shaped me.  'No. You held me back. You beat me and starved and denied me any sense of self. But I know who I am now. Everything that I am is not because of you; it is in spite of you.' 

He  lets  out  a  low  warning  growl,  but  I  ignore  it,  glancing  around  at  the wolves watching us. Some of them are Banes, and I recognize their faces as they  avert  their  eyes,  showing  me  no  pity.  Others  are  foreign  to  me, presumably  soldiers  from  the  other  packs  that  were  swayed  by  Viktor's ambition and hate.  

'But you're right, uncle,' I say, turning back to him. 'Look at me now. I'm just  the  scared  little  girl  you  beat  and  locked  in  the  basement,  but  you brought  a  whole  army  to  come  after  me.  You  didn't  even  trust  your  own pack to be enough, so you had to frighten and bully others into joining you. You couldn't kill me when I was an infant. What makes you think you can do it now?' 

To his credit, Viktor doesn't come at me then and there. He's not used to this side of me, and he senses the bait dangling between my words. But as his eyes take in the warriors that surround us, I know I have him. He must kill me  himself  unless  he  wants  the  world  to  see  him  for  the  coward  that  he truly is.  

Just the two of us. 

'Have it your way, mutt. But don't fret; once I've personally disposed of you, I'll send your parents to join you in the afterlife.' I try to conceal the triumph on my face when the wolves around us back off, clearing  a  circle  around  me  as  they  make  room  for  their  leader  to  prove himself. At least this way, I get to face him one-on-one. At least this way, the odds aren't so horribly stacked against me. At least this way... This way, I still have to kill him. 

Viktor  approaches  me,  his  eyes  blazing  with  fury.  I  know  that  he  is  a seasoned  fighter.  He  didn't  just  control  the  banes  with  schemes  and  lies. He's massive and muscled and utterly merciless.  Once,  during  a  pack  meeting,  one  of  the  older  men  questioned  Viktor  on whatever they were discussing at the time. I don't know what it was. I was never  privy  to  anything  of  consequence,  but  I  knew  the  man  must  have crossed him publicly because, after the meeting, Viktor called him back into the  pack  house.  I  had  to  stand  to  the  side  and  watch  in  silence  as  Viktor broke his leg with such brutality I knew even the magic of werewolf healing would never be enough to repair the damage. I'd been forced to clean up the bloody stain on the floor where the man's bones had torn through his skin.  So... fighting him may not have been my finest idea.  But  it's  too  late  now.  He  was  going  to  kill  me  either  way,  whether  he ordered his soldiers to do it or ripped me apart himself. If I'm going to die, then I'm going to make him work for it.  Let the Banes see their Alpha get his hands dirty for a change.  I circle him warily, my eyes never leaving his. He snarls, baring his teeth in a show of dominance, but I refuse to back down. He'll expect me to watch him, to wait and defend myself once he attacks first. But the memory of my mate's words echoes in my head:  

I am petals and poison, and a flower cannot fail.  I lunge.  

Viktor dodges me, but he's too slow. He wasn't prepared for me to make the first move, and my claws tear at the flesh on his shoulder.  My  training  kicks  in  as  muscles  go  taut  and  my  mind  races.  But  Amara showed me how to fight in human form. I hadn't manifested my wolf when she taught me to defend herself. All the moves and strategies flash behind my eyes, trying to convert them into a different body, but I don't have the time to think before I act.  

Viktor retaliates, his jaws snapping shut just inches from my throat. I leap to the side, narrowly avoiding his attack, but he is quick to recover this time. The  initial  shock  has  worn  off,  and  his  eyes  narrow  on  me  with  deadly precision.  

Amara's lessons weren't just about technique. It's instinct. I have to use my momentum  with  intention.  When  I  can't  use  my  fists,  use  my  head.  Be smarter and faster. 

Viktor  spins  around  and  comes  at  me  again,  his  teeth  flashing  in  the daylight. It's too bright out. It feels like it should be dark. There should be smoke or thunder or some sign that the world as I know it is coming to an end.  

But today is not about me.  

I  remember  Amara's  agonized  howl  on  the  other  side  of  the  gate.  Mark's bloody features and the pain behind his hardened gaze when I saw him in the  keep.  Nico's  shaky  voice,  breathless  and  ragged  with  fear  and exhaustion. The way Lucy smiled in spite of her fear and regret before the battle began. Helena abandoning her healing robes for battle armor. Vicious gashes  across  my  father's  chest,  just  over  his  heart,  bleeding  before  he vanished  from  the  bridge.  My  mother,  hanging  dirty,  bruised,  and unconscious  in  his  arms.  The  carnage  I  flew  over  on  my  way  here, nightwalkers,  Banes,  and  Rovers  alike,  their  bodies  wracked  with  pain  as their  wounds  bleed  out  onto  the  battlefield.  The  look  on  Triststan's  face before  I  flew  off,  and  the  certainty  that  even  now  he  is  fighting  his  way toward me.  

I was the daughter of moonlight and monsters, born of bane and betrayal. I am a child of starlight and shadow, covered in the scars of a survivor. I will be the avenger of the innocent.  

This is no time to pace myself.  

I leap toward Viktor again, and I tackle him, but my teeth clamp on empty air, the force of it rattling in my skull. He dodges my bite as I grapple him. Viktor knocks me to the ground, pinning me down with his massive paw. I writhe against him. We're locked in a fierce struggle, dodging and striking, biting  and  bleeding.  He  has  me  trapped,  and  I  can  feel  the  weight  of  his body pressing down on me. 

I am a feather fighting a brick. I do not bend or break.  With  a  burst  of  strength,  I  shove  him  back,  my  claws  slicing  across  his underside, shredding through fur and skin and the warmth underneath. I roll over him, pinning him down just as he had done to me.  I can kill him. I should kill him after everything he's done. I should make him pay. I should bite out his heart. I'm going to- My murderous thoughts are silenced by a familiar scent, and it shakes me out of the violent trance. I let my senses unfocus, yanking my tunnel vision away  from  Viktor  long  enough  to  detect  a  commotion  to  my  left,  beyond the wolves surrounding us. When I turn to look, the sight sucks the air out of my lungs.  

Tristan  is  covered  in  blood.  He  struggles  against  four  warriors  at  once, limping through the fight. He battled his way through the bridge, almost all the way across.  

But there's no more fight left in him.
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Chapter Eight 

Tristan

'Stop!' the girl snaps at Viktor and anyone else who can hear her, screaming the  word  through  the  mindlink.  She  looks  like  a  wrathful  spirit,  her  silky white  fur  covered  in  the  blood  of  her  enemies,  her  violet  eyes  almost glowing with intensity.  

'Let him go. Let Tristan pass, or I swear by the goddess I'll kill your Alpha,' she threatens, her claws digging into Viktor, who lay helpless and wounded beneath her.  

She looks down at her uncle, and while everything inside of me screams to keep going and reach her, I hesitate. There is such emotion in her gaze, such strength in her words. She has to make this choice for herself. She needs to be the one to finish this.  

'Yield,'  she  hisses  at  Viktor,  her  voice  dangerously  low  with  a  sort  of threatening command that I did not know she possessed.  Viktor  bares  his  teeth  up  at  her  but  does  not  move,  not  with  his  insides bleeding under the weight of her as she's poised to tear out his throat.  'Get it over with, bitch.' 

But something shifts in her eyes, and I see the change happening within her. It's  not  an  obvious  transformation,  like  when  she  first  manifested  that stunning wolf or when she burst into a cloud of moonlight-colored bats. It's subtle and silent, but I sense the strength it takes for her to finally let go.  She will not kill a man while he's down and bleeding. She won't end Viktor, no matter how much he deserves it. She is a kinder soul than I am.  This man robbed my mate of her childhood. He denied her a name, denied her  family,  and  any  sort  of  decency.  He  broke  things  that  will  never  be whole again.  

But she is more than what he took away. Because underneath the violence and injustice, there is a part of her soul that is entirely hers. I see it now in the way she reins in her fury. Men like Viktor could never understand it, and despite his best efforts, he could never touch it. He could never corrupt it. The white wolf growls, and Viktor shuts his eyes to wait for the final blow, but it doesn't come. She snarls at him, biting the air right above his neck in warning, and then pushes off him.  

The second she releases him and turns toward me slowly, I stagger forward.

I can't remember which wolf was the one to cripple me as I fought my way to reach her across the bridge. It doesn't matter. I don't care how many parts of myself I had to break to be standing here in front of her right now.  As  the  wolves  around  me  part,  opening  a  path  toward  my  mate,  she  runs toward me and shifts back into my human form, not caring who sees her.  I sag with relief when she collides with me, wrapping her arms around me and burying her face in my fur. At last, I can breathe again, the aching need to find her and keep her safe settling inside me.  She  seems  so  small  compared  to  her  wolf  form,  and  I'm  reminded  of  just how young she is. But she defeated Viktor. She sliced through his chest and left him bleeding on the ground. 

"No  more..."  she  whispers  against  me,  and  her  voice  is  so  soft  it  ripples inside  me,  soothing  the  jagged  edges  of  my  rattled  soul.  "I'm  so  tired, Tristan... I don't want to be his monster... No more killing... please." She has endured enough.  

'Shhh, it's over, my little flower.'  

Her fingers dig into my pelt as I step forward, letting her curl up against me in a moment of vulnerability that feels far too intimate for all these prying eyes.  

I turn to face the gathered wolves with as much authority as I can muster up.  

'This  ends  now.  Your  Alphas  are  dead,  and  your  leader  was  defeated  in single combat by his own kin. No one else has to die because of him. Viktor Massen  brought  you  here  under  the  false  pretense  of  destroying  your common threat, but he lied. The nightwalkers are not your enemy. We are not your enemy!' 

A  silence  falls  over  the  crowd  as  I  feel  his  words  resonate  across  the battlefield. The tension in the air is palpable, but no one else attacks. Soon, the sun will begin to set, and we will have to gather our wounded and bury our dead. It's strange how a single day can feel like an eternity. But it's over.  

At least, that's what it seemed like. But then Viktor rises, his injuries oozing blood that stained the stone at his feet. Everything inside me goes rigid as his eyes fall on me.  

I am the one who just announced the end of this war. The girl is exhausted from fighting him, and now she's in her human form. So, Viktor perceives me as the threat worth crushing with his dying breath.  That was his last mistake.  

Viktor  lunges  toward  me  just  as  my  mate  whirls  around  to  face  him.  We collide against each other, the girl trapped between us, and the world flashes past  as  the  three  of  us  topple  over  from  the  impact.  As  we  roll,  I  use  the momentum  to  shove  Viktor  down  against  the  stone  with  a  vicious  crack, and we come to a sudden stop.  

Everything is quiet. 

I  cannot  say  what  happened  first;  my  blow  to  Viktor's  neck  or  my  mate's fangs  sinking  into  his  throat  to  drain  the  life  out  of  him.  Either  way,  his neck snaps, and he falls to the ground, dead beneath us.  I stumble back with the last of my strength.  

We'll  never  no  know  which  one  of  us  killed  him  in  the  end.  Perhaps  it's better that way. But while I'm content to share her burdens, this victory is hers.  

She rises slowly, a crimson stain on her full lips and her eyes wide in shock as she stares down at her fallen foe as if she can't quite believe he's finally dead. There are tears in her violet eyes, her platinum hair fluttering softly around her in the breeze. She stands bloodied and beaten, without armor or crown, her scars and wounds open for the world to see.  And I have never seen anything more beautiful. She is hope, innocence, and courage incarnate. Selene herself never looked so lovely or divine, and I am not the only one to see it. A hushed whisper falls across the crowd, and for once, she does not shy away from the awed looks that fall on her.  The victim is gone. She is no longer the bruised and battered child that first took my hand on the day of her cousin's mating ceremony.  Before me stands a Luna in her own right.  

So I do what any man should do in the presence of a goddess.  I bow.  

One by one, the warriors around me drop their heads, ears flattened as they lower themselves before her. Most avert their eyes as a sign of respect, but I keep mine fixed on hers as she furrows her brow.  She looks down at Viktor's body at her feet, then up at the crowd, and then back to me. We anchor ourselves in each other as a kingdom comes to its knees before her.  

"Tristan..."  she  whispers,  those  violet  eyes  staring  straight  into  my  core. There's uncertainty and shock there, but not fear. No shame.  'The Alpha of the Banes has been defeated,' I say gently. This time I do not have  to  shout.  At  long  last,  the  world  is  quiet,  and  the  truth  is  loud.  'The King of the five armies is dead. Long live the Queen.'
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Chapter Nine 

"Long  live  the  Princess  of  Nightwalkers.  Long  live  the  Queen  of Wolves." 

The words echoed across the battlefield even after the fighting was well and truly over, but they still don't seem real. 

Tristan had suggested I go back to my room in the nightwalker's castle to get cleaned up or at least to put some clothes on. I'd obeyed him numbly, not really knowing what else to do in the wake of what had just happened. It felt wrong to walk amongst the carnage like this was a victory. Even if it was a sort of success, it certainly wasn't mine. Yes,  the  war  was  won,  but  I  was  not  the  one  who  won  it.  It  was  a  group effort that put an end to the massacre. Our plan had worked, and while we'd made every effort possible to minimize the number of lives lost, blood still ran through the streets of my father's kingdom.  Five Alphas were killed. 

But the living outnumber the dead. 

There were losses on both sides, but the nightwalkers, Rovers, and the five packs that had followed Viktor into battle will live on. Now it's up to us to make sure those deaths were not in vain and nothing like this ever happened again. 

There  would  be  a  new  age  dawning  in  Silvertooth  Peaks,  one  where nightwalkers did not live in secrecy, and rival packs were united as one.  In spite of the people bowing to me in the corridors of the keep as I made my way to my room, I'm honestly still not sure what my place will be in this new world.  

I grab a blanket off the bed and wrap myself in it, leaving the door to my room slightly ajar and moving to sit on the nook by my window in a sort of dazed  trance.  I  think  I  might  be  in  shock.  That  sort  of  thing  is  probably normal after everything we just went through, right? Who am I kidding? I don't think anything will ever be normal again.  Gods, what am I doing? 

I  should  go  downstairs  and  look  for  the  others.  I  should  get  dressed  and search for Tristan to make sure his injuries are treated. I have to find Nico, Lucy, Mark, and Amara, assuming they're all still alive. I need to find my parents.  But  now  that  the  fighting  is  through,  my  body  seems  unwilling  to  move anymore.  Without  fear  and  adrenaline,  exhaustion  crashes  on  me  like  a physical  weight,  making  my  thoughts  slow  and  my  limbs  leaden.  I  can barely  keep  my  eyes  open,  let  alone  focus  enough  to  reach  down  the mindlink. I rest my head against the cold glass, too drained to think straight. I don't know how much time passed. I don't remember falling asleep. I don't think  I  really  meant  to;  I  just  succumbed  to  my  fatigue  without  even realizing it. But the sound of the door creaking open is enough to jolt me awake, and I turn to face Tristan as he enters the room.  Without  thinking,  I  slip  off  the  ledge  and  close  the  distance  between  us, wrapping  my  arms  around  him  and  burying  my  face  in  his  fur.  He's  still filthy and limping, so I can't have dozed off for long.  "What happened? Where are the others? What happened to my parents? Did anyone... Are they..." I trail off, unable to finish the question.  'Your parents are alive and safe. Your mother is still unconscious, but she'll live.  Your  father  is  already  recovering  from  his  injuries.  There's  a superstition  that  the  blood  of  your  fallen  enemies  can  give  a  warrior strength  and  vitality.  It  seems  that's  quite  literally  the  case  with  the  Night King.  A  little  bit  of  blood  and  he'll  be  just  fine,'  Tristan  replies  as  I  pull away.  

"And the others?" 

'They're all okay. Relatively. Lucy is tending to Amara. Mark and Nico and with them. Helena and Sophie are helping the others that are wounded. The nightwalkers have agreed to let all the wolves stay in their kingdom while they tend to the injured and gather the dead, but it's going to be a long night. You should get some rest, little flower.' 

I shake my head. "I should go down and help. I want to see Amara. I want to be there when my mother wakes up." 

'And  you  will,  my  love,  but  there  will  be  time  for  that  later.  Today  you unlocked  powers  you  did  not  even  know  you  possessed.  You  fought  in  a war and defeated an Alpha. If you don't want to rest, then let's just take a moment to wash up and get dressed. Neither one of us will be of any use to anyone in our current state.'  

He's right. We're both covered in mud and blood. Tristan is still hurt, and I'm still... wearing nothing but a blanket. I pull it tighter around myself and turn away from him, glancing back at the window as if I could look outside to see the kingdom picking itself up from the rubble.  I  go  completely  still  at  the  sound  of  Tristan  shifting  behind  me,  all  too aware  of  what  happens  to  our  clothes  when  we  transform  back  into  our human form. 

With a start, I realize that while Tristan saw me naked that night in the bath after he found me by the lake, I cannot say the same about him.  It  seems  silly.  We've  been  through  so  much  together  and  shared  plenty  of intimate moments. We just fought in a war side by side. But this is different. "The  fight  is  over,  little  flower.  I'm  not  going  to  bite,"  he  says  with  a chuckle behind me when I refuse to face him.  This is ridiculous. I shouldn't be embarrassed right now, considering the day we've  had.  We  faced  certain  death  together,  killed  together.  It's  not  like anything  is  going  to  happen  right  now.  We  have  to  get  dressed  and  go downstairs  to  face  the  aftermath  of  a  war.  This  is  hardly  the  time  to  be prudish. Besides, even if we had the time and energy to act on any feelings, the crescent-shaped mark on my chest is still very much there.  I  suck  in  a  breath  as  I  feel  him  step  forward  beside  me,  his  body  not touching mine but close enough that I can feel the heat radiating off him. The hairs on the back of my neck stand on end, his breath tickling my skin.  "You know, there's nothing wrong with looking at your own mate. You can look and take whatever you want from me, my little flower," he says softly, his fingers reaching forward to brush against the back of my hand with the ghost of a caress that makes me shiver. But there's that faint tingling in my chest  like  the  mark  over  my  heart  recognizes  his  touch  as  something  far from innocent.  

Nope.  

I'm not doing this. Not today. Or is it tonight already? It doesn't matter.  I can't risk the curse hurting him while he's injured, and frankly, I'm not sure I can survive the torment of his embrace only to be ripped away from it by the  vengeful  magic  inside  me.  It's  been  a  long  day,  and  I'm  too  tired  for such taunts. I can handle the rush of battle, the weight of my exhaustion, the numbness and shock, and my gnawing concern for the others. But my heart can't take almost having him.  

I  step  away  from  Tristan,  hating  the  cold  that  comes  with  the  distance  I create between us, as I walk over to the wardrobe.  "What  are  you  doing?"  he  asks.  In  response,  I  merely  throw  the  blanket back at him without looking before slipping on a shirt. "Did I say something wrong?" "No! Of course not. I just can't... I'm not..." I reply quickly, stumbling over my words. I turn to face him, grateful that he's draped the blanket around to cover  himself  as  I  struggle  to  find  a  way  to  explain  the  emotions  that threaten to undo me. "I don't think I'm strong enough to see you like that right now. Not if... if I can't have you." 

A  melancholic  sort  of  resignation  fills  his  amber  eyes,  and  I  wonder  if  it mirrors my own. He gives me a small nod, and I know he understands.  We can wash up later. Right now, I just want to get dressed and get back out there. I don't want to be alone with him, and I don't want to stop moving. It feels like if I slow down for too long, I'll never be able to get back up again. Too much has happened, and there is still too much to be done.  And if I stand still for too long, then something worse than exhaustion will wash over me: the realization that even though Viktor is gone and the war is won,  I'm  still  cursed.  I  still  can't  be  the  one  thing  I  wanted  more  than anything else.  

I may be the flower of the Rovers, Princess of Nightwalkers, Luna of the Banes,  and  Queen  of  Wolves.  But  I  can't  be  Tristan's  Luna.  I  can't  be  his true mate. 

Even  with  the  battle  won,  the  bond  between  us,  my  wolf  and  powers manifested, and all this love in my heart... I still can't be his.
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Chapter Ten 

As  night  began  to  fall  and  the  wolves  shifted  back  into  their  human forms, I suppose it's appropriate that the nightwalkers provided clothes for those who needed them.  

Clad in black as the last of the sunlight fades, we really are dressed for a funeral.  

We  decide  to  burn  the  dead,  gathering  them  into  a  massive  pyre  in  the citadel right outside the castle. The ashes that remain will be scattered over the  forest  outside  the  city  walls  and  returned  to  the  earth.  One  day,  those grounds would come to be known as the Forest of Day in honor of those who fought in a war that began at dawn and ended at dusk. It will become a sacred place with no distinction between packs, ranks, or species.  I don't know what happened to Viktor's body specifically, and I don't want to know. The only thing that really matters is that he's gone. He can never hurt  anyone  ever  again.  All  that  really  remains  of  him  is  everything  he failed to destroy.  

"You look like shit." Mark's voice draws me back to the present, and Tristan offers his Beta a wry smile in response to the insult.  Honestly, we've all looked better.  

Tristan is still clutching a broken arm wrapped in a makeshift sling. Mark has a split lip and is covered in bruises, and there's a deep gash on Nico's leg  that  will  surely  leave  a  nasty  scar—not  that  he  seems  to  mind,  with Lucy fussing over him.  

We're  all  covered  in  grime  and  blood,  but  she's  the  filthiest  out  of  us  all, with crusty crimson soaked up to her forearms and sweat streaking her dust-covered face. Her curly black hair is clumpy and matted, and her clothes are stained and torn.  

I can't help but think of Lucy's words before the battle and how she said she couldn't tear down an enemy, but she could pick up a friend. It looks like she did just that.  

And me? I don't even want to think about what I must look like right now. Then there's Amara... 

Oh gods, Amara.  

She  lies  on  a  cot  in  the  grand  hall  of  the  nightwalker's  castle,  which  has been  converted  from  a  grand  ballroom  into  a  sort  of  infirmary.  Mark  is sitting  behind  her,  his  arms  wrapped  protectively  around  his  mate  as  she leans back against him, her fingers entwined with his.  When  she  sees  me,  she  smiles,  but  then  immediately  winces  from  the movement. Three gashes run from her left temple, over her brow, and down her left eye. The cuts go across half of her face, and though all claw marks should  look  the  same  no  matter  who  inflicted  them,  something  inside  me recognizes the handiwork, and my stomach twists itself into a knot.  "Don't make that face, sweet flower," she says softly, her voice raspy as she chastises the horror in my eyes.  

"Did my cousin do this to you?" I ask, moving to kneel beside the cot and take her free hand.  

"Don't be daft. That brute was not your cousin. Viktor was not your uncle. I don't care about genetics and ancestry; those people were not your family, and you are not connected to them or responsible for anything that they did. Do you understand?" she asks, her gaze pouring into me.  Her left eye is swollen shut, and even with the magic of werewolf healing, I doubt it will ever properly open again, but the other one remains bright and sharp,  staring  into  my  own.  I  nod  slowly,  accepting  the  absolution  she seemed determined to drill into me with her stare. Beside me, someone huffs, and I turn to find Helena standing with her arms folded over her chest. She must have helped tend to Amara's cuts, resuming her duties as a healer once her work as a soldier was done.  "If you think that's bad," Helena says, nodding toward the claw marks on my friend's face, "You should've seen what she did to him." There is a trace of  approval  in  her  voice,  something  ancient  and  proud,  recognizing  a similar kind of wisdom and strength in Amara.  Amara returns the nightwalker's smile, and this time when her lips curl and tug at the torn skin from her face, she does not flinch.  One warrior acknowledging the other.  

Mark  and  Tristan  exchange  a  look  as  well,  something  dark  and  deadly passing between them. There is no trace of a smile among them, no hint of anything soft and kind. For a moment, the sheer wrath they seem to share chills me, but then I think of what I would feel if the roles were reversed.  Tristan and I aren't even properly mated, but I cannot imagine the things I would do to a man if he hurt Tristan the way Oscar had hurt me. Whatever Amara did to Oscar, I get the sense that it was a mercy compared to what Tristan or Mark would have done if either one of them had gotten their hands on the monster who'd harmed their mates.  "Settle  down,  you  psychos,"  Lucy  says,  shaking  her  head  in  exasperation and breaking the tension in the air. "The time for violence is over." They were my psychos, my misfit, outcast, and weirdos. My pack.  "I  wouldn't  be  so  sure  about  that,"  Nico  chimes  in  with  a  mischievous smirk. "You're actually a really violent nurse, Lucy. Awful bedside manner." After  so  much  intensity,  seeing  the  Rovers  bicker  playfully  among themselves feels like a breath of fresh air, and I can't help but smile. It feels like home. Blood, guts, and all.  

"I had to clean and sew the cut to save you from losing your leg, so you'll have to forgive me if it stung. Besides, I wouldn't have to be forceful with you if you didn't squirm so much, you big baby," Lucy retorts.  She moves to smack him on the shoulder, but Nico is faster, catching her by the  wrist  before  she  can  strike  him.  They  hold  each  other's  eyes  for  a moment,  the  friendly  bickering  sizzling  out  and  turning  into  affection  as Nico  lowers  her  arm  and  lets  his  fingers  slide  further  down  to  grasp  her hand.  

"Ugh,  get  a  room,"  Mark  groans.  "I  thought  Nico's  pinning  was  bad,  but now I have to watch my own sister make heart eyes back at the little twerp." Nico  grabs  a  balled-up  bandage  from  beside  the  bench  where  he's  sitting with his leg propped up and chucks it at Mark's head.  "You little-"  

"Be nice, darling," Arama scolds, patting her mate's hand gently to settle his temper.  

Helena arches a brow at the entire exchange, looking at me with a hint of amusement. "Are all wolves like this? I'm going to have my work cut out trying to help heal this lot if they keep trying to hit each other." 

"No, not all wolves," I explain with a smile. We're all drained and exhausted from the fight, but I think the familiar banter among the Rovers is almost like  a  coping  mechanism.  It's  a  way  of  expressing  relief  and  trying  to  get some semblance of normalcy after so much change.  "These  guys  just  have  an  odd  way  of  expressing  affection,"  I  add  with  a shrug. "It's like throwing things is their way of saying I care about you. You get used to it." 

"Hey! Rude," Lucy says, flicking my arm almost as if to prove my point. At the  same  time,  Nico  hurls  a  small  roll  of  medical  tape  at  me,  and  Mark tosses the balled-up bandages as well.  

I'll take that as a compliment.  

Tristan catches the little roll of tape before it can hit me, and I duck out of the way of the bandages with a laugh. 

"Careful,"  Tristan  warns,  his  voice  equally  protective  and  playful.  "You wouldn't want to hit the Queen, would you?"  I resist the urge to make a sour face at the title. I want to stay in this little bubble  of  teasing  and  kinship  with  them,  avoiding  reality  for  just  a  while longer. Here it is awkward, odd, simple, and safe. This strange moment is a small  reminder  that  there  are  traces  of  joy  to  be  found  even  in  times  of hardship.  

But there is a battlefield to clean up, bodies to burn, a kingdom to put back together, and the politics of five dead Alphas to attend to.  "Don't call me that," I protest timidly. "I'm not, I mean, I can't be... I-I don't even know what to call myself."  

The Princess of the Nightwalkers. The Luna of a pack that once hated me. The mate of a male I can't actually be with. The Queen of five armies that originally came here to kill me.  

Bane. Rover. Massen. Silas. Lyall.  

Who am I supposed to be now?  

"About that," Helena says as if suddenly remembering why she came up to us in the first place. "Your father is recovering in his chambers. You should come  with  me  to  check  on  him.  I  believe  your  mother  will  be  waking  up soon. Perhaps it is time for you to meet her."
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Chapter Eleven 

"Will you come with me?" I asked.  

I'd been speaking to Tristan, feeling the urge to have him by my side.  Now,  I'm  standing  outside  the  door  of  my  father's  chambers  with  Nico leaning on Lucy to stand on his injured leg, and Mark is carrying Amara in his  arms  despite  Helena's  protests  that  they  should  all  stay  back  and  rest. Tristan's hand is resting on the small of my back, his touch barely there but somehow enough to steady me.  

After spending most of my life feeling utterly alone, I can't help but wonder if I'll ever actually be alone again. My pack seems disinclined to allow it.  Honestly? I'm okay with that.  

Helena  opens  the  door,  and  my  heart  skips  a  beat  as  my  father's  crimson gaze  lands  on  me.  He  was  sitting  on  the  edge  of  his  massive  bed,  gently wiping Vanessa's brow with a damp cloth. When he sees me enter, he slides to his feet with that unnatural grace and speed of his, and in the blink of an eye, he's standing in front of me, his worried look scanning me from head to toe to see if I'm hurt.  

"I'm okay, Dad. I—" 

Before I can finish, he wraps his arms around me and pulls me into a tight hug.  I  chuckle,  warmed  by  the  stiffness  lingering  beneath  his  warm embrace.  

"You're getting better at hugs," I say softly as he steps back to survey me once again, his hands resting on my shoulders.  "Forgive me, my brave girl. I never should have left you on that battlefield." 

"No,  don't  say  that."  I  shake  my  head,  swallowing  the  lump  in  my  throat that  forms  at  the  sight  of  such  guilt  on  his  usually  controlled  expression. "You  were  hurt,  and  so  was  Vanessa.  You  had  to  get  her  out  of  there; otherwise, Viktor would have just used her against us. There is nothing else you could have done." 

If  he'd  stayed,  Viktor  would  have  killed  them  both.  I  glance  down  at  his chest, which is visible below the unbuttoned collar of his loose shirt. Just as Tristan says, the vicious slices across his chest and down his abdomen are already starting to heal, his skin weaving itself back together thanks to the blood  he  drank  from  his  enemies.  He'll  recover  in  no  time,  but  if  he'd remained a minute longer on that bridge... Nico clears his throat slightly, and my father glances over my shoulder at my companions, his eyes widening slightly in surprise.  Helena  nods  respectfully  at  her  king  before  saying,  "I  tried  to  tell  the wolves not to come, but they insisted on accompanying your daughter." 

"Of course they did," my father replies softly, dropping his hands from my shoulders as the hint of a smile tugs at his lips.  His  gaze  lands  on  Tristan,  and  he  clenches  his  jaw  as  if  to  hold  back  the emotions that threaten to break his perfect composure. After a moment, he takes a deep inhale and offers his arm to the Rogue Alpha.  "My clan is forever indebted to you and your pack. My condolences for the losses your people suffered. If there is anything I can do to repay you, you need only say the word. You have my thanks, Tristan Lyall, King of Outcast and Lost Wolves, Protector of the Night." 

Tristan  takes  Marco's  extended  arm  and  bows  his  head  gracefully.  At another time, I would have been enchanted by the exchange, touched to see the  mutual  respect  between  the  two  men  that  loved  me  most  in  very different ways.  

But  I  can't  help  but  look  beyond  my  father,  my  attention  landing  on  the unconscious woman on his bed.  

"I regret the circumstances that forced us into an alliance," Tristan replies. "But  I  am  grateful  to  have  fought  by  your  side.  It  would  be  an  honor  to continue to do so and to help protect your people as my own."  

"The honor would be mine, but there will be time to discuss such matters later. For now, I must ask your noble entourage to excuse us. Vanessa has been through an unimaginable ordeal, and I think it best not to overwhelm her when she wakes."  

I've already started walking toward the bed, my feet pulling me toward the slumbering woman of their own accord. But I stop for a moment and glance back at my pack.  

"Of  course,"  Tristan  says,  motioning  to  dismiss  the  others.  But  instead  of leaving, Mark looks at me, his grey eyes searching mine as if waiting for my permission to leave. 

How strange to think that a man that once seemed determined to hate and mistrust me has become someone I care for, with the Beta's protectiveness towards his Alpha somehow extending to me.  "It's okay. We'll join you guys later. Go get some rest." 

"Come," Helena adds. "I'll show you to your rooms, and I can have another look at those cuts." 

The  healer  leads  the  Rovers  away,  leaving  only  Tristan  to  close  the  door behind  them  as  my  father  returns  to  the  bedside,  gesturing  for  me  to  join him.  

I walk over to where my mother lies unmoving, lingering by the foot of the bed. Now that we're not fighting for our lives, I have the chance to finally look at Vanessa.  

She's beautiful.  

Where my father's hair is such a pale shade of platinum, it's almost silver, hers is a warm strawberry blonde. It falls around her shoulders, sleek and silky, framing her soft features. Her skin is light from having been locked away for so many years, but even so, there's a natural flush to her cheeks, and I wonder if Helena must have given her some sort of potion to help her heal.  

"How is she?" I ask under my breath.  

"Weak,"  my  father  replies  dryly.  "Malnourished.  Bruised  in  more  places than I care to count. But she'll recover." 

Tristan comes to stand a few steps behind me, and I sense rather than see the unease that washes over him.  

"She almost looks like you did when we first brought you to the Villa," he says, his voice husky as if the memory of the state he'd first found me in still pained him.  

The sound of a soft groan stops me from considering his words long enough to formulate a reply, and my chest tightens as Vanessa stirs. Instinctively, I reach  out  for  Tristan's  hand,  and  he  squeezes  mine  reassuringly  as  my mother's face crumples. 

"Shhh,  it  is  alright,  my  star,"  Marco  says  soothingly,  brushing  a  strand  of hair with a tender touch. "I'm right here." 

She  groans  again,  her  eyes  fluttering  open  to  reveal  an  electric  shade  of blue. She blinks a few times as if clearing her blurry vision before taking in her surroundings. Her gaze is foggy, her movements lethargic as she tries to sit up.  

"What  happened?  Where  is  he?  What  has  he  done?"  she  asks,  her  light voice sounding raspy and raw as if she'd been screaming. "You're safe," Marco reassures her. "Viktor is gone. He can never hurt you again.  

A painfully familiar mixture of relief and disbelief washes over her features as things seem to come into focus, and my father helps her sit and lean back against the pillows propped behind her. 

"Marco?" she asks, tears filling her glacier-blue eyes as she looks upon the man she thought she'd never see again.  

"Hello,  my  north  star,"  he  replies  with  a  smile  I've  never  seen  him  don before. "Take a breath. There's someone I want you to meet." My heart thunders against my ribcage, my hand clasped around Tristan so tightly I imagine it must border on painful, but he makes no move to pull away.  

This doesn't feel real.  

Vanessa's brow furrows in confusion, and then she turns slowly to face me. For what feels like an eternity, she just looks at me, taking in the color of my  eyes,  the  round  lips  that  resemble  hers,  and  the  slender  nose  that resembles my father's. The frown melts away from her expression as more tears trickle down her cheek, and I'm not quite sure at what point I started crying too.  

"Hi." I choke out the word, not knowing what else to say.  "Oh,  my  baby  girl,"  she  sobs  and  leans  toward  me.  I  have  to  let  go  of Tristan's  hand  to  step  forward  and  help  her  as  she  reaches  out  to  me,  her slender fingers pulling me into her arms. 

Something taut snaps within me, and I collapse into her embrace, letting my tears fall freely as I hug my mother for the very first time. She shakes from the  shock  and  the  emotions  swirling  between  us,  whispering  the  same words over and over again as if trying to convince herself that I'm real. "My baby, my baby, my baby." 

I  whisper  back  the  word  that  feels  like  a  dream,  tasting  of  long-forgotten hope on my lips.  

"Mom."
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Chapter Twelve 

My father rests a hand on Vanessa's shoulder and places the other on my own, creating a sense of connection among the three of us that I can't put into words.  

Still  crying,  she  releases  me  to  look  back  at  Marco,  taking  his  hand  from her shoulder while still clutching my own. I mirror her actions, creating a chain between the three of us as we sit in a little circle on the bed.  "Look at her, Marco," she gasps with something between a sob and a laugh. "Look at you; you're so big. My baby is all grown up." Vanessa's face cracks with heartache as she looks at me, shaking her head. "He took you from me. He stole my baby away, and I missed so much. So many years... He took so much from me... All that time, I didn't know what he'd done to you..." 

"Hey,  it's  okay,"  I  insist,  squeezing  her  hand  tightly.  "Viktor  is  gone  for good, and I'm here now." 

There will be time to grieve what was lost. We will have years to mourn the ones that were stolen from us. But right now, I've had enough sorrow, and I am not willing to give that man a single second more of my happiness. Not when I finally have what I never dared to hope for.  Friends.  A  pack.  A  family.  My  parents.  We're  together  now,  and  that's  all that matters. 

"There is so much I want to ask you, I don't even know where to begin," I tell her. 

"Ditto,"  she  says,  smiling  at  me  through  her  tears.  "I  want  to  know everything. I don't even know what to call you." I tense at her words, and Tristan senses the shift in me, taking a step closer to  the  bed.  Vanessa's  eyes  widen,  darting  up  as  she  suddenly  realizes  the three of us aren't alone in the room.  

"It's  okay,"  I  say  quickly,  turning  back  to  look  at  Tristan,  whose  eyes  are trained firmly on me, his expression calm and reassuring. "This is Tristan Lyall, Alpha of the Rovers. He's- he's..." 

"He's your mate," Vanessa says softly, startling me. I whirl my head back around to stare at her in surprise.  

"How did you know?" 

She  gives  me  a  knowing  smile,  but  something  woeful  lingers  behind  her expression. "I may be a stranger to my own daughter, but a mother always knows. Just look at the way he watches you."  I  glance  back  to  find  Tristan  still  watching  me,  unflinching  under  my mother's scrutiny as she looks back and forth between the two of us.  A few months ago, this man who didn't believe in the mating bond would have been just as likely to avert his eyes and avoid my gaze as I was. But now, neither one of us looks away as we hold each other in the only way we can, considering the circumstances.  

"You have no idea," Vanessa says, finally drawing Tristan's attention away from  me,  "How  happy  I  am  to  meet  you,  Tristan  Lyall.  Thank  you  for watching  over...  I'm  sorry,  sweetheart,  I  still  don't  know  what  to  call  you. What's your name?" 

I lower my eyes, shrinking slightly into myself. I still don't have an answer. "I-I don't have one. No one ever, um... I'm not..." I stammer. I suppose I could have just picked something for my friends to call me. I could have made up a name to tell her, but it did not feel right. A name is meant  to  be  given.  It  is  the  first  gift  a  child  receives  from  their  family. Names can be chosen or changed, but they cannot simply be plucked out of thin air for convenience's sake. Where a word has meaning and definition, a name has a person. It is a life summed in a single string of letters.  Without a name, Viktor made me less than living. Without a name, what do you call out when you miss or need someone? Without a name, what would you curse when you're angry or whisper tenderly when muttered in a lover's embrace? 

Tristan steps forward, standing beside me by the edge of the bed and resting a hand on my shoulder.  

"She  has  many  names,"  he  says  softly,  answering  when  I  could  not.  "The nightwalkers  call  her  princess,  and  I  know  the  Night  King  calls  her  his diamond.  To  the  five  packs  of  Silvertooth  Peaks,  she  is  referred  to  as  the queen, but to the Rovers, she is our flower." 

Vanessa's  expression  darkens  as  understanding  fills  those  blue  eyes  that shine  brighter  than  Viktor's  ever  could.  After  a  moment,  she  blinks  a  few times, processing what Tristan has just said.  

"They call you flower?" she asks, confusion and curiosity lacing her words.  "Of course, I never got the chance to tell you," Marco says, smiling slightly despite  the  heaviness  that  hangs  between  us  as  he  nudges  my  mother.  "It seems our daughter inherited your love of things that grow, my star."  "You like horticulture?" I ask tentatively.  

Vanessa laughs, and it's a bright, musical sound that I didn't know I'd been missing my entire life.  

"Like it?" Marco asks. "She adores it. We always used to say that when we eloped, and she came to live with me, she would start a garden right outside the castle."  

"I was a botanist for the Banes, often working in tandem with the healer and apothecary of the pack. Viktor only allowed it for practical and medicinal purposes,  but  I  always  loved  the  poetry  of  it,"  Vanessa  explains,  her  soft features still glowing with delight. "Oh, Marco, do you remember that book on flowers you got me? It was so long ago it seems like it's been lifetimes since then." 

"Careful, my star, we're not THAT old." 

Did my father, the prim and proper Night King, just make a... joke? Marco, the vampire... kidding about being old?  

Tristan coughs a little awkwardly as if he's also struggling to make sense of what just happened.  

I've  never  seen  Marco  like  this,  smiling  and  relaxed.  It's  like  there's  this whole other side of him that Vanessa brings out of him that he must have buried when he thought my mother had died.  "I  might  not  be,  my  love,  but  you  are  ancient,"  Vanessa  retorted  with another burst of that lovely laughter.  

But something is nagging at me.  

"S-sorry, the book? What book?" 

"It  was  a  gift  from  your  father,"  Vanessa  answers  excitedly.  "Something inconspicuous  yet  meaningful  that  I  could  have  with  me  without  drawing attention  or  raising  suspicion.  No  one  would  question  one  more  book forgotten between the shelves of the pack house, but I adored it. It was all about  the  significance  of  flowers  and  how  they  could  be  used  to  send messages  and  convey  various  meanings.  What  was  the  title?  Something about... 'The Secret Language of Flowers.'" 

The  book  I  stole  from  Viktor's  library  while  cleaning.  He  never  even realized it was gone because it wasn't actually his. It was my mother's.  All this time... that silly book is how I taught myself to read and write after Viktor  only  allowed  me  to  learn  the  basics  with  the  rest  of  the  pack.  It's what first spiked my interest in plants and led me to find sanctuary in the gardens. A gift from Marco to Vanessa and then, by pure chance, passed on to  me.  All  these  years,  I  had  a  little  piece  of  my  mother  with  me,  and  I never even knew it.  

"Yes,  exactly,"  Vanessa  says,  her  excitement  settling  into  something  far more intimate and profound as she reads the emotion in my gaze.  "When I found out you were pregnant, I turned to that book to look for a name.  You  were  barely  the  distant  promise  of  an  impossible  dream,  but  I swear I could feel your heart growing strong inside of me. I loved you from the first moment I felt you exist, even without knowing the beautiful young woman you would one day become." 

Tears  sting  my  eyes  once  again,  threatening  to  begin  trickling  down  my cheeks all over again. "Did you find a name? Did you decide what to call me?" I ask, my voice barely above a whisper.  Vanessa's  smile  softens,  and  she  raises  a  hand  to  cup  my  cheek.  "My daughter, you are a flower and a diamond and a princess and a queen. And I am  so  sorry  I  wasn't  there  for  any  of  it.  If  I  can  give  you  this  small  gift now... perhaps I am not too late." 

I'm impossibly aware of my mate standing by my side, and I get the sense that he is holding his breath in anticipation just as I am, his heart beating in tandem with mine. Because of him, I know who I am. I know what I am, what I stand for, what I believe in, and what I love.  Now all that's left is to name it.  

"Before  you  were  taken  from  me,"  Vanessa  says.  "Before  you  were  even born... I called you Iris."  

"A  lovely  name  for  a  princess,"  Marco  adds  softly,  kissing  my  mother's cheek as if to grant his blessing of her choice. "What does it mean?" Tristan asks.  

"It can mean a few things," I reply. "In Ancient Greece, irises symbolized a bridge  between  two  worlds,  a  connection  between  heaven  and  earth.  In certain  parts  of  Europe,  the  flower  could  be  used  to  denote  royalty. Depending  on  the  context,  an  iris  can  represent  faith,  valor,  trust,  and courage. But basically, the most common meaning is-" 

"Hope," my mother interjects with a soft smile. "Iris means hope."  Yes. Okay. This is me.  

Iris means hope.
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Chapter Thirteen 

 

It  took  three  days  and  three  nights  of  tireless  work  to  get  help  for  all those who were injured and to get the dead to their final resting place.  I spent most of that time with Vanessa, helping the healers. Although Marco had  insisted  my  mother  remain  in  bed  and  rest,  by  the  second  day,  she'd outright  refused  to  stay  inside.  She'd  spent  long  enough  locked  away  and was more than happy to assist the healers with her knowledge of botany as they tended to the wounded from the battle while the warriors burned the bodies of those who would never recover.  

Working  alongside  Vanessa  also  gave  me  a  chance  to  get  to  know  the woman who'd brought me into the world. She's so different from my father. She is all the soft curves to his stiff edges, her laughter far too loud, and her patience short. She is easily distracted but difficult to disagree with, and she has  so  many  questions.  When  she  isn't  bombarding  me  with  them,  she  is chatting  away  with  the  others,  learning  everything  she  can  about  the  time while was locked away.  

Three days to catch up on more than two decades of life.  Sometimes I look at her, and I still can't quite believe she's real. Every few hours or so, my father finds some excuse to stop by the infirmary to check on her and look at her the same way.  

Tristan has not come by to check on me.  

I see him in passing when I join the others for our daily meals, and I leave the door to my room open when I go to sleep, but he doesn't approach me. I don't know what else I was expecting.  

There  has  been  plenty  of  work  to  be  done,  and  this  distance  between  us feels like a necessary precaution. The curse that tore us apart is still marked over my heart, a single constant in a world so full of change. As a matter of fact, it sometimes feels like that wretched scar on my soul is the only thing that has stayed the same.  

In  four  days'  time,  there  will  be  a  conclave  to  mark  one  week  since  the battle, and after that, even more things will change. The wolves cannot stay in the nightwalker's kingdom forever, and now that there has been time to grieve the dead, the living have become restless.  So, at the upcoming meeting, the surviving Betas, Deltas, and Gammas, or whoever  is  still  alive  and  able  to  represent  each  of  the  five  packs,  will gather in my father's war room, along with the Night King and his advisors, Tristan, and the Rovers' inner circle. I'm not sure exactly who I'm meant to represent in this gathering, but I know I must participate in this council that will determine the future of our people. Actually, I'm expected to step up as the new leader of the five packs.  

...We'll cross that bridge when we get to it.  

I want to speak with Tristan before then, but I don't even know what to say. Would it even matter? 

"You're  doing  that  thing  again,  Iris,"  Lucy  says  suddenly,  interrupting  my thoughts. 

The Rovers had been quick to express their approval of my new name when I told them about it, but I'm still not used to hearing it. Just one more thing that feels surreal about this new world we're living in.  "What thing?" I ask as I set down the mortar and pestle I'd been using to grind up herbs.  

Lucy has been helping Helena run the makeshift infirmary. She seems to be thriving in this environment, and Sophie even mentioned the possibility of Lucy  becoming  her  apprentice  as  the  pack  shaman.  With  Lucy's  own superpower of perception and gossip, she hardly needs to be a Seer to know what goes on in her pack.  

"That  thing  where  your  big,  purple  eyes  get  all  sad  and  distant  when  you think  about  Tristan.  Nico  calls  it  your  'feelings  face.'  Have  you  talked  to him lately?" 

"To  Nico?"  I  ask,  knowing  full  well  that's  not  what  she  meant.  "No,  he's usually  too  busy  talking  to  you.  What's  going  on  between  you  two anyway?" 

"Don't try and change the subject," she huffs, blowing a stray black curl out of her eyes. "Tristan makes a 'flower face' too when he sees you too. You guys can't keep avoiding each other."  

"What is there to talk about? He's my mate, but I can't mate with him. I love him, but being with him could kill us both. It's an impossible situation, and I don't know how talking about it is going to make it better." Also,  it  hurts.  I  don't  just  mean  in  the  literal  sense  because  of  the  curse. Being around Tristan is painful in an entirely non-magical way. It's the sort of anguish that comes with any heartbreak. If he's decided to pull away and keep busy, maybe it's for the best.  

"You  tried  not  talking  to  Tristan  in  hopes  of  protecting  him  once  before, remember? Refresh my memory; how did that work out for you last time?" It  led  to  a  horrible  misunderstanding  that  ultimately  culminated  with  him declaring his love for me before we ended up fighting side by side in a war that nearly killed us both.  

When  I  first  met  Lucy,  she  complained  that  I  didn't  talk  much.  If  I  recall correctly, she also scolded me for giving my mate the silent treatment. I really should know better by now. 

I don't have to admit it out loud; the miserable look on my face tells Lucy everything she needs to know.  

"Yeah,  that's  what  I  thought,"  she  says.  After  a  moment,  Lucy  points  to where  Amara  is  resting  on  a  stretcher  with  Helena  by  her  side.  "Look  at them." 

The  cuts  on  Amara's  face  are  healing  nicely,  though  the  scars  will  likely never  fade,  and  she  can  only  see  out  of  one  eye  now.  Nonetheless,  she's talking  intently  with  the  nightwalker's  healer,  and  the  two  of  them  seem completely caught up in the conversation. Over the past three days, they've become  rather  fast  friends,  and  Helena's  constant  presence  is  the  only reason  Mark  is  willing  to  leave  his  mate's  side  long  enough  to  help  out anywhere else.  

"I've known Amara for nearly half of my life, and I've never seen her talk as much  as  she  does  with  that  bloodthirsty  little  healer,"  Lucy  says  with  a smile. "They make quite a pair, don't you think? A vampire and a werewolf chatting  away  like  lifelong  friends.  Just  look  at  the  two  of  them,  thick  as thieves. A few months ago, I would have told you that vampires don't exist, and if they did, Amara would probably kill them on sight." She's right. So many unbelievable things have happened; I suppose at some point, I stopped keeping track.  

"A few months before that," Lucy goes on, "I would have said that Sophie would never leave her cottage in the woods, my brother would never defend an outsider, and Tristan would never commit to a mate after what happened with his parents. I'd say it was impossible for anyone to defeat the Banes. It was  impossible  for  Tristan  to  get  across  a  battlefield  that  sounded  like  it came straight out of a nightmare. It was impossible for a scrawny girl with purple eyes and a shitload of trauma to kill an Alpha." Okay, it's maybe not the most poetic phrasing, but I see her point.  Impossible things are happening all around me. But there is one impossible thing that I would not be able to endure.  "I can't hurt him, Lucy. I just can't. If this curse kills him... if it harms him in any way... it would destroy me. I love him." 

"So  tell  him,"  she  says  softly,  sensing  how  close  I  am  to  breaking  at  the very  thought.  "You  have  already  hurt  him,  whether  you  meant  to  or  not. You'll  do  it  again,  and  he  will  hurt  you,  if  he  hasn't  already.  It  can't  be helped. Pain is part of the package when you love someone, but that doesn't mean  you  stop.  All  you  can  do  is  pick  which  parts  you  hold  on  to:  the heartache or the hope." 

In a few days, an Alpha King or a Luna Queen will be chosen to unite the packs.  After  that,  I'm  guessing  Tristan  and  the  rest  of  the  Rovers  will  go back to their town and back to that beautiful villa by the lake. My mom and dad will stay here, and I will have a choice to make. I don't necessarily have to  lose  whoever  I  don't  pick;  there's  nothing  wrong  with  commuting, especially  when  you  can  shapeshift  and  fly.  But  I  will  have  to  decide. There's no escaping it.  

I swore I wouldn't run away, but in a way, I did.  Never again. 

"How  did  you  get  so  wise?"  I  ask  Lucy  with  a  little  smile  that  she immediately returns.  

"I learned from my friends, Iris," she replies pointedly.  Viktor is gone. He trained an abundance of fear into me; he taught me such shame  and  self-loathing.  But  I  have  learned  so  much  more  now.  I  can decide which lessons I hold on to and which ones I let go of. "I need to go find Tristan," I say, more to myself than to Lucy. Because  change  is  all  around  us,  shaped  by  the  choices  we  make,  and  if there is one thing I chose to hold on to... just one thing... I chose him.
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Chapter Fourteen 

"Hey, have you seen Tristan?"  

Vanessa sits up from where she'd been resting on a chaise lounge by the fire in  the  castle  library.  She  rubs  her  eyes  as  I  close  the  door  behind  me  and walk into the room. 

"Sorry, sweetheart, he's not here," she says groggily.  "Were you sleeping? I didn't mean to wake you," I tell her, heading back for the door so she can get back to sleep.  

"No, no, it's okay. It's a good thing you woke me. It's funny... when Viktor had me locked away, days and nights would often blend into each other, so you'd think I'd be used to such an erratic sleep schedule." Between the wolves that sleep during the night and nightwalkers that sleep during the day, no one in the keep is getting the proper rest as we all try to work together. Until the wolves return to their territories and both species can  get  back  to  their  normal  hours,  everyone  is  struggling  with  a  sort  of supernatural jet lag.  

"It hasn't even been a week since the battle, and everyone is working non-stop on regrouping and rebuilding. So much has happened in the past few days... I think we've all earned a few naps." 

She laughs at my words, patting the cushion beside her.  "Come  sit  with  me.  I  think  one  of  the  Rovers  mentioned  that  Tristan  was helping out on the bridge. I'm sure he'll be back up soon, but perhaps in the meantime, you and I can talk a bit." 

I  sit  on  the  chaise  beside  her,  and  she  scoffs  at  the  distance  between  us, wrapping  her  arm  around  me  and  pulling  me  in  close  until  I'm  curled  up beside her, resting my head on her shoulder. Marco has been getting better at  hugs,  but  in  less  than  three  days,  Vanessa  has  gotten  perfectly comfortable cuddling and embracing everyone around the castle.  "He's very handsome, that Rogue Alpha of yours. He seems strong enough to pull the moon itself down from the heavens and offer it to you, and from the way he looks at you, I bet he'd be willing to do it if you just asked." I feel a flush rise to my cheeks, and I turn my face away from her so she won't see. "I'm sure Selene would love that," I mumble sarcastically. As if the Moon Goddess needed further incentive to punish me.  "I'm  sorry,"  Vanessa  says  softly,  the  playfulness  fading  from  her  voice.  "I cannot imagine how difficult it must be for the two of you to have found one another and not be able to be together. If there was anything I could do, Iris, if I could take the curse myself and spare you..." 

"Don't say that. Even if it were possible, I wouldn't want you to do that. No one deserves to be cursed for who they love. Besides, it doesn't work that way. Gods don't make trade-offs." 

I don't know what I'm going to do about the curse exactly. I just know that whatever comes next, I want to face it with Tristan. Whatever this choice is, it isn't one I want to make alone.  

"I'm  sorry  about  you  too,"  I  tell  my  mother  sadly.  "Not  just  everything Viktor did. I'm sorry about you and Marco."  

She shifts beside me to look at my face with a furrowed brow.  "What do you mean?" 

"Well,  you  might  not  be  cursed,  but  you  can't  exactly  mate  with  the  man you love either. So I guess neither one of us gets our happily ever after."  Misery truly loves company.  

"What  are  you  talking  about?  Iris,  it  breaks  my  heart  to  see  you  face  the consequences  of  the  love  between  your  father  and  me,"  my  mother  says, shaking her head in disbelief. "It breaks my heart because it's not fair, and the only reason I'm not living 'happily ever after,' as you say, is because my daughter is suffering a prejudiced punishment at the hands of the Goddess. But I have my mate. I am only sorry you cannot be with yours." I frown, looking up at my mom with a hesitant sense of curiosity. "But a nightwalker's bite would be poisonous to a wolf." 

"Sweetheart, do you think mating is defined by whether on not a male can mark the female?" she asks.  

"No... it's just... I didn't know you thought of Marco as your mate." That  isn't  exactly  how  the  world  works.  But  then  again,  the  world  is changing. 

"It does not matter if he marks me or not. I don't need a mating ceremony to understand that he is the love of my life. How could it possibly be wrong if it created something as wonderful as you? The gods may be powerful, but they  are  not  all-powerful,  and  they  are  certainly  not  all-knowing.  It's  a messy universe we live in, and I think even the moon and stars can make mistakes.  Selene  made  a  mistake  when  she  decided  my  relationship  with your father was not natural. She was wrong to punish you, and if I could, I would tell her so myself, and in no uncertain terms!"  I'd love to see that. Maybe someday.  

As if reading my thoughts, Vanessa adds, "Don't give up home, sweetheart. Gods, curses, magic, and fate are all powerful things. But at the end of the day,  mating  bond  or  not,  love  is  a  choice,  and  there  is  no  power  stronger than love." 

I consider her words carefully as we sit in silence, a crazy plan beginning to formulate in the back of my mind. Well, more of a hope than a proper plan. Well, it's really just a feeling.  

But  still.  It  grows  within  me  like  an  ember,  slowly  sparking  into  a  flame that  burns  through  me,  illuminating  me  with  an  unwavering  sort  of certainty.  My  hand  goes  up  to  my  chest  almost  unconsciously,  brushing against the skin on my chest and tracing the shape of the crescent moon. Tristan would defy the moon itself for me, and I think that doing so might just be our only chance to be together. 

I have everything I never thought I could have. Can I really give it all up for a chance?  

'My little flower,' Tristan's voice is a soft caress against my thoughts, almost like an answer to my unspoken question. 

He seemed as happy as the rest of the Rovers that I finally have a name. But while the others have taken to calling me Iris, he continues to refer to me by the nickname. It feels more intimate now that it's deliberate.  I know what I have to do, and I sit up suddenly, startling my mother.  "What is it?" Vanessa asks.  

"Tristan,  he's  back  in  the  castle,"  I  tell  her,  shuffling  off  the  chaise  to  my feet.  

'Lucy  tells  me  you're  looking  for  me,'  Tristan  says  softly  through  the mindlink.  

'I was. I am. Can we talk?' I reply telepathically while my mother shoots me a knowing look.  

"I need to go," I tell her as I head for the door. "I have an idea."

"Do you need any help?" Vanessa asks, but I shake my head.  As much as I would love to watch my mother insult a god, this is between my mate and me. "No. But thank you." 

Tristan's reply echoes in the back of my head. He'll wait for me in my room, but  I  linger  a  moment  longer  with  my  hand  on  the  door,  turning  to  face Vanessa before I leave. 

"Mom?" I say tentatively, the word still foreign on my lips. "If this doesn't work..." 

"It's okay. I didn't know you when I picked your name, but I know you now, and I see that I chose it well. Go. Be brave and hopeful, and everything in between,"  she  says,  with  an  intensity  in  her  expression  that  makes  me believe she suspects what I intend to do. 

"I love you," I tell her.  

My  mother  smiles  sadly  at  me,  her  bright  blue  eyes  filled  with  an  almost unnatural  sense  of  calm  and  understanding.  "I  love  you  too,  Iris.  Good luck."  

I  return  her  smile  before  heading  out,  and  I  can't  help  but  think  that  I'm going to need all the help I can get.  

When  we  charged  into  battle  against  impossible  odds,  it  was  not  luck  but faith and courage that pulled us through. But this time, as I make my way toward my mate for one last fight, things are different.  This time, I don't intend to survive.
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Chapter Fifteen 

Tristan

I'm  not  ready  for  what  comes  next.  I  told  myself  that  I  would  be;  I  told myself that when the time came, I'd be able to let her go.  But it was a lie.  

She closes the door behind her as I watch her from where I'm leaning on the little  ledge  by  her  window,  where  I  found  sleeping  after  the  battle.  She smiles tentatively at me, those haunting eyes of hers tugging at my chest.  "Thank you for waiting for me." 

As if she has to thank me.  

"Always," I answer softly, watching her from the opposite end of the room.  "So much has happened these past few days, and in a few days, we'll have the meeting with the different packs. I know they all expect me to be some sort  of  queen,  but  I'm  not  ready.  Not  yet.  I  can't  promise  those  people anything until I talk to you. I can't—" 

"Don't," I snap, unable to help myself. "Just don't." Her  eyes  widen  in  surprise,  confusion  flashing  across  her  lovely  features. "What?" 

"I've been avoiding this moment for days, and I thought I'd be able to face it, but I can't." 

This was always going to be inevitable. I just didn't want to admit it.  "You know, I didn't understand why you left," I mutter, avoiding her gaze. "I  know  the  Night  King  took  you  away,  and  I  know  what  you  hoped  to achieve by not returning. You wanted to protect me. You wanted to protect all of us. But I could never make sense of why you didn't come back to say goodbye." 

Her  eyes  widen  as  she  registers  my  words,  guilt  and  regret  darkening  her gaze. "Tristan..." 

I hate what the sound of my name on her lips does to me.  "No,  I  get  it  now.  I  think,  whether  you  meant  it  that  way  or  not,  it  was  a mercy.  Because  as  much  as  I  would  like  to  think  that  I  would  have respected your choice and allowed you to walk away, I don't know if I could have done it." 

It certainly doesn't feel like I can do it now.  

"I don't understand," she says softly. "What are you trying to say?" "I'm  saying  you  were  right,  and  some  things  are  better  left  unsaid,"  I  tell her, running a hand through my hair. "Iris, if you called me up here to say goodbye, then I'm asking you— no, I'm begging you— just don't." She sucks in a breath, and I force myself to look at her. The softness in her gaze, that familiar, gentle kind of curiosity that is so uniquely hers, makes my  lungs  feel  tight.  "You've  never  called  me  by  my  name  before,"  she whispers,  and  even  though  she's  on  the  other  side  of  the  room,  her  voice echoes inside me.  

I  hadn't  wanted  to.  It  felt  as  if  saying  it  would  somehow  make  all  of  this real.  

She has a family at last. She has a home here in the nightwalker's court and a shining future as a leader of the packs that set out to kill her and ended up bowing down to her.  

She doesn't need me anymore, and with that wretched curse on our bond, she has no reason to stay by my side.  

"You're one to talk," I retort, holding her gaze. "There are things you never said either." 

"Like  what?"  she  says,  her  brow  furrowing  and  her  nose  crinkling  in  the sweetest way. "I explained what happened. I've told you everything." 

"I know you love me. I've seen it, and even through our dampened bond, I can feel it. But you never said it." 

She walks toward me and opens her mouth to protest, but she stops when she can't find the words.  

Her expression changes as the realization sets in, and I can almost see her scanning her memories, reliving each moment we shared in search of those words that she always felt but never spoke. "I thought... I was so sure..." 

"I know," I tell her. "And I'm sure you meant to, but things kept getting in the way. Other people, the curse, the war... Perhaps in another world, you might  have  gotten  the  chance.  Perhaps  in  another  world,  you  could  have met a better man, and you would have fallen in love with him with plenty of safety, comfort, and time, far from all this darkness and bloodshed." She  takes  another  step  toward  me,  so  close  that  I  can  feel  the  warmth coming  off  her  body  and  smell  her  scent  of  flowers  and  morning  dew.  "I would rather have you in this beautiful and broken world than have anyone else in a better one," she says, raising a hand to press her palm against my chest, and my heart thunders beneath my ribs as if trying to reach her touch. She lowers her gaze as if she can see it beating for her.  But it cannot be hers, and she cannot be mine.  I tuck a golden strand of hair behind her ear, brushing my hand down along her  cheek  and  trailing  my  fingers  along  her  jaw.  I  take  her  by  the  chin, tugging at her so she has to raise her face and look me in the eye.  "I  know  I  have  to  let  you  go,  Iris.  My  little  flower.  My  hope.  After  the conclave  between  the  nightwalkers  and  the  wolves,  you  and  I  must  part ways. I understand that. I am not a fool, though I would gladly be one for you. But do not ask me to stand here as you say goodbye. I can't. I won't." She raises her hand to wrap her fingers around my forearm as if to hold me in place. "What makes you so sure I called you up here to say goodbye?" she asks softly, something glinting in her eyes.  "Do not toy with me, little flower," I warn, my voice low.  What  else  could  this  be  about?  The  Rovers  can't  stay  here  forever,  and coming with me would mean risking her life. She's still cursed. I can see the mark on her chest as plainly as ever.  

"I  would  never,"  she  replies  firmly,  holding  my  gaze  with  such determination and intensity that I waver.  

No. She wouldn't. Everything she has ever done has been with the hope of protecting those she cares about.  

"So  don't  say  goodbye,  then,"  I  tell  her,  my  voice  catching  in  my  throat. "Say something else. I want you to speak the words. I need to hear it." She  places  her  hand  on  my  shoulder  and  pulls  herself  onto  her  tiptoes  to whisper into my ear, her breath tickling the skin on my neck.  "You are my mate, Tristan Lyall. My king. You are the sun in the sky and the ground beneath my feet," she breathes. "I love you."  It seems I lied to myself again. I am a fool, after all.  I'm  a  reckless,  selfish  fool  because  I  asked  her  for  the  very  words  that would be my undoing. My wolf stirs in my soul at her touch as if it were no more than a needy pup, eager and hungry for its mistress.  She moves to pull away slowly, and all thoughts slip from my mind. Logic, reason, and restraint fade into a distant memory until all I can feel is how much  I  want  her.  Nothing  else  matters  except  for  those  three  whispered words.  

I turn my face towards hers, my lips meeting hers. I've wanted to be patient for her. I've tried to be gentle, and mild, and cautious, and indifferent, and all manner of things that go against my very nature. But seeing the woman she's become and hearing her say what I've longed to hear at last is enough to make me unravel.  

There is nothing soft or tentative about the way my lips press greedily into hers,  and  she  matches  the  kiss  with  equal  fervor.  She  moves  to  wrap  her hands around my neck, and her fingers tangle in my hair, tugging me down to  her,  closer  to  her,  and  pulling  me  against  her  as  though  she  has  been starving for me just as much as I have for her.  I feel her jolt against me, her tremor causing me to snap back to my senses as I realize the curse is hurting her. A soft growl escapes my lips as I pull away and rest my forehead against hers as she gasps, our breath mingling between us.  

"Don't stop," she whispers, and I shut my eyes with a frustrated sigh.  "Iris..." Her name comes out like a warning, low and dangerous.  I'm trying to get a hold of myself, and she is not helping.  "Send  me  to  the  moon,  my  love,"  she  says,  her  voice  breathless  but determined.  "You  were  my  home  when  I  thought  I  could  never  have  one, you were my friend when I did not believe I deserved such a thing, and you were  my  family  when  I  did  not  even  know  what  that  meant.  I  need  to  be your mate, Tristan, and I want you to be mine. I love you, and I am so gods damned tired of fighting it. So just... be with me."
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Chapter Sixteen 

Tristan's eyes widen as if I'd just asked him to jump off a cliff. I suppose it's not that different from what I'm actually suggesting.  "No," he says, his voice low and raspy as if the word pained him. "Hear me out." 

"No," he says again, more firmly this time, but when he moves to pull away from me, I take his hand.  

"Tristan, just listen to me. I don't—" 

"Iris, no. I want to be with you, but not if it's going to cost you your life. I want us to have a future, not just spend one night together only for it to kill you,"  he  says  almost  frantically,  but  he  doesn't  move  his  hand  away  from mine.  

"I know. I get that, and I wouldn't be suggesting it if I didn't think there was a chance for us to have that future together. Is it dangerous? Yes. Stupid? Arguably. Deadly? Possibly. But it's a chance."  This isn't exactly a promising pitch, but I have to be completely honest with him if we're going to try this. As far as I know, it might not just be my life on the line.  

"What are you talking about? Iris, you still bear the mark of the Goddess. That curse could kill you." 

"Yes, I know that. But the Goddess is the only one who can remove it." 

"What?" He shakes his head in disbelief. I take a deep breath and hold his gaze, willing him to just calm down and listen.  "Where do wolves go when they die?" I ask slowly.  "Our souls return to the Moon Goddess. Her magic created us and allows us to live, and in death, we return to the source. But what does that... wait... no...."  he  trails  off,  and  his  golden  eyes  widen  as  his  own  words  sink  in. "Oh, you can't be serious." 

But I am. I don't think I've ever been more serious about something in my life.  

"You want to let the Goddess's curse kill you... so you can ask the Goddess to remove her curse?" Tristan asks, staring at me intently. "That's insane." 

"I didn't say it was smart. I said it was a chance. It's our only chance. Unless you  know  of  any  other  way  to  get  an  audience  with  the  Moon  Goddess herself?" 

"Well, no, but—" 

"Exactly.  The  curse  is  connected  to  my  heart  somehow.  That's  where  the pain originates whenever we try to get close, and that's where the mark is. I think if we push our luck enough, the curse will stop my heart entirely." 

"I  can't  believe  we're  even  having  this  conversation.  You  would  die,  Iris. You would actually, literally die." 

He yanks his hand away from mine and looks away as if the thought is too much to bear.  

"But I might not have to stay dead," I say, my voice pleading and insistent. I need him to at least consider it. "I've been helping out at the infirmary, and I've spoken to some of the healers. If someone's heart stops, under the right circumstances, the person can be revived in as much as half an hour after they died! That's just for a regular individual; just imagine how much better my odds are as a hybrid. I have the healing powers of a nightwalker and a wolf." 

"But that's assuming the curse acts the same way as cardiac arrest. It could just  as  easily  destroy  you  beyond  saving.  Besides,  who's  to  say  you'll actually  see  the  Goddess  if  you  die?  She  cursed  you  for  being  half nightwalker, so how can you be sure she'd collect your soul like all the rest? Or  what  if  she  does,  but  you  can't  talk  to  her?  No  one  knows  for  certain what happens after death. What if it's just your essence that returns to the Goddess and not your consciousness?" 

This is a perfectly valid point for which I have no counterargument.  "I know. You're right, and that's not even the worst part," I sigh.  He whirls around to look at me again, the muscles of his jaw clenching and unclenching as he tries to wrap his mind around what I'm proposing.  "What's the worst part?" 

"Do you want to know why I didn't go back to say goodbye after I found out the truth of the curse?" I ask him softly, and something about the shift in my  tone  makes  some  of  the  tension  melt  from  his  eyes,  softening  into  a gentler  kind  of  concern.  "It  wasn't  just  because  the  thought  of  saying goodbye  to  you  hurts  more  than  anything.  It  was  because  I  couldn't  risk you. The Goddess punished me for what my parents did. So, it's perfectly possible that she would punish my mate for what I do. The curse is in my heart; I know that much. I can feel it inside me when I touch you. But if we do this, there's a chance that it won't just stop my heart." It could stop his too.  

It hurt him in ways I dare not imagine.  

"What  changed?"  he  asks,  and  there  is  something  devastatingly  tender behind  the  question  when  he  steps  back  toward  me,  searching  my  eyes. "You weren't willing to take that chance before, and now you have so much more to lose. You have a name. You have a family." That's exactly what changed.  

"I  have  hope,"  I  reply.  "And  I  know  that  I'm  not  alone  now.  I  thought  I could face a lifetime of loneliness because that was all I'd ever known, but I was  wrong.  It's  true,  I  have  more  to  lose  now,  but  that  also  means  I  have more to fight for, and this time, I wouldn't be fighting alone." It's  far  from  a  perfect  plan,  but  nothing  in  life  is  perfect.  Not  even  love. Love defies all logic and laws. Elaine betrayed Ector, but he still loved her until he died. Mark and Lucy are complete opposites and always argue, but the siblings would do anything for each other. Helena and Sophie are from enemy species, but they're friends. Marco can never mark Vanessa, but they are still mates. 

Impossible bonds exist all around us, and every day the world is changing. Our  bond  may  be  cursed,  but  while  love  can  be  unbearable,  messy, agonizing, complicated, and confusing, it is never cruel.  The Goddess was wrong. Maybe if we try to mate, we can show her. Maybe gods can change their minds too. Or maybe not.  "I  know  what  I'm  saying  is  crazy,  and  not  too  long  ago,  I  would  have believed that I didn't have the right to ask for anything at all. But you taught me to want things for myself. And I want you."  He closes the distance between us, and his hand brushes against mine.  "You  would  sacrifice  everything  for  this?  For  us?"  he  asks,  his  fingertips slowly moving up along my forearm, his touch tauntingly delicate.  "It's not a sacrifice. It's a risk," I answer, my breath hitching at the way his eyes flicker down to the mark on my chest. "But I am not the only one with something to lose. So if you don't want to do this, I get it. If you want to walk  out  of  this  room  and  never  see  me  again,  I'll  understand.  Because you're right; there's no guarantee either one of us will survive this. There's no way of knowing if this will work or what could happen, and if you don't want  to  take  that  chance,  then  I  respect  that.  But  I'm  tired  of  making decisions as if I were alone when I'm not. Whatever comes next, I want us to choose it together... even if that choice is for us to be apart." He  leans  down  to  press  his  lips  against  my  own,  so  soft  and  unhurried compared  to  how  he  kissed  me  before.  This  time  the  kiss  is  not  about satisfying a need or giving in to desire. It's an answer, louder and clear than any word he could speak aloud.  

Nothing can keep us apart.  

The tension building in my chest eases as he pulls away to look at me, and I take a shaky breath to steady myself.  

"If the idea is to let the curse temporarily stop your heart... or our hearts..." he  says  tentatively.  "Then  shouldn't  we  get  Helena,  Lucy,  or  one  of  the healers to help? If we both die, there won't be anyone to resuscitate us."  I thought about that too, but I get the feeling that it won't work that way. The  idea  is  that  we  only  need  a  few  minutes  to  talk  to  the  Goddess  and convince her to lift the curse and send us back. But it's like Tristan said; I doubt the curse works exactly the same as cardiac arrest. I can't explain it exactly,  but  I  get  the  sense  that  unless  we  get  through  to  Selene,  the  best CPR in the world wouldn't be enough to revive us.  Plus,  none  of  the  healers  would  want  to  allow  it.  Lucy  told  me  to  stop avoiding Tristan, but I doubt this is what she had in mind.  "Would you support me taking this risk if you weren't taking it with me?" I ask  him  pointedly.  "Besides,  we  need  the  curse  that  connects  me  to  the Goddess, not a defibrillator, and I hardly think you. Not to mention that we can mate properly with a team of physicians on standby." He nods, and from the way his muscles go taut, I can tell he hates the idea of anyone else being in the room even more than I do.  "Okay.  Just  you  and  me  then,"  he  says.  "Gods  forgive  me."  He  pulls  me close to him, bringing his lips back to mine once again.  Gods forgive us indeed.
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Chapter Seventeen 

The pain comes just as expected.  

A burning sort of cold courses through my veins as Tristan kisses me, but I push it down. It's easier to bear now that we've decided to give into it, like that part of me that was struggling to hold back whenever I was around him can finally rest.  

I curl the fabric of his shirt into a fist and tug, wanting more of him. Tristan happily obliges, pressing his body against mine as his lips leave my own to trail kisses down my jaw and along my neck. The warmth of his breath on my skin sends shivers down my spine, and his fingers move to unbutton my blouse, eager to remove the layers that separate us.  We step away from each other just long enough for me to slide my arms out of the blouse and for him to pull his own shirt off over his head in one swift motion. Everything about him is fluid and graceful, and there's something predatory in his gaze that makes my heart race, but not with fear.  He takes my arm, and I yelp in surprise as he draws me toward him and he catches me in his embrace. I brace myself with my hands on his hips as he cups the back of my neck and lingers a breath away from me.  His amber eyes shine golden in the flickering candlelight of my room as he turns us around so my back is against the wall beside the window, and I'm perfectly  pinned  by  his  body  against  my  own.  My  senses  are  a  muddled mess, consumed by the sight of him, the smell of him, the taste of him, and the  feel  of  his  skin  against  mine.  Beneath  it  all,  my  chest  tightens  as  if  it were being crushed by an invisible weight, a sharp flash radiating from my heart.  

Tristan holds my gaze, his breath ragged as his eyes dart down to my lips before returning to meet my own.  

"Tell me if you want me to stop," he commands, and I know he means it. One word from me, and he'll step away, breaking off all contact between us to spare me the effects of the curse.  

"Don't you dare," I hiss, reaching for him again.  His fingers curl into my hair, pulling on it softly enough that it doesn't hurt but firmly enough that I have to tilt my head to the side, exposing my neck to  him  so  he  can  kiss  the  spots  that  he  somehow  knows  give  me goosebumps.  I melt into his touch with a soft gasp as his tongue slides over my skin, and he kisses his way down my neck to my collarbone, where he stops again to look at my chest.  

The mark over my heart is glowing, pulsing with a silver light that burns me from the inside out, but I don't care. I'm lost to the pleasure and pain of it all, and then he presses his lips against that spot carefully as if he could kiss the mark away.  

The  way  he  alternates  between  tender  and  passionate  is  dizzying.  He's gentle  and  demanding,  soft  and  hard  all  at  once.  My  toes  curl  at  the sensations flooding me. 

I suck in a sharp breath as another wave of pain crashes over me, and I sag against Tristan, but he steadies me.  

"Hey...  if  it's  too  much..."  he  starts  to  say,  but  I  silence  him  with  a  kiss, consuming the words before he can even speak them.  I've made my choice, and I'll make it again as many times as it takes.  "I can handle it," I whisper breathlessly against his lips. I want this. I want him, and there's no way in hell I'm turning back now.  He  bends  down  slowly  to  wrap  his  arms  around  me,  and  I  answer  his movement with my own, wrapping my legs around his waist as he lifts me into his arms and carries me toward the bed.  

He  sets  me  down  gently  on  the  edge  and  kneels  by  the  foot  of  the  bed, resting his hands atop my knees as he looks up at me.  I reach for him, frustrated by the absence of his body against my own, but he takes my hand and entwines his fingers against mine, resting them by my lap.  

"Let me look at you, little flower," he says. The sight of a king on his knees between my legs reminds me of that first day I met him, when he shifted into  his  wolf  form  in  that  little  clearing  and  bowed  before  me  so  I  could climb onto his back.  

His  hand  slides  further  up  my  thigh,  and  I  don't  want  him  to  look  at  me anymore. I want his touch.  

I  shuffle  further  back  onto  the  bed  and  kick  off  my  trousers,  my  eyes following  every  move  of  his  nimble  fingers  as  he  unbuckles  his  belt. Stripped down to our undergarments, I lie back with my pulse racing as he climbs on top of me. Every perfect, muscled inch of him towering over me and surrounding me, and I want all of him.  

He kisses me through the shocks of pain radiating from my heart, coaxing tenderness  and  longing  into  every  part  of  me  that  wants  to  tense  up instinctively  in  reaction  to  the  curse.  I  force  myself  to  breathe  when  the magic threatens to crush me and focus on every place on my body where his skin brushes against mine. Heat builds within me, battling the cold chill of the curse that threatens to freeze me from the inside out.  Tristan's touch is the fire that melts away the ice in my veins. He feels hard against me in the most exquisite way, and I let go of everything except for this moment, giving in to the desire even if it damns me.  "I love you, Iris. I am your mate, and you are mine," he whispers against my cheek as his hand slides in between my legs. "You're mine."  My  eyes  flutter  closed  with  a  ragged  breath.  But  then,  an  odd  sort  of numbness  creeps  across  me,  and  I  feel  as  though  I  could  scream  with frustration as Tristan's attention reaches the most intimate parts of me. My body  is  too  heavy,  my  head  too  light,  and  I  feel  as  though  my  heart  is pounding with such force it's going to beat its way right out of my chest.  I  tilt  my  face  toward  Tristan  to  search  for  his  kiss,  as  if  his  lips  could somehow  breathe  air  back  into  my  aching  lungs.  But  I  have  this  strange sense that I'm moving further and further away from my own body, floating away from myself despite my efforts to anchor myself in him.  I  cling  to  him  tightly,  my  nails  dragging  across  his  bare  back,  and  I'm vaguely  aware  of  the  sound  he  makes  in  response,  somewhere  between  a growl and a moan.  

I don't want to go. Not yet.  

I'm not ready. I still want more of him. I want to taste every inch of him, I want him to fill me until he's ingrained in my soul. Just a few more minutes. Give me just one more kiss.  

But I can't feel him anymore.  

I  open  my  eyes,  blinking  a  few  times  as  a  bright  white  light  blinds  me. Everything around me feels fuzzy and far away in a not-quite-real sort of way, like trying to taste something in a dream. I'm not unconscious, but I'm also not exactly awake either.  

What happened? 

After a few seconds, my vision adjusts to my surroundings. It looks like I'm in the same room, but it's completely devoid of color. The bed I'm lying on is  white,  just  like  the  floor,  the  stone  walls,  the  curtains,  the  ceiling,  and even  the  window.  Everything  gives  off  a  faint  sort  of  glow  that  makes things look intangible somehow. It's like the room itself, and everything in it isn't fully solid but rather made of clouds or... moonlight. Where am I? What is this place?  

My thoughts are muddled, and my movements are too slow, like trying to move through water or something even thicker. My body feels distant and tingly,  and  I  can't  remember  where  I  was  or  what  I  was  doing.  I  get  the sense that I'm slipping away, my consciousness drifting into a place I can neither identify nor understand.  

I was doing something. I was with someone. Tristan. My mate. We were in the middle of... of...  

I can't think straight.  

Did I pass out? Where did he go? Or where did I go? What's going on? I  look  down,  surprised  to  see  the  mark  on  my  chest  shining  the  same silvery-white shade as my surroundings. I lift a hand to trace the crescent shape, but then I notice something else, and I press my hand flat against my chest. 

The  mark  is  glowing  steadily,  but  below  the  skin  and  beneath  my  bones, there's... nothing. No pulse. No warmth. No steady rise and fall of my own breathing.  

No heartbeat.
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Chapter Eighteen 

Where is Tristan? 

He was just with me. He was holding me and saying my name. I remember telling him I love him, and then... 

Nothing.  

As I sit up on the bed that is not quite my bed in the room that isn't really a room, there is no sign of him. I'm surrounded by that translucent shimmer and utter silence. 

"Tristan!"  I  call  out,  but  only  my  voice  echoes  back  to  me  in  response. "Tristan! Where are you?" 

"He  is  not  here,"  an  ethereal  voice  says,  and  I  whirl  around  to  face  its source.  

A woman stands by the window, but I cannot see through the glass to what is outside. She is the most beautiful thing I've ever seen. Her skin is pearly and iridescent, glowing softly, just like our surroundings. Her hair isn't just black,  it's  darkness  itself,  and  when  she  moves,  I  swear  I  can  see  stars  in between the strands. Entire galaxies swirl in those lovely locks that cascade down well below her waist.  

"Your  mate  cannot  hear  you,"  she  says.  Her  voice  is  unlike  anything  I've ever heard. She sounds like a symphony of a ringing bell, a wolf howling in the night, and the wind blowing through the trees. That voice is a song as old as time itself.  

She wears a billowing white dress, but when I look at it closer, I realize that it's not fabric blowing in the breeze but rather crashing waves. The gown is made of the sea itself, rippling down her body and foaming around her bare feet.  

"Who are you?" I ask, trembling as I slide off the bed. She  turns  away  from  the  window  to  look  at  me  in  an  unhurried  and unbothered way. When her gaze lands on me, I realize that she has no pupil or iris. Her eyes are just two pits of light below her elegant brow, not white, but  rather  a  burning  silver.  They  shine  like  something  holy  and  molten beneath her eyelids. 

But I know she can see me. Though her eyes are nothing but light, I can feel them on me as she looks at me, and my skin prickles at her gaze.  "Why do you ask questions you already know the answer to?" she asks, a hint of amusement dancing in that lovely voice.  She's right. I knew it the moment I saw her, but I still couldn't bring myself to believe it.  

I swallow hard, struggling to steady myself as I drop to my knees, bowing my head.  

"Selene,"  I  whisper.  "Goddess  of  the  Moon,  Queen  of  the  Heavens,  and Mother of Wolves." 

I stare up at her through my lashes, but she does not move. The sea swells on  her  gown,  and  galaxies  ripple  and  swirl  in  her  hair,  but  she  stands  so unnaturally still.  

"Why can't Tristan hear me?" I ask, my eyes raised to the woman made of starlight and time. 

"Because you are dead, and he is not," she says simply, and though I know my heart is not beating, I can almost feel it shrink in my chest. "I thought about  taking  him  too,  but  I  have  no  claim  on  his  heart.  Too  many  of  my children  have  died  in  the  past  few  days.  I  decided  to  spare  him  in  their honor."  

"Spare him?" I repeat, almost to myself. "So you are capable of mercy." Her  expression  remains  the  same,  calm  and  composed,  but  something flashes across those blank, bright eyes of hers that makes me feel small and cold.  

"I am capable of things you cannot imagine, little girl," she replies. Her tone is firm but not angry. She's merely stating a fact. There is no trace of malice or resentment, as I'm too inconsequential to get worked up about.  Perhaps to her, I am. 

"D-do you... do you know why I'm here?" I ask.  "You  are  here  because  you  should  not  exist.  A  curse  was  placed  on  your heart in penance for the sins of your parents, and you defied it." Oh, but she has seen nothing of my defiance yet. "Sin? My parents fell in love." I shake my head. "The only crime they ever committed  was  to  choose  one  another  instead  of  a  life  of  hatred  or loneliness. Why does that require penance?" 

"Your mother turned her back on her own kind and bore the child of a man who was not her mate. They defiled nature. That is why I cursed you, child. Their sacrilege must end with you." 

Only I am not a sacrilege.  

I  rise  to  my  feet,  and  while  everything  inside  me  screams  to  shrink  away from the ancient power radiating off the being before me, I stand with my head held high.  

"My  parents  are  mates.  She  may  not  bear  his  mark  on  her  skin,  but  she wears it on her soul. Marco will protect my mother with everything that he is, and Vanessa makes him a better man. Their differences do not defile the bond; they make them stronger." 

"This is not how the magic of mates works. It is not the way of the world," the Goddess says, her tone soft and chastising, as if explaining something to a child.  

If the love in my family is a blasphemous abomination, then I want no part of what is right and holy.  

Things need to change.  

"You  are  the  Goddess  of  the  Moon,"  I  tell  her  softly,  making  no  effort  to conceal the awe in my voice as I gaze upon her. "That means you should know  better  than  most  that  nothing  is  forever  in  this  world.  Change  is written into the very fabric of life, just like a woman's changing body or the ever-shifting phases of the moon. That is how nature works. You know that, my  lady.  Your  magic  gave  birth  to  wolves  who  are  shifters.  You  created creatures  whose  very  nature  is  tied  to  transformation!  Surely  you,  of  all people, can see the beauty in a new bond between two species." For the first time since she appeared, I see her expression change. Emotion seems unnatural on her somehow, like her face is not meant to look upset any more than a tree is meant to look confused. It's too human for someone so... other.  

"Who are you to lecture me on the ways of magic and nature?" the Goddess asks, and her tone strikes terror into every cell of my being. "You are a little drop of water in an ocean so vast you cannot even conceive the size of it. You are nothing more than a heartbroken child who thinks she can change the mind of a god." 

Maybe she's right. Maybe I am insignificant.  But Alpha Viktor, the fallen King of Five Armies, is dead because of me. The  Night  King,  ruler  of  the  nightwalkers,  was  reunited  with  his  family because of me. The Rogue Alpha, King of Outcasts, believes in love again because  of  me.  The  fate  of  three  kings  and  seven  kingdoms  changed because of one insignificant little person.  

The nameless girl who became a Luna.  

"One heartbroken child may not matter to you, my lady, but I think nothing matters more," I tell her softly, clinging to the memory of Tristan's hand in my own to give me strength as I speak up. "You never know what that child will become or who their love will touch. You may think I was a drop, but I think  I  was  a  seed.  I  blossomed  into  a  flower  of  hope,  and  I  learned  that anyone and anything unwilling to grow can only ever wither." The  Goddess  cocks  her  head  to  the  side  slowly,  looking  at  me  with something that might resemble fascination.  

"Is that meant to be a threat... little flower?" 

The  sound  of  Tristan's  nickname  for  me  in  that  otherworldly  voice  is haunting  enough  to  turn  the  blood  in  my  veins  into  ice.  I'm  not  alive,  so why can I feel so cold?  

"I would never," I answer breathlessly.  

This  is  all  coming  out  wrong.  We  were  supposed  to  do  this  together,  my mate and I. 

But Selene spared Tristan. 

She showed mercy. I realize at that moment that the Goddess did not let him live to separate me from him; she did it because it was kind. I think of how she stared out through the window when I first woke up, as if watching the world from so far away.  

I wonder what we must look like to her. So fleeting and fragile and alive. Or at least, I used to be.  

The Goddess is powerful beyond imagination, devastatingly beautiful, and ancient as the world itself. And impossibly alone... I  see  her  then  as  if  looking  at  her  for  the  first  time.  A  creature  full  of kindness  that  so  rarely  gets  to  share  it.  The  moon  is  so  lonely  in  the  sky, watching  over  the  world  and  shining  down  on  it  without  ever  truly  being able to touch it. The Goddess possesses such awful and wonderful power at her fingertips, but she has no one to hold her hand.  Even  now  that  my  heart  is  still  as  stone,  it  is  still  full.  I'm  so  far  from Tristan  and  everyone  I  care  about,  but  their  memory  is  a  hand  on  my shoulder, reminding me that I am loved. I thought I knew what it meant to be alone, but I was wrong.  

One must not pity the dead. Pity the gods who never got to truly live.
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Chapter Nineteen 

 

"I  would  never  threaten  you,"  I  repeat,  trying  to  keep  my  voice  from cracking  even  as  tears  sting  my  eyes.  "How  could  I?  I  have  nothing  to threaten  you  with.  I  hold  no  power  over  you.  I  possess  nothing  that  you desire. I don't have a bargain or a weapon or a trick I can use against you. Even if I did, I don't want to. I didn't come here to fight you or command you or even to beg at your feet." 

I feel Selene's hollow gaze following a tear that rolls down my cheek as I walk toward her.  

"Then why did you come to me, Iris, daughter of moon and blood?" When I was locked away in that basement for all those years, I found solace in a forgotten book. I didn't even know it was my mother's, but it made me feel  less  alone.  Perhaps  now  I  can  do  the  same  for  this  woman  standing before me, with all her terrible beauty and unspeakable magic.  "I'm here to tell you a story. My story," I tell her slowly. "All I have for you are the beliefs that were shaped by my past and my hope that I still have for the future. If you'll allow it, I'd like to share those with you."  She watches me carefully, and though her eyes remain voids of starlight, I can almost see the surprise there. After a moment, she nods.  I  walk  toward  her,  where  she  remains  by  the  window.  Outside,  I  catch  a glimpse  of  seas  of  stardust  and  faraway  worlds,  but  I  quickly  look  away. For some reason, I get the sense that such a view is not meant for mortal eyes, and if I look out for too long, the sight would burn away my eyes.  Instead, I sit on the little ledge by the window where I'd curled up so many times to look up at the moon. But this time, she looks back at me. The moon looks back at me and listens.  

I  tell  her  the  story  of  the  nameless  Luna,  of  the  lost  little  girl  who  found herself when she fell in love with a king. The words spill out of me and fill the space between us, bridging our differences. Her face remains impassive the entire time, but I keep going. I tell her about all the unspeakable things Oscar and his goons did to me, and for once, I hold nothing back, bearing each  and  every  one  of  my  scars.  I  tell  her  things  I  would  never  tell  my mother, or my mate, for fear of causing them sorrow.  Considering she's the Goddess, I skip over the details and technicalities of everything that happened. She knows that already. I don't need to tell her all the facts and figures; I want to tell her how it felt.  I  don't  know  how  long  I  talk.  Time  seems  to  flow  differently  here... wherever here may be. When I'm finished, we remain in silence, and I look at her in a fruitless attempt to guess what she's thinking.  I understand that it is her role to protect the balance of nature, but I truly believe that the love between my parents, and my entire existence for that matter,  is  not  an  offense  to  what  she  stands  for.  After  all,  what  is  more natural in this universe than change? 

"I  know  I'm  young,"  I  say  after  an  immeasurable  stretch  of  silence  has passed. "But I have seen kingdoms fall and legends come to life. Enemies can become lovers, Alphas can become ash, and a flower can grow enough to reach the moon. I have to believe that curses can be broken, and gods can forgive  what  they  did  not  understand.  I  know  they  can.  And  you  should. Because the world is changing, my lady. You can either change with it, or you can get left behind." 

She  quirks  her  head  to  the  side  ever  so  slightly,  and  I  can't  tell  if  I've amused or offended her.  

"And  that  is  not  a  threat,"  I  add  quickly.  "It's  the  truth.  Nothing  stays  the same, and if there was ever a single thing in existence worth changing for, it's love."  

I  turn  slightly  on  the  ledge  so  my  back  is  to  the  window  and  face  her directly. Maybe I can prove it to her.  

"You marked my heart and stopped it, but look inside of it now," I tell her. "Look inside me and see my truth."  

After  a  pause,  the  Goddess  raises  her  hand  and  lets  it  hover  just  over  my chest.  Up  close,  her  opalescent  skin  shimmers  softly,  and  I  can't  help  but wonder if she's actually solid. Her palm lingers a few inches away from me, and I feel the faintest tingling sensation around my heart. For a moment, I wonder if I'm imagining it, but then it's gone. 

My brows shoot up in surprise as I glance back up at the Goddess and find something fond tugging at the corners of her lips. Her smile is the loveliest thing I've ever seen, but before I can really focus on it, the Goddess's hand presses against my chest.  

I  gulp  at  the  contact,  half-expecting  her  to  be  intangible,  but  her  touch  is firm and sudden. It feels far harder than it should as if she'd slammed her palm against me at full force rather than simply raised it and laid it softly over my heart. It knocks the air out of my lungs, though I'm vaguely aware of the fact that if my heart wasn't beating, I probably shouldn't be breathing either.  

My head spins, and I feel myself fall backward, the world toppling around me. Behind me, there is no shattering window and no glass to support me or prevent  me  from  dropping  back  and  tumbling  out  the  window.  The  next thing I know, I'm falling.  

Did I just get pushed out a window by an ancient deity?  I don't have time to wonder. I don't even have time to scream. The world flies  past  me,  flooding  my  senses  as  I  fall.  I  get  flashes  of  memories, dreams,  wishes,  ideas,  and  everything  in  between,  and  I  wonder  if  this  is what Alice felt like when she fell down the rabbit hole. Down and down I descend, too fast to think, feel, or react. There is only the fall.  And then there is the end of it.  

I flinch at the sudden feeling of something solid beneath me, but it doesn't hurt.  Gasping,  I  lurch  forward,  sitting  up  way  too  quickly,  only  to  have  a wave of dizziness pull me back down as I blink a few times, clearing my vision.  

I'm  staring  up  at  the  ceiling  of  my  bedroom  in  the  nightwalker's  castle, panting for air as my head flops back on the pillow. Everything is too bright and  colorful  compared  to  the  soft  and  cohesive  white  glow  of  that  other place.  There  are  hands  on  my  shoulders,  and  as  some  of  the  fogginess clears, I realize that someone is calling out my name.  Tristan appears, filling my field of vision as he looms over me, his hands brushing some of the hair out of my face as I suck in a shaky breath.  "Iris! Iris, you're okay. It's alright. I'm here. I'm right here. You're safe. Just stay with me." 

I  want  to  tell  him  that  I  have  never  been  so  happy  to  see  anyone  in  my entire life. I want to tell him that I love him more than anything and that I told the Goddess as much before she shoved me out of a magical window. Instead, a single word slips past my lips, raspy and haggard: "Ow." 

There's  a  tightness  in  my  chest  that  feels  decidedly  unmagical.  Tristan chuckles as I pout, wincing at the discomfort all over my body. I look over at him, and my eyes widen when I see that behind the affectionate laughter, he's in tears.  

"Hey,"  I  mumble,  groggily  reaching  for  his  hand.  He  catches  mine  in  his and  brings  it  to  his  lips  to  kiss  the  backs  of  my  knuckles.  "Why  are  you crying?" 

He  shuffles  on  the  bed,  lying  down  beside  me  as  I  curl  up  against  him, instinctively seeking the comfort of his skin against mine as I try to chase away the soreness clinging to my bones.  

"I thought I lost you," he whispers, wrapping his strong arms around me.  "I'm right here." I feel drowsy and dopey, but I'm here. He feels solid and warm against me.  

Real. This is real. I'm alive. I'm here with him.  "My chest hurts," I groan, absently rubbing at the spot over my heart. I feel like I've been punched.  

"Sorry about that," Tristan says, and I frown.  "What do you mean?" 

"You  passed  out,  Iris.  Your  heart  stopped  beating.  I  gave  you  chest compressions  and  mouth-to-mouth  to  try  and  bring  you  back,  but  you were...  you  were  dead,"  he  explains,  his  voice  catching  as  if  the  word physically pained him.  

Wait. 

I close my eyes and pinch the bridge of my nose as my thoughts start to come into focus. Tristan rubs my shoulder, massaging some of the tension as I raise a hand to my chest.  

The thing that restarted my heart... was it the Goddess's touch or my mate's? The  pain  in  my  sternum  from  Tristan's  chest  compressions  feels  far  more solid and plausible than the hazy memory of a woman made of moonlight. Already it's starting to fade from my mind, and trying to picture her is like trying to remember a dream after sleep has worn off.  "Can  you  check  for  me?"  I  ask  Tristan  with  my  eyes  still  closed.  I'm  too nervous to look.  

Tristan's  laugh  rumbles  against  me  before  he  replies,  his  voice  still  giddy with  relief  as  his  other  hand  lands  gently  on  top  of  my  own,  resting reassuringly over my heart.  

"You're awake now, my little flower. I think that means your heart is beating again." 

"No, not my heart," I shake my head, finally opening my eyes to meet his. "The crescent mark." 

The curse... is it still there?
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Chapter Twenty 

 

"Iris... darling..." 

"What? Is it still there? It is, isn't it?" I ask through gritted teeth. "I really thought this would work. I thought she removed it. I—" 

"Iris, stop talking and look," Tristan commands, and I tilt my chin down to stare at my chest.  

The mark of the moon is still there, but it's no longer a crescent-shaped scar on my skin. It doesn't glow like it did before with a burning sort of light, but when I prop myself up on my elbows to look at it better, it shimmers softly, as if someone ground up pearls and diamonds and used the powder to paint the mark onto my skin rather than engraved it like a birthmark. Instead of the same old shape, the symbol has shifted to become three different phases of  the  moon  pressed  against  each  other,  waxing,  full,  and  waning.  The waxing moon is represented by a crescent moon facing right, with the full moon represented by a circle in the center, and the waning moon facing left on the other side.  

A  symbol  of  the  changing  phases  and  the  cycle  of  life:  moon  maiden, mother, and crone.  

"What does it mean?" Tristan asks, his brows furrowing as he crouches in front of me to run his fingertips over the new mark.  "It means something new," I whisper with a smile. It means that just like the moon itself, the Goddess changes. My fingers brush up against Tristan's as I trace  the  outline  of  the  mark,  feeling  a  soft  warmth  spreading  beneath, almost like the magic is acknowledging me.  

It feels like a promise. It feels like love. No longer the mark of a curse, but a blessing.  

"Does that mean...?" Tristan's voice trails off, his eyes flickering up to meet mine, and the hope there makes me giddy.  

"It means I'm free. The Goddess gave me her blessing." He laughs in awe, staring at me as though he can't fully believe it. I take his hand and squeeze it tightly and reassure him, "We're free to be together." He  pulls  me  closer  to  him,  his  golden  eyes  glowing  with  pride  and... something else.  

"You did it," he whispers, and the joy in his voice is a mirror of my own. I breathe in his scent of honey and spice and smoke, my body tightening with desire.  

"What are you waiting for?" I ask breathlessly, feeling more awake than I have in a long time. The drowsiness has worn off, and though my chest is still  sore,  the  faint  discomfort  is  absolutely  inconsequential  and  quickly forgotten. "Kiss me." 

He happily obeys, and his lips press against my own, hard and sensual. I'm suddenly very aware of the fact that we're both still wearing nothing but our undergarments,  and  then  his  hands  are  on  my  body,  and  I  can't  think  of anything else. 

There is no pain. No ache or shock. There is only his skin against mine and the  taste  of  him  on  my  lips.  This  time,  the  tingling  heat  inside  me  is intoxicating  and  utterly  divine.  I  drape  my  legs  over  the  back  of  his  hips, holding  him  tightly  against  me.  We  finish  stripping  until  there  is  nothing between us, and every time we pull away, his eyes remain glued on mine, staring  into  my  soul  in  a  way  that  makes  the  connection  between  us  feel tangible.  

He tastes every intimate part of me, savoring the goosebumps on my skin. I'm  left  shivering  as  he  toys  with  my  pleasure  with  nimble  hands  and hungry lips, my toes curled as he lavishes me with attention. When he shifts again  to  kiss  me,  we're  both  panting  softly,  and  the  sweat  on  his  tan  skin glistens in the soft light. Outside, the moon shines just for us, and I take a moment  to  marvel  at  the  man  in  my  bed.  His  chestnut  hair  has  tussled, muscles shift across his broad shoulders, every inch of his toned and carved out of something that reminds me of cinnamon and sunlight.  When he fills me, I gasp at the sensation, digging my nails into his skin as I cling to him in pleasure. He kisses the spot between my shoulder and my neck as he moves inside me, and when his teeth sink into the sensitive skin there, it does not hurt. It's shocking but far from unpleasant. I feel electric and  alive  as  he  marks  me,  my  inner  wolf  purring  in  delight  as  our  bond snaps into place.  

The telepathy we had before through the mind link is little more than a tin can on a string compared to the channel that now opens up between us. His mind flows into mine, and I see myself through his eyes as he makes love to me. His thoughts open up to me, the spirit of his wolf stirring to meet my own, and I can feel every ounce of affection pouring out of him.  I see it all now.  

Every  stolen  glance  in  my  direction.  The  reluctant  smiles  whenever  I  did something  that  cracked  the  walls  he'd  built  up  inside  himself.  How  the casual brush of my skin against his made him want to pull me into his arms. Every  flower  I  tended  to  in  the  garden  of  the  villa  that  seemed  to  bloom brighter under my care. The burst of pride when we trained on the balcony, and I knocked him on his ass. Every scar on my skin that he longed to cover in kisses until the thought of him overrode the memories of those who had hurt me. How relief had flooded him when he saw me again on that bridge. An all-consuming anger at the thought of someone laying a hand on me and harming  me.  Every  broken  word  I  stuttered  and  how  my  muttering  made him want to bite my lower lip affectionately. The raw admiration and awe when  he  saw  me  defeat  my  enemy  on  the  battlefield.  The  terror  that threatened to consume him and tear him apart when I fell limp in his arms, and my heart stopped beating.  

It is one thing to hear someone tell you they love you. It is another thing entirely to be able to feel it for yourself. As I look into those golden eyes that I adore, I can see him thinking the same thing as my own mind spills into his. The mating bond between us solidifies as our pleasure peaks, and I don't know for how long we lie there after, tangled up in each other with racing hearts and ragged breaths.  

Eventually, we fall asleep in one another's arms. Despite my exhaustion, I cannot wait to wake up again. For once, I cannot dream of a life better than the one I am already living.

****

After a few hours, the sun comes up, and things go by very quickly.  Lucy  makes  breakfast.  Nico  eats  most  of  it.  When  our  friends  notice  the shimmering sigil of the Goddess on my chest and the faint mating mark on my neck, they bombard us with questions.  

Helena  tells  us  we're  crazy  for  having  done  what  we  did.  Mark  makes  an inappropriate comment about Tristan and me that has Amara smacking him on the head. My father protests that once the curse was lifted, we could've had  a  proper  ceremony  and  hosted  a  celebration.  My  mother  tackles  my mate with a hug so energetically that Tristan's strength and size are the only reason she doesn't knock him over. 

A  few  days  after  that,  the  conclave  gathers  in  the  war  room,  and  the  five kingdoms that fought in the war become united into a single pack called the Baneless  Moon.  After  that,  a  treaty  is  drawn  between  them,  Nightwalker Clan,  and  the  Rovers  Pack,  and  it  becomes  known  as  the  Nameless Alliance.  

Despite my protests, I am declared the Sole Queen of the Baneless Moon Pack,  Luna  of  the  Rovers,  as  well  as  princess  and  official  heir  of  the Nightwalker Clan. My first order of business is appointing a council to help me rule and maintain the peace among the three lands I am not linked to. Fortunately  for  me,  everyone  I  could  have  wanted  is  already  there  in  the room with me.  

One week later, I find myself all packed up and saying a tearful goodbye to my parents. My father insists that even though I decided to live in the Villa du Lac with my mate, I will always have a home in the nightwalker's court. My mother insists that I come and visit at least once a month, and Tristan reassures her that she is always welcome in the Rovers' territory whenever she  wants.  She  replies  that,  in  that  case,  we  should  forget  about  monthly visits and get together once a week.  

I expect I'll be doing a lot of commuting between the three kingdoms, but considering I won't be making the trip alone, I don't mind. I have my pack, my friends, my family, and my mate by my side. The world will continue to change in strange and unforeseen ways, but whatever comes next, I know I will not face any of it alone.  

After what feels like a lifetime away, we return to the Rovers' village, and those  who  stayed  behind  during  the  battle  come  out  and  greet  us  on  the streets. Sunlight glistens on the smooth surface of the crystalline lake in the distance, the day crisp and bright. The door of the Villa du Lac opens of its own  accord,  the  magic  of  the  mansion  welcoming  me  back,  and  I'm reminded  of  the  first  time  I  ever  saw  this  place.  Never  in  a  million  years could I have imagined how much would happen and how different I would be.  Never  in  a  million  years  could  I  have  guessed  what  this  house  would mean to me.  

This  strange,  enchanted  house  with  its  self-cleaning  kitchen  that  used  to confuse me so much, the massive balcony where Amara taught me to fight, the courtyard where Lucy and I would have brunch, the garden filled with enough beauty to bring tears to my eyes, the winding path out back that led to the lake where a mysterious voice once called out to me, and the room where I used to sleep with the door open. 

Now,  I'll  be  sharing  my  mate's  room,  and  we  will  most  certainly  have  to lock  the  door  to  keep  our  marvelously  meddlesome  friends  out.  Now,  the people of this house are so much more than kind strangers, and the magic of these lands fills me with wonder instead of fear. Now I have a name, a past that I am proud of, and a future I am so unbelievably excited to share with the love of my life.  

Now... I'm finally home.

 




Epilogue 

Tristan

I follow the sound of anxious whispers past the sliding glass doors and out into the garden of the Villa du Lac. I could sense the nervous tension that had been building over the past few days in my mate, but I couldn't see her just yet.  

I'd tried talking to her earlier, but she'd just brushed me off, and I couldn't shake  the  feeling  that  there  was  something  troubling  her.  Uncertainty, excitement, and strange anxiety echoed to me through the bond, and I could feel her trying to shut me out.  

It was unlike Iris to push me away, and it was even more unlike her to act so secretively. After a disastrous attempt to throw Nico a surprise party for his  birthday,  we'd  all  realized  just  how  terrible  she  is  at  hiding  things. Before we mated, before the broken curse and the war, Iris had tried to keep things from me. She'd been ashamed of her scars, and she'd done everything in her power to drive distance between us in an attempt to protect me. It's a good thing she never felt inclined to lie to me outright.  My mate wears her emotions on her eyes. She's absolutely rubbish at hiding them, particularly from me and especially now that our bond is complete. Her feelings radiate off her like a soft glow, and her thoughts often tickle the back of my mind.  

My senses are flooded with the intoxicatingly sweet scent of flowers in full bloom  in  the  garden.  Life  seemed  to  thrive  under  her  touch,  and  the blossoms  of  our  home  have  never  looked  lovelier.  I  round  the  corner  and find Lucy and Iris sitting on the edge of the little fountain. They're leaning in  close  to  each  other,  their  foreheads  almost  touching  as  Lucy  whispers something excitedly.  

I can be quiet when I want to be, but Iris's lips go still, her eyes flickering up  from  her  friend  as  she  senses  me  approaching.  Her  gaze  darts  back  to Lucy as the two of them straighten and go quiet as if I hadn't just walked into something I wasn't supposed to see.  "Hey,  boss,"  Lucy  says  with  a  too-eager  smile  as  Iris  avoids  my  gaze.  "I thought you were out hunting with Mark."  

"We came back early. I've never known a wolf with such a terrible sense of smell as your brother. It's a good thing Nico is our tracker. Mark couldn't even find one rabbit," I say carefully, monitoring their reactions.  Lucy  snorts  in  amusement,  unable  to  disagree  with  my  playful  jab  at  her brother's tracking skills.  

Iris clears her throat. "Lucy, would you mind giving me a minute alone with my mate?"  

Lucy's  eyes  widen  momentarily  as  she  looks  between  Iris  and  me,  the corners of her lips twitching.  

"Of course. I'll go see if Amara needs any help in the library," Lucy says at last.  

The vicious gash on Amara's face has all but healed, but her left eye will never  open  again.  Despite  this,  she  remains  as  graceful  and  proud  as  she was before, and she's taken to reading in the library in a supposed effort to exercise  her  good  eye.  But  she's  happy  to  spend  her  days  surrounded  by books even without the excuse.  

I  watch  without  a  word  as  Lucy  bounces  up  and  slips  past  me,  hurrying away before I can ask her anything. 

"Sit  with  me,  my  king,"  Iris  says  softly,  her  lilting  voice  drawing  my attention back to her. She pats the stone beside her, a patient smile gracing her perfectly plump lips.  

I can feel her excitement through her bond, but she's trying to hold it back, putting  up  a  wall  around  her  mind  to  keep  me  from  seeing  whatever  is causing  it.  She's  never  shut  me  out  like  this  before,  and  the  attempt  at secrecy is clumsy and obvious. It feels like if I just scratched at the edge of that wall, it would collapse like a dam, and whatever thought she is holding back would flood out.  

"What's going on?" I ask her. If there is something she doesn't want me to know,  she  must  have  her  reasons.  I  don't  like  it,  but  I  respect  it.  Besides, something about her buzzing emotions through the bond gives me the sense that whatever she's not saying isn't a bad thing, and it's only a matter of time before she lets me in.  

"Would you just sit?" she says with a laugh. "I'm trying to tell you. I have news." 

I remain standing, crossing my arms over my chest in a physical attempt to hold  back  my  restlessness.  All  this  mystery  isn't  like  her.  We  don't  keep secrets from each other anymore. Never again.  She sighs, rolling her eyes and shifting on the edge of the fountain to face me better.  

"Very well then. It's not like I'd be able to surprise you with it anyway," she concedes.  "I've  suspected  it  for  a  few  days  now,  but  I  needed  Lucy  to confirm  it.  I  wanted  to  be  sure,  and  she's  becoming  quite  the  healer, wouldn't you agree?"  

A healer? Why did my mate need a healer? 

"Yes, she is, but why did—" I start, but she raises a hand to silence me, and I bite my tongue.  

"Would  you  just  listen?"  she  insists,  laughing  again.  Her  excitement  is stronger  now,  trickling  out  through  the  cracks  in  those  walls.  Joy,  fear, anticipation,  and  love  swirled  inside  her,  reverberating  in  me  through  our bond.  

After  a  moment,  she  lowers  the  hand  that  she'd  raised  to  shush  me,  but instead of setting it back down on her lap, she rests it on her abdomen, her fingers splayed across her stomach.  

News. A healer to confirm her suspicions. Her palm against her belly. The pieces begin to click into place in my head.  

Could it be? 

My eyes widen, darting between her stomach and her face.  "You're not... I mean, are you...?" I trail off, almost afraid to speak the words out loud as if doing so might jinx it.  

"Pregnant? Expecting? With child?" she asks with a giggle, unable to help herself.  She  can't  hold  back  a  moment  longer,  and  the  full  range  of  her emotions  crashes  against  me  through  the  bond  as  she  allows  the  wall between us to crumble into sand.  

I stagger back, the news nearly knocking me off my feet.  "Yes," Iris breathes at last, but she knows I already felt it. "Tristan... we're going to have a baby."  

A baby. I'm going to be a father. We're going to have a child. Holy shit.  Iris  frowns  slightly  at  my  stunned  silence,  searching  my  face.  Her  joy settles  slightly  as  concern  creeps  into  her  beautiful  features.  Her  jaw clenches  as  she  ponders  the  possibility  that  I'm  not  pleased  by  this development.  

I erupt with laughter, shaking myself out of my shocked stupor as it finally sinks in. The sound eases the sudden tension inside Iris, and she smiles once again.  

"We're  going  to  be  parents?"  I  ask  like  an  idiot,  awe  and  disbelief  still lingering like an afterthought.  

There was a time when the two of us believed we'd never be together. We'd never mate. The possibility of a child had never even crossed my mind, and I hadn't dared consider it after everything that happened. Being with Iris has been  reward  enough,  and  I'd  made  my  peace  with  that  being  it.  She  is enough for me. She always has been, and I am lucky just to have her by my side.  

But a child? To call it a blessing is too small a word.  An unimaginable happiness fills me as I rush forward to her and scoop her off the side of the fountain, picking her up in my arms and spinning her in the air around me. Iris yelps in surprise, her protests quickly morphing into laughter as she wraps her arms around my neck, her eyes gleaming.  "Yes! We're going to be parents. You're going to be a father!" I  stop  spinning  her  long  enough  for  her  toes  to  brush  against  the  ground, setting her down as gently as humanly possible. I rest my forehead against hers, and she tilts her chin up to kiss me tenderly, her lips softer and sweeter than any petals in this garden. 

The garden.  

I  chuckle,  and  Iris  quirks  her  head  in  a  curious  motion,  her  eyes  still gleaming with the purest joy.  

"What's so funny?" she asks, though she can't stop smiling any more than I can.  

"Gods, I hope it's a girl," I say, and she narrows her eyes playfully at the teasing in my tone.  

"Why?" Iris asks cautiously.  

"Because I can't imagine what we'll call him if it's a boy. I know you too well,  my  love.  There  is  just  no  way  you'll  name  our  child  after  anything other than a flower." 

"Maybe,"  she  says  with  a  sly  smile,  something  glinting  behind  her otherworldy  eyes.  The  mark  on  her  chest  shimmers  as  it  catches  the sunlight,  making  her  next  words  seem  like  so  much  more  than  just mischievous banter: 

"Who knows what comes next?"

~The End~

OceanofPDF.com




[image: ]

OceanofPDF.com

cover.jpeg
THE?

NAMEI‘i SS






index-2_1.jpg
FOR HER HE
FALLS

NAMELESS
LUNA

FHepe Duinell

READICT PUBLISHING





index-1_1.jpg





index-94_1.jpg
family. But Daisy's fa
‘across the land,

heir home as ol friends and new foes colide. Evil magic, hungry shadows,
and anciont hesrtbreal coud destroy thehard-carned peace o Sifvertooth
Pesks, This time, not eventhe Goddess can save them.

‘But things are never black and white, and when Daisy meets Bastian Stone,
a strange wolf with a haunted past, passion blurs the line between heroes.
and villains. Bastian would do anything to protect Daisy, but what exactly is

he protecting her from?

Daisy learned trom her mother to always find the light n even the darkest

. OTHER BOOKS ON READICT





index-4_1.jpg
FOR HER HE
FALLS

NAMELESS
LUNA

—~—
Copyright @ 2023 by Readict
Allights reserved.

No part of this book may be reproduced. scanned, or distributed in any
printed or electronic form without permission

“This s a work of fiction. All characters, names, and events in this book are
fcttious. Any resemblance to persons living or dead is purely coincidental.

Designed. typeset and developed in the U.$.A.

READICT PUBLISHING





