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TWENTY-FOUR HOURS. I have twenty-four hours to find out who my Fated Mate is. Twenty-four hours to finally be free.

Twenty-four hours, or I’m stuck under Mom’s thumb forever.

She’ll never let me go—

No. Stop. She will. She said, if I find my Mate before I graduate from Academy, she will.

The very idea gives me the adrenaline I need to shoot out of bed, throw on some clothes, and shove my feet into shoes. It’s too glorious. All I have to do is find my Mate.

No lying about not wanting to leave the family business. No disobeying anyone. No pretending how sad I’ll be to never touch magic again…

Yeah.

No pressure, Mary-Kate.

It’s barely an hour after dawn. Behind me, the smoke stacks from my family’s factor pierce the sky, already billowing ugly dark clouds. Ahead of me, the Cavalier Magic Academy looms, glowing rose gold in the rising sun.

Probably no one’s even up right now, but I have to try. I grab the door.

It’s stuck. Locked.

Sweat breaks out under my arms, joining the beads already there from the exertion of climbing the hill to get to this place. Cursing, I rush around the back.

Along the side, facing the woods that cradle the building, the metal letters across the door read DORMS. I grab it, yanking again. It flings open, nearly knocking me over. From this angle, the sun is almost piercing in my eyes.

I throw myself into the hallway, beelining for the security desk at the end.

A bored, tired teenager—dear moonlight, teens look so young, and I’m only twenty-one—sits up. At the sight of me, she rolls her eyes.

“Really, Mary-Kate? It’s graduation day. No one’s going to be here. Go home. We have the day off. Just wait to be Fated, like everyone else, and be glad you’re finally done with school already, will you?″ She sighs and sits back in her rolling chair.

My jaw falls to the ground. “I—“

“Go. Home,″ she says, and pulls her purse onto her lap. A compact emerges and she applies gloss to her lips.

My throat dries. “It’s my last chance, Vera,″ I manage to whisper.

Vera studies me as she puts her purse back on the floor. Her security vest hangs on her shoulders. Underneath, her blue pj top needs a good ironing. She looks as exhausted as I feel.

It helps that I’m sure neither of us has slept much at all, this last night.

“I’m sorry about that, Em. I really am. But waking a Teller up, just to have them say the same thing they’ve been saying since September, isn’t going to do either of us any good. It happens when it happens.″ She pillows her arms on the desk and rests her head atop them.

“Make sure to wear something breezy today. I hear it’s going to be a pretty melting start to summer, at least for what the Pacific Northwest is used to.″

Holding back tears, I reach out and try the gates on either side of the desk, both of which lead into the main dorm hallway. The doors to the two wings are visible from here. If I could jump the fences, I could get to them in three seconds—

“Go. Home. Em,″ Vera says, her voice muffled by her arms.

I grab the top of the gate, lifting a foot, and bite back a curse. I can’t get my toe high enough, much less the rest of my leg. Wiping the tears already crawling down my cheeks, I turn my back on the dorms and march outside again.

The sun is a blaze of glory, red and hot, but the air isn’t cooked enough yet to be unbearable. That’ll be for later. You know, when I also have to face Mom again.

I get back to the road and turn towards town, rather than farther away from it. By the time the tops of the trees are gold, I’m at by best friend Julia’s estate, racing around the back of the fence, letting myself in, and then climbing the back wall beneath her bedroom.

I sneak into her window, left open to the night air, and wait for her in her suite’s common room. Better to be caught here, by her security team, than to head back home and deal with Mom all morning.

At least the housekeeper doesn’t act surprised to see me. She waves a pale white hand, sets out the breakfast dishes, opens the curtains, and promises to let Miss Julia know I’m here.

I help myself to a muffin and use a spare napkin to wipe my grubby hands and knees off as best I can. It’s so familiar here, so comfortable to me, I can almost pretend I live here, the way we used to live in a mansion very similar to this...except with someone else’s stuff in place.

Mom would be appalled at my manners. Out of habit, I straighten myself up, adjusting my top and pants so the wrinkles don’t show, and put on my brightest smile when Julia opens her door fifteen minutes later.

Her face falls. “Oh, Mary,″ she says, like my presence is the most heartbreaking thing in the world. “Already?″

“She had my first day of work folder already out on the table when I got up, Jules. She had a list, an actual, bullet-pointed list, of all the factory stuff she wants me to go over before my first official day starts tomorrow.″ A throb builds in my forehead. I press my fingertips to my temple. “I can’t be around her right now. I’m too scared I’ll say something stupid.″

“But it’s not like you don’t already know everything about the factory, or the rest of her...business,″ Julia says. She pulls her petal pink robe closer, seating herself beside me. Even in sleep, her braid isn’t as mussed as other girls’ hair is. She’s puffy, clearly tired, but in an attractive, plumped kind of way. She pours tea for us both like we’re at a party.

“I can’t listen to her right now, Jules. I know what she wants. I know it’s inevitable, but I…I’m not resigning myself to it yet,″ I say, my voice catching on my words. “We still haven’t even graduated. I could be Fated at any minute. It could absolutely change everything, depending on who it’s with. But she can’t even give me—“ I check the clock on her wall “—twenty-two hours to let that happen.″

Julia makes a sympathetic face, finishing her tea and pouring more. “You don’t know that. Yes, you could be Fated to a baker, or someone else, but you could also be Fated to Damon’s Beta. What’s his name—Dante? Then you’d really be stuck.″

I make a face to match hers. “But that’s just it. We can’t know. And I…I want today to not be about the factory, or the business, or client charts, or potions we’re going to be making, or supply runs from the Alphas, or any of the other million plus other things she’s going to end up making tomorrow about. I want a day off. I won’t even get that much today. It makes me sick, knowing we’re graduating. Aren’t you at all nervous to be thrust off into the working world the moment you wake up tomorrow?″

Julia reaches out and I take her hand. It’s soft, beautifully manicured. Even her grip is kind. “Of course. Becoming a board member at Father’s accounting firm will be intense. But who knows? Maybe we’re both worried over nothing. Maybe it’ll be the most boring day, followed by the most boring first week of adult work in our lives.″

I stuff a piece of toast in my mouth, sharing some tea with her. “I hope you’re right,″ I say to the table.

We get dressed. Julia’s parents greet us, offering to give us rides over to the Cavalier Academy campus, which I decline for myself. Julia can ride with her family on her own. It’s her special day, too.

As for me: I could use some time alone. It’s not far to travel, and I’d like to walk there myself. They seem to accept this, though they do remind me as I’m leaving that Mom’s called twice, trying to find out where I am.

I write her a message back, promising to see her on the graduation field. She’s not going to like that—no photos with the graduate on her final-final day of school ever—but I’m not in a mind to care right now. Professionals will take our pictures on the podium. She can have those to show off to all of her Alpha friends.

I make my way into town alone. The quiet is only broken by the stream of cars lining up across the street. At least two cafes are open for business, according to the folding signs on the corner coming up. As people park, they gather at the front doors, and then slip inside, all dressed in their ceremonial best.

I’m not sure if any of them notices the two sleek, black cars that roll down the road, but I do. Mostly because I know the flags fluttering from the hoods of them, in my family’s old blue and gold colors.

The Beast.

I stop walking and stare. I can’t remember the last time I laid eyes on our new Alpha King, post-crowing. Not that I can really see him now. The cars are moving too fast, and the glass has a tint to it.

What I do know is that I can see the silhouette of the person ahead of us on the road better than I can see our King in his car. I can see the person darting across the road, far enough away from the King’s car not to get hit.

I can also see the glint of something they’re putting on the road, right up against the sidewalk. Right in our path. Right in front of both bustling cafes.

A beeping sound fills the air and instantly, I’m back in fight or flight or freeze mode. It’s like the last year and a half never happened, and Ripper is King again.

The sunlight goes cold. The air is too hot, too heavy and thick. I swear I can smell blood, but there aren’t any bodies on the street anymore.

I know that sound. I know what’s going to happen next. I know what I need to do.

I can’t make my body move to do it.

The beeping gets louder, faster.

The cars stop with a screech. The second one opens, and the passenger in the back leaps out.

“Logan, stop!″ a woman calls from inside.

The passenger—Logan—moves faster than the people in the first car, all climbing out after them. Logan’s already running towards the beeping noise. Already running towards the shadow person racing away from the scene.

“Stop!″ His deep, furious roar shakes the air.

Then the beeping stops and the device explodes.
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THE EXPLOSION IS strong enough to shake the entire street. I finally hit the ground, the way I should’ve done in the first place, taking cover behind a metal mailbox. Dirt and chunks of the street rain down around me, then comes the smoke, then the screams.

People are suddenly everywhere, running as fast as they can in the other direction. Car horns are going off as chunks of pavement hit them, glass breaks from windows, and then a siren fills the air.

It takes me a moment to remember to get to my feet and go back the way I came. I totter on my heels, tripping over debris. Before I can get far, a hand captures my arm.

I look up and nearly scream. The Alpha King, covered in dust from head to toe, is staring at me with eyes that are so intense, they seem to burn.

“Are you alright?″ he asks.

I’m shaking so hard, I can barely answer. The most inane questions fill my mind: am I supposed to bow? How do I address this man? Is he like Ripper: if you don’t press yourself to the ground at his feet, will he chain you up and make you his literal servant?

“Do you have a ride home? We need to clear the area,″ he says when I don’t answer.

This time, I shake my head. “Please don’t make me go back there, not right now.″

What?! The words are out of my mouth before I can even consider what I’m saying.

He frowns, leaning back a little. Maybe he’s as confused about what I’ve just said as I am. Then he leans closer, studying me.

“Mary-Kate? You’re Victoria’s daughter, right?″ he asks.

I nod.

He nods back, and maybe it’s the way his shoulders relax a little, but something tells me he understands what I’m getting at. Good thing, because I’m not sure I do, myself.

“Alright. Come back with me, you can sit with Gloria while I send out the alerts,″ he says, tugging me towards the road.

I didn’t even see his cars backing up to meet with us.

I pull away, but his grip is firm. “Why should I go with you? I barely know you?″ I ask, newly scared all of a sudden.

Shock drops his jaw, and then understanding dawns. “I’m going to keep you safe,″ he says, dropping his voice low.

Or as low as he can. There are still screams. Cries. Sirens. Emergency trucks are closing in on the area, their lights dim beacons through the settling dust.

“Is it as bad as it looks?″ I ask, unable to tear my gaze away.

He follows my attention down the street. “Thankfully no. But it was magic, so we have to be careful,″ he says, pulling my arm again.

I follow him into the car. The woman—Gloria--is already typing fast on her screen in her lap. Her black hair is pulled back into a severe bun at the nape of her brown neck, and her brow is low.

“Gloria, what’s the status?″ Logan asks before I’m even seated.

“I’m having security block off access to this area, rerouting everyone. We have graduation postponed by one hour. All students should be getting the notice…now.″

Sure enough, my phone goes off. On it, a standard emergency alert fills the screen. As I’m reading it, a hand touches my arm.

I turn to find Logan studying me. “You should contact your mom,″ he says, already wandering away from us. His attention shifts to Gloria. “I need to check on the restaurants—“

“You need to get back in the car, Logan. They were targeting you,″ she says, abandoning her work almost instantly.

“There could be victims. I can’t walk away without making sure everyone survived.″

“That’s what emergency personnel are for,″ she says, opening her door. She’s stopped by an ambulance roaring past, and gestures to it in a very “see?″ kind of way.

Logan’s shaking his head and backing away from us. “It’s my job, Gloria. They could be hurt because of me,″ he says, and takes off running towards the commotion. The security guards from the first car fall into line behind him.

“Moonlight give him fleas and mange,″ Gloria says through her teeth. She tries to open her door again, but a fire truck speeds by, cutting her off. Huffing out a breath, she turns to me. “Where do you live—sorry, what’s your name?″ she asks, rubbing her forehead.

“Mary-Kate. I’m Alpha Victoria’s daughter,″ I whisper.

Gloria lets out a sigh and lets her hand fall into her lap. “Right. Okay. Yeah, I thought I recognized you. Look, I can’t leave Lo—the Alpha King, he needs protection and we need to take accounting of the crime. Will you be okay if our driver drops you off at home?″

I don’t point out that the Alpha King has an entire car of security guards with him right now. I also don’t point out that he pointedly brought me here so she could take me...wherever it is I’m supposed to go.

I just know I don’t want to head back to my house. That seems like the only arguing point I have.

“Can you bring me to the school instead?″ I ask the driver.

He glances at us in the mirror. Gloria makes an uncomfortable noise in the back of her throat.

“That’s not…a good idea. Likely the school itself is going to be targeted until we can sweep it for safety, since the Alpha King is supposed to make an appearance there,″ Gloria says.

“I really don’t want to go home,″ I say, with as firm a voice as I can. The rest of my body is still shaking, being this close to the commotion.

Gloria lets out a hard breath. “You don’t have a relative or a friend you could stay with for now?″

“Maybe we go to the school and start the sweep now. The King can join us, and we can keep her majesty here safe,″ the driver says, his voice gruff. I don’t miss the heavy sarcasm on ‘her majesty.’

As if I didn’t already suspect what the current royal household thought about me and mine. I bit my tongue to keep from making any remarks back.

Gloria clicks her tongue and then picks up her phone. In a moment, she’s speaking in the low, professional tones of someone working in a call center. “This is Gloria with the Alpha King’s High Council. Send two units to the Academy for sweeping the premises for more incendiary devices, under my supervision.″

Before the call is finished, the driver reverses direction all the way up the street, and then spins us away. In a moment, we’re roaring down the side streets, passing emergency personnel and houses. I brace myself against my door and send a message to Mom about what just happened—short and sweet, “there was an attack downtown by the Tea Leaves cafe, the Beast’s people are bringing me to the school.″

I cling to the door while awaiting her response. Behind us, more cars file in, all blaring sirens. Ahead of us, an armored truck pulls onto the street, leading the way.

The sight of them, compared to the quiet of the rolling green lawn, towering school building, and neat, orderly lines of white chairs in front of the low-rise stage, is jarring. Almost as much as the lack of response from Mom…who still hasn’t texted me back by the time we’re parking in the fire lane. The moment we stop, Gloria gets out of the car.

“Spread out. Search every inch of that platform,″ she calls to the guards climbing out of the truck and marching across the lawn.

It’s only because I’m watching them that I notice two very familiar cars pull up to the lot. One is Alpha Damon’s. The other is Mom’s.

My heart drops. I get out of the car to meet them, as is my job at this point. She’s going to want to see me, anyway.

Her voice reaches me the second I open the door:

“No, Gloria. I’m staying. We’re here because someone has to protect these poor, hard-working students from danger.″

I cringe back, and then vault around the side of the car, hurrying towards her as fast as I can. Mom, in her business casual pencil dress, faces down Gloria, in her drab pantsuit, like something out of a nightmare.

Despite not having any, Mom looks and smells like money. Despite having more than us, Gloria looks like the poor retail store owner who’s just trying to do her job, though I know for a fact—having just been in a car with her—that she smells so nice, even Mom is probably jealous. It’s even more ridiculous, given the number of guards in bulletproof vests and helmets running around the campus right now.

I’m closing in on them as another person emerges in my peripheral vision. Damon, in full business casual, rockets towards me out from between Mom’s car and his. He reaches for my arm. 

I slam to a stop, dancing out of his way just in time.

“Let her handle this, nepo-baby,″ he says, pivoting to leap in my path.

The nickname burns. “If I’m such a product of nepotism, then why aren’t I the one over there right now?″ I ask, flinging my arm in Gloria’s direction.

He snorts. “You got out of her car. That’s proof enough you’re already doing what Victoria’s grooming you to.″

Someone else—Dante, his Beta—appears beside us. “Pretty good stuff with that attack,″ he says in a low voice, punching Damon in the arm.

Damon’s scowl immediately disappears in place of a shit-eating grin. “I know, right? And did I tell you? Archer got so close. The Beast was friggin’ chasing him down the street before the thing went off. Can you believe that? How dumb is he, running after someone near a bomb like that?″

I bare my teeth and get in his face. “I wasn’t there to manipulate the situation, mange-face. I was there because I saw the bomb go off!″

I’m shouting and I don’t mean to be, but he’s getting under my skin. It does shut Damon up for a second. Even Dante gets caught in some very ugly laughter, turning a gross shade of green at my proclamation. At least he has the sense enough to look ashamed. 

“You weren’t hurt, though, so it’s fine,″ Damon says, slowly, like he’s training me to convince myself of what I saw happen.

I almost shove him aside as I pass him by to get to Mom. He grabs me, holding my arm tight.

“You weren’t hurt, Mariella,″ he says.

“You have no idea what happened to me,″ I say, waving an arm.

Mom finally catches my eye and rushes over, putting on the concerned parent act at last. She hasn’t looked this genuinely concerned about me since I once mentioned wanting to join the Border Brigadiers at the end of high school.

You know, right before she informed me that my future lies with the family business, and not with “a pack of feral dogs traipsing around in the woods.” And that was only after a different discussion, around the time I was in middle school, where she informed me that it was time for her to become my teacher first, and my mother second, so I could one day take the Alpha throne for the pack (after her, naturally).

To say I miss the woman who was Mom first and Teacher second would be an understatement. I was broken-hearted over that change until I entered Academy. Now, I’m resigning myself to it.

“There you are! I’ve been looking for you. I was so worried,″ Mom says. She pulls me in for a hug that’s too tight, too quick, and smells too much like perfume to be comforting. Instantly, all I want is the Mom who used to wear soft linen dresses—not expensive, itchy ones—who would cradle me when I got hurt, and who smelled like vanilla, instead of burned sugar.

“I was there, Mom. I was there when the device exploded,″ I say, as loudly and firmly as I can, so she can’t make any mistake about what words are coming out of my mouth.

To my relief, her lips pinch together. Straightening—but only slightly, since we’re basically the same height—she rounds on Damon.

“I had no idea, Victoria. You know I didn’t, or my people would’ve gotten her out,″ he says, coming up fast behind me. His voice is low, his gaze cutting to the security teams finishing up their campus sweep.

She grabs his sleeve in a claw-like hand. “You need to be more careful,″ she says between clenched teeth. Then she rounds on me again, taking my arm in a similar hand. “You never should’ve left the house this morning.″

Stung, I yank my arm away and step back. “Well, I did,″ I say, for lack of anything else.

I’m struggling to think of a way to pin this back on her—since, you know, it’s her fault Damon’s people were out there blowing things up in the first place. Before I can, the guards are calling out that the campus is clear and Gloria’s making her way over to us.

“Seems we can start getting ready. Mary-Kate, you might as well go inside. The administration will be arriving shortly, and they’ll have your cap and gown.″

I don’t want to. I want to turn around and walk away and forget this day is ever supposed to happen. Unfortunately, Mom’s already saying, “That sounds like a great idea,″ and returning to her little circle with Damon and Dante.

The four of them are blocking my way to the cars, and the road itself. The only directions left to go are through the chairs making up the audience, and the pathway to the Academy’s front door.

I head up the path, waiting on the steps. When the faculty and staff arrive, I give everyone bland smiles and sit patiently for them to get the gowns ready. By the time I have mine, and am holed up in the corner, my classmates are flooding the front hallway.

“So this is it,″ I whisper, glaring at the crowd forming around me. “This is my future: bland ceremonies and family drama.″

I perk up a little bit at the sight of Julia, careening towards me with her mouth open in shock. She looks me over, gripping my hands, and then pats her eyes with a tissue.

“Are you alright?″ she asks, not needing to hear that I was on the road that got targeted to know that I was.

“Not anymore,″ I say, motioning to the front of the school. “No Fated Mate, then I get caught up in Damon’s nonsense, then Mom blames me for being there when it happens. Now I’m going to graduate and it’s going to be full-throttle with the family business.″

She rubs my arm, a polite smile on her face. She’s heard this drama too many times before. “Maybe it’ll be quieter today, with all the excitement over.″

I hope she’s right. Of course, she can’t be correct right away because as soon as the words are out of her mouth, there’s gasping from our classmates.

“The queens are here!″ someone nearby says, translating the excitement trickling back to us.

I go cold. No, it can’t be. I lurch through the crowd, tightening fast to get a glimpse through the front doors. It takes me a long time, but at last, I make it to a window. My heart dive-bombs into my stomach.

My cousin Bailey’s colors—blue and white—are followed by Cora’s colors—yellow and white. Which means Alpha King will be making speeches and hanging around my family.

Fuck my life.
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FIVE MINUTES LATER, long before the commotion has died down, the processional music starts. Faculty in sweaty black robes are calling for us to form lines. Then we’re being led out onto the field, and to our seats.

I do my best to keep my gaze pinned firmly on the back of the person ahead of me in line. Fervently, I pray to the moon that Julia’s secretly correct. Despite my cousins being here, and the Alpha King, and everything ceremonial that their presences bring, I pray my best friend is right.

Sitting on the hard metal chair, I barely hear the teachers congratulating us. I barely remember being led to the stage. I barely remember accepting my degree, posing for a photo, and then resuming my seat for the ten remaining minutes of our ceremony.

My mind buzzes with panic. It counts down the time to the second. This many hours, minutes, seconds until I’m stuck with my family forever. Now this many. Now this many…

It hasn’t even been twelve hours yet. We’re only now creeping up towards eight out of this day alone. Still, every time I check my watch, the time seems to slip forward an hour somehow. No matter what time I could’ve sworn it is, the clock is telling me it’s going by faster.

Then we’re done. We’re tossing our caps. We’re rushing into the audience to meet our families.

And there’s Bailey and Cora. They got priority seating—I found them up by the Alpha King’s box when I was collecting my degree. Bailey has a look on her face like she’s smelled a particularly rancid fart.

I’m sure it’s because, despite being Queen herself, my pack, the Eva Pack, doesn’t have its own. Not since Ripper made himself Alpha King four years ago. I’m sure she’s trying her best to be polite to the Beast, who currently occupies that position.

I’m sure she’s fuming, as Mom does, over the fact that none of my immediate family is Queen of this Pack, the way Bailey and Cora are Queens of theirs. Because that particular role got erased when Ripper rose to power.

Now, both of my cousins rush to greet Mom.

As they do, I’m the one trying to get away from engaging in the situation at all.

If only Mom didn’t catch me first.

“Come say hi. Don’t you think that would be the nice thing to do right now?″ she says.

No. But it’s not a question.

Then, there I am, at the table with everyone. Grandma and Dad are chatting happily with Cora. Mom’s Beta and assistant are laughing at their stupid jokes—somehow they managed to get seats at our table. Good for them. If only they were a better topic of conversation, not being “royal blood″ themselves, yet “sitting with royalty.″

Instead, Bailey takes the opportunity to pin me down with one hand on my wrist.

“So tomorrow’s it, huh? Taking over as future of Pheral Pharmaceuticals?″ she asks, loudly enough that the entire table can hear.

“That’s the plan,″ Mom says for me. Beaming, of course.

I give Bailey a tight smile. She studies my face.

“Do you think you’re ready? It’s a lot of work, running a company by yourself. I’m only lucky I had Hazel with me, for a while there. Before I took over as Queen, of course.″

Her sister. Her older sister, who isn’t even here. I want to ask why, but Bailey’s the kind of person who insists it’s obvious, and if you know her, it is.

Hazel isn’t powerful enough. She’s royalty, but not in charge. That’s why Aunt Allison isn’t here—neither of my aunts are. Because Bailey deemed them not good enough.

And if they’re not enough, I can’t wait to see what she thinks of me. I’m kidding. I already know.

She’s telling me right now.

“I’m aware,″ I say, the only thing I can tell her without giving away how little I care.

“She’s going to be a powerhouse, don’t you worry, Bay,″ Mom says, rubbing my shoulder a little too hard.

I want to slap her hand off.

Bailey’s gaze never wavers from mine. “But just the beginning, of course. Right, Aunt V?″

“Always, sweetheart. We’re almost big enough to expand beyond Wolf Country. With Mariella’s help, here, we can have a foothold in the human and fairy lands, too. We can be unstoppable.″

“Taking over the world, are we?″ Dad asks, grinning and winking at Mom. He raises his drink in a kind of toast. Cora’s turned a slight shade of green beside him, but she’s the only one. Even Mom’s Beta is beaming.

“I’ll settle for Wolf Country, first, my love,″ she says, a delicate hand on her chest.

Everyone around us chitters. Bailey cheers, raising a glass herself. I glance at my watch.

Twelve hours. We’re still in the middle of the day, and it’s going by fast, but not fast enough.

I’m sweating through the back of my dress.

Twelve hours. I have twelve hours to find my Fated Mate and possibly be saved from all this nonsense, or I’m truly stuck with these people, and their nefarious plans, forever.

As the laughter dies down, it hits me: the only good thing about my cousins being here is that they can soak up all Mom’s attention—and the attention of the rest of the Eva Pack, sitting all around us—that I can finally escape, now that I’ve greeted them.

Sliding out from my seat, claiming a need for the bathroom, I take off running from the table.

At least, I try to, until I run smack into Alpha King Logan himself.

“Whoa! Careful!” he says, grabbing my arm to straighten me before I can fall.

Being this close to him gives me a jolt, and I giggle from nerves. “Th-thanks,” I say, righting myself. I take a step back, before his burly security team can do it for me.

The giggle dies in my throat at the sight of his face. He’s middle-aged, or close to it. There’s a rigidity to his expression that makes me nervous, if his unofficial title of The Beast doesn’t do the trick. The other thing that’s shocking about him is how…unassuming he looks. 

Maybe it’s the suit and tie, maybe it’s the threads of silver already lighting his black hair, but at first glance, he doesn’t strike me as the kind of person to kill someone with his bare hands.

Then his suit jacket shifts as he straightens himself out, and I catch a glimpse of a skull tattoo near the back of his neck, hard and black against his pale skin. My body goes cold. The only shifters I knew who got tattoos were the ones living on the outer edge of the Howell, or by the quarries, or trapped in downtown Bloomington apartments, hustling illegal goods to make ends meet.

Those shifters were certainly capable to killing people. It’s why the few humans remaining in Bloomington choose to live as close to the neighboring towns—either Cavalier or Luna—as possible. It’s been especially true since King Ripper got crowned four years ago, after the Chaos Year, when my great-aunt was killed and the entire town started murdering each other for her empty throne.

That year produced King Ripper, who was only bested by King Logan—aka, the Beast.

It’s no wonder most people here are giving him a wide berth.

I bow, and back away, until the scorching heat of his dark gaze slips from me to land on my family, and the visiting royalty he’s now obligated to greet.

“I thought he would bite your head off, for sure,” a soft, gentle voice whispers from my side.

I straighten and find a group of women nearby, watching me and our king with great trepidation. I know who they are. The familiarity of their faces tells me I do, and I’ve made it a point to know as many pack members as I can, but in this moment, I can’t place their names for the life of me. 

They look to be about Mom’s age, but judging by their last-season pantsuits and dresses, they’re not the wealthiest members of our neighborhood here in town.

Probably we’ve seen them at an Order of the Moon meeting. Their kids, hovering behind them, are lost in a cluster of black graduation robes.

“Must be my lucky day,” I say, forcing a smile and touching their hands. I’m thinking the very same thing they were, but I don’t want to frighten them, so lightness and levity it is. “Thank you so much for coming. It’s so good to see you.”

“And you, Mary-Kate. You’re so good to us—all of us, not just us Ladies of the Moon. You deserve to have great things in return, and I’m sure all of Cavalier, and certainly all of Wolf Country, would agree about that. Congratulations on such a wonderful accomplishment,” the woman who first spoke says. 

The women behind her cluster in, nodding hard, their faces bright with unshed tears, and shake my hand as she does.

It warms my heart, and I thank them again, before begging off more chatter to slip away from all the occupied tables. 

You know how your brain does that thing where you spend all your time trying not to think of something, which means you end up thinking about it more?

Yeah. That’s me.

That’s me all over the place.

I find an empty table at the graduation after-party, and try desperately not to look at the Beast. Except that’s basically impossible to do because my cousins are here, so he has to entertain royalty, as a royal himself.

Well, as Alpha King, anyway. As far as I know, the only true royals are the descendants of the Original Shifter Sisters, my great-times-two-relatives, and unless there was some extramarital affair along the way, he’s not.

Dear moonlight, I
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