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CHAPTER ONE




SOMEONE’S SCREAMING.

THAT’S the thought that pulls me out of my sleep. It’s the only coherent thought I have when I startle awake.

I sit up and look around, blinking hard. The room is so dark, with barely any light shining into the windows, that I’m confused. Disoriented. My body shakes, the adrenaline from the last two days pumping back up to rouse me from slumber.

Soon, though, my night vision kicks in a bit. Everything around me comes more into focus: the plain furniture, the discarded clothes on the floor. Things are looking familiar, but I’m still not entirely awake.

The night goes quiet. I catch a warm citrus smell on my sheets, but it’s lost soon after I do, layered under the smell of breezy detergent.

Logan’s home. I’m in Logan’s home. He’s my Fated Mate. I’m the Queen.

These thoughts come back to me in drifts, right before the screaming starts again. It’s startles me as badly the second time as it did the first. 

It’s not just a scream of fear. It’s tortured. There’s a tearful edge to it.

Nothing else moves. The floor doesn’t creak with weary footsteps. No voices rise to hush it.

I’d feel bad, if I wasn’t so alarmed. But it is alarming, and I can’t quite figure out what to do. I know I’m an adult, but I don’t feel like it.

I’m just frightened and I want someone else—someone more of an adult than I am, one of the real adults in the house, who have more experience being an adult than I do—to take care of whatever’s happening.

Shivering, I lie back down, wrapping the bedding around myself. It’s as I’m trying to block out the sound that I figure out who it is. 

My heart breaking, I get up and tiptoe into the hallway. The only other person here is the guard. He stands at the top of the stairs, hands folded in front of him, giving baleful looks at Logan’s room.

I slip past him, only for his hand to touch my arm.

“I wouldn’t go in there, Majesty. He’s…in a state,” the security guard whispers to me. There’s a nervous quality to his voice that catches me by surprise.

“What kind of state?” I ask.

If he’s making a face, it’s subtle enough that I can’t see it, even with better night vision than a normal human. “Night terrors. The doctors think it’s trauma related. Best not to disturb him too much, let him work them out.”

I nod, but continue towards his door. “Okay, but he doesn’t have to be alone while he does,” I say, on a wave of, what I feel is, justified annoyance with everyone in the house.

By the time I get to the door, I’ve done so with more bravado than I feel. My hand hesitates on the handle. Logan’s screams pierce me from inside, he’s so upset.

My heart pounds. Despite my declaration, this could be construed as an invasion of privacy. He could wake up from the night terror, find me standing there, and be furious that I caught him in such a vulnerable state.

Besides, what kind of state will I find him in? Will he just be flinging himself around on the bed, tangling up in his sheets? Or will he be wandering around the room, lost and lonely?

There’s only one way to find out. I close my hand around the door handle and push it open.

Inside, the room is lit by an electric fireplace, one that’s still very much running, to the point that it’s almost oppressively hot to be in here with all the windows shut. The smell of the heat is warm, reminiscent of Logan’s own citrus smell, but it’s mingling with the tangy stink of fearful sweat.

Sure enough, the man himself is on the bed. His shouts ring in my ears. He’s naked to the waist, sprawled across his twisted white sheets, and gleaming with perspiration. Across his chest, white scars shine and stretch. They glow blue, as if his veins were pumped with neon fluid.

“They say moonlight burns him,” the guard says behind me, making me jump.

I turn, but the guard’s gaze is on Logan. I’ve never seen him so afraid. “But he’s a wolf,” I say, but the guard’s words stop me from heading deeper into the room.

“Majesty, the moonlight is what he was poisoned with,” the guard says, tone heavy with the gravity of this information. “Around the time he worked for King Ripper, the King had a drug called Sickle Moon in his possession, one he liked to use against his most hated enemies. It sticks to the body. It was used on Logan whenever Ripper sensed a threat.”

My mouth goes dry. Silver Moon. It’s been a long time since I’ve thought of that name, even longer since I’ve seen it, but just the mention is all it takes. 

I blink, and I’m back in the Howell. 

I blink, and I’m in the kitchen-slash-living-slash-dining-room. 

I blink, and Mom’s at the stove, stirring a pot by candle and firelight. Her hair’s in a messy bun on top of her head, the way it never is during the day, the way it only would be in a room with the curtains drawn, in the dead of night. She’s waving me in close, showing me the stinking concoction she’s making.

“This is the way, Mary-Kate,” she’s saying, her voice and eyes feverish with belief. “This is our ticket out of here.”

She shows me how to sweeten the smell, how to turn it from something sour and wrong, to something cool and cold and bright as the moonlight itself.

Logan screams and I’m back in the house with him, the memory dissolving under the weight of his pain. Pain that, knowingly or not—but how could they not, given what she said to me at the stove, really?—my family caused him.

The guard flinches. “They say it’s one of the worst things you can give a person. They claim it’s activated to torture the soul when—“

“—when the victim remembers being injected with it.” The words fall out of my mouth automatically. I’m so hot and so cold at the same time, I could probably burn sand into glass, if I wanted to.

The guard straightens. “You’ve heard of it?”

“It’s how Mom got us out of the Howell,” I say, furious on Logan’s behalf, and red-hot with betrayal. The fact that this is what’s hurting him makes me taste bile. I want to be sick, but I can’t.

This isn’t about me.

“What do we do?” I ask.

The guard, who stares at me with great uncertainty, shakes his head. “Wait it out. He’ll stop eventually.”

I balk, and then study Logan. The sheets are soaked. Tears stream down his face.

“That’s not good enough,” I whisper, and approach his bed. I touch his hand, white-knuckled where it grips the sheets, and find it burning hot. 

He writhes away from me, curling and shaking like he has the stomach flu.

“Turn off the heater and get some water,” I say, grabbing the nearest chair.

“He’s scared of the dark, Majesty.”

“I’ll stay with him,” I say. I fling open the curtains and windows. Cool air and moonlight stream in. I want to ask why his mom isn’t in here taking care of her son, but that seems insensitive. His dad is sickly himself. I’m sure she has enough on her plate, looking after him all day.

Besides, now that Logan and I are Bonded, it seems like it’s my job as his Mate to make sure he’s okay.

“This is why people think he tortures pack members,” the guard says, returning with a cup and a washcloth. “Apparently they can hear the screams halfway down the street.”

“I’ll bet,” I say, and sit down. Dipping the cloth, I wipe Logan’s face. As I work, I hum and stroke his sweat-soaked hair.

If he gets mad, then I’ll ask for forgiveness and never do this again.

Soon, his screams quiet and only his shivers remain. I pull his covers around him, tucking him in.

“Did your mom really provide Ripper with that drug?” the guard whispers into the fallen silence.

I startle, not having expected him to still be there. After my confession, though, it’s more startling that I expected him to leave. His job is to protect Logan, after all, long before he ever had to look after me.

“Yes, she did. She must have. She was so proud of it,” I say on a hard sigh. I shake my head. “I’m not sure if she makes it anymore. It’s not one of the ones I was working on when I still helped at the factory, but I wouldn’t be surprised if she keeps the recipe in her arsenal, for just the right occasion.”

I hope the bitterness in my voice is evident. If it is, the guard doesn’t say anything approving. He just stares at his boss.

“He’s never calmed down that fast before,” he says, with obvious relief. Turning to the door, he yawns. “Do you need anything else?”

“No. Thanks for helping me,” I say, settling back in my chair.

“Thanks for helping him,” the guard says, and leaves me alone with the king.

I stay up for a time, watching Logan. The glow fades from his skin. His breathing evens out. I take the hand resting nearest to me, relaxing in the chair. 

Before I nod off myself, he curls around me wrist, pressing my knuckles close to his heart.

It takes some time, and some work prying myself lose, but at long last, I manage to leave him, still asleep, before the sun comes up.

***

I fall asleep again the moment I hit my bed, but it might as well be for only five minutes before someone comes knocking, telling me we have to get up. The not-so-groggy part of my brain recognizes Edie. The groggy part of my brain still can’t understand why it’s dark outside, or why there’s so much commotion downstairs.

“Don’t rush, you can shower and get ready, he’s just noisy when he cooks,” Edie whispers, rubbing my back when I sit up.

I’m still sore from our run—and run-in with danger—last night, so I take her word for it and take my time getting myself up for the day.

It turns out, work starts in the kitchen. At breakfast, or what should be breakfast, Logan’s at the stove, pouring pancake batter onto skillets in between scrambling eggs and listening to Gloria. She’s ready, but rumpled, yawning over paperwork about something having to do with maintaining the borders between us and humans, fairies, and some other creatures that get lost in a yawn.

“Oh good, you’re here,” she says when I take a seat at the table. Logan looks over, and gives me a distracted smile, but his body points firmly towards the stove, spatula in hand. There’s a pot of coffee, a tea kettle, and a small offering of mismatched cups.

Gloria slides her papers over to me. “We just got this message in, or I’d still be home right now, and given the sensitive nature of it, you’ll want to hear this, too. Apparently, the Alphas have been up half the night concocting some hare-brained nonsense about Mary-Kate. They’re making claims she’s using this position to do all sorts of things, including take advantage of Wolf Country’s people for her own gain.”

My heart sinks. “Is there something we can do to stop this? It isn’t true,” I say, studying her.

“Tell them any lies they post about her will be contested, and they should back off if they value their time and money,” Logan says. A growl snakes its way around the edge of his words.

Gloria rubs her eyes. “The other thing that came up: humans have been catching wind of commotion in Wolf Country and are asking for one of two things. Either we meet with them to reassure them that they have nothing to worry about, and everything happening here will be contained here. Or they want written confirmation that our commotion will be dealt with immediately, seeing as Ripper’s problems always impacted them.”

“Start with the written confirmation,” Logan says, talking to the pancakes. “Promise them we’ll be maintaining our supply lines for all the goods and services we provide. If they have specific issues that arise, we can arrange a meeting and they’re welcome to set the dates and times.”

Gloria stands. “Got it. I’ll write to them directly,” she says, heading deeper into the house.

For a moment, an awkward silence descends between us, broken only by the sizzling pan. “You’re up early,” I say at last, pouring myself some tea. He only has lemon here, no cream or sugar, so the idea of drinking coffee is less appealing.

He gives me a small, almost shy smile. “I like to cook. Baking mostly, but anything will do. I wanted to make something, a way of congratulating you on your first full day as Alpha Queen, and sending you out there with a full belly seems the most charitable way to do it.”

“Throwing me to the wolves, as it were,” I say, slightly under my breath.

He barks a laugh, plating enough pancakes and eggs to feed the entire house. Seeing how many of us are here, I’m guessing that’s the point.

“How long have you had nightmares?” I ask when he finally sits down beside me.

He blushes. “Years, at this point. I’m sorry if they disturbed you.”

I shake my head and relax in my chair. “Can you do anything for them? I don’t imagine you sleep well because of them.”

He snorts. “Try erasing my memories. They make the terrors,” he says. It sounds like a suggestion, not a joke.

I put my hand over his. He meets my gaze. “I’m here, if you want to talk,” I say. My heart goes weak at the vulnerability in his gaze.

To my astonishment, he kisses my hand. His breath is a flutter of butterfly wings on my skin. I want to capture it there, and hold onto it forever. “Thank you,” he whispers.




***




It’s remarkably quiet on the way to work. By the time we hit downtown, though, I catch the chanting outside. Only when we finally pull up to town hall, and the other Alpha King buildings surrounding us, can I see the group of people, maybe ten or so, holding up signs and stamping their feet. Whatever Gloria said about the online hubbub, it’s clearly making its way into the real world.

Security takes us around back, and rushes us into the lobby. It’s a huge, open space with gray and black marble floors, a half-circle reception desk, and lots of open doors along the walls. We’re there briefly, then Logan takes my arm, guiding me through the building to the second floor.

“Your office is down the hall from mine. Alphas Leah and Charlotte are on our team, so you can ask them anything you like. And of course, if you have questions, I’m always here,” he says, his voice echoing on the short stairs. At the top of the landing, he pulls me in for a tight hug.

“It’s a busy job, but you can do this. Call me if you need anything,” he whispers into my hair, and then takes off with Gloria to the right, all the way to the front of the building.

I’m too overwhelmed to speak. Now that I’m alone, I might as well be a rabbit in the middle of an open field. Shaky, I go the opposite way.

The hallway is bright, and there are a smattering of doors on either side, but a suite opens right up in front of me, so I walk right in. The carpeting softens my footsteps in the square lobby, where three open doors, one on each wall, let me see into the offices and conference rooms now at my beck and call.

Two dark-skinned women are talking in the office across from me. At the sound of my approach, both look up, but only one comes directly over to speak with me. The other woman hurries away, disappearing into the conference room.

“Why do you have a whole mob surrounding our building?” Leah asks by way of greeting. 

My mouth gapes. I'm not sure what to say. “I assume it's because I'm queen now and they're not happy to have two alphas in charge?” 

“It's because Anthony and Damon are now telling everyone you're going to bring back the Chaos Year.”

We both straighten at the sound of the voice. Charlotte, brown skinned woman in the blue dress from the bonding-coronation ceremony, stands at the door to the suite. She wears a silver, beaded piece over the center part on her hair, and has swirling brown marks on her hands. She jabs a manicured thumb over her shoulder. “Alpha Marcus added to the conversation this morning. Apparently, it's been going on all night. Even Bailey's alphas are joining in.”

My mouth goes dry. I can't even begin to imagine what my cousin thinks of all this. Is she scrambling to do damage control, or is she hoping this makes me come to my senses, as she and Mom see it? She hasn't even called me in warning. Neither of them have. 

“And Cora?” I whisper. She hasn't reached out, either. Of the two, I'd expect to hear from her most. What's the hold up?

Charlotte shakes her head and leans against the doorframe. “Nothing yet,” she says. 

My heart sinks. “And my mom?”

“Also nothing.”

“Has anyone told them none of that is true?” I ask. I hate the obvious desperation in my voice, but these are supposed to be my allies. I don't want to hide my concern from them, even if it makes me look weak. 

Leah snorts. “Sure. Gloria gave them a soft threat and they’re happily ignoring it. I doubt they'd listen to more threats. These dens are more like cults than actual families.”

I grip my hair, closing my eyes. “On top of all the other things we have to do…” I whisper, thinking back to just this morning, and all the correspondence Gloria had on the table. With a huff of anger, I drop my hands. “Show me,” I say. “Show me everything they're saying.”

Leah makes a noise of dissent, but Charlotte pulls out a screen and hands it over. Sure enough, a long line of chat boxes and manipulated photos, mostly of me and mostly unflattering, have flooded our media sites. The screen prompts me to refresh multiple times, and my heart clenches. The page is alight with activity, even now. 

Indignation blooms in my chest. “I haven't been Alpha Queen for a day,” I say, trying to keep my tone even. My voice still wobbles. 

Charlotte puts the screen away. “What can I say? Damon's an ass. They all are. It's why they support each other, and anyone like them.”

“So what do I do? Just ignore it?” I ask, trying to tamp down the hysteria a little. 

Leah glares at her feet. 

Charlotte shrugs. “Do your job and prove them wrong. Fighting like grade-schoolers, and threatening them, is just wasting your time.”

A small breath of relief caresses my shoulders. Prove them wrong. Let them fight, but stay focused on the work. 

It’s good advice. This whole thing would be humanizing, if it wasn’t so angering, that these other Alphas are coming off as hostile on my first day. 

Probably have Mom to thank for that…

Straightening, I nod and march into the office Leah had been in moments before. “Can do,” I say, rolling my shoulders and looking around. “Which desk is mine?”

Leah leads me to the one at the back of the room, situated right in front of a large window. The moment, I sit, she’s pushing a slim series of files over to me. Each file folder is labeled with a sticky note, the first one indicating it’s about a trade route through the northern Wolf Country border.

“We have this on the computer, too, but the basics haven’t changed since we formed treaties with other creatures years ago,” she says. “Let’s go over it all now and you can ask questions as they come up.”

I nod, opening the top one.

By the time we’re done, my mind is spinning, my butt hurts, my eyes are dry, and I need to pee. We collect the files, agreeing to come back after Leah has a chance to check in with Logan. I stand, grateful for the break, and leave the office to stretch my legs.

I’m en route to the bathroom when I sense I’m being followed. Another woman, also wearing a tailored office outfit, marches behind me with all the confidence of someone who was probably born wearing pencil skirts and six-inch heels. She keeps her gaze up, her steps even.

There’s no obvious reason for me to be nervous, but I have to stop myself from walking faster.

The moment I open the door to the bathroom and step inside, a manicured hand grabs the back of my neck and pushes me to the floor. I’m so surprised, and so unnerved, that I let her.

Looking back, I can’t believe I let her.








CHAPTER TWO




IT’S LUCK, NO more or less than that, that there’s someone else in the room with us. Someone else, in heels and a circle skirt, comes out of the stall and screams. My attacker doesn’t let go, even when I see the circle skirt swinging a purse at them in my peripheral vision.

Then there are more voices. There’s commotion in the hallway behind us. The weight is lifted off my neck and back. The woman behind me is shrieking and I look over my shoulder in time to see her being lifted away by two burly men in guard uniforms.

A flash of silver catches the light, and a knife hits the floor with a pinging sound.

Circle Skirt clacks over to me, one hand on my arm. “Are you alright?” she asks in a low, girlish whisper.

No. I’m not.

Twelve hours. It hasn’t even been twelve hours and I’m already being attacked.

It hasn’t even been twelve hours and there’s already a pile of boxes by my desk from Mom, all stinking hard of magic.

It hasn’t been twelve hours and Mom’s already sending me expedited letters, reminding me to ask her for help. Reminding me that she can control the Alphas.

Reminding me that I’m not respected by them yet, though she doesn’t say so in as many words.

But I nod because I don’t want to seem more shaken than I am. Circle Skirt helps me up. The moment I see her white, heart-shaped face, it distantly occurs to me that this is Belle, Alpha Anthony's wife.

“I’m so sorry. This is my mate’s fault. He’s such an arrogant dingleberry, I hate him so much,” she says, gripping my arm.

Then the guards are coming in. People fuss over me. Plans are being made: does security need to be increased? Did anyone check the credentials of that woman before she was allowed to enter the building? How is Logan going to be informed?

“I’ll tell him,” I say, through bloodless lips, and pull out my phone. He answers on the third ring, and then  then curses under his breath when I explain what’s happening.

“I didn’t think this would happen so soon,” he says, sounding exhausted already.

It does nothing to ease the discomfort—anxiety and skittishness, for starters—growing in my chest. “You can’t stop them?”

“Of course, we can set more guards. More security. Vet our people better. We can’t stop everyone who will slip through, though. This is just how it is.″

Whatever he says next, I can’t hear it. His words ring in my ears. They hover over me like flies on a carcass.

They stay through the physical examination, the filing of a report about the incident—as we’re now calling it—and the nonsensical murmurings about how this is “all for documentation purposes only.” Because apparently, it doesn’t much matter if someone gets hurt. It only matters that we make note of its occurrence.

I’m still in the office. Logan is still in his. Only Leah and Charlotte are with me. The moment security leaves us alone to do…whatever it is they plan on doing to counter this, both women close the suite door, giving us a scrap of privacy.

I’ve never felt so…helpless isn’t the right word. Maybe ignored is. It certainly doesn’t feel like I can do anything about this, even though I should be able to.

It’s uncomfortably like being a kid again, and I hated being a kid.

“Can I be very honest, ma’am?” Leah asks, leaning against the wall.

“Sure,” I say, dropping my gaze to my hands.

“I come from a family of lawyers. This whole thing—ma’am, in other countries, this kind of constant violence is illegal. There’s no reason we need to keep living like this, ma’am. Either you do something about the Alphas and their little pets, or—″

“Or you will?″ I ask, biting back with as much snark as I can. It comes out of me stinging, and I’m immediately ashamed. “I’m sorry. It’s not your fault.”

Leah levels her gaze at me. “No, that wasn’t what I was going to say. Either you do something about this, or nothing will change.″

She’s right. The fact that she’s bringing it up at all makes me need to let out a pressing issue I haven’t been able to ignore. “Can I just…can no one tell me why no one’s done anything until now?″ I ask, looking around the room.

Leah deflates. “I won’t risk my family getting hurt,″ she says. There’s a heaviness in her voice that catches my attention. When I look at her, everything about her goes tense. “I come from a long line of lawyers. In the past, before Ripper, many of the Alphas’ family members were on the other side of the courtroom from mine. We represented their victims and in many cases, we won. Since Ripper came to power, well…things have changed. It’s no good to stick your neck out.″

I nod. This is news to me, but it grounds me where I stand. I’m finding myself humbled, even, by the nobility in her answer.

It’s certainly better than anything Mom’s ever come up with, as a defense for her own work.

“And for you?″ I ask Charlotte.

She straightens. “My family has a great deal of property in farmland. The Alphas have been salivating over it since before Ripper became king. If I give them a reason, they’ll flood my family’s homes, and steal our livelihood. I can’t risk that. This job pays, but it’s not enough to keep our entire den afloat, and we have whole generations that grew up on that land. It’s as much a part of us as being shifters is.″

Another humbling statement. “Why hasn’t Logan done anything?″ I ask, changing to an easier track of conversation to debate.

“He doesn’t think it would do any good,″ Leah says, folding her arms across her chest.

“Because he’s tried?″

“Because of how much energy it would take. He says there are better things to worry about.″

“Than getting our opponents out of our way, to get what needs doing done?″ I ask, with more than a little snark.

This, now, is starting to grate on me. No, more than that, it’s pissing me off. I shake my head. “Logan might not want to do a lot of things, but it’s been a year, and not doing things hasn’t gotten him anywhere. We’re taking them down,″ I say. I march over to my desk, pulling over a fresh pen and a pad of paper and sitting down heavily in my chair. 

From the top of my vision, I catch Leah and Charlotte looking at each other. I don’t need to see them to feel the uncertainty flitting between their gazes.

“How?” Leah asks, coming to the door.

“We’re going to outlaw these weaponized attacks. If they want to strike at me, or you, no physical altercations need to happen. They can get their grievances in writing, like civilized creatures,” I say, my pen almost cutting into the paper as I scribble the idea out.

“You need Logan’s consent to file that,” Leah says, reading over my shoulder. “Since you’re ruling together.”

I throw my pen down and stand. “Then let’s go get him,” I say, leading the march out.

Leah and Charlotte flutter behind me as I hurry down the hall and into Logan’s office. His setup is a mirror of mine, except only Gloria’s moving around here, making her way across the room with her phone at her ear. Logan’s at his desk, head bent over something, one hand pointing at the screen of his computer.

At our approach, they both look up. Even the people in the conference rooms to the right and left stop what they’re doing to watch, whispering.

Gloria steps in my way. “Mary-Kate, what in the world—“

“We’re going to change the pack laws, here and now,” I say, circumnavigating her to enter Logan’s office. I smile at his confusion and uncertainty. 

Behind me, chairs push back. Footsteps creep closer. I already know what I’ll see if I turn around: the surrounding staff is probably gaping, looking at each other like I’ve lost my mind.

“Can she do that?” someone actually whispers.

Logan relaxes his hands in his lap, leaning back in his chair and considering me. “How so?” he asks.

I hand over the paper, letting it speak for itself.

He reads it over for longer than it actually takes to absorb the thin excuse for a paragraph I’d written. When he finally looks up, it’s to find someone over my shoulder. “Leah? Have you seen this?” he asks.

She sidles in behind me, standing at my right. Her hands are in her pockets. “I have. I said you needed to agree for it to be legal.”

Gloria hurries in on my other side. She comes around the desk as Logan holds out the page for her to read. Her shoulders slump. 

“The Alphas will challenge you,” she says, giving me a pained look. She shakes her head. “You can’t just drop these kinds of laws on them, you need to work up to it. If you think you’re getting pushback just for being Alpha Queen…”

“Can we get prepared for that?” I ask. I reach for the page. When Logan hands it to me, I grab the nearest pen and throw in an addendum. “What about if we put a price on it? You attack us, you pay a fine. You violate our personal and private spaces, the fine goes up.”

Behind me, whispers are starting up again, having died down once the staff heard us speaking.

“What about the people who work for you?” Gloria asks. Her voice is small, but she’s hugging herself. I’ve never asked, but the ghosts in her eyes tell me Logan’s not the only one who’s been threatened.

The fact that our people—employees and workers of all stripes—are getting caught in the crossfire of others’ issues with us? That pisses me off even more.

Logan puts a hand on her arm. “This is just a draft. We can add stipulations, protections,” he says, soft and gentle as he looks up at her. He leans in, waving at me to give him the page. When I do, he crosses some of my work out, adds something beside it, and then puts more items at the bottom of the list.

He hands it back to me and I read it over with Leah.

“Attacks on staff, employees of any kind, friends, and family of the Alpha King and Queen results in a fine upwards of one thousand dollars per person, per attack.

“Violation of the Alphas’ personal space and privacy results in a fine upwards of two thousand dollars per person, per attack. Continued violations upwards of three incidences will result in a personal tax of fifty dollars per month to be paid to the government, for emotional trauma and damages.

“Any violations exceeding five incidences will result in a personal donation of…”

I stop reading and grab a pen. Crossing out the end part about donations, I lean over. “Result in the ending of Alpha status, and a forfeiting of all assets, liquid or otherwise, earned therein, to the government,” I say, scribbling that in at the very end.

Leah chokes, turning the sound into a cough. A gasp fills the office. The slap of the pen on the desk is loud, almost like a gunshot. Gloria stares, gape-mouthed, at me.

Logan’s face is tight again. “Mary…”

“What?” I ask, challenge clear in my voice. I cross my arms and cock a hip, waiting.

He slides the paper over, rubbing a hand across his mouth. “I’m not sure we can…”

“Why not?” I ask, very seriously. “They’ve made it clear they think they can do anything. We don’t have any laws saying they can’t do whatever they want. This gives them actual consequences.”

He sits there for a while, staring at the paper without really reading it. The set of his mouth is so tense, as hard a line as his shoulders are, that I know, instantly, he’ll reject this. He’ll say I’m being naive. Or he’ll laugh in my face.

“Can I speak to Mary alone, please?” he asks.

Everyone shares a look, then wanders out. I close the door behind them.

“You don't like the plan,” I say. 

He leans forward, elbows on the desk. “I can't guarantee anyone's safety with this plan, Mary. It's my job to protect not only you, but my family. We might not have enough security for this.”

“We might not need as much as you think,” I say. “You're assuming your family will be targeted, but historically, they only get hurt if they're caught in the crossfire.”

“Isn't that bad enough?” He makes a face, disgust twisting his mouth and cheeks. 

“Yes. We keep them out of the way. That's all there is to it,” I say. 

His shoulders tense. “You're sounding remarkably naive, Mary.”

I lean against the wall by the door. “Okay. If my way doesn't work, then we'll do it your way. If these new laws don't muzzle the alphas, then you can decide how we respond. Can we agree on that?”

“I'd rather go with Gloria's idea of only introducing one law at a time,” he says. 

“But they need bigger consequences than money,” I say. “They need incentive to comply. Money can come back. Becoming a shifter again, as an adult, is risky. We need change now.”

“Change doesn't work like that,” he says.

“It could,” I say, tapping my foot.

He leans back. “A compromise, then. Two laws at a time, then. We give them two new ones. The first two fines. If it doesn't work, then we change tactics.”

“To what?” I ask, skeptical. 

“Something more...influential.” He waves a hand. “We can think of something.”

“But you've been doing the same thing to keep yourself safe since you became king. It hasn't kept you from being attacked. How can you be sure that continuing to do what you've always done is going to stop anyone?” I ask. 

I jab a finger towards the windows behind him. “The alphas have evolved. They use magic in their attacks now. We need to change, too, if we want to keep up.”

He gives me a hard look. “Can we please try it my way first?”

I glare at the door. “Fine,” I say under my breath, and wrench the handle open.

Gloria comes in first. “What’s happening?” she asks, studying our tightened faces.

Logan waves Leah over and taps on his computer. “Let’s draft these first two points up, not the one about the alpha positions specifically, and prepare a press release.”

To my shock, Gloria steps in between them. She blocks Logan with her arm, cutting him off from Leah and the computer. “You can’t be serious. Logan, they’ll revolt,” she says.

He looks her in the eye as he says, “Then it’ll give us the perfect opportunity to prove how serious we are about this, and how far they’re willing to go to challenge us.” He picks up his phone. “I’m calling in more guards. The moment this is drafted and ready for sending, contact me. I’m setting up a meeting with our head of security. They’ll have everything in place for when the news goes out to Wolf Country.”








CHAPTER THREE


IT TAKES HALF an hour for the draft to be finalized and everyone to arrive at Logan’s office for the security meeting. The guards’ jaws drop. They shift and share looks of discomfort.

But they don’t challenge us. The captain clearly wants to. She keeps running a shaking white hand over her short-cropped hair, her gaze jumping between Logan and the wall as he talks.

She still nods, agrees to be there when he needs, and then lets us end the meeting before her team erupts at her with questions. And fortunately, they all have the good sense to quiet down the moment they step out of the room. As I make my way back to work, I get the sense that their workspace is going to be loud with disbelief and worry.

I do my level best not to check the internet for the rest of the day. Around me, Leah and Charlotte talk about what’s going on, in between getting me caught up on the Alpha Queen’s long list of things to do. I listen to them talk about it—“Gloria just posted the notice that new laws would be enacted this afternoon.” “Damon is going off about how unlawful that is.”—and consider myself up-to-date in between letters from the rest of Wolf Country begging for help, applications for everything from money and assistance, to new schools and businesses, and which leaders in nearby countries require various offers to keep us on their good side.

Just before close of business at the end of the day, Gloria comes in to collect us all. Leah and Charlotte leave first. Then Gloria brings me to the lobby, where a country-wide team of journalists has assembled, sitting in chairs in front of a podium and backdrop with our logo on it: a wolf howling in front of a full moon, in black and white. Off to the side, a makeup team is working on Leah and Charlotte. Logan’s taking the paper out of his collar, brushing off a tiny bit of powder as he does.

I step into the makeup chair in a daze. There are already lights, wires criss-crossing the floor, and plenty of noise bouncing off the high ceiling. My hands quake in my lap. I have to fold them together, fingers interlaced, to keep them still.

At my side, Gloria’s explaining to me how this will work. It’s something like: statement first, three questions, then walk away. As she’s saying this, it sounds easy enough. I nod, I say I agree, but the moment she’s done talking, I forget everything she says.

It must show on my face because she sighs, clutching her folio tighter in her hands.

“Logan will do most of the talking,” she says.

Something about that wakes me up. “No.” I push the makeup artist out of the way, taking the paper from my collar and getting out of the chair. “No, it was
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