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PORSHA HAWKINS CATCHES a glimpse of herself in the rear-view mirror, as she’s driving home from a long day at work. Just the eyes, but the eyes were enough to reflect back how wrung out she felt. Tired looking bags clung to the depths of her sockets and she felt every last crease under them. 

How did I get here? How is this my life? 

Porsha never liked looking herself in the eyes, not in pictures or reflections. She had unnerving eyes, or so she’d been told all her life. The eye doctor called her eye color fallowed heterochromia. Green on the outside with a strange yellow color in the centers. They looked unnatural, almost sickly. Hardly anyone looked her in the eye. 

She considered her eyes a curse. It didn’t matter how nice she was—kind, helpful, or anything—those eyes gave her an aura of someone unapproachable. Frankly, Porsha never much liked how she looked anyway. She had limp, heavy red hair. It tried to wave, but couldn’t. Was red, but really only in certain lights. It never seemed to do much more than look greasy. 

And she was covered head to toe in freckles. They were polka dots, densely covering her cheeks and shoulders. Down her chest, her legs. Everywhere, looking not much better than a rash. She dressed modestly to hide them, never out of jeans, long skirts and some kind of jacket to cover her arms. Her skin was covered in warning signs, screaming don’t touch me! like a poisonous frog or something. It was horrible!

Sometimes people think she’s snooty or haughty—but it’s not like that. Really, she knows her problem. She just happens to be a little insecure, and that comes out as harshness when it shouldn’t. Instead of turning harsher, she’s turned quiet. And in the end, a life time of such behavior has resulted in a shy, meek person, working late nights for too little pay because no one else will hire her.

Ever since she was just a young thing, she’s felt out of place in this world, more at home in books than anywhere else. She ate up any book about thinking she could get her hands on, it was all she bothered with. Well, until she’d discovered video games... Even when she managed to pull her head out of a book or away from a screen, her mind was already so busy creating its own worlds she hardly spent a full day in reality.

She probably would have been diagnosed with maladaptive daydreaming if her mother had bothered to take her to a psychologist when her grades started failing, despite what every teacher called her “obvious intelligence.” And for that, Porsha had never really forgiven her mother. 

Maybe, with just a little more help, she might not have turned out this way. Maybe should could have been someone powerful... someone other people looked up to, or even feared. But she ended up a push over with a resting bitch face.

Now that she’s grown, Porsha is alone. Her family is scattered, and they hardly even talk at holidays. She doesn’t bother with pets (though she loves the idea of having a cat, she’ll only take one in if it just so happens to come into her life, too pragmatic to justify the cost of a pet just because she’s lonely). It’s like life rejects any attempt she has in engaging with it. 

She keeps no friends; they just seem to melt out of her life a moment after they enter. Leaving her alone in nowhere Kansas outside of Topeka. It’s admittedly a droll life, though she tries not to let it bother her. 

Only when she’s drunk and it’s the early hours of the morning, might she actually admit the truth. She wants more. 

She wants her family nearby so she might at least see them from time-to-time. A lover would be nice too. Someone who wanted to build a future with her, a man who saw her dreams and believed in her. She wanted it all. Her own kids. Big family dinners on Christmas with as many generations as could attend. She wanted a successful business, so successful that she didn’t need to work besides doing art, and to have love bleeding out of every corner in her life. 

Of course, when she was nursing a headache the next morning, she swore off all of that. None of that would prove that she lived a worthwhile life, she could do it on her own. As long as she can keep making her silly little sculptures and getting by, she’ll be fine. 

Well... she also wouldn’t mind some extra time to indulge in her favorite hobby: re-enter video games. 

A hobby that’s been out of her reach for a while now, which is probably why she’s thinking about all this instead of hyper fixating on her favorite non-work-related pastime. 

That’s because Porsha was a PC gamer. And her previous computer had unfortunately been out of commission for the last few weeks, and her new device had just only arrived this very morning. It wasn’t necessarily her fault what happened to her computer, but it didn’t much matter who’s fault it was. In the end, she was responsible for replacing it. 

If someone was to be blamed... well... ultimately it would still be her.... but... See, the problem is, she’d been trying to make new friends again. 

Teresa was a newbie at this dance class Porsha had been spending her Thursday nights at for a few months now. She’d hoped to make some friends there, but people seemed to come and go from the studio at a pace that made it impossible for her to keep up with anyone. But every so often someone new would join, so she tried to make friends with the new faces.

Enter Teresa. She was a short woman with great colorful style and a quick easy smile. She went out of her way to talk, offering easy conversation and the chance at something. For now, she was only someone Porsha passingly knew. A friendly face in a sea of strangers. 

The disaster occurred approximately 15 days ago. That day Teresa walked into the gas station while Porsha was working, the former squealing when she saw her on the other side of the counter. After quick, loud hellos, and learning that this shift was almost over, Teresa practically demanded that they hang out. 

Somewhat reluctantly, Porsha agreed. Not because she didn’t like Teresa, but because she was both tired and had a lot of orders to pack this afternoon. And bad things tended to happen when Porsha was too exhausted and procrastinating. 

Low and behold, not ten minutes after crossing the threshold, Teresa’d tripped on her own shoelace, spilling her boiling hot cup of tea all over Porsha’s trusty beloved PC. Completely destroying it.

That twitch she was trying to ignore tweaked her eye again.

It was hard to forget the dying flicker of the lock screen. And harder not to hold it against this new “friend”. Very hard. 

Teresa was apologetic, texting several times about how sorry she was and offering to stage a fun night out to try an made up for it, which was nice of her. Those messages sat on Porsha’s phone, read but not yet responded to.

It wasn’t like Teresa was a bad person, it was an honest accident, but pushing her away seemed easier than dealing with her. Because in truth, Porsha didn’t want to go out. If she went out, she’d get too drunk and cry. And she’d done enough of that to last a lifetime. 

What she wanted more than anything was to get her new (expensive) computer up and running, and spend those same hours with dry eyes, staring at the screen enjoying the ambience of her favorite game. The game that had become her only game. It replaced everything. Every book, every TV show, and every place a person should have fit.  

Porsha Hawkins was obsessed with the game Crystal Eclipse. 

Crystal Eclipse was a lite-RPG business management and dating sim. It was one of those games that shouldn’t exist. The team behind it was indie, and the project was so large in scope and scale it seemed impossible. Layers and layers of gameplay, but it never felt too complicated. Cozy, yet dramatic. Difficult, yet fun. 

The team wanted to make the game they’d always wanted—a life sim in a rich alien culture, with the drama of a big overarching narrative and a reactive world. They wanted it all; combat with boss fights, romance, gardening, shop management, skill trees, rivalries, multiple endings, spectacular music, hand drawn graphics, and so, so, much more.

It's the game that millions dream of. It was the sort of game Porsha’d dreamed of, maybe even literally as a child. During those days, the world outside zoomed past by the pace of years while her inner world was terminally distracted. Her dreams were full of strange places that were so much like Crystal Eclipse it was almost scary...

Except it was no longer a dream. They made it real, and it was incredible. 

She wouldn’t dare count the hours of her life she’d spent between playing and thinking about Crystal Eclipse. It was easily thousands, probably tens of thousands. She’d played the main campaign a hundred times, earned every ending, and from time-to-time would 100% a profile just for the joy of it. There were countless more hours spent in the endless arcade modes, running a little flower shop and earning millions.  

Every art book they’d ever released, she owned. There were 9, one for each member of the main cast, one for the world design, one complete walkthrough book, and two special addition books; the “gold” and “diamond” additions. And if she had the money, she’d probably have all the posters and figurines too. Now that she was dreaming, she’d get a bigger apartment for it all, so a whole room could serve as a shrine to it. 

Her very most prized possession was a pale pink t-shirt with the title scrawled across the chest with flowers and fancy font, signed with as many members of production as she could track down at the one convention she’d managed to go attend out of the country. Artists, programmers, voice actors, and even the director of the game had touched that precious shirt! It was hung up on the wall like artwork.  

Hell, she even had the exploitive mobile version of the game called Crystal Eclipse Lite: Season’s Bonds and spent real money on it. Not that she’d ever admit how much, or she might make herself sick. 

Obsessed was the wrong word. Crystal Eclipse became Porsha’s world the moment after she booted it up the first time. The only reason her apartment wasn’t covered in memorabilia and merch was because she just couldn’t afford it. But almost everything that she owned at least reminded her of the game, even if it wasn’t officially related. 

Crystal Eclipse had a luxurious fusion of Moroccan, Chinese, and Moorish aesthetics. Every environment was decadent and exaggerated. Every character featured richly colored hand painted art work, and the 3D environments tried their best to capture the character of the concept art, some of which were hung up in her living room in frames. 

The games major “business management” section revolved around the concept of crystal blooms, which were sacred objects used for decoration and rituals. All the flower designs were based off of real crystals, though some fantasy rocks thrown in, with plenty of varieties and different rarities. And beyond that there was rich flora outside the shop, which could be collected during the RPG sections of the game. Both of which could be used to make potions, confer blessings, or heal the characters directly. 

Porsha had the natural version of every kind of crystal featured in the game, even if it was just a little tumble. And she tried her damndest to add some of that Moroccan flair to her old sofa with the use of blankets and fancy, round tasseled pillows (she found on sale for a steal) to cover the back instead of traditional big sofa pillows. 

But the main feature? The thing she took most pride in? The key piece of her collection? 

Making a total score at a thrift shop on the nice side of town, she’d found a complete pastel bed set, ornamental and princess like. It came with tufted pillows and a billowy satin duvet—and it was real silk. It was magical. That became the center piece of her bedroom. And though she didn’t have much more in there, besides a painted dresser and gaming set up, it was her one true love.  

Admiring that bedspread was actually what distracted Teresa before she’d gone and tripped over her own shoes. So maybe it was too much of a dream. Like how Crystal Eclipse was a dream come true that might have had an active role in ruining Porsha’s life, with how much time it sucked away from other activities.

It didn’t matter, it would take the apocalypse for Porsha to give on Crystal Eclipse and she certainly wasn’t going to get rid of her bed set because it was too nice!

The promise of her bed, it’s silky comfort and plush cloudy embrace, was the only thing tethering her to consciousness as she drove home. It was dark, and cold, an early hour after midnight that was better not muttered, and hardly ever seen by most. Exhaustion is so heavy; she might as well be blind as she parks and shambles up to her apartment door just as it begins to drizzle a freezing haze onto her shoulders. 

Thunder has been threatening the sky for a while, and it’s a miracle she’s gotten home before the storm started. It’s too cold for snow at this time in the year, and the rain that pelts her cheeks and hand leaves a burning freezing tingle behind. 

Great, she can’t help but grumble to herself, ice in the morning... 

The door finally relents, squeaking lowly as she stumbles inside. Not even bothering with lights, Porsha slowly, carefully, shuffles her way to the back of the apartment, managing not to bump her toes on anything before getting to her bedroom door. It takes a little force, but she slumps inside. 

There’s a street light shining down the way seeps through the window, giving just enough light to see the outline of the furniture. With all the energy she can muster, she undoes her laces and tosses the shoes off to the side before flopping onto the mattress. Like a worm, she just slips her clothes off, peeling the layers off and then crawling her way under the comforter. Sleep slushes up around every movement, begging to drag her deeper into a heavy, dreamless nothing. 

There’s not even the mental energy left to slip her fingers between her thighs and offer her poor, tired body a little relief at the end of the night, like she typically does. No, no soft touching or the swiftness of a vibrator needed to wind down today. She’s was already utterly spent. 

The heavy curtain of sleep just about lays down on her vision. A warm lulling feeling chasing away the chill as she curls up around her pillow. 

But then....

There’s a noise. 

It’s starts out as a gravely static haze. Practically indistinguishable from the growing storm outside, until it gets louder. And louder. And louder. And louder.

Once the fuzz is harsh enough to catch her attention, she barely manages to lift her head up searching for the source. The haze eventually gives way to music. That soft strumming song that lulls open the main screen of Crystal Eclipse. It was iconic, enchanting but slightly sinister...

Even with one eye peeled open, it’s not hard to find what’s making all that noise. The only thing in the room capable of producing this terrible glare and the accompanying ruckus is the new desktop computer. 

And to think she’d spent a lot of money on that thing...

Yes, the website she’d bought it from was slightly shady, but nonetheless she’d received the gaming computer at a fairly decent price, and this morning it appeared to be in normal working order. But it’s over there now, buzzing with life in the corner for seemingly no reason. Forcing herself up, she’s grumbling until she manages to stumble towards the desk and her eyes land on the screen. 

It’s flickering widely as the music continues to get louder and more percussive. Images flash painfully fast across the screen, but she can’t help but feel like it’s some kind of pattern. Five men, all unique with glowering stares that captured the attention of a niche but dedicated fanbase—and Porsha’s heart almost exclusively. But they come and go so fast the images blur into meaningless colors. 

Then the screen freezes on her. The main character of the game. She’s a sweet but somewhat plain young woman, who served as the player insert. Her art is pretty. Her hands held delicately in front of her, as she peers at the viewer with innocent blue eyes, pale blush hair framing her face. She was who endured the game, who Porsha laughed and cried with, who she practically lived through. 

But the portrait was getting brighter, until the images was distorted and blurring, and through it she could hear something different through the familiar noise. A strange chanting cutting through the music. Shapes and symbols danced around in a circle, glowing in white and blotting out the image until it was a pastel shadow. 

In the brightness she could see a darker image, a circle with a large almost human silhouette in the center. It looks familiar, but she can’t recognize the character fast enough before it flashes away and the main menu screen returns to normal. 

Well, at least the image does. The volume is still out of control loud. 

Much as she liked the music, obviously it’s late, and too loud even if it wasn’t so late. The fact that she hadn’t even turned on the computer slipping right past her focus as she squints at the monitor. She taps around, or at least tries to, but it’s utterly useless. The mouse does nothing, the keyboard caps lock button strangely blinks, but no inputs seem to register. 

All the while, the sound is getting eerily louder, like it might blow the speakers. She makes a quick choice. Forgoing the monitor entirely, she rubs her eyes and crawls under the desk to just pull the plug out and end it. Even the cord resists her pulling as if the wall is trying to suck the tines back in with each attempt. One good yank only earns her a sharp shock. Yelping, she jolts back, bumping her head under the desk just to make another pained sound. 

Voice lines start playing, loud enough to bother the neighbors if they aren’t heavy sleepers. Thunder rattles the window panes while shouts from battle, quips, introduction cutscene sounds, and whole speeches overlay one another until it’s impossible to understand. 

It’s actually a little frightening, she’d be more scared if she wasn’t so distracted nursing the bump on the back of her head. Giving up on that, she shakily gets to her feet, narrowly avoiding hitting the desk again on her way up. 

Meanwhile, the music was only getting louder, the screen brighter. 

Annoyed with the speakers beginning to buzz and strain, she barks at the computer, “Just shut up! Stop it!” 

The computer does not respond, just blinking and blaring. 

That’s it, Porsha might just toss the thing out the window into the storm than deal with this any longer. But first, she shouts as if it will help, “I said, stop it!” 

Her throat rattles oddly with the strength of those words, so loud and sharp she involuntarily slaps a hand over her mouth to quiet herself. The power buzzes her lips with a lingering tenor. In the silence left after the sound of ‘p’ the computer lets out a vicious snap and Porsha jumps back, falling onto her bed as the device shuts down, leaving her in total darkness.  

Listening to the rain pounding against the walls for a moment, she’s blinded until her eyes readjust to the dimness. She waits. Sitting up and staring at the shadow of the computer, waiting for it to boot back up and start freaking out again, but nothing happens. She looks around the room, waiting for anything to happen really, but... nothing.

Weird. Just weird. But surely it could just be a coincidence. It must have been. The power surged because of the storm, she just failed to see the flash of lightening because the screen was so bright. 

It couldn’t have been her voice that turned it off—that wouldn’t make any sense.  

Feeling uneasy and shaking just a bit, she waits in the quiet longer, listening to the sound of rain pattering against the walls. The sharper sound of water on glass. The thundering from clouds. It’s soothing, it always is, and eventually her heart calms. A yawn ripples its way up her chest, then turns into a shiver as she stretches through it, exhaustion no less heavy than when she stepped through the threshold. 

Considering slipping into the roller chair and rebooting the computer to make sure it’s alright, the debate doesn’t last long. While it’s brand new, and if a power surge just broke it, she’ll probably be devastated and cry, it’s just too late to care. Whatever’s wrong can wait until the morning. 

She crawls back into bed, a little more at ill ease than before, and lets a deep sleep grip her tightly and take her away the moment her head lays on the pillow. The dreams which linger on the edges of darkness remain mysterious and formless, save for the soft sound of a hoarse whisper muttering words she can’t quite understand, or maybe just can’t remember. These lull her the rest of the way to sleep, into more defined dreams of unreal magic and obscure ritual. 

But a few words, these stand out. Spoken loudly. Clearly. 

Hear... me!  The voice demanded. I... will not... be... denied...  

...my chance...!
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SOMEWHERE, FAR, FAR away from a normal woman sleeping soundly in her mundane bed having anything but mundane dreams, there was a small but elegant council room which two figures were just now entering. This is a place nestled in the back of a splendid castle. It stands in the center of the lush oasis of Junie, where it’s master may share a peaceful moment in the hub of his territory. 

One of several, the castle was chosen by the leader of this land in his youth for its immaculate monochrome scheme. The exterior and interior were both covered in tiles which were all shades of warm cream, a pearlescent reference to the sands his clan originated from. It features no complex images, ornate, or bold patterns along its walls. Nothing which could distract from the simplicity of the arching architecture or the reaching sight of low wetlands on the horizon, filled with ponds and lakes bustling with life. 

Such titles cover the entirety of the doomed ceiling in this quaint section of the palace, and during the long, lazy hours of twilight, each shimmer with an unreal golden glow.

The intimacy of the chamber betrayed its usefulness, for it was nothing more than a small seating area where the ruler of these lands could indulge in delicate conversations with members of his clan. A short white shelf lays behind two chairs, decorated solely with a small glass vase and a bouquet of bulbous yellow flowers. The chairs are plush, more relaxed than one would expect a ruler to lounge in, barely more than flouncy pillows trimmed with gold thread, raised off the ground by fine teak wood stands. 

Headship Maraci appears to be a strong man, much younger than his 76 years, though his hair is long and gray now. Sun blessed, his complexion bears only the most refined of age marks, and all his life he has enjoyed splendid health. Adorned in shining silks, dyed the very same cream shades of his palace, he’s in stark contrast to his son lounging opposite to him. 

While Rodah Maraci is seen as a holy, kind headship, the same could not be said of his only heir. Dressed always in dark blue, Ronan Maraci’s every movement holds a keen sharpness to it which give the impression that he was extremely controlled and precise. Not at all like the natural warmth his father exuded, he cut an extremely cool figure which was powerful in its own right. Every move he makes is measured, as are his words. 

Though he is keen and often clever, it is difficult to love Ronan as a ruler in the same way the people have loved his father. And this is what troubles Rodah most as he looks towards the approaching end of his reign and the beginnings of the next. 

Long has father attempted to gently guide his son down a path that would better suit his own vision of the world, but from alpha to alpha such a thing was impossible. Stubbornness and vision were two key traits needed for any leader. Ronan was nothing if not his own man, and this was to be respected. But on one issue there could be no more delays or disagreements. This is what Rodah intended on confronting his son about tonight.

A long day of meeting with the clan alphas from across the territory ended in a long walk down back halls, a quiet conversation shared between just family. It was distant talk, characteristically impersonal. Ronan had never been very emotional, not even as a pup. 

The headship’s offer to sit for a while lingers in the air for a moment before Ronan agrees. They’ve only privately spoken about one topic in the last year, and both grow tired of it. A reserved turn in Ronan’s gaze immediately shifts the tone of the conversation as they settle in to talk, and the headship represses a sigh.

This was not going to go well.

His one heir, the only alpha born of all five broods sired by him in his life time, had a choice to make. An implied ultimatum finally needed to be made concrete. Father and son sit, locked in a tense stare. Truly, they share the same, intense brown eyes—though they look out into the world very differently with them.

Especially as it pertains to one very sensitive subject. 

“Not one of them?” The headship shakes his head, already disappointed. “Ronan, that is unacceptable.” 

“You can’t force the sun to rise, father.” 

“We are not trying to find you La’helia incarnate, that’s impossible. But many a suitable omega has been presented to you and yours.” These words are neither chiding, or severely said, but none the less Ronan repels at hearing them. “At your age there can be no more delays. You must choose.” 

The other man stays silent, his curtain of dark hair obscuring his face momentarily. His father simply watches, a feeling bordering on pity simmers behind his eyes. 

It’s not an easy thing to ask of a pack, but if their clan is to continue ruling this territory, then a fertile mate must be found and quickly. Although their own have ruled for nearly ten generations, Rodah knew well it only took one weak sovereign to topple a territory. 

In a time of recovery, the nation’s people needed to be assured that their territory is strong, stable, and abundant. To do that, an omega must be presented by the heir, and pups to follow. It was as simple as that.  

Ronan chews on his words before he finally answers, “And what if we can’t?” 

“Then one in your sister’s brood will be chosen as heir.” His father answers. “It is not tradition, but her eldest son is nearly of age. He may grow to have the proper temperament.”

If he’s surprised, Ronan doesn’t let any indication change his posture or his tone. He just calmly asks, “Are you saying I must take a mate, or give up my position?” 

While as much has been threatened over the course of the last decade, as this search for a suitable pup-barer has gone on and on, this time the line must be officially drawn. Rodah simply nods. 

“Yes.”  

“The pack might not have formed as you excepted, father, but my pack mates are all extremely capable. When it’s time for me to step into your place they will serve the territory well.” Ronan sat back, explaining with a roll of his hand. “If we don’t have another to join the pack who can bare us pups by the time I’m coronated headship, I wouldn’t be concerned.” 

“Then thankfully I’m not considering your concern, son.” Headship Maraci speaks not a word unkindly, even if they are words that are not liked. “And I’m not insinuating they would not.”

He lets a baited silence filter into the air. Ronan simply gazes at his father, somewhat wary of this conversation, which has been had both directly and indirectly many times over the last few years. 

“Indeed, I would say you all serve the land well now. But none of them can continue the line, Ronan, and my ears are not immune to the talk of court. Mates you may be, but...” he shook his head and reconsiders his words. “I’ve long given up the hope of your pack being close to ordinary, but at this point your fraternity will end our line. I cannot stand by and allow that to occur.”

The slightest frown flickers across both of their faces, though they are upset for very different reasons. Before Ronan can compile a response an elderly female beta, one of Rodah’s oldest companions and mate, enters the room. 

She’s a wizened woman by now, but she still proudly cares for her long black hair, which is as thick and pretty as it was in her youth. Her eyes, always shining with mirth, show no dimness. She’s a sharp thing, but a gossip, and while Rodah smiles up one of his beloved mates, Ronan only appears reserved. 

She holds in her hand a fine silver tray, with a steaming kettle and two small cups, which she places on the table with shaking hands but a warm smile for the pair of them.

“Passed by an attendant with a few rounds of hot yuuka juice on hand for your meeting and thought I’d deliver it myself.” She says in a smooth, lovely voice. Her smile brings a content look to the headship’s face. Then she asks, “Parched, love?” 

Rodah reaches out for her hand and graces the back of her fingers with his lips. “You know me so well, sweet flower. Thank you for going through the trouble, I hope you don’t ache so badly in the cold.” 

“Flatter-er. And I’m just fine. I was a lass in the mountains, this season you call a chill may as well be summer to me.” Though she lets his touch linger a moment before withdrawing to pour the drinks. “Would you like me to tell Aja she’ll be in the nest soon?” She adds. 

“Yes, Yuyu, I will be along soon. Our conversation is about over.”

“On that, agreed.” Ronan mumbles, though he sounds anything but settled.  

She nods, then turns a fond smile towards Ronan. “We’re always happy to have you by little Noonah. I don’t mean to rush you, of course you’re invited in as well. Aja and Pepper would love to see you, and how long as it been since you’ve seen your dam, huh?” 

For the first time all day, Ronan shifts around with obvious embarrassment, a light warmth to his cheeks. “Beta Yunala, I’m no longer a pup, you should not call me that. I saw Dam Aja just this morning, please stop gossiping about me.” 

“You’ll always be our pup, even when you let your brood bounce around the halls, causing more mischief than your little brethren ever did.” She laughs heartily. “And I hope that will be happening soon! Can you imagine the brood your misfits will have? We’re all taking bets, I’ve a thousand cyrs on all of them having four arms, just so you know!” 

“Beta Yunala.” Ronan chastises. 

“What? I am not the one bonding monster kin!” She reaches out and ruffles the top of his head, Ronan’s ears turning a shade darker as the room begins to reek of embarrassment. “Why haven’t you picked a proper mate, pup? The territory is pleading for the life of love to bring pulse back to the land. You must know this.”

“It’s not always easy to balance the needs of the many to the needs of the few.” Ronan sighs, “We need more time—” 

“No.” His father interrupts. “You have been given enough time. Pressure now will bring your pack to a resolution, if nothing else will. There is one last chance for you and yours to pick an omega. Castle Kunda, to the East, has offered—” 

Snapping his head back towards his father, Ronan voice threads with distain. “A crystal maiden?” 

“And you’ll be happy to pick from such a fine selection of priests and priestesses. They are raised to either serve the gods, or serve an alpha. Even if you do not like them, it is guaranteed that they will at least be suitable for this position.”

“That does not mean they will be able to serve us.” Ronan tries to argue.

Though his father will have none of it. “You will pick an omega being trained there,” He reaffirms, “or when you return, we will discuss the transference of the Will. Do you understand?”

Drawn lips curl into a frown, and Ronan’s gaze drags across the floor. “And how long do we have until this... fateful... meeting?” 

“I will give you a season and a half. Let the winter ruler guide your reason, and I promise you the prospect will not seem so bad come spring, hmm. Closer to the turn of the season, we will inquire the castle and arrange a selection ceremony. And that is that.”

“And that is that.” Ronan echoed. 

Though they might have spoken a little longer, followed by prolonged goodbyes, that moment was the end of the conversation. There would be no more stalling. The heir to the Maraci Territory would be gaining another mate, whether he liked it or not....

And the worst part was yet to come. As his father rose, Ronan got to his feet as well, and shared a final farewell. All the while his mind was with his pack. 

How were they ever to agree on a mate?
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