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            JUST TRYING TO SURVIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      MADDIE

      “May I help?” Little Katy looks up to me with pleading eyes while I tie my boots. Pausing for a moment before answering, I make a note of the multiple patches already holding together one of her last three dresses, weighing the risk of inflicting more damage on the poor fabric if she shadows me while I do chores.

      “Let her go,” Mother calls from the kitchen, which is not much more than the corner of our main living room in our small farmhouse. There’s barely a hint of pink-tinted morning sunlight filtering through the windows, and she’s already elbow-deep in flour, kneading our ever-shrinking daily batch of bread. “She’s six,” she adds. “She’s going to have to learn to help with the chores soon anyway.”

      A twinge of regret passes through me at the thought. I’d prefer that my sister spend more of her younger years playing with our youngest sibling, two-year-old Cindy, rather than start helping out on the farm.

      But it’s clear the years of worry and hunger are taking a toll on Mother and Father, and I know they need more help. Josh, at twelve years old, already spends much of his days out in the orchard with Father, keeping the weeds under control, helping with whatever watering and fertilizing is needed, and tending to the few beehives on our property. It’s really not asking too much for Katy to start with something simple like feeding chickens.

      The weight of responsibility will hit her soon anyway. I felt it for the first time eight years ago when I was twelve, and Mother was ill. I hadn’t appreciated the toll running the farm takes on the body and mind until I had to cover all of her many chores temporarily.

      Since then, I’ve tried to help out more.

      “Put on your brown shoes,” I tell Katy, knowing that if I don’t instruct her, she’s likely to slip on her good white dress shoes reserved for temple days. They’re her favorite, after all. She tells me she feels like a princess in them.

      To me, she is a princess.

      Her eyes light up. “Okay! Be right back!”

      It’s play to her, going out to the barn for chores. I suppose that’s the best way to look at it, so I smile as she disappears into our room.

      “I’ll watch her,” I tell Mother. “We’ll stay away from the sharp wire fences. And if there’s another rip in her dress, I’ll mend it.”

      “Thank you.” The relief on her face tells me how much damage even small worries like these have done to her mind lately. At least she won’t have to think about Katy’s dress today. Someday, though, I’ll find a way to make enough money so that all my siblings and my parents can have new clothes and full bellies all the time.

      Meeting Mother’s gaze to give her a smile, I try not to notice the dark, baggy circles under her eyes. We all heard Cindy crying for much of the night. It’s hard not to when there are only two bedrooms and a common area shared between the entire family. Lately, it’s been one ear infection after another with Cindy. It must be so uncomfortable for her without a healer in town to do something about the pain.

      Mother turns back to her kneading when Katy returns, her brown shoes in place and the laces arranged in a way that doesn’t quite pass as tied.

      “Come here,” I tell her, waving her over so I can redo them. “Remember the loop around, then through, then tighten, okay?”

      She nods vigorously as I demonstrate, her strawberry blonde locks, the same shade as mine, jiggling from the effort.

      “Okay, let’s go.”

      She runs in front of me, turning the knob of the heavy wooden front door, though I have to help her pull it open. I don’t even try to keep up as she skips toward the barn. “Wait at the gate,” I warn her, remembering my promise to Mother about the wire fences.

      “Okay!” she sings.

      There’s not a morning that I step out of the house that I don’t look up at the sky. I love the color of the spring sunrises, breathtaking spectacles with the prettiest shade of pink mixed in with wisps of yellow spreading across the horizon. Katy doesn’t even seem to notice since she’s so caught up in the idea of feeding chickens.

      “Hi, father!” She waves at him, and he halts his business of chopping firewood for a moment, resting his arm on the long, worn-out axe handle to wave back.

      Josh ignores his sister and remains focused on his task, diligently stacking the wood on the wagon to bring up to the house for Mother’s stove. He’s been quiet and withdrawn lately, feeling the weight of our increasingly dire situation.

      One glance at our orchard tells the tale. With little water, the apple trees nearly died two years ago. Father and Josh hand-carried buckets of water to each tree to help save them, and they succeeded, but the damage shows in the sparse blossoms, frequently leafless branches, and the many empty baskets at harvest time in the autumn.

      I don’t blame the pack for what’s happened to our land. Alpha Frank tries hard to advocate for the Brindle Pack, but when the Alpha King Tobias Pennington–who rules over all of Crystal Waters–had the dam built to divert water toward his castle and away from our packlands, nothing could be done to stop him.

      No one can stop the Alpha King.

      After carefully navigating Katy through the gate and avoiding the worst of the mud so she wouldn't  get unmanageably dirty, we enter the barn. The door rotted away long ago, and Father didn’t replace it after we sold the last dairy cow. The few chickens we have left claim the run of the place now.

      The enthusiastic cackling of hens grows louder at our approach, but regret washes over me when I have to reach far to the bottom of the feed barrel to find any grain. The Fitzgerald family, our neighbors and grain suppliers, have had their own problems with the drought these past couple of years.

      Regardless, Katy joyfully spreads the seed and laughs as the chickens run toward it. She tries to drop it in a pattern for them to follow, but it all falls short when the container empties. Still, she takes that in stride, simply enjoying the design they did follow, as if the whole thing is a grand display of museum-worthy art.

      I suppose it is.

      But she stops her little dance of joy and whips around. “What’s that?”

      I turn toward the opening where the door used to be. Even over the riotous cackling of the chickens as they dive for their grain, the sound of wheels crunching over our gravel driveway is unmistakable. A strange scent permeates the air, over-sweet and pungent.

      My breath hitches when I catch sight of the source. It’s a carriage, a sight grander than any I’d ever laid eyes on. Even the horses themselves are ornate, with long, braided manes and feathering around their lower legs that shimmies as they trot. The carriage gleams in the morning sunlight, its windows boasting a breathtaking design with colorful panes of glass, inlaid with sparkling crystals. Even the Moon Goddess temples are not so ornate. The wooden spoke wheels are so highly polished, it must have taken an entire day of scrubbing to reach that shine.

      My father stops his wood-chopping, drops his axe, and waves Josh toward the house. After a short pause, my brother obeys, scurrying off toward our front door. An uneasy lump settles in my throat, and I reach out to grab Katy’s hand before she decides to run out to greet these visitors.

      The air grows thick around me when the carriage door opens, though no one steps out. Instead, my father walks up to it, clearly conversing with someone inside, while I barely breathe.

      Katy wiggles in my hand, so I turn to her and lower myself to her height. “Father has visitors,” I explain, forcing a calm tone when every nerve inside of me is screaming that something is wrong. “Why don’t you go make sure that Betsy isn’t hogging all the grain?”

      “Okay,” she says, shrugging and hurrying back deep into the barn, where she immediately scolds her favorite chicken and tells her to share the meal.

      As I rise and turn back toward my father’s actions, a cold breeze rustles through my skirt. Each moment he spends talking with his shoulders stiffened makes the lump in my chest grow thicker.

      Finally, the carriage door closes, its grand horses directed closer to the house where they can turn around. The carriage passes Father again before finally disappearing down the gravel road toward the town. The strange scent disappears with it–some sort of mix of cologne and wagon oil, I assume.

      Father rises to his full height, watching, long after it disappears. The tension in each part of his body increases with each shallow breath. I drop my gaze to his hand, which is forming into a fist.

      My heart hammers against my chest.

      The Alpha King has taken so much from us these past few years. What could he possibly want from us now? We’re only poor farmers, trying to build a life from meager means... trying to survive.

      The breeze picks up again, and my father takes off his hat, brushing his brow with his forearm before replacing it. His shoulders curl in with obedience... and acceptance.

      When he turns, he catches my gaze. Even from this distance, the look is clear on his face.

      Regret. Guilt.

      And... pity.

      I close my eyes to break eye contact, my hands shaking as I bring them to my chest. I’m struggling for air.

      It’s clear what they want.

      Me.
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            SHIP’S CAPTAIN

          

        

      

    

    
      KAI

      I smooth out the yellowing, folded maps along the flat surface of the ship’s gear control. Almost nobody has navigated these waters since these were drawn, probably a good seventy years ago. Maybe more.

      But I’ve programmed all the information into the sophisticated navigational equipment aboard the Zephyr, the ship I’ve been using for my ambassador voyages around the Crimson Sea. So far, my trips have been successful, netting enough trade agreements to keep the merchants at home busy.

      Double-checking the compass, I’m sure we’re on course, though visually, lifting my gaze to the endless waves around us, each whitecap flickering bright when the sun hits it just right, provides me no clue. We’re out in the open ocean now, on our own without a single stretch of land to guide us.

      I ignore the creek of the door behind me, sensing my future Beta entering and knowing he’s about to give me shit.

      “My dude, do we even know where we are?” Niko asks.

      And there it is....

      I turn to give him a narrow side-eye before looking back at the map. “Here,” I tell him, putting my finger in what I’m confident is our general location.

      “I’m glad one of us knows where we’re at,” he says, gazing out the front window into the open ocean. “There’s nothing but ocean out there. You know, we could be going in circles, for all you know.”

      “We’re not,” I snap. “We’ll hit Crystal Waters in three weeks’ time.”

      “You know, just a tad off course will have us heading straight for Wyveron,” he warns.

      “I’m aware.” A nerve-scraping squawk echoes through the wheelhouse. “Why the hell did you bring that thing anyway?”

      Niko turns to the rainbow-colored bird on his shoulder and presses his thumb and index finger over what I assume is its ears. “Hank, don’t listen to him.” He turns to me. “Such cruel mockery of an innocent creature.”

      I shake my head, rubbing my temples.

      “What?” he asks, feigning innocence. “Everyone should have a parrot on a ship.”

      “We’re not pirates, Niko.” I step over to the instrument panel to make a couple of adjustments. “I left Leroy at home. You could have done the same with Hank.”

      He snickers. “That hardly counts. Your mom would have gone ballistic if you took that cat with you. Luna Queen Trisha loves that cat.”

      “Maybe, but she just kept him there because she knew I’d come back for him,” I argue. “Plus, at least a cat makes sense on a ship. They can take out rats and be useful.”

      “Parrots are helpful too... somehow.” He contorts his lips over to the side to consider that, and I know he won’t come up with anything. “Besides, what kind of wolf shifter has a cat for a pet?”

      “And what kind has a goddessdamn parrot?”

      He has no answer.

      “Anyway, let’s just focus on business,” I add. “How’s the general attitude among the crew?”

      “Wishin’ they had women.” He chuckles.

      “There are women warriors aboard,” I remind him. “About fifty of them, if I remember correctly.”

      “Just kidding,” he says. “Maybe. Maybe not. But all the warriors already know each other, and none of them are mated pairs. Just sayin’, there’d better be some good-looking women—and men, for the gals—in Crystal Waters to make up for this long journey that should have been over by now.”

      “I would have loved to fly there,” I tell him. “Can’t fly a plane with nowhere to land. The scouts say it’s full of crop land and forests, and their Alpha King has no intention of building a runway, at least not until I talk him into it for both our sakes.”

      “Remind me why we’re even going to some backward-ass kingdom anyway.”

      I turn to face the ocean in front of us before answering. “We’re going to make their lives better, and you know it.”

      “We are,” he finally agrees. “Anyway, breakfast is ready. I would have just mind-linked you that, but I wanted to make sure you knew where the hell we were going before turning the wheel over to Kyle. Later, Cap’n.” He gives me a half-salute that’s interrupted by Hank spreading his wings and flapping with another loud squawk.

      “No birds in the mess hall,” I remind him.

      “Yeah, yeah,” he says, opening the door. “I’m gonna feed him in my room before heading down. You know, someday, this bird will impress you, and you’ll be sorry you insulted him.”

      “I’m sure he’ll be over it by then.”

      Niko says nothing more, leaving the room with his oversized parrot flapping on his shoulder.

      “Kyle,” I call through the mind-link.

      “Aye, Captain?” the man replies immediately.

      “Finished with breakfast? I’m ready to head down.”

      “Aye, be right there.”

      As I wait for him, I turn my attention back to the maps. I remember the day I found the dusty folded pages high on the library shelf.
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        * * *

      

      “Planning a trip?” my father, Braden, asks.

      His voice suddenly booming through the quiet room makes me lose my balance, my shoe slipping off the smooth wooden rung. I brace myself on the library ladder with my left arm while holding the stack of maps in my right. When I finally steady myself, I step down the ladder and drop the maps on the nearest table. “Maybe,” I tell him, ignoring the fact that I nearly fell.

      Sixteen is an awkward age.

      He nods toward the pages, his green eyes meeting mine. That’s the only trait I inherited from him. His blond hair is a million shades lighter than the dark, curly locks I got from Mom. “Those are some faraway lands. You take leaving the people you’ll once rule over so lightly.”

      “Mom literally ran away to a ship, where she sailed to a whole new kingdom,” I argue. “Why can’t I?”

      His gaze softens, and I can tell he’s picturing Mom in his mind. He always gets like that when he thinks of his mate, with a smile that grows fondly.

      I have two other dads, Alessandro and Damon, and all of them rule Green Mountain with their Luna Queen–my mom, Trisha. Multiple mates are a thing in my family, at least for the women.

      I’m glad I’m a guy.

      “We all did things when we were young that we absolutely, positively wouldn’t want any of you kids to do,” he says finally.

      I raise a brow. “Oh? Got a few secrets to tell me, Dad?”

      “Not in this lifetime.”
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        * * *

      

      A smile rises on my lips from thinking of my parents, my sisters, Rosie and Ema, and our home. Someday, I’ll be the Alpha King of Green Mountain. Every move I make now is with the knowledge that we need as many allies in the world as possible, especially given the newest threat from Wyveron. This trip–and the very likely thousands of others I’ll take in my lifetime–is about building partnerships.

      “Captain,” Kyle greets me from behind. Before I turn to him, he’s already at the instruments, scanning the data about our course and our ship’s equipment statuses. His long braid wisps to the side as he looks up at me, his brown eyes still clouded with the calculations he is still making in his head.

      He’s a good quartermaster, and he also serves as my first mate on board the Zephyr. I would have liked to have Niko in the role since he’ll be my number two when I rule Green Mountain, but even my best friend admitted that we need someone in the position who really knows their way around a ship, and that is not Niko Silverpaw.

      “We’re making good time,” Kyle says. “Should be smooth sailing ahead for at least the next two days.”

      “That would be a blessing,” I tell him. We’ve already had our fill of storms just off the Green Mountain coast. “I won’t be gone long.”

      “Aye, Captain.”

      He turns back to the instruments, and I’ve barely touched the doorknob when an alarm sounds. I whip my head around.

      “Radar,” he says, flipping the sound off before handing me a set of binoculars, then pulling the strap of another set off the hook beside him. “Looks big.”

      I shake my head, holding the glasses to my eyes. “I don’t see anything.”

      “Forward port,” he says simply.

      I turn my gaze toward that direction, adjusting the wheel on the binoculars to find focus. A dot enters the horizon, growing slightly as it approaches.

      “It’s heading straight for us, Captain,” he says.

      “Aye.” I narrow my eyes to get a better look. I lock my gaze, watching the ship slowly approach until its detail becomes clearer. It’s large, about the size of my vessel. The flag becomes visible, but I can’t read it. It’s dark–black maybe–but I can’t make out the signal.

      Moments pass, and it becomes obvious the ship is sailing straight for us.

      “Kai?” Niko asks in the mind-link. “I’m in the mess hall, and you apparently aren’t. Is something wrong?”

      “Yes,” I tell him. “Seems we have company.”
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            HEIR TO THE THRONE

          

        

      

    

    
      ZACHARIAH

      “I won’t do it,” I say out loud in my suite.

      My father isn’t here. Neither are any servants, or even Lucas—my best friend who would be my future Beta if I ever wanted to rule Crystal Waters, which I most definitely do not. There is no physical wolf-shifter present who would care that I object to my father sending out a call for breeders for me.

      But I am speaking to someone. Catherine’s portrait hangs on the wall, her copper eyes painted so perfectly, I can almost feel her emotions when she sat for the artist in her stunning burgundy gown. I remember that day, months before we were married, when her porcelain-white cheeks blushed pink when I told her how I would cherish this likeness of her forever.

      I had no idea.

      A familiar rumble settles in my chest, reminding me of the ache of loss. But I push it aside, speaking to this painting of my wife as if she were alive, standing right here before me.

      “I can’t believe he’d insist I do such a thing,” I continue. “It’s a sickening tradition. And besides, you, my beloved mate, are just barely in your grave.”

      It’s a lie, and I know it, and a soft glint of light that hits Catherine’s left eye tells me she knows it, too. She didn’t die just yesterday. It’s been three years since her death. I count every day, every hour... every minute that has passed since.

      The curtain rustles in the breeze, catching my attention. The twinkle in her eye that I’d interpreted as Catherine’s reaction to my statement was only a beam of sunlight, flickering through the curtain when the wind opened it wide.

      “You’re gone,” I say to the painting in a whisper.

      The words undo me. I collapse onto my bed, leaning forward to bury my head in my hands.

      She was my mate, my world, the engine that powered my beating heart.

      “Zach, I have to try....”  The memory of her plea sends a sharp knife through me.

      The pain gets stronger at night, when I’m alone. I’ve screamed. I’ve thrown things. I’ve burst into tears. But none of it ever dulls the ache, and I have no tears left to shed.

      “Zach.”

      I don’t want to answer the call from Lucas in my head. I want to stay here and wallow in my pain. I want it to get worse. I want to feel her absence. I don’t want to have him try to make me forget about the tragedy I caused.

      “Zach, answer me.” His mind-link tone is firm and harsh.

      “What do you want?”

      “It’s happening again, isn’t it?” he asks, this time a bit more gently.

      “No.”

      “Right. Sure. Meet me on the sparring field.”

      Fuck it. I’m not going to sleep tonight anyway. I might as well kick his ass for bothering me.
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        * * *

      

      The waxing gibbous moon floats above the wide-open field when I approach. Lucas is already waiting for me, leaning against one of the sandbags beside the sparring ring.

      “Wolf form or human?” he asks as I approach.

      “I think I’d like to punch your human face.”

      He laughs, moving into a fighting stance. “Go ahead and try.”

      And so, I do. He dodges my first swing, which I have to admit is only half-assed. He skips back a few steps and shakes his head.

      “That was sorry,” he says.

      “Fuck you.”

      He wastes his time chuckling in response, so I take advantage, closing the distance between us in an instant, swinging a punch that lands on half his left cheek. He’s fast, or I would have nailed his whole face.

      I dive into him, knocking him on the ground. He punches back, even though I’m heir to the throne. That’s never stopped my friend from going all-out in our sparring matches.

      We both jump to our feet, and I have to spin around and duck to dodge his next swing. That was close. But I recover fast, stepping in to land a solid one right on his nose.

      “Goddessdamn, Zach!” he hollers, backing up and holding his hand up in surrender. “I yield! Goddess.” He turns away, holding his nose to keep too much blood from coming out.

      “Sorry,” I say, collapsing onto the grass. I’d feel worse if I didn’t know he was already healing. I should feel bad anyway. But nothing’s in my head except Catherine’s face.

      A moment later, he plops down beside me. “I’m sure glad I’m your friend. I’d sure as fuck hate to be your enemy.”

      I don’t respond, just sit here rubbing my hand over my head.

      “Damn, that used to get a laugh out of you.” He turns to look at me, but I’m just staring at the ground. “This is really killing you.” It’s a statement, not a question.

      “How the fuck does he expect me to get a woman pregnant right now?” I ask. It’s not a question that has an answer. “A breeder? Why the fuck would I even touch a breeder, some poor girl who’s been dragged to the castle to lay in my bed? That’s fucking disgusting.”

      He nods, plucking a stray weed from the ground beside him. “It is. It’s gross. I’m sure glad I’m not a prince.”

      I look up, gazing at the dazzling stars above. I like to think one of them is Catherine, looking over me. I don’t know where people go when the Moon Goddess takes them, but it’s a calming thought, especially when things are at their worst for me.

      He lets out a long breath. “Well, your father can’t possibly know how bad this is for you.”

      I turn to him, furrowing my brow. “You’re fucking defending him now?”

      He holds up two hands in surrender. “Whoa. No, man. We both know I think your dad’s a complete asshole.”

      I can’t hold back the smirk at that.

      “Finally, I see Zach in there,” he says. “But it’s true. I’m just trying to figure out why he’s pushing this on you so strong. Is he sick?”

      “No... well, not that I know of.”

      “Maybe that’s it,” he suggests. “I mean, he’s getting old. My dad says that you being born made all the difference when your father was ascending to the throne, so that’s his mindset.”

      “That’s stupid.” Though, my dad’s Beta—Lucas’ father—would have this insight.

      “I agree,” he says with a nod. “And maybe things have changed now, but your dad hasn’t. He still thinks that’s important. If he thinks he’s dying, maybe that’s why it’s so important for you to have an heir now.”

      “Well, that’s not helpful, because I’m not touching any of those girls he brings in as breeders. No way.”

      “No, but maybe you could find someone and get together with her,” he suggests.

      I narrow my eyes when I look at him. “Are you fucking nuts? I’m not getting with a woman when I’m still grieving Catherine.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” he says. “I don’t mean you’d go out there and fall in love with someone and get married. I’m saying we have a wide circle of friends. Why don’t you get with one of our female friends and talk about an arrangement?”

      “An arrangement? Lucas, I’m about ready to—

      “Hear me out,” he says, raising his surrendering hands again. “Just listen before saying no. If I’m right about your father being sick and he just wants to have an heir for you, then just arrange for one of our friends to pretend to be your girlfriend.”

      “You’re insane.”

      “Maybe... probably, but listen up,” he says. “You just have to spend a lot of time with her in front of him, smile and stuff, make him think you’ve got a girl. After a little time, you say she’s pregnant. If he’s sick, he’ll... well, he might not be around to find out it’s not true.”

      “And if he’s not sick?” I ask, feeling like punching my friend again. “Lucas, what the fuck am I supposed to do when this girl’s ‘baby’ doesn’t show up?” He usually thinks things through better than this.

      “Um... well, then you say it didn’t work,” he says. “You know, pregnancies don’t always work.”

      I leap to my feet. “Are you out of your fucking mind? Do you have any idea what you just said?”

      “Yes,” he says, rising. “And I’m sorry. I don’t want to dredge up the past
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