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        A wolf pack, a fae army, and four shifter Lords walk into a bar.

        It's a damn shame this bar’s about to be a battlefield.

      

      

      

      
        
        The final battle is here. With the Master Pack abolished and powerful allies at her side, Lyra is ready to take on the evil shifter Lords. But with one of her mates badly injured and another missing, she’s far from her usual, badass self.

      

      

      

      
        
        But the shifter Lords won’t stop until they’ve drained every drop of blood and magic from her veins, and if Lyra wants a future for her and her family, she’ll have to piece herself back together and fight for it.

      

      

      

      
        
        There’s more than just magic at stake. This is a battle of life and death, and with the goddess of war watching over Lyra’s shoulder, it’s sure to be a bloodbath.
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      To the Lyras out there: fierce, foul-mouthed, and fed up of everyone’s shit. May you one day transform into a giant, winged wolf and breathe fire on your enemies.
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      “Where is he?” I rasped, my voice gutted and hollow as I knelt in the bloody grass beside my blood-soaked mate and my dead … Ras. I could barely breathe, crippled by the pain of losing Rasputin and seeing Jack deadly still, covered in a hundred cuts.

      I looked up at Cas, Gray, and Royal, tears rolling down my cheeks when Luc and Hazel broke through the path between trees, out of breath with Marta fierce-eyed behind them. I set my eyes on Cas, my bottom lip wobbling. “Where’s Nico? Where’s my mate?”

      Cas’s silver eyes were sad. No—devastated. His voice was hoarse when he replied, “I don’t know, Lyra.”

      I flinched at his gentle response, shaking my head over and over. Breathing became more difficult with every second.

      A glint of silver caught my eye outside the puddle of blood. A sword. The sword I gave Nico. He never would have left without it. Never.

      “What do you mean you don’t know? Where is he?” I tried to shout, but my voice cracked, and it came out broken. I pulled my jacket around myself to cover up the fact I was shaking hard enough to rattle my bones. Nico’s jacket. The one he’d given me when I shifted back from my winged wolf.

      God, he’d begged me to listen to him, he’d told me we needed to run. I should have listened. If something had happened to him…

      Gray dropped to his knees beside me, pulling me into his body, my face pressed to his shoulder. “We’ll find him, darling, we’ll find him.”

      Darling. Not even darling wolf. Just darling. That’s when it hit me how bad this was. Rasputin was dead, murdered by my biological grandmother. Jack was cut to ribbons, unconscious, bleeding out. And Nico was … gone.

      Taken? Or … or had he sacrificed himself? I knew how noble he was, how good he was, and how little he valued himself. Handing himself over to protect Ras and Jack was something he’d do in a heartbeat. And betraying him after agreeing to that bargain was something Arawel Ripplinger would do. She’d tried to kill her own son over two hundred times, after all. All in the pursuit of more magic.

      “What power was that, Lyra?” Cas asked, staying out of the pool of blood but watching me closely.

      The power that had turned the bright sun to a pool of shadows. It still hadn’t turned back, even though my dark, fluttering magic had faded. I didn’t care.

      I just shook my head. I didn’t want to explain about the Morrigan just yet. I was a Goddess-Touched wolf shifter, my magic given to me by a Goddess of war, and I wasn’t honestly sure what I was capable of.

      Swallowing the lump in my throat, I scrubbed the tears off my face, and in a raw voice said, “We need to get Jack to a healer.”

      “I’ll carry him,” Cas offered, kneeling in the blood to slide his hands beneath Jack’s limp body. He looked so lifeless in Cas’s arms that tears flooded my eyes again, a lump swelling in my throat. “Lyra,” Cas said, tentative as he met my eyes. “Can you heal him?”

      I swallowed, struggling to my feet. I was shaky, my legs far past weak, but with Gray beside me, I stayed upright. “I can try,” I rasped. “It didn’t work with you, but…” I scrubbed new tears off my face. “I’ll try. Can someone … can we bury Rasputin? Not here. Home. On the cliffs near the cottage.”

      Gray’s hazel eyes softened; he brushed a kiss over my cheek, holding me tighter. “We can do that. Right, Cas?”

      Casimir nodded, his shoulders rounded and stiff. He looked … off. He only met my eyes for seconds at a time before looking away, and his body language screamed that he was furious and uncomfortable.

      He … he blamed me, didn’t he? For Rasputin’s death, for Jack getting hurt, for Nico’s disappearance. He blamed me.

      I blamed myself, too.

      I took a step away from the blood and my knees buckled, but Gray held tight to me and Lucrezio rushed forward, bracing me on my other side. Was I weak because of my dark power and the scream that had torn out of me, or because my mate and Rasputin were covered in blood, dying and dead? I couldn’t tell. Maybe both. Everything was starting to feel really … distant.

      I let Luc and Gray lead me away from the pool of blood, Cas carrying Jack, but a tether tugged me back, made me turn my head. “Royal?”

      He stood on the edge of the pool, staring at the blood, unmoving. He didn’t look up at the sound of my voice, and only stirred when I reached clumsily for the bond between us. When he met my eyes, it was like looking into a mirror: dead, vacant eyes, face hollowed by grief, and a remoteness that I didn’t have a name for.

      “Come on,” Marta said, approaching Royal at a brisk walk and holding out her hand to him. “You walk with me.”

      He just stared down at the small woman, his expression blank, but he allowed himself to be led away from the blood, from Ras’s body. I didn’t feel right leaving Rasputin. He should be coming with us.

      “I’ll stay,” Hazel offered quietly. “He shouldn’t be alone, and … I don’t trust any of these wolves.” She slid a glance in the direction of the treeline and I followed her sight, blinking as Emily stalked closer, a scowl on her face. I looked between her and Hazel, but I didn’t have the energy to figure out what had happened.

      “I don’t want to leave you alone,” Luc said, chewing his lip as he looked at his sister. “Not with…” He trailed off, shooting a dark glance at Emily. She and Hazel had definitely had an argument.

      “Stay with her,” I told him absently. “I need to heal Jack.”

      Only … the urgency that should be hammering at me, making it difficult to breathe, wasn’t there. All I felt was emptiness. Numbness. Did that mean it was too late?

      Was he already beyond saving?

      Luc squeezed my hip, looking reluctant to let go of me, but he released me as I started back towards the buildings, specifically to the house I’d been locked into. It couldn’t cage me anymore, but I didn’t even feel the satisfaction of that. I felt … nothing.

      I barely even noticed the trees we passed, or the pack who gave us curious or wary glances.

      “Put him here,” I said, sounding robotic to even my own ears when we were in the front room of the house, motioning at the sofa already stained with Gray’s blood. Like I had last night healing Gray, I knelt before Jack and set my hands to his bloodied body, calling on my magic. Last night, I’d been sick with worry. Now … emptiness ate through any trace of emotion, and I acted on automatic pilot.

      “Lyra,” Cas said warily. “Do you know how to heal him?”

      “I know how,” I murmured, closing my eyes and calling on the power.

      There’d been a block on my magic before, but it wasn’t there now. Power came flooding out of me as I gave it a command, the magic strong enough to knock me back—but I struggled to feel even that. The rush of power exploding from my hands, the strain across my lower back, all of it was muffled.

      Something was wrong with me.

      Something had broken in me, between Savant’s death and finding Ras and Jack, and I didn’t know what it was.

      “He needs blood,” Gray murmured, watching us even though he couldn’t see the magic transferring between me and Jack. My skin didn’t glow like it did with the cleansing light, my hands weren’t wreathed with moonfire, but it felt like the most vital thing I’d done with my magic. I had to heal him. Losing Jack … if I thought about it too long, I’d be sick. “He’s lost too much,” he said quietly to Cas. “We still need a doctor.”

      “Mama called Marie, healer from Brigid’s Apothecary,” Cas replied, hovering over my shoulder.

      I swallowed the knot in my throat at his distrust, focussing on Jack. I could feel the cuts up and down his body, my magic so much stronger than it had been just yesterday, and unlike when I’d tried to heal Cas from Rasputin’s poison, I felt this work. The slashes on his chest knit together, the cuts peppered down his arms and legs closed up, and the biggest one that curved from beneath his belly button up his ribs slowly began to heal. There was no way all these cuts had been caused by a knife; there were too many of them on far too many parts of his body. It would have taken hours. This was magic.

      I tried to push back the image of Arawel’s knife-sharp water magic slicing into my mate, just long enough for me to concentrate until the slashes were fully closed. And then I let out the pent-up snarl through gritted teeth, a shudder of magic rushing out of me like it had when I’d screamed. This wasn’t powerful enough to block out the sun, but the bare bulb hanging above shook as the house shuddered.

      “Arawel is going to die,” I said in a dull voice. “I don’t care how, or who does it, but that bitch is dead.”

      “Jack’s going to be fine,” Gray said softly, kneeling beside me and putting his arm around my shoulders. “He’s going to heal, we’ll get him the blood he needs, and he’ll be fine.”

      I swallowed my fury. It cut up my throat like shards of glass. “Yeah,” I agreed numbly.

      “How long until the healer gets here?” Royal asked. “Or do we need to take Jack to her?”

      From the corner of my eye, I saw Cas shake his head. “She’ll be here in an hour.”

      “What do we do until then?” Gray asked, tightening his arm around me. “Just sit here, watch him, and hope for the best?”

      “Yes,” Cas replied shortly, making my heart squeeze tight as he headed for the door. “I’ll talk to Johnny and Miklaus, make sure wolves and fae don’t fight.”

      He left without saying anything else, and I stared at the doorway he’d disappeared through, empty and aching.

      One of my mates was badly injured, one hated me for him getting hurt, one had vanished without a trace, and my almost-mate had been murdered. I didn’t know how I’d ever recover from this.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Gray

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyra’s blankness was starting to scare me. At first, I thought it was shock making her cold and remote. Seeing what that Ripplinger bitch had done to Jack and Rasputin would send anyone into a state. But now it was six hours later. Marie had come, given Jack blood, checked on Lyra and the tiny shard of life in her belly, and left—and Lyra was still knelt on the carpet in front of Jack, staring into space, a howling chasm where her emotions usually were.

      I brushed a kiss over the top of her head and stood, fighting to stay calm for her when I’d normally be freaking out. I jerked my chin at Royal, and he followed me down the hall and into the kitchen.

      “This is worse than when she freaked over Cas dying,” I said when I’d shut the door behind us, heading straight for the fridge and grabbing a beer. I passed one to Royal and took a long drink of my own, draining half the bottle in one go. “Then I could still sense her, she was just buried deep down. Now…”

      “There’s nothing there,” Royal finished quietly, staring out the little window to the garden. “It’s like she can’t feel anything anymore, like—” His head snapped up, his grey-green eyes wide.

      “What?” I demanded, my hackles rising.

      Royal met my gaze, sadness in his eyes. “It’s like she’s lost her mate,” he said.

      “Jack’s gonna heal,” I snarled, just daring the universe to disagree with me. “He’ll be fine. And Nico … we’ll find him.” I was worried about him, I couldn’t deny it. There’d been a lot of blood where we found Jack and Rasputin, and fuck knows where Nico had gone, or what was happening to him there. Arawel must have taken him—right back to the Lords who’d put him in thrall. A growl rumbled up my throat at the thought. Nico was pack now, and the urge to run off and track him down, defend him against the Lords, threatened to choke me. But there wasn’t a scent trail to follow; god knows I’d searched for one. All the blood soaked into the grass had buried any other smells.

      “Not Jack or Nico,” Royal said. “What if a bond had formed between her and Rasputin?”

      I went still, my eyes wide. “A wolf can’t survive the loss of a mate,” I said, dread grabbing me by the throat. “It could kill her if they bonded.”

      “I don’t think there’s a full bond,” Royal sighed, taking a drink. “But there could have been a latent bond, like there was with me and Lyra.”

      “She nearly lost it when that mer bitch had you captive,” I added, dragging a hand down my face. “If there was a bond, and she’s lost him … what do we do?”

      It wasn’t like Rasputin was coming back. I’d checked him for a pulse, for any hint that he’d used something witchy to resurrect himself, but he was dead. There was no coming back from that kind of death, no matter how badly I wanted him to walk in the front door for Lyra’s sake.

      “We take care of her,” Royal answered, his tone bleak. “We protect her and each other. It’s all we can do.”

      “That and hope she doesn’t bring the sky down around us,” I joked, but it fell flat. It was pitch black outside, despite it being half three in the afternoon. Lyra had done that, with rage and magic. She’d blacked out the sun, and I could tell it had rattled the rest of the pack as much as it had rattled me.

      “Her power’s changing.” Royal set his empty bottle on the side, meeting my eyes. “It’s growing. She’ll need us to support her now more than ever.”

      I nodded and drained the last dregs of my beer. “You know, you’re alright for a complete asshole.”

      Royal laughed, a soft breath. “And you’re not too bad for a dick.”

      I smirked, slapping his shoulder on my way out. “She’ll be alright. Even if her power’s growing, and the bastard Lords still want her magic. She’s got us to look after her.”

      Royal nodded, expelling a breath. “We need to deal with these Lords, but I think right now Lyra just needs to leave all this behind and go home.”

      Fuck, going home sounded amazing right now.
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      “Hey, baby cub,” Hazel said softly, wrapping her arm around my shoulders as Cas and Royal carried Jack from Savant’s house to the four-by-four we’d stolen from a dead member of the Master Pack. “How are you holding up?”

      “Fine,” I replied, my eyes glued to my unconscious mate.

      Hazel sighed, her fingers pressing into my arm and her head resting on my shoulder. “Yeah. I’m fine, too.”

      “What happened while we were gone?” I asked, trying to feel something other than cold emptiness. “Did you and Emily have an argument?”

      Hazel made a sound of disgust in her throat, and I blinked as she pulled away, her body abruptly tense. “Emily’s a liar.” Her upper lip curled, and for a moment I didn’t recognise my optimistic, eternally upbeat friend. “She’s Brian Savant’s daughter. He sent her to spy on you, and Emily … she was only my girlfriend so she could get information about the pack.” Her brown eyes met mine, swimming with guilt. “I’m sorry, Lyra. If I hadn’t brought her into your home, all this would never have happened. She’s the one who told Brian your plan.”

      I stared at her, processing the information. So that was why Savant seemed ready for us, why their pattern of activity changed the night we attacked. Emily had warned them. Emily, who’d been in the room while we ironed out the details of the plan. “Shit,” I breathed. “Hazel, that fucking sucks, I’m so sorry.”

      Hazel glanced at me, and then away. “You’re not angry at me?”

      I frowned. “No. Why would I be?”

      Hazel wrapped her arms around her middle, her dark grey T-shirt wrinkling. “If Emily hadn’t been my girlfriend, if she hadn’t ruined your plan, Jack wouldn’t be hurt, Nico wouldn’t be missing, and…”

      “And Rasputin would still be alive,” I finished, finding it suddenly hard to breathe. I needed to be close to Jack, would die if I stayed away from him a second longer. Instincts choking me, I sped over to the car, jerking my chin at Hazel to follow.

      With my hand on an unmarred bit of skin on Jack’s arm—he’d healed thanks to my limitless magic, but the wounds were still sore and open in places—I could breathe again. I ignored the worried glances from Gray and Royal and told Hazel, “I don’t blame you, Haze. None of this was your fault. But if Emily betrayed us…” I swallowed, trying to call up rage, any kind of emotion. “Ras is dead because of her.”

      “He’s dead because of Arawel Ripplinger,” a sharp voice disagreed, and I spun with a growl in my voice at the tone, not recognising who’d spoken.

      Well.

      I blinked. The twisted, unfriendly voice belonged to Emily. Huh. Looked like she’d grown some ovaries. Not balls—one love tap could take those things down.

      I curled my upper lip and unleashed a snarl, starting towards Emily. It was what normal Lyra would have done; I was just going through the motions.

      “Lyra, wait,” Royal said, wrapping his arms around me from behind and pinning my hands at my sides. “She’s here for a reason. Aren’t you?” he added with a warning tone at Emily.

      Emily huffed, crossing her arms over her chest, her expression far from the irritating, vapid smile I’d come to expect. “Look, I don’t give a crap what happens to you, but my dad betrayed me, and—” She ground her teeth, but I could tell she was upset. Brian had betrayed her? And she’d been surprised by that? “I know what the Lords and that Queen bitch want with you.”

      I raised an eyebrow, bristling with protectiveness over my mates and Hazel both. “Go on then, enlighten us.”

      “There’s a machine, a forbidden one nobody’s meant to know about. It can bleed a whole species’ power into a single source.”

      I rolled my eyes skyward. “More obsession with power,” I sighed. “Wonderful.”

      “That’s why they want your power. They’re going to use it to set this machine working, rob every shifter of their magic, and make themselves gods or something.” Emily shrugged. “I don’t know the details. Just figured you’d want to know.”

      I nodded. I didn’t thank her—she didn’t deserve that. “Anything else?”

      “Not that I know of.”

      “Good.” I narrowed my eyes. “Then fuck off, and stay the hell away from my friends and family. If I even sense you stepping foot in Whitby, I’ll flay the skin from your bones.” The ground shuddered under me, but my power wasn’t as out of control as before. Emily still went pale and took a step back. Possibly at my flat, sociopathic voice. “Understood?”

      “Understood,” she bit out, and fled.

      I slid a look at Hazel, finding her glaring at her ex’s back. “I can flay her now, if you’d prefer.”

      Her mouth turned up, just slightly. “Let her go. As long as I never see her again, I don’t care.”

      She did care, but I didn’t disagree with Hazel, just reached for her hand and squeezed it.

      “Hey.” Johnny—the sandy haired, paramedic alpha who’d helped me heal after getting shot—jogged over. “We’re gonna stay here if you’ve got no problem with that.”

      I shrugged; this wasn’t my land.

      Oh. He was looking over my shoulder at Cas. “That’s fine,” Cas replied.

      Johnny relaxed. “It’s as good a forest as anywhere, right? And my pack and some of the others need a place to live since Brian torched our old woods.”

      “Bastard,” Royal spat.

      Johnny nodded, his wavy hair hanging around his shoulders. “Sure you’re not gonna make yourself the new alpha of alphas?”

      “I’m sure,” Cas said, revulsion clear in his voice. “What about you?”

      “Me? Nah.” Johnny shook his head, crossing his arms over his flannel shirt. “I’m fine being alpha of my original pack. Well.” He paused, a shadow chasing through his eyes. “Those of us who are left, anyway.” His gaze drifted to Hazel, curiosity lighting them. “We haven’t met.”

      “Hazel Esk-Cox,” she replied absently. “Lyra’s bestie.” It was her usual introduction, but it had nowhere near her usual enthusiasm. I squeezed her hand, wishing I had some comforting words to offer.

      “Esk-Cox,” Johnny repeated, surprise sparking in his crystal blue eyes. “You’re a mermaid?”

      “Yep,” Hazel confirmed, smiling at him, but uncertain and distrusting. I was going to kill Emily for taking Haze’s trust and innocent optimism from her. “And you’re a wolf.”

      “That I am, beauty.” He looked at Hazel for a moment longer, interest and curiosity plain in his expression, and then gave the rest of us a friendly smile when Hazel didn’t reciprocate. “Well, it was good meeting you guys. Wish it could have been under different circumstances, but that’s life for you. See you again, sometime.”

      I nodded, along with the others.

      “Take care,” Cas murmured, clasping his hand. “You have my number.”

      “And you’ve got mine,” Johnny replied, a look passing between them, alpha to alpha. “You need anything, just give me a ring.”

      Cas smiled, the first real smile to touch his eyes since we’d found Jack and Ras. “You, too.”

      I gave Johnny as bright a smile as I could manage—which was tight and miserable—and climbed into the four-by-four beside Jack. We’d already said our goodbyes to Miklaus, who was going to follow us to Whitby via fae means of travel—I hadn’t asked for specifics—to set the fae up in our pocket world for the time being while we figured out a plan to deal with the Lords.

      I only looked at Jack, wan and weak beside me, and not at Rasputin laid out on the bench behind me.

      When we’d come to these woods, I wanted to take control of the fight between the rogue wolves and my pack. I wanted to stop them before they could kill one of my mates, before they could send another assassin and actually succeed this time. I’d wanted to spare my pack harm.

      We were supposed to be going home victorious, but instead we were crushed with loss and defeat.
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      As the car reached the outskirts of Whitby, the abbey just coming into view, my heart sank when I realised we weren’t taking the road towards Saltwick Nab and the cottage. Our home was gone, reduced to rubble. I’d met Nico for the first time at that cottage, his black eyes forlorn and aching even in borzoi hound form. It had been our pack’s first real home, the place where Gray and Jack had joined us, where I’d argued with Royal, had sex with Cas for the first time, and devoured a startling amount of bacon.

      I missed it so much, my chest tightening to a stabbing ache, but I missed Nico even more.

      I caught myself glancing for him when we got to the flat and parked the car. He should have been here. He was always close by whenever I needed him, ready to comfort or advise or support me. Royal and Cas slid Jack off the seat and carried my unconscious mate up the steps to the flat; and as Gray ran ahead to unlock the door, I turned to Nico, wanting to lean on him, wanted his hand wrapping around mine—but I cut the action short, my throat tightening when I realised he was gone.

      But I wasn’t alone. Far from it.

      An arm snuck around me and I slid a wry look at Marta as she hugged me. The woman barely came up to my shoulder, but there was strength in her grip, and her eyes were both steely and worried when I met them. “What?” I asked defensively.

      “Talk to your mates,” she said, giving me a look. “You bottle everything up here.” She knocked a knuckle against my breastbone. “It will destroy you.”

      “Yeah,” I muttered, glancing away. “Probably.” Taking a tight breath, I admitted, “I can’t feel anything, though. No anger, no heartbreak, no fear. I’m not bottling anything up on purpose. I’m just … numb.”

      Marta’s face softened with sympathy; she squeezed my waist tighter. “We’ll find your Nico. And Jack will heal.”

      “Yeah,” I said quietly, watching the woman who owned the tea shop on the ground floor unload carrier bags of milk from her car. “Maybe.”

      I gasped a vulgar word as a sharp pain exploded through the back of my skull, and it took me a moment to realise Marta had smacked me upside the head.

      “Bitch,” I hissed, scowling at the small woman. Cas’s mum or not, I was done trying to be perfectly polite. It had gone out the window a while ago, actually. “Why are you hitting me?”

      “Don’t say maybe,” she huffed. “Don’t doubt.”

      I pressed my lips into a line, rubbing the back of my head. “You’ve got a mean streak, lady.”

      Marta’s mouth curled up, her silver eyes glinting. “You talk to me about mean streak?”

      I glared harder. She had a point, though.

      “Talk to Cas and your mates,” she said after a moment, softer. She squeezed my arm. “Talking could help emotions.”

      “Alright,” I replied, because saying maybe might get me another whack to the head. “Hey,” I added, halting her as she turned towards the steps to the flat. “Are you gonna stay with us a while? It … it might be good to have you around.” I shrugged. “For Cas, obviously.”

      “Obviously,” she replied dryly, then smiled. “I’ll stay. Until Lords are dead.”

      That was assuming we could kill them. Fighting a shifter queen had gone so spectacularly wrong that I felt crippled by what Arawel had done. And the Lords had dethroned the royals, taken their kingdoms, and stolen their power—they were a terrifying force to be reckoned with. Who would I lose if I went up against them?

      Everyone?

      “I think we should leave them alone,” I murmured, defeat sitting alongside my numbness. “I’m getting Nico back, but after that … I’m not fighting them. I won’t lose anyone else.”

      Marta sighed, but she didn't argue as I moved past her toward the steps.

      Inside, the guys had laid Jack out on the sofa while they organised all the pastes and potions the healer Marie had given us on the kitchen table. While they worked, I plopped onto the carpet at the foot of the sofa, leaning my head back and drawing Jack’s sandalwood scent into my lungs. Tears pricked my eyes, evidence of emotion buried deep down, but the only things I felt were cold and emptiness. Well, cold, emptiness, and longing. I wanted Nico, I wanted Rasputin back, and I wanted … I wanted my mum and dad. I wanted them to promise me everything was going to be okay even if it was a lie.

      A raspy groan from behind me had me spinning, my fingers feathering over Jack’s face. “Hey,” I said gently, my breathing speeding up. “Jack? It’s Lyra. You’re alright, you’re with the pack, you’re safe.”

      “Lyra?” he murmured, his eyes fluttering. But they didn’t open, and I wasn’t a hundred percent sure he was awake.

      Bending over him, I brushed a kiss to his forehead, trailing gentle touches over his face and down his neck, trying to send reassurance through the bond but not sure if it was working since I couldn’t feel anything. “You’re gonna be okay,” I promised quietly, soothingly. “I’m right here, and the pack’s just in the next room. We’ve got you, okay? We’ve got you, and nothing bad is going to happen to you again.”

      He made another soft, throaty sound, and his body relaxed into the cushions as his breathing deepened.

      “I’ve got you,” I murmured, laying kisses on his cheeks.

      I waited until his breaths grew steady and even before I pushed up off the floor and walked to the front door, laying my hands flat on it. I wasn’t sure which magic I would use, or how it would even work, but I reached deep inside myself and gripped a fistful of power, commanding it to secure, protect, keep us safe. I felt it respond with startling force, a flash of blue-yellow moonfire rippling over the paintwork before it vanished, strengthening the door itself. I repeated the action on every door and window in the flat, trailing my hands along the external walls too.

      Cas caught me when I swayed, finishing the last window in the bedroom, and I sagged against his chest, letting him lift me up into his arms. “You mark boundary,” he murmured, pressing a kiss to my cheek. “That’s my job.”

      I shook my head weakly. “Not a scent mark. Magic.”

      He made a hmm of understanding.

      “What are you doing?” I asked when Cas carried me out of the bedroom and down the hall to the front room. As we passed the spare bedroom, I glimpsed Gray, Luc, and Royal pulling the mattress off the bed base and frowned, but I wasn’t concerned enough to enquire about their actions.

      “Cuddling you,” Cas replied, and sank into the armchair with a groan. He had to be as tired as me, if not more so, but with my insides coated with numbing ice, I couldn’t feel him. “You need touch.”

      “Oh,” I murmured, and felt a weight fall off my shoulders as I curled up against him. Cas’s big hands moved up and down my spine, and I felt myself relax even if the numbness didn’t lift. “Cas, what happened to you? Gray said … he said you were shot.”

      “I healed,” he replied, kissing the top of my head as I tensed at his confirmation. “I heal every cut now. What happened with Master Pack doesn’t matter. It’s done. Over.”

      I was quiet for a moment, just listening to the sound of his breathing until I felt brave enough to admit, “I killed your father.”

      “I know.” His lips brushed my cheek. “The world is better without him.”

      Well, I couldn’t argue with that, but… “He’s your father, Cas. Aren’t you mad or upset that I…?”

      I remembered the way he wouldn’t look at me after my magic had blacked out the sun. Because he was scared of me, because he blamed me for Ras’s death … or because of his father.”

      “No.” I pulled back to look at him, finding his silver eyes conflicted and exhausted. “I don’t care about Brian,” he said, caressing my jaw with the pad of his thumb. “I care about Nico, and Jack, and you. I care about Gray, freaking out because he was locked in cells. I care about Royal, too quiet. I care about my mama, who had to go back to forest where she was hurt. I don’t care about that monster.”

      I dropped my gaze. “You looked like you hated me. When I … when my magic did what it did. You think it’s my fault, don’t you?” The numbness made my insides cold, but tears burned my eyes. “You think it’s my fault Rasputin’s dead, and Nico’s—”

      “No,” Cas said fiercely, tipping my face up to meet his eyes. “No, Lyra. None of that.”

      “Then why…?”

      He sighed, running a hand down his face. “It scared me, seeing your power do that.”

      I made a small sound, attempting to climb off him, but Cas tightened his hold and it was like fighting a very clingy polar bear.

      “It scared me,” Cas said, “because people already want to kill you, and take your power. And what you did … it’s impossible. My impossible Lyra.” I dared a look at the affection in his voice and found him smiling sadly. “I don’t want to know what Lords will do to take that power. I don’t want to think about you cut up and dying like Rasputin.”

      I leant close and kissed his cheek. Cas let out a ragged breath at the touch, wrapping his arms around me until I pressed to his chest.

      “Sorry for being scared of your power,” he breathed.

      I shook my head. “I get it, Cas. You don’t have to apologise. I just … I thought you hated me.”

      “Never, my mate,” he said hoarsely.

      We were quiet for a while, at least until my conscience caught up with me. “While we're on the subject of impossible, scary magic, there’s something I need to tell you.”

      Cas went deadly still, his hands tightening on me. “About baby?”

      “What?” My gaze shot to his, my brow wrinkled. “No. Why?”

      Cas relaxed in tiny increments, pulling me back against him until my head was tucked under his chin. “I worried, with fighting and magic…”

      “Marie said they’re fine, remember? She checked me over when she came to heal Jack.”

      “I know,” he sighed. “But…”

      “But you wouldn’t be an alpha if you weren’t constantly worrying,” I finished, nuzzling him. “The baby’s fine, Cas.”

      “Then what?” A low rumble formed in his chest, a comforting low sound that swore he’d protect me.

      “The reason I can shift into a giant wolf? I met the Goddess who blessed me. She’s a war Goddess, and kind of a bitch, but not in a bad way. She unlocked my power, took off the damper that Savant had put around me, and … she unleashed my new shifter form, I guess.”

      “Why?” Cas growled, his chest vibrating with the sound. “What does she get from helping you?”

      “A war,” I answered. “She’s a war Goddess, right? She wants us to go to war with the shifter Lords. Which I was completely on board with until … Cas, I can’t feel anything. Not anger, not hatred, not even crippling panic, which is what I should be feeling right now with one of my mates missing and the other unconscious. I don’t know if I want to go after the Lords anymore. I’m just … I’m tired. I want my Nico back, I want all of you safe, and I want this baby—and I don’t think that’s gonna happen if we’re going off to war.”

      Cas’s hand rubbed up and down my back again, his growl shifting to a quieter rumble. Almost like he was purring.

      “You said before,” he murmured, “if we don’t take fight to them, they’ll just keep coming.”

      “I know,” I breathed. “And I still think that. But I just … I don’t have the energy.”

      Cas tipped my face up until our eyes met. “You’re hurt, Lyra. In here.” He laid a hand over my heart. “And you need time to heal.” He brushed his lips over mine, a soft caress, and I felt my eyes sting even as the emotion that caused it was lost to me. “We’ll take time. Look after you and Jack, and search for Nico.”

      “I already know where he is,” I hissed, my hands starting to shake. “Arawel took him to one of the Lord’s homesteads. And no way in hell am I leaving him there.”

      The look Cas gave me was sad. “You can’t get Nico back without starting war. If you go get him … there’ll be big fight between us and shifters.”

      “I know,” I whispered, my head starting to pound.

      “If you don’t want to fight … Nico has to stay with them.”

      “No,” I growled, my teeth bared.

      Cas nodded, as if I hadn’t told him anything unexpected. He kissed my cheek, the touch lingering. “Tomorrow, we’ll plan attack. We’ll get Nico back. But now, you need food and sleep.”

      “And you,” I added quickly. “Cas, I need you close. I need all of you close.”

      The smile he gave me was soft. “I know,” he agreed. “We know. Royal, Jack, Gray, and Luc make bed bigger, enough for all of us.”

      “And where are Haze and your mum supposed to sleep?” I asked, my brow furrowed.

      “Don’t worry about me,” Hazel replied, coming through the door and giving me a one-armed hug despite the fact I was sat on Cas’s lap. “I’m gonna go stay with my aunt for a while. I can’t … I don’t want to be in Whitby for a while.” She tried to smile, but it was pained, her eyes heavy and sad. “I need to get away for a bit, forget that Emily ever existed. If I stay, I’ll just remember all the places we kissed.”

      I climbed off Cas and wrangled my best friend into a tight hug. “My offer to kill her still stands.”

      Hazel huffed a laugh, “I’ll think about it.”

      “Good.”

      She pulled back, her smile brighter. “I’ll miss you, baby cub.”

      I rolled my eyes at the nickname. “I’ll miss you too, Haze. Text me when you get there, yeah?”

      “I will.” She squeezed me once more, and then drew back. “Are you alright? No, don’t answer that, it’s a stupid question. Text me any and every baby update, or I’ll be the one killing you.”

      I smirked, pretending to wipe away a tear. “I’ve been such a bad influence on you, and I’m so proud.”

      She shoved my shoulder, laughing. “Don’t get excited, that’s the only threat I’m planning to make this year.”

      “Killjoy,” I muttered good naturedly, almost able to feel … something. “And don’t worry, I’ll text you anything baby related. God knows I’m gonna need to vent.”

      She raised an eyebrow, her mouth curled up. “So that’s all I am to you? An agony aunt service.”

      “Yep.”

      She rolled her eyes and pulled me back into a hug. “Take care of yourself, Lyra. And the little one.”

      “I will,” I said seriously, and meant it. And with Hazel hugging me, I felt something pierce the fog of numbness inside me. Not much, but it was something.

      The chair creaked as Cas got to his feet, hugging Hazel when I let go. “Do you have a knife?” he asked, drawing back, and my stomach filled with warmth and butterflies at the look he gave my best friend: serious, caring, and stern, like she was one of the pack. “Just in case.”

      “I’ve got three,” Hazel answered with a laugh. “Lyra gets me one for my birthday every year.”

      I shrugged. “They’re pretty and functional, what more do you want in a gift?”

      “Chocolates and Pandora bracelets,” Hazel replied instantly. “Alright, I should go, let you sleep. And eat the mountain of food I know Royal and Gray are making.”

      My mood perked up at the mention of eating.

      “Don’t do anything stupid about these Lords, okay?” Hazel met my eyes. “Pretty sure if you can make the sun black, you can take them out with your magic. Don’t try to stab them.”

      I sighed. She was right, even if I liked stabbing. “Fine.” If everyone was telling me to be careful, I probably should be.

      My heart pulled tight as she went into the kitchen to say goodbye to Luc, but Cas wrapped his arms around me and held me tight.

      “She’ll be okay,” he murmured. “She’ll be safe away from Whitby.”

      “Yeah,” I agreed quietly. But I’d miss her. Like hell. “It feels like I’m losing everyone,” I admitted at a whisper. “First Ras and Nico, and now Hazel.”

      Cas spun me in his arms, his silver gaze both understanding and uncompromising. “You won’t lose anyone else. I won’t let that happen.”

      I clenched my jaw against a trickle of emotion, starting to escape through the crack Hazel had made in my emptiness. “I’m scared, Cas,” I said, laying my head on his chest. “What if Nico—”

      “He’ll be fine,” Cas rumbled. “He’s strong.”

      I swallowed, nodding, and didn’t let myself entertain anything else.

      “Lyra?” Royal called from the kitchen. “You hungry? We’ve made food.”

      Taking a long breath and stowing my emotions down where they wouldn’t unsettle my mates any more than they already were, I pulled away from Cas and followed the promise of a meal.
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      Three years ago

      It was happening again.

      I shot out of bed as a roar of magic blasted through the castle, exactly as it had seven months ago when my mum, dad, and grandfather had been killed. My brother had died a year earlier in the uprising—what we’d called the attempts of the Lords to usurp the shifter royals back then, before we’d realised how serious a threat they posed. I was the only member of the royal borzoi line left alive. The last remaining Ashmore.

      And now the Lords had returned to kill me.

      Part of me embraced the opportunity to join my family, but the rest of me, the part consumed with duty and honour, refused to leave my people without a leader. I was all they had left, and I’d be damned if I was going to let a dishonest, power-hungry Lord force them to submit to new laws.

      Throwing on my clothes and grabbing my sword, bow, and quiver from where they rested at the side of my bed, I rushed out into the hall and down the sweeping staircase to the castle foyer. Like in all castle-cities, my home sat at the very tip of the city, with all the other buildings arrayed around and below it. Which meant if the destruction had reached the pinnacle of the city, it had already wrought much devastation to my people. My throat grew tight at the thought, but I pushed it off. Losing control of my emotions wouldn’t serve my city best; staying cool and composed was.

      I drew a long breath when I reached the flurry of activity in the main hall, holding it for five seconds until I felt my inner core of magic settle, my grip on it strengthen. I didn’t want to decay the city around us, but if that was the only way to beat the Lords, so be it. We could find a new home, but if they slaughtered the surviving hound shifters—already too few thanks to the previous attack—I could never live with myself.

      “What part of the city is the worst hit?” I demanded, marching through the busy hall until I found Penniver, my royal adviser.

      She shook her head, flame hair hanging messily around her face. She was dressed in silk pyjamas, the fabric almost transparent, but no one in this room would mistake her for a feeble woman even with the shape of her visible. “Which part? All of it! Moon and stars, it’s a mess out there. I’ve sent all but the king’s guard down to keep the traitor bastards out of the east, the only part of the city that hasn’t crumbled yet.”

      I nodded, battle calm falling over me. “Have them evacuate everyone they come across.”

      “Evacuate them where?” Penn demanded, her yellow eyes flashing. “The whole city is overrun, Nicodemus.”

      The people around us inhaled sharply at her tone, but Penn and I had grown up together, and our friendship afforded her some freedom when it came to snapping at me.

      “The tunnels,” I replied, holding her gaze. “Have them stay down there until we’ve dealt with the Lords.”

      Penn hesitated, but calculations ran through her bright eyes and she sighed. “Godiva,” she barked at a nearby man decked in armour, “go tell your captain to reroute half his troops into evacuating civilians into the eastern tunnels. And don’t let the damned Lords see.”

      “Ma’am.” Godiva nodded, and raced off to follow her orders.

      “Do we know how many casualties?” I asked, trying to hold back a wince.

      “No numbers yet,” Penn replied. “It’s too soon. But I’d guess a lot, Nico. As many as last time.”

      I closed my eyes, an arrow lancing into my heart. Last time, half our people had been slaughtered for being loyal to the monarchy. This time, the Lords and their followers could easily wipe out my home, my people, and any proof that my family had ever existed.

      “Where’s the most concentrated area of fighting?” I asked, meeting Penn’s hard gaze again. At her hesitation, I knew. “The graveyard.” Where my family were laid to rest. The Lords wanted to dig them up and display them on the gates to their new kingdoms as a message to any remaining loyalists.

      We were the last castle-city to fall, the Russian wolves and the red foxes already obliterated, their people homeless—if they survived at all—and their monarchies slaughtered.

      And the worst of it all was that those shifters didn’t even know the Lords were responsible for the deaths. Through a vile enchantment, they’d warped the memories of any shifters who survived, convincing them it was a fae army who killed their loved ones and destroyed the castle-cities.

      And that was exactly what would happen to my people if I didn’t push the Lords’ army out of our home.

      Drawing the bow from my shoulder and nocking an arrow, I took a breath, bade Penn to stay and hold the castle, and descended the levels of my city into chaos and bloodshed.
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