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      Estrella

      

      The morning after the Haze in Dun’s Crossing, my body aches deliciously. The scent of my mate fills the tent–cool mint and that brown liquor they served at dinner here. After months of running out into the Haze back home, panting and wanting and finding no one, I am finally sated. I can feel my wolf inside me, grinning at the memory of last night. We are closer than ever, just like Mother promised.

      My head slams into the ground as the warm pillow underneath me shoots back.

      “Ow!” I sit up, rubbing my head. The blanket pools around my waist. I look toward the disappearing pillow.

      And see the pale Dun’s Crossing prince I met at the docks only yesterday. Anwen–that’s his name. His naked body is all trim muscle, the line of his waist leading my eye to a thatch of light hair and the lengthy cock between his legs. I lick my lips. There is a welcome breakfast this morning—my parents and his brother decided attempting to fit a diplomatic meal in between the descending Haze wouldn’t be clever—but I think there may be enough time for another round before we have to leave.

      “Desperate, huh?” he says. “I knew you were a virgin.”

      Instantly, my mating bite burns. I yank my gaze up to his face. He’s got diamond-sharp cheekbones, so different from what I’m used to in Sundrop Gem, but his ice-blue eyes are hard.

      “What?” I ask.

      He rolls his eyes. “Look, I don’t know how you pulled this off, but obviously, this is a political ploy to strengthen the alliance. I’m not stupid, and I’m not falling for it.”

      His words hit like a slap to the face. Did he not feel what I felt last night? The Moon Goddess’s hand was on my shoulders, pushing me toward him. I had never felt so close to Her, so right. I grab the blanket around my waist and pull it up to my chest, hiding myself from his eyes.

      “If you think I affected the Haze, then you are very stupid,” I reply.

      “I would be careful how you speak to me.” His voice whips through the tent with another pulse of pain from the bite where my shoulder meets my neck.

      I put my hand on it. The skin is warm as if inflamed. “Turn around, if you’re so certain. Show me you don’t have the mating bite.”

      He spins insolently, and I wrestle my wolf not to look at his ass in the cold light of day. The more he speaks, the more I hope he’s right somehow, that the Haze was manipulated. The man cannot be my mate.

      But there, on the back of his shoulder, still surrounding the pink-red circle of teeth marks, is a pale sun. A mating mark. The same one I’ve seen on Mother’s neck all my life.

      “Well?” he asks roughly.

      “It’s not as if you don’t know,” I reply. “You can feel the pain of your own rejection.”

      He snorts and turns back around. “If you think that hurts, Princess, I’d love to have lived your life.”

      I told Father my thoughts when we received the letter. Everyone knew King Gavin was a monster. Even on the other side of the Lonely Sea, the rumors reached us. We heard of the packs he decimated, one after the other, spreading across the land like a disease. I told him that nothing good could come of his son leading Dun’s Crossing. A man like King Gavin could not have raised a better son. But Mother spoke to our holy woman, Yana, and she said the day we received the letter was a day of forgiveness. That if we did not reconsider the old feud, we would risk angering the Moon Goddess. And Father and Mother have always been two halves of the same whole, so when Mother believed it, the decision was made.

      Finding my mate was supposed to be like that. I was supposed to fall into the arms of a man who would lead my people alongside me and love me. Not this hard-eyed prince that confirms all my worst suspicions about Dun’s Crossing.

      I stand, the blanket clutched around my chest. He doesn’t deserve to see me. And I won’t use my nudity like he is, like a challenge. “I am certain you would have loved to live my life, if even half the stories I’ve heard about your father are true.”

      He snarls at me, and it’s like a knife through my mark. I nearly stumble with the pain.

      “Don’t speak about him like that.” Anwen takes a step forward, mere inches from me. “In fact, don’t speak about him at all.”

      My hurt and confusion starts to fade, and the pride my parents taught me surges in its place. I am the crown princess of Sundrop Gem. Our pack cares nothing for gender in our leaders, just the wisdom that comes with age. I am older than this sneering prince, who will only inherit if the child in Queen Raven’s stomach dies. And he ought to understand who he’s talking to.

      I close the distance between us, the blanket the only thing separating our naked bodies. My wolf howls with want. His cool, deep scent threatens to overwhelm me. But I hold strong.

      “You don’t tell me what to say,” I hiss. “In fact, you don’t tell me anything at all.”

      Anwen glares down at me, fire finally burning in those icy eyes. He grabs my arm hard enough that I think it might bruise, and want coils between my legs.

      “I’m going to walk out of here”—his voice is low and dangerous—“and sneak back to the castle. I’m going to cover my mark and tell every single person I see that I ended this Haze alone. If you like, Princess, we can find out who the people of Dun’s Crossing believe more.”

      The pain that rips through me from his words is nothing like the sweet pain of his touch. It’s sickening, knee-weakening. I slump in his grasp until he’s the only thing keeping me on my feet.

      “My parents would have you searched for the bite,” I murmur.

      “And I would pitch a fit until our healer got to do the inspection, and Fleming would hide anything I asked.” He smirks. “So either we keep this quiet, or the rest of the world enjoys laughing at the mad, desperate princess of Sundrop Gem. Your choice.”

      He releases me, and I barely catch my feet before I stumble. Whatever else this prince might be, he seems to be right that the pain doesn’t impress him. Only a sneer mars his expression. For a single moment, I wonder what growing up under a man who would burn his enemies to death must be like.

      Then, Anwen sneers, and I decide that I don’t care.

      “That’s a good idea.” I straighten and turn for the spare clothes the prim people of Dun’s Crossing leave in their civilized little Haze tents. Were we in Sundrop, I would march naked into my home, wearing my mark proudly, and my people would cheer. Everything here is twisted.

      “Of course it is.” Still, he sounds confused at my change of heart.

      “Yes.” I lift the simple dress and drop the blanket with my back to him. I couldn't care less if he looks at me. “I think there would be nothing worse for my reputation, or for the future of Sundrop Gem, than being mated to you.” I slide the dress on over my head. “So thank you, Prince Anwen, for ensuring the safety of my pack with your gracious offer.”

      “Not wanting to throw my life away on a random virgin because a cloud told me to doesn’t make me a bad leader,” he splutters.

      I turn to him with a soft smile that I have to hold onto by the tips of my claws. “The Moon Goddess told you to. And no, it's your reaction that tells me everything I need to know.”

      A bell clangs in the distance. Anwen jerks his head up.

      “Fuck. That’s the breakfast call.” He lunges for the other pile of clothes. “We have to move. If we show up in these, everyone will know.”

      “I wish you luck with that.” I curtsy to the man that should be my mate and step out of the tent with my mark burning. No matter what he wants, I’m not racing through his precious palace to change. I’ll tell my parents I stayed in the Haze all night and claimed a tent to sleep if I must. I would rather do anything in the world more than please Prince Anwen Solberg.

      But as I walk through a forest I don’t know, foreign smells clouding my nose, the sounds of other couples fill the air. Laughter. A few soft moans. Happy, celebratory noises from people who found their fated mates and are ready to settle into a life together.

      Tears fill my eyes, but I hold my head high. I am Princess Estrella Sollabella, and I have a breakfast to attend.
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      Anwen

      

      After Estrella leaves, I abandon the morning-after clothes and shift. If the bell’s already ringing, I’m fucked for time, so I’ll be better off seeming like I stayed out all night and asking the gate guards for something to wear. I take a breath and start running. Today, even my wolf can’t stop my racing mind.

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I can’t believe I found my mate during my first fucking Haze! Sure, that happens for most people, but my first Haze had to fall the day after this stupid delegation arrives? That’s the only situation that would’ve landed me here, biting my mate’s head off for mentioning Father.

      Pain rips through my shoulder. The things I said to her made her almost fall over. I watched a haze of hurt fill her gray eyes, and I damn near ripped my heart out of my chest and gave it to her in apology.

      A howl tears from my lips, and I hope the Moon Goddess hears it. She’s got a sick sense of humor, at least when it comes to the Solbergs, and I’m not going to be her laughingstock.

      The plan is simple. We just can’t be mated right now. This alliance is fragile, and I know Kieran needs it. But if we’re not mated now, judging by the way Estrella tried to attack me, we never will be. So, I’ll just avoid Estrella until her family leaves, and then I’ll go to Fleming and figure out how to deal with the rejection pain for the rest of my life.

      Simple. And goddamn lonely.

      ‘Anwen!’ Baz, my would-be Beta, calls through the mind-link.

      I can taste the disappointment in his thoughts.

      ‘What?’ I snap.

      ‘No success, then?’ He sighs. ‘Me either. You have something important, or can you go get drunk and complain with me?’

      ‘Something important,’ I reply shortly.

      ‘Damn.’

      I wheel away from the gate. If I ask the guards for clothes, I’ll have to shift, and Baz might see me. Good thing Father only bothered with me when Kieran was too busy doing kingly shit for someone else, so I spent my childhood learning this castle like the back of my hand. I lope around the outer walls, find a place low enough to leap over, take a different passageway than the one we used to re-enter the castle after Father’s death, and creep up to my room.

      A few minutes later, I’ve showered, dressed, and I’m skidding into the main dining room. Kieran and Bla—Raven are already there, wearing their royal robes.

      “Any news?” Kieran asks. “Quickly, the Sollabellas are waiting outside. And the Winters so Snowcrest doesn’t get the feeling they’re being left out.”

      I wrinkle my nose. Nessa Winter has been quieter since Raven sent her ass down the hallway, but no less annoying when she does talk.

      A small voice in the back of my mind suggests I could ask Kieran for advice on Estrella. He and Raven obviously didn’t start out with a strong bond. But that suggests I want to try to fix what happened this morning, and I know there’s no chance.

      “None.”

      Kieran shrugs. “A mating bond with their princess would’ve made today easier, but perhaps it’s better.”

      Raven puts a hand on his arm. “And your mate is not less important than the kingdom’s politics, whoever she is.”

      Kieran inclines his head to her in agreement. I swallow an eye roll. Sure, I get why Raven’s not grieving, but I’m tired of her magnanimous act. She made sure to tell me she forgives me for everything that happened before. I don’t buy it, and waiting for her to crack is exhausting.

      ‘Why am I here and not our other siblings?’ I ask Kieran.

      ‘You’re the crown prince now,’ he replies. ‘And I know your ears. Listen, remember, try not to make an impression.’

      So, keep my mouth shut. That, I can do.

      My mark aches.

      Hopefully, I can do it.

      Kieran and Raven take seats at the head of the table, and Kieran waves his hand. Servants open the doors as I sit to his right. Others bring in platters piled with food. First, Nessa and her father, Floyd, parade in. Nessa is wearing that awful, bright pink thing she insisted on buying when she was trying to impress Mother, but she keeps her head down. Floyd’s been at our court long enough that he wears a doublet in our style, with only a light-blue sash to mark him as an envoy of Alpha King Andri’s court. They greet us formally and sit on the left side.

      “Thank you for this consideration.” Floyd helps himself to some bacon. “I’m sure King Andri will be interested in the reintegration of Sundrop Gem into broader politics.”

      Kieran nods politely as he fills his own plate. I reach for the sausages and—

      Her smell hits me, overpowering everything on the table. Something sweet baking and that flower I can’t name. Every nerve in my body lights, and my cock responds. I cram one of my hands in my lap before anyone can notice.

      The royal family of Sundrop Gem enters the room. Just like last time, King Isai and Queen Suniva are arm-in-arm. Are they really that close, or are they trying to seem like they’re closer than they are? The two of them bow in unison, and the shoulder of Queen Suniva’s wrapped, colorful dress slips. King Isai fixes it without a word. Actually close, then.

      I force my gaze to Prince Castor next. He wears a broad-shouldered tunic like his father but in more sedate colors, jewel tones instead of bright ones. No crown, no obvious marker of status beyond his ramrod-straight bearing. But his bow is awkward. He’s not used to being paraded around. Least-loved second son, perhaps?

      There’s no reason to look at Estrella. This morning, her gray eyes flashing, her luscious body hidden from me beneath that blanket, told me everything I need to know.

      She sits down across from me. I nearly gag on my sip of coffee.

      ‘All right?’ Kieran asks.

      I send him the mind-link equivalent of a thumb’s up and struggle to listen to the conversation.

      “So,” Kieran says, “you mentioned an alliance on the docks yesterday. What does that mean to you?”

      King Isai swallows a bite of bacon. “In truth, I’m not quite sure. We don’t come with any great issue. Sundrop Gem thrives in isolation, and we’re out of practice dealing with others.”

      “As are we.” Kieran smiles. “Did the stories of King Gavin reach you across the sea?”

      King Isai frowns. “Enough.”

      I glance down the table at Floyd. He’s watching this back-and-forth with sharp eyes I’ve always found more ferrety than wolflike. Of course, his job is simply to spy on us for King Andri, a role Father allowed because Floyd likes the high life in the palace enough that he wouldn’t do anything to jeopardize it.

      “I learned of them recently myself.” Kieran takes Raven’s hand. “My wife is the crown princess of Escuro, one of the lands my father demolished in his quest for power. In falling for her, I discovered many new things about the history of this kingdom, and I wish to right them.”

      I clench my hands under the table. Father was cruel, and he fought dirty. I sided with Kieran for a reason. But Father did win. He did give us good lives. And no one seems to remember that anymore.

      “Your letter contained the same sentiment,” King Isai says.

      “In the same words,” Estrella adds.

      My breath catches. Her voice is like a symphony, high and sweet with a tempting rasp.

      “Forgive me,” Kieran says. “I spent a great deal of time writing that letter, and I’m new to leadership. But, if it’s not too personal a question, I can’t help noticing you’ve got on the dress of someone who spent a night in one of the Haze tents. Have you mated with someone here in Dun’s Crossing?”

      I jerk my head up before I can stop myself. Her dark curls flow loose over her shoulders, tousled from a night in my arms like she didn’t even touch them when she arrived back at the castle. Her heart-shaped face doesn’t bear a trace of cosmetics, and her full lips look kiss-bitten. And she’s still wearing the plain brown dress from the tent. My chest squeezes as she shifts in her seat and the neckline of the dress shifts to reveal the barest edge of the mark I left on her shoulder. It’s like she’s fucking taunting me, like she wants to get caught.

      Estrella meets my gaze, her gray eyes hard. “No. But I had such a wonderful time running through your forests that I stayed out all night. I can’t imagine how you spend your days inside when you’ve got such enchanting woods out there.”

      I swallow. Everything in me screams to leap across the table, yank her dress aside, and display her to the world as mine. But now we’ve both lied. And I know as soon as I’m out from under the influence of her eyes, I’ll remember why lying seemed like such a good idea in the first place.

      “You’ll—” Raven pales and presses a hand to her mouth.

      Kieran looks at her sharply, then nods. “Apologies. The early days of pregnancy don’t agree with Queen Raven.”

      Estrella looks away from me, and the rest of the world fades back into focus. Nessa and Floyd are both watching Raven intently. Castor picks at his food.

      “Come to my chambers sometime,” Queen Suniva says. “I know a few tricks.”

      Raven smiles but doesn’t look up from her empty plate. I cram food into my mouth, hoping that will dampen the fire that lit in me when Estrella denied me.

      Kieran clears his throat. “Well, I suppose there’s no reason to continue beating around the bush. Solberg family legend says there is a feud between our two packs.”

      “In Sundrop Gem, we go into a fair bit more detail than that.” King Isai laughs. “But my queen tells me the day your letter arrived was a day for forgiveness. I don’t care much for the arguments of our great-great-grandfathers. Do you?”

      I study the king. He has Estrella’s coloring—sandy skin, darker hair, gray eyes—and her same soft profile. He looks like a weak man, except for his eyes. They’re not intense, powerful like Father’s were, but they have a certain unshakeable confidence.

      ‘He’s not lying,’ I tell Kieran. Part of me hopes I’m wrong. My very simple plan may become far less simple if our kingdoms become allies.

      “I would love to know the story someday,” Kieran says, “but I see no reason not to proceed.”

      King Isai laughs. “Our holy woman tells it better, but I’ll answer any questions you have.”

      Across the table, Estrella won’t look at me.
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      Estrella

      

      Breakfast feels like a dance I don’t know the steps to. My wolf sings inside of me, begging for the touch of my mate again. Only a table separates us. And she won’t listen to me when I remind her how he treated us. So we compromise. When he looks at his plate, I look at him. The way the towering windows pour sunshine over his fair hair, turning it golden instead of coldly pale. The elegant arch of his long fingers around his fork. The firm set of his shoulders in his fine shirt, promising the muscles underneath. My mouth salivates in a way that has nothing to do with the breakfast spread in front of me.

      And with every move, my shoulder hurts. Answering King Kieran’s question felt like choking on my own tongue. Sitting across from Anwen, so close and so far, is sickening.

      The sooner we leave Dun’s Crossing, the better.

      I poke at my food while Mother tries to engage Queen Raven in conversation. The queen seemed so different than the rest of the Solbergs when we met on the dock, but today, she only nods and says a few words. Castor’s in a sulk because, apparently, a few of the other Dun’s Crossing nobles made fun of him for not inheriting the crown even though I’m a girl, so he’s useless. Father’s deep in conversation with King Kieran, talking over what an alliance might mean for both kingdoms. Sitting in silence is agony, with Anwen’s smell crowding the air between us.

      “So, you’re an envoy?” I turn to the girl next to me, whose name I don’t remember.

      She perks up slightly, then glances at the queen and wilts. “Uh, not exactly. My father is.”

      The gray-haired man next to her smiles politely in my direction, then turns back to the conversation between King Kieran and my father. He’s not saying anything, just listening. Like Anwen. It’s strange.

      “Is that fun?” I ask awkwardly. After the years of isolation, I haven’t met someone new in so long.

      “Used to be.” She fidgets with the sleeve of her vibrant pink dress. “Now, I’d give anything to just go home.”

      My heart goes out to her. Nobody has said anything at this breakfast that I agree with more.

      “I love your dress, by the way,” I say.

      “Really?” She raises an eyebrow. “Everybody here thinks it’s tacky.”

      My mouth falls slightly open. “Tacky? I’d give anything to get that color of pink into one of my gowns. Maybe not as a solid color, but a motif of it would be stunning. And it suits your complexion.”

      She puts a hand to her pale cheek. She has slightly warmer undertones than the rest of these frozen people. “Thank you. Maybe I should convince Father to be an envoy to Sundrop Gem next.”

      “You should.” I lean closer. “I don’t know if the colors here look good on anyone.”

      Nessa looks shocked for a second, but when I giggle, she laughs with me. It’s almost like being back with Tess, my best friend who came on the trip but wasn’t invited to this very formal breakfast. I think it might be the first time I’ve smiled where the royal family could see me.

      At that thought, I risk a peek at Anwen. He’s staring at a point just over my shoulder, a forkful of eggs suspended in midair between his mouth and his plate. Like he was watching me and looked away when I looked at him. I scowl and tear my eyes away. So he’s an asshole and a coward. Or he thinks he can have me physically without the rest of it, a notion I’m happy to disabuse him of.

      “Tell me more about Sundrop Gem,” Nessa gushes. “When I heard you were coming, I looked in the library, but there were, like, two references. Is it beautiful?”

      I hope he’s listening.

      “It’s better than beautiful. There are no words.” A soft smile curves my lips as I think of home. “Our palace is nothing like this. It’s all light stone, open arches, airy breezeways. A million courtyards.”

      “How do you survive the winter?” Nessa asks.

      “Our winters are mild.” I shrug. “I’ve barely needed anything heavier than this dress, even on the darkest days of the year.”

      Her eyes grow wide. “I don’t remember Snowcrest well, but even here, that would be impossible. Does that mean you’ve never seen snow?”

      I shake my head. “I know it’s some sort of cold rain, but that’s all.”

      She laughs. “Oh, I have to see your face when you do. You’re going to lose it.”

      “And that’s… good?” My smile fades. Nessa speaks quickly, and without the polish of the people who come to the palace in Sundrop. She’s very nice, but I’m struggling to keep up a little.

      “I think it will be.” She laughs again. “Goddess, this is going to be great. I’m taking you under my wing, okay? And I’m going to make sure you have the best time here.” She leans close and drops her voice. “Or at least, as good of a time as you can in a place like Dun’s Crossing.”

      We exchange secretive smiles. At least I have one ally in this palace, even if she belongs here as little as I do.

      “What are you girls talking about?” Mother asks.

      “Oh, nothing,” Nessa trills. “Just how exciting it is for Sundrop to be re-entering politics.”

      I peer at her. Why is she lying to my mother? Nessa cuts her eyes at Queen Raven, who seems to be watching us, and the pieces fall together. If we told Mother how we really felt, we’d make a bad impression with the queen. Maybe I do need to be taken under Nessa’s wing to survive. In Sundrop, I only had the same group of jealous families to worry about. Here, there are so many more dangers.

      “Lovely.” Mother smiles. “I’ll admit a little girlish excitement myself. I haven’t traveled since I joined Sundrop.”

      I smile. “But you came from Thunderpeak. You didn’t even—”

      “Can you pass the jam,” Anwen asks abruptly.

      Mother turns slowly. “Excuse me?”

      “The jam.” He points at a pot between Nessa and I. “Could I have it?”

      “No, you mean to say excuse me,” I reply without looking any more at him. “You’ve obviously interrupted a conversation. You ought to do so politely.”

      Anwen scoffs.

      “Estrella,” Mother murmurs. “Don’t be rude. They may have different customs.”

      “Do you?” I turn to Anwen, my heart pounding. “Do you have customs that don’t require you to display manners at the breakfast table?”

      “Apologies,” he says tightly. “Your conversation was so loud I assumed I was already a part of it. I assume it’s customary in Sundrop Gem to yell over breakfast?”

      I bristle. For the first time, my wolf snarls at him. “It’s customary to make conversation, yes. I didn’t know ears were so finely tuned in Dun’s Crossing. I’ll make sure to keep quiet going forward.”

      He clenches his jaw. That fire flashes in his eyes again. As furious as I am at his behavior, something low and wanting curls in my gut.

      I crush it.

      “Thank you,” he says icily. “Now, may I please have the jam?”

      I lift the pot and give it to him, then snatch my hand back before he can even brush my skin. When he begins smearing the ruby-red condiment over a piece of toast, I realize the table has gone utterly silent during our exchange.

      My face warms.

      Father laughs. “Perhaps we ought not make too many plans for our alliance yet, King Kieran. The next generation seems unready to give up old hurts, with your exception, of course.”

      Awkward laughter fills the room. Anwen mutters, “Sorry,” in a tone that makes it very clear he doesn’t mean it. I say something about a miscommunication that doesn’t make any sense before it leaves my mouth or after.

      What am I thinking? This is an important breakfast. As much as I think we couldn’t pick a worse kingdom than Dun’s Crossing to ally with, obviously Mother and Father feel differently. When I inherit the pack in thirty years or whenever they step down, I can make decisions about our allies. Until then, my role as the eldest is to support them. I take a deep breath, square my shoulders, and smile brightly at Anwen without meeting his eyes.

      “I’m sure these little issues will smooth the longer we work together.”

      He nods wordlessly. I grit my teeth. It’s like trying to make peace with a toddler.

      King Kieran clears his throat. “Yes, well. With that in mind, I had a bit of a thought.”

      The whole table turns to him.

      “What do you say we take two days to hammer out the rest of these details?” he asks Father, “and then when the sun sets on the third day, that anniversary you mentioned, we’ll have a ball to commemorate the union of our two peoples?”

      Father claps King Kieran on the shoulder. “A wonderful idea!”

      A ball! We have all sorts of celebrations in Sundrop, but never a proper party like a ball.

      ‘Can I be excused?’ I ask Mother and Father through the mind-link. ‘Tess and I need to plan our gowns.’

      Father smiles indulgently. ‘Of course, my dear. Wow them.’

      I say my goodbyes, even to Anwen, and hurry out of the room.
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      After breakfast, I give Kieran my notes. Floyd was nosy, as usual. The king and queen of Sundrop Gem seem to lead together. Prince Castor seems sulky. Nessa isn’t trouble.

      Kieran hums thoughtfully. “And Princess Estrella? She seems smart, involved.”

      “Yes,” I say through gritted teeth.

      “You don’t like her.” It’s not a question.

      Relief washes through me. If people think I hate her, perhaps they won’t have to stick around. “Was it that obvious?”

      My bite aches. That’s fine.

      Kieran snorts. “Get through two days without tearing her head off. Please.”

      I know the sound of a dismissal when I hear one, so I leave. Breathing clean air is a fucking blessing. I’m irritated all over again, certain that keeping away from Estrella is the right move.

      ‘I know you’re free,’ Baz calls, his mental voice slurred with alcohol. ‘Come get pissed with me.’

      He’ll be in the Blue Slipper, our favorite tavern in town. And honestly, even though it’s not yet noon, a little bit of fuzz around my thoughts doesn’t sound too bad. Drinking is the only going out I do these days anyway. I turn on my heel and head for a secret passage that will take me directly into town. Fuck the ball. Maybe I won’t even go. That ought to make it easy to stay away from her.

      ‘Don’t pass out before I get there,’ I reply.

      Baz laughs in my thoughts. ‘Run.’

      I shake my head. If he has his way, I’ll have the reputation of a playboy prince before winter comes. Not that that would require a change in my behavior. Just how careful I am.

      Unbidden, my thoughts drift to Estrella, the night we shared. She showed her inexperience, but I’d be lying if I said I’d had a better orgasm. Is sleeping with other people going to be lackluster now? Have I doomed myself to life as a monk because nothing will ever be as good?

      Instead of heading for Baz, I find myself pacing. He’ll be expecting a bitter bachelor, and that means getting my head on straight.

      Every time I run into Estrella, I just prove all over again why it would never work. When Kieran mated with Raven, he changed. Maybe not immediately. I remember the days of reports on his progress chasing her, Father stalking around the castle. We all believed him. But quickly enough, he staged a coup against his own father.

      I march onto the upper balcony surrounding the ballroom, and conversation greets my ears.

      “If he’s going to treat you like garbage, he doesn’t deserve you,” a woman I don’t recognize says.

      I peer over the edge just as her partner speaks.

      “But the Moon Goddess thinks he does,” Estrella says.

      Years of listening in corners fly out of my head in a single sharp exhale. Both of them look at me immediately. Estrella catches my gaze.

      Her gray eyes are wet, like she’s been crying.

      My stomach churns. I’m the same Anwen that ran into those woods last night. I am my father’s son, and I intend to take my time burying the man. With any luck, I’ll bury the parts of me that are with him. At which point she’ll be lost to me, which is exactly what I deserve.

      Estrella turns on her heel and strides away. “Come on, Tess. There are better places to walk and talk.”

      My temper flares as my mark twinges. How dare she walk away from me? What have I done to her, really? She’s humiliated me in front of my brother, insulted my father, and had the damnable timing to show up in the first place! A few impersonal remarks hardly count against that. She’s in my house, and she ought to realize that.

      The door shuts behind them with the same hollow slam I remember from all the times Father took Kieran into his office to teach him how to leave and shut the door in my face.

      I grab my head in my hands. It feels like I’m being pulled in a thousand different directions, and it’s only been one day. There’s only one thing to do.

      ‘Get pissed enough for the both of us,’ I tell Baz. ‘I need to run.’

      I leap down from the balcony and land already shifted. There’s something electric about shifting on the fly, the closest I think I’ll ever come to having the powers so many people from other kingdoms possess. And there’s a passageway in here I can open with nothing more than my nose.

      In moments, the only things I can hear are the soft ­thud-thud, thud-thud of my paw pads on the packed dirt of the ground. The air down here is musty and stale, but I know what waits for me outside. The careful, politically masked Estrella I saw at breakfast today has nothing in common with the wild woman I tasted last night, but I agree with her on one thing: it’s nearly impossible to stay in the palace all day with the forest outside. Everything makes so much more sense on four legs.

      I burst out of the palace, into the midmorning sun. When I reach the walls, the guards open the gate without asking. I may have white fur like so many of our pack, but I lost the end of my tail in the first scuffle Father allowed me out on, so they know my profile from a distance. I pound out the back gate and into the welcoming trees, away from town.

      The promise of rain hangs in the air. The last threads of the Haze, reeking of primal sex, drift in the wind. Fat, late autumn birds and rodents dot the trees. To my left, a ballsy herd of mist deer graze in a clearing. Out here, there are so many smells I can barely remember Estrella’s.

      As soon as I think that, I taste her on the wind and howl. The mist-deer leak fear pheromones.

      Only a few wolves are fast enough to catch the beasts. But, unluckily for them, I’m one of the ones who can. I wheel in their direction, lengthening my stride and softening my landings.

      When Kieran, Candace, and I were very young, Mother used to tell us bedtime stories occasionally. Bedtime story, really. After Finn and Ingrid arrived a few years later, she didn’t have the time, but I can still recite the story off by heart because she retold it the day after my very first shift, and the rhythm of it is perfect for timing a wolf’s strides.

      When the Goddess makes a wolf, she gives three natures for Her three phases of the moon.

      For the crescent, when She shows first glimpse, She gives scent. To hunt with eyes closed, with ears dead. Our gray wolves will always find Her.

      For the gibbous, when She’s near, She gives speed. To chase slickest prey, quickest enemy. Our white wolves will always catch Her.

      For the full, when She bares Her face, She gives strength. To never falter, to fell great foes. Our silver wolves will always claim Her.

      My breathing, my footfalls, even the extensions of my limbs fall into the old rhythm. All thoughts of Estrella fade away. My wolf slips over my mind with none of the animal hunger of last night. Just peace. I veer onto a hill that will let me overlook the clearing the mist-deer graze in.

      Eight of them, and only one buck. His crystalline horns glint in the rays of sunlight that jut through the leaves overhead, casting rainbow patterns on his green-dappled coat. My stomach rumbles. I barely ate breakfast. I drop lower to the ground and prowl forward.

      The wind shifts, and something new greets my nose. Not a prey smell. A predator one. Another wolf is out here, and not far.

      That makes sense. Kieran said he invited representatives of other packs to the ball, and with Raven’s power over animals, our missives arrive almost instantly. But something puts my hackles up. This wolf doesn’t have the icy tinge of Snowcrest, the familiar grit of Dun’s Crossing, or even the must of Escuro. I haven’t noticed a throughline in Sundrop yet, but I know the four smells of their royalty, and it’s nothing like any of those.

      The wind shifts again, weakening their scent and ruffling my fur. And they take off.

      I was preparing for a hunt.

      I launch myself after the mystery wolf, pouring on all the speed I had saved for the mist-deer, who scatter as I charge. I half wish I’d brought Candace. Her gray wolf would sense things I can’t even imagine. And she’d be able to hold the trail, despite the whipping winds that wreak havoc on my nose. I twist, run in one direction for a minute and then zag another way. The smell intensifies, weakens again. It’s like chasing a ghost.

      This wolf can’t outrun me. No one can. But being fast doesn’t make a difference if I’m running in the wrong direction.

      When I look up, the sun nearly touches the horizon. I’ve spent hours out here, and I’m nearly out of mind-link range. My hackles raise again. If I were trying to set a trap, I’d do it exactly like this.

      With a final, irritated howl, I wheel and head back to the palace.
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      Estrella

      

      I stalk through the halls of Solberg Castle with an unfamiliar scowl on my face. Well, it used to be unfamiliar. After a full day in this palace, I’m starting to worry my face is going to be stuck this way. Father asked me to meet him after one of his endless meetings with King Kieran simply because we haven’t seen each other for more than a few minutes since that breakfast yesterday. I suspect he’s going to take me for a walk in what passes for a courtyard here.

      A maid scurries past me with her head down, obviously frightened. I wince and try to soften my scowl. There’s really no reason to be storming around like this, except that my mark has begun itching as well as hurting. It’s like having a headache and a mosquito bite in one. I haven’t seen Anwen since that breakfast, for which I’m very grateful. Occasionally, I walk through clouds of his stink. If it only worsened the pain in my mark, I think I might be able to handle it, but without fail, my knees go weak and my wolf howls with want.

      Still, I keep walking around. I need to. Pacing is the only thing that keeps all my racing thoughts at bay, the only thing that tired me out enough to sleep without crying last night. Even Tess won’t walk with me anymore.

      Or perhaps that’s because she’s tired of hearing about Anwen. Tess became of age a couple months before me, and a Haze swept through Sundrop the week after. While I sat at home, smelling the air and wondering what it would be like when it was my turn, she found her mate, Orion. He’s a bit lower ranked than her, but he’s big, sweet, and he treats her like she’s his world. They haven’t married yet, but that’s only because Orion is working up to a promotion, and he wants to be good enough for her. She’s told him a thousand times over he is. Honestly, watching them together is enough to give a person cavities. When the Haze took me, Tess was completely convinced I’d come back just as happy as her. She hasn’t really known what to do since Anwen rejected me. We’re just trying to focus on the ball.

      I enter a large room and nearly retch. There’s his smell, mint and something fermented, powerful enough that I suspect he was here recently. It shivers up my spine. My wolf wants to tear my clothes off and track him down. But I know what to do. I simply pinch my nose closed with a wooden pin I found one of the maids using for the wash and keep marching forward. The hall Father told me to meet him in is this way. And Solberg Castle is so large I rarely ever see anyone but servants that I don’t bring with me in its halls. I escape the room, but I know how his smell lingers, so I leave the pin on a moment longer.

      And if I have to wipe a few tears from my eyes, it’s only because the smell is so overpowering.

      I turn a corner and slam directly into something. With my momentum, the abrupt stop sends me careening back. I try to catch the wall, but someone grabs me around the waist and pulls me flush against their chest.

      “Thank you.” I blink to clear my eyes. “And I’m so—”

      The words die in my mouth. The person holding me, who saved me from falling, is none other than Anwen himself. There’s a furrow between his fair eyebrows, like he was worrying about something, and I’m so close to him. My breasts are crushed against his chest, trying to escape the bodice of my dress. One of his legs landed smoothly between mine, just the suggestion of friction against the inside of my thigh, south of where my wolf screams for it. I can feel him hardening against me. His hand burns through the back of my dress, and his mouth is so close that I can see the fine, golden hairs of a beard that hasn’t been shaved in too long. He stares into my eyes hungrily then drags his gaze down to my mouth.

      His frown deepens. “Clothespin?”

      And the brief hold the mating bond has on my thoughts shatters. I snatch the pin off my nose—his scent is too powerful, overwhelming—and stuff it into a pouch tied to my waist.

      “I’m training my hearing,” I lie. Anything is better than telling him how much he affects me.

      I yank myself out of his hold.

      “Interesting,” he says, like he doesn’t believe me. “Any particular reason?”

      “So that next time my nose misleads me, I can think around it.” I look him up and down before realizing what a mistake that was. He wears a pair of leather pants that cling to every inch of his legs, as well as what lies between them, and a tunic that’s half-unlaced at the neck to show a tempting swath of skin. I swallow sudden saliva in my mouth.

      He purses his lips. “Right. Well, good seeing you, I’ve got somewhere to—”

      “Wait!” I grab his forearm.

      He stops, even though he could probably tear out of my grasp easily. “What?”

      At home, Rhys Ibarra always runs from me when he’s up to something, but he won’t actively disobey an order I give him. It seems like Anwen might be just susceptible enough to the mate bond that he’ll behave similarly to my friend.

      “You’ve been avoiding me. Why?”

      Anwen turns back with a small smirk. “Are you sure you want to discuss this in the hallway, Princess?”

      “Are you sure you want to take me into a private room?” I drop my gaze deliberately to the bulge in his pants. My wolf yowls for me to touch him.

      His smirk drops. “I’m avoiding you because of the scene you made at breakfast. Clearly, you’re unable to resist me.”

      “Resist you?” I laugh. “Resisting you is the easy part. Trying to figure out why you’re so insistent on your secrets when your king seems all in on an alliance is the hard part.”

      “I thought you were protecting your people from me,” he says, but he won’t make eye contact with me anymore.

      I’ve found something.

      “So, you’re not hiding us for political reasons.” I smile. “What, then?”

      “Leave it, Princess,” he snaps. “I really do have somewhere to be.”

      I tighten my hold on his arm, more reminder than an actual stopping force. Just like Rhys would have, Anwen stays. My body lights with the rush of keeping him here through will alone.

      That certainly never happened with Rhys.

      I shove that aside. “I don’t think you’re the one who gets to be angry here. I’ve been shoved aside, made to feel like garbage, and you won’t even do me the honor of telling me why. Are you that scared?”

      “Scared?” That burning flares in his eyes. “I stood up to King Gavin. The one you’re all so goddamn scared of you needed permission to go to a ball. Do you think a little thing like you scares me?” He snorts.

      Tess’s words from yesterday echo in my head. If he treats me badly, he doesn’t deserve me. And she’s right, no matter what the Goddess says—though I do offer a quick mental apology to Her for thinking that. I am smart, kind, and beautiful. Even if I weren’t the crown princess of Sundrop Gem, I would deserve someone who treated me well. Everyone does. So I’m not going to sit around waiting for Anwen to pull his head out of his ass, lapping up scraps of affection when he gives them to me.

      “You can keep putting me down.” I force my voice even. “Call me a virgin, a mad princess, a little thing. But the Goddess put me in your path for a reason, and I think you know what it is. And that’s what scares you. That I might really make a difference in your life.”

      I know Anwen’s wolf is fast. I don’t expect him to move just as quickly. He rips my hand off his arm, twists us around, and slams me into the wall.

      “Keep talking shit.” His breath is hot on my face. “All I’m hearing is that you need me to pay attention to you.” He runs a hand up the outside of my thigh. “If I fuck you again, will you stop yapping? It’s worked for a lot of other girls around here.”

      He’s so close, his hardness pressed against my stomach, and no matter how much my wolf begs, I don’t want a thing.

      “Get off me.” I shove him back.

      To my surprise, he goes.

      I straighten my dress huffily. “I’m so glad you stood up to your father. It’s lucky Dun’s Crossing has such different leadership now.”

      Before he can reply, I turn and march away. I am certainly asking Father when we’re leaving–as soon as possible.
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      Anwen

      

      “Kieran said you had to go?” Baz asks from where he sits on the railing of the balcony attached to my bedroom.

      “Those were his exact words.” I scowl at my open wardrobe. “Anwen, you have to go to this ball, or it will look bad for all of us. Authority command and all. Who the fuck does he think he is?”

      Baz snorts. “Sounds like he thinks he’s your fucking dad.”

      I grab a shoe from the bottom of my wardrobe and launch it at his head. “Shut up.”

      He dodges, and the shoe sails off to land somewhere on the grounds. “Not to be a dick, but why are you so pissed anyway? You’re the one who said balls are called that because that’s what women show up looking for.”

      That makes me smile a little. I am funny.

      “Perfect way to get over the Haze,” he adds.

      And I’m pissed again. I still haven’t told him. I haven’t told anyone. And I think if I show up to this party, and Estrella’s there looking like a Goddess-damned dream, I might just explode.

      ‘I have to tell you something,’ I say, ‘and it needs to stay secret.’

      Baz grins. ‘I’ll take the Beta’s oath right now if that’ll make you happy.’

      ‘It needs to stay secret even when you’re drunk.’ I turn and shoot him a look.

      “I swear to the Moon Goddess Herself.” Baz draws an X over his chest. “Drunk or sober, this one’s staying locked up.”

      I look at him for a long moment. He’s my best friend for a reason, and a lot of it has to do with our shared penchant for learning the right piece of information to put in the wrong ear. The court calls us gossips, Father called us spies when he was feeling generous, but I’ve always just thought of us as opportunists. Still, his gaze is steady on mine, not laughing for once in his life.

      ‘I lied about the Haze.’ I grimace. ‘I found my mate. It’s Princess Estrella.’

      “Oh, shit,” Baz says.

      “Swear to the Moon Goddess,” I remind him. I don’t like the light in his eyes.

      He crosses his chest again, then hops off the railing of the balcony and walks inside. “There’s a real chance I’ve finally drunk enough to become stupid, but why the hell is that a secret?”

      “Because—” Because I don’t want to be mated. Because Father hasn’t even been dead a month yet, and no one cares. Because I pinned her against a wall, threatened to fuck her into silence, and she looked scared of me. “Because she asked for it.”

      He blows out a long breath. “You should’ve come to drink with me. That’s the only thing I’ve heard of that might actually be worse than ending the Haze alone.”

      “You’re telling me,” I mutter. “Nobody knows except us. And, I guess, you.”

      “You haven’t even told Kieran.” He shakes his head. “I mean, you fucking gotta. She’s the crown princess. You’re gonna inherit Sundrop Gem.”

      Somehow, in all of this, I haven’t thought of that yet. Me, an Alpha King. The thing I gave up when I turned my back on Father. I drop into the chair at my desk.

      “Maybe that’s why she’s not telling anyone,” Baz says. “She wants the whole place to herself. I mean, it’s crazy she’s inheriting at all. It should be her brother.”

      “She’s going to be a fantastic leader,” I snap as some feral protective instinct rears up inside me. “Castor doesn’t know his head from his ass.”

      Baz puts his hands up. “Damn, you’re really mated. I take it back.”

      “I am.” I groan. “And I’m shit at it, and now I have to go to this fucking ball, and I feel like a girl because I don’t know what to wear!”

      As a testament to our friendship, Baz swallows his laughter. “I bet you’re not shit at it.”

      “I am.” Maybe I can’t tell the truth about why, but that’s easy enough to say to the guy who once dared me to shit over the castle wall and helped me back inside when I fell off in the process. Another secret we’re taking to our graves. “Trust me. Every time I see her, I just get… feral. And there’s no telling how that comes out.”

      Baz gets serious again. “You hit her?”

      “No!” The idea makes me nauseous. “But I’m a dick. We can’t talk without fighting, and I keep wanting to grab her and—”

      “Enough details.” Baz puts his hands up to stop me. “Look, you’re just kind of an intense guy. Always have been. Maybe she makes that worse, so you just gotta channel it.”

      “Channel it?”

      He nods, stands, and walks over to my wardrobe. “You remember Earson?”

      “The etiquette tutor with the ears.” I grin. “I think his name was Karson.”

      “Whatever.” Baz starts pulling things out. “He was the one who kept saying a gentleman is just the cage around the animal inside. So channel into being the cage, not the animal.” He throws an armful of clothes at my head. “Might look like shit, but you’ll be dressed.”

      I roll my eyes. Baz wears all black so he “can’t be wrong,” and the outfit he picked out for me is more of the same. But I’m tired of going in circles in my head. I get dressed and look at myself in the mirror.

      I look exactly like the portrait of Father when he took the throne.

      Baz punches me in the shoulder. “We look like we could be twins.”

      He couldn’t be more wrong. His hair is shorter than mine, straw-colored where mine is gold, and his eyes are dark blue. Plus, there’s the time he broke his nose trying to run through the gate before the guards shut it and smashed right into the damned thing. But it’s such a stupid thing to say that it startles a laugh out of me.

      “There!” He grabs my jaw, pinning my mouth in a slightly open smile. “He looks like the crown prince of Dun’s Crossing, not some sad fuck next to the king. All right?”

      I shake my head as much as I can in his hold. “What would I do without you?”

      “Drown in your own tears.” He lets me go and thumps my back. “Now, let’s move before my very good advice wears off.”

      We leave my room together and start heading for the ballroom. When we pass the spot where I cornered Estrella the other day, my whole body warms. If she’d even whispered she wanted me—hell, if she’d stayed still—I would’ve taken her. Right there in the fucking hallway, where anyone could see. And just because she pissed me off. Feral was the only way to describe it. If I’m scared of anything, it’s that. What she does to me. How far she pushes me outside of the person I am.

      Or maybe the person I want to be. Because I know one person who acted like that when challenged, and I’m a spitting image of his coronation portrait. I clench my fists hard enough that my nails draw blood.

      That night, holding Kieran’s arms, I made my choice. I decided I wanted to be king less than I wanted to stop hearing that door slam for the rest of my life. It used to haunt my dreams, echo in my thoughts every time I saw Father. When I turned on him, I said I wanted to be something more. Maybe this mess with Estrella is my chance to prove it.

      Music leaks into the hallway as we approach the ballroom, and new smells are everywhere. Despite the late notice, at least half a dozen packs sent some representatives. Kieran thinks it’s curiosity, but he doesn’t mind that because he’s going to prove them wrong. He really is going to be a different king than Father.

      Fuck, maybe I should talk to Kieran. I don’t know how he pulled the transformation off.

      “Let’s take this shit by storm.” Baz pushes open the doors.

      Inside, the ballroom is already half full. A page scrambles to announce us, but we blow past him. Baz splits off for a group of giggling girls from some new pack. I head for Kieran and Raven who are standing by the raised dais with the musicians.

      ‘You’re late,’ Killian says.

      ‘I was primping,’ I deadpan.

      Across the ballroom, I see him smirk.

      ‘Primp faster next time,’ he replies. ‘The ceremony starts as soon as the Sundrop Gem contingent arrives.’

      I stop at their side. “And remind me what my job in the ceremony is?”

      Raven puts a hand on her slightly swollen stomach and glances at Kieran. “To stand behind him and represent the future of Dun’s Crossing.”

      There’s an edge to her voice that makes me smile. She thinks she should have my job. Now, that’s something I can understand.

      “Silently?” I ask.

      Kieran nods, but his eyes are on Raven like they’re talking over mind-link. I scan the crowd instead. No sign of Estrella. A whole lot of signs of other women who haven’t experienced my particular charms, but they don’t hold their usual appeal. Even a redhead in an equally red, temptingly low-cut dress who would usually be my first target. This mating shit sucks.

      The door opens again, and this time, the page is prepared. “From Sundrop Gem—”

      I turn.
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      Estrella

      

      Tess stands behind me, pinning back sections of my hair in the setting sun. “I wish we’d been here longer already. I don’t know any of their styles.”

      I frown at myself in the mirror. “I don’t want their styles. I want ours.”

      “Isn’t the point of this cultural exchange—” She catches sight of my expression and stops. “To show off the abilities of Sundrop Gem. Would you like braids?”

      “Do we have enough time?” I look out the window of the chamber King Kieran gave me. It has a view over that wonderful forest of theirs, outlined bright orange as the sun sinks below it. We should’ve started this hours ago, but Tess and I have quickly learned that getting ready to get ready is just as much fun. My skin is silken after a perfumed bath, and every line on my complexion seems to have disappeared. Until the actual getting ready began, I was having a wonderful time.

      But now, I can’t forget what we’re getting ready for.

      “I think we will.” Tess adjusts the pins so she only has one section of hair loose and begins braiding like the wind. “It’s not as though they can start without the guest of honor.”
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