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      To my boys, who support me in every way in everything I do, and to my husband, who shows me every day that fated mates exist in real life, too.
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      Lyra

      

      “Do you honestly think that wolf king will actually notice your looks?” My oldest sister sneers at me as I apply my makeup.

      I watch in the mirror as my eyes redden at her harsh words.

      “Daddy’s giving you away as a sacrifice,” she continues. “That filthy wolf will probably eat you alive after having his way with you. Disgusting.”

      The knot I’d felt growing in my stomach all morning suddenly feels like solid lead. I meet Anastasia’s gaze in my heart-shaped vanity mirror, my eyes wide. “Do you really think he’ll kill me?”

      I’d heard as much, especially as the servants gossiped in the castle since I’d been promised as a bride to the Sea-King Alpha. Some say he is hideous and smells of raw sewage mixed with brine. Others say he is the most beautiful man in the world, with a physique so powerful no mortal man could ever best him. But all of them say he’s a beast, a cold-hearted murderer that my father must appease, or our people will no longer be allowed to harvest the ocean’s bounty.

      She smirks, pulling her lips to the side under her prominent nose. “Of course he will. Did you really think you could marry a wolf shifter and still be alive after the wedding night?”

      “Anastasia, stop it.” Ailsa, my other older sister, younger than Anastasia but two years older than me, marches into the room, her golden hair flowing over her shoulders like silk. “You shouldn’t scare her like that on a day like today.”

      Anastasia shrugs and shakes her head at her only full-blooded sister. “I’m just trying to prepare her.”

      “I’ll be the one to prepare her, thank you,” Ailsa tells her.

      “Okay, well, bye ‘sis,’” Anastasia says to me, her final word dripping with sarcasm as she slinks out of the room.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Ailsa says, grabbing my pearl-studded brush and gathering my hair. “She’s jealous.”

      “I don’t see what she has to be jealous of.” I inhale slowly, trying to calm the jittery butterflies that have taken residence right above that lump in my belly. “She’s a high princess, betrothed to the handsome Ethan Snowthorne of the Winter Realm. I’m just a low princess, being thrown at an angry wolf king so he doesn’t kill us all.”

      She pauses, holding my hair in a ponytail before twisting it into an updo. “Stop calling yourself that, Lyra. Your mother is just as loved by our father as hers and mine was, maybe even more. And my mother would roll over in her grave if she knew how Anastasia had turned out. You have to ignore her.”

      “Ignore who?” My mother, Queen Consort Iridessa, steps into my room with her usual graceful countenance. Her sleek auburn hair is several shades darker than mine, which is more of a copper-tinted blonde so bright I often hide it under a hat so I don’t blind anyone.

      From the moment I was old enough to know I was a princess, I wished I were more like my mother: brilliant and confident, with an unmistakable air of elegance. If one hadn’t known my father had a former wife, the Queen Regent Amelia, it would be impossible not to see my mother as the true monarch. But because she is his second wife, the kingdom does not recognize her as a real queen.

      “Anastasia,” Ailsa replies. “She’s been bothering her about her fiancé again.”

      “I’m sure your sister is just being protective,” Mother says.

      Ailsa finishes up my updo, leaving curled tendrils hanging on the sides, then she pins in my small tiara. She leans in and pats my shoulder. “You look beautiful. I’ll give you two a moment to say goodbye. I’ll see you downstairs.”

      Goodbye…

      It’s not a word I wish to say to my mother or to Ailsa, and moisture soon pools in my eyes as my sister quietly steps out the door.

      “You look so beautiful, sweetheart.” My mother adjusts the puffy shoulder on my dress sleeve, though it’s already fine. I’ve chosen my favorite gown for the trip, a soft lilac A-line with lace embroidery. She holds her gaze down, but I still see the glint in her emerald-green eye as tears begin to well up. “The Sea-King Alpha is a lucky man.”

      “Have you ever seen him?” I ask, hopeful.

      But she shakes her head. “I have not. Only your father has, when they were arranging your union.” She bites her lip and continues. “You mustn’t worry about the chattering around the castle.”

      So, she has heard it too.

      “Those people have never seen the man, either–or any shifter, for that matter.” She holds up her head, forcing her lips into a smile. “I’m sure he’s handsome, given that he’s the king of all the sea-facing lands.”

      I nod, trying to fake a smile, but it’s not his looks I’m worried about.

      I stand, and she pulls me in close, the scent of her gardenia cologne sweet and comforting. “I will miss you,” she whispers in my ear. “I’ll find a way to visit you soon.”

      We pull apart, and I’m already sobbing. “You won’t be at the wedding.” It’s a statement, not a question. Such things have already been decided without our input.

      She places her index finger softly on my chin. “I will always be with you, my little Lyra. Just look in your heart, and you will find my love.” She pulls something from her pocket, a velvet box. “I want you to have this. It’s from my mother, your grandmother, whom you’ve never met.” She pulls out a diamond necklace, its main stone encased in an elaborate floral setting.

      “It’s beautiful,” I say as she wraps it around me, fixing the clasp behind my neck.

      “And so are you, Lyra.” Reaching for a tissue on my dresser, she dries my tears and adds a little more mascara. “There. You’re all ready to go, my dear little girl.”

      I giggle despite my sadness. “Mother, I’m twenty years old, not little.”

      “You’ll always be a little girl to me,” she insists.

      She leads me by the hand down the many hallways and out to the courtyard, which is bustling with activity. Servants load the festively decorated wagons with a trunk of my belongings, along with several goods donated by our fishermen, farmers, and merchants who wish to find themselves in good standing with the Sea-King Alpha.

      I suppose a nervous young human bride isn’t enough of a prize for a wolf shifter king like him.

      We approach my father, who is directing all the activity as if he’s conducting an orchestra. “That goes in the carriage with my daughter,” he tells a man with a small, locked box. “The finest jewels should not be stored along with salted fish!”

      “Father—”

      “No, no, no, man,” he tells another servant, ignoring me. “The Sea-King standards should be displayed in front of ours, so they identify the caravan as it approaches. Now, behind it, be sure the acrobats perform perfectly. We can’t embarrass the people of Maelie.”

      “Father, I’m ready to board the carriage,” I manage to say.

      “Oh, splendid. Splendid.” But he doesn’t even look my way. Instead, he sprints over to a man carrying a wine barrel, insisting on having the man set it down so he can take a taste and be sure it’s perfect.

      “Your father is busy,” Mother says, her voice pleasant yet sharpened with an edge of annoyance. “Let’s just get you settled.”

      “Your Highness, allow me to assist,” my lady’s maiden, Cally, says as I approach the gilded carriage. The horses pulling it are some of the finest in our kingdom, bred to feature long, fluffy blond manes and wearing the bright blue standard of the Kingdom of Maelie, the largest human civilization on the Pearl Coast.

      Though we stand at the mercy of the wolf shifters, who rule over all.

      Cally adjusts my dress when I sit on the velvet-lined seat, and Ailsa jumps in for one last hug. “I’ll write to you every day,” she promises. “Don’t worry.”

      The drivers call out that they are ready, and Ailsa jumps off as they close my carriage door. Through the small window, I see my family, except for Annastasia, who is nowhere to be found.

      My mother blows me a kiss, Ailsa waves frantically, and my father looks toward the wagons handling the cargo trunks as my carriage pulls away. The few friends I’ve made in the royal school are somewhere lost in the crowd, and it’s hopeless to try to find them.

      I leave behind everyone and everything I’ve ever known and loved.

      I’ll be the bride of the Sea-King Alpha, Cassian Oliver, living my life in a strange land with strange people.

      If I survive the first night.
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      Lyra

      

      Days have passed, and I’m so exhausted from the jolting and rocking of the carriage that I’m ready to crawl into whatever bed the Sea-King Alpha provides me, no matter how frightening he turns out to be. Cally has fixed my makeup so many times that it must look caked on ten layers thick, and she’s redone my hair twice as often.

      But finally, the sharp, crystal spires of Oceana Castle, home of the Sea-King Alpha and his royal court, finally appear in the distance. I hitch a breath at its wonder, at least three to four times the size of my home back in Maelie. I always knew I’d been born into privilege, the way my father’s castle was covered in gold and jewels, and I always had anything I needed. It’s why I try not to complain about my betrothal to the Sea-King. Our people rely on the ocean so much for food, trade, defense, and survival.

      But this place…

      The castle and its land sit against a sharp cliff with ocean waves pounding the rocks below. The outer walls, made of thick, impenetrable stone and adorned with iridescent seashells glistening in the sun, stand far outside the castle itself, leaving a massive expanse of protected grounds within. The castle itself rises vertically far into the sky, its upper-floor windows appearing like specks of dust.

      Yet despite its size, it gives off an aura of belonging, as though nature itself had formed the structure eons ago. I stare in fascination as we approach the castle walls.

      I’m startled out of my thoughts when our caravan stops suddenly, just feet outside the boundary.

      “What’s going on, Your Highness?” Cally asks, pulling back a curtain.

      I shake my head. “I don’t know. Maybe there’s a problem with one of the wagons.”

      But I’m wrong.

      Within seconds, a swarm of wolves surrounds our caravan, their eyes flashing red, and their sharp fangs jutting out of snarling mouths.

      Cally gasps in shock and jumps backward, practically landing on me. “Y-Your Highness!”

      I inhale sharply, pulling her back onto the carriage floor. “Stay down.”

      She nods rapidly, leaning against the seat I just vacated and holding herself tightly, her knees up against her chin. I close the curtain quickly but leave a small crack of it open, just enough to see what’s happening outside.

      Right away, I regret the choice. One of the wolves, a slightly larger, black one, begins to transform, his body contorting rapidly while he stands upright, black fur melting away to be replaced by skin—human, naked skin.

      I break my gaze instantly, my heart pounding frantically as I try to catch my breath. I’d heard the stories before, of course. Men shift into wolves and back again effortlessly, a power we as humans can’t quite fathom. But I’ve never seen it happen with my own eyes before.

      As the newly shifted man starts to speak, I sneak another glance through the crack in the curtain, amazed to see that somehow, he’s now partially dressed.

      “I am Beta Turgan Rumok of Oceana,” he hollers, his voice firm and frightening. “What the hell is the meaning of all this?”

      The head of the Maelie Guard dismounts but does not step far from his horse. As he speaks, his voice is edged with a slight tremor. “His Royal Majesty King Chez Molliton of Maelie extends his wishes for a fruitful marriage with his daughter. He has provided these gifts as a—”

      “We don’t need any of your fucking gifts,” the Beta interrupts harshly. “And who the hell are these clowns? This isn’t the circus!”

      “His Royal Majesty wished to provide entertainment for—”

      Again, the Beta cuts off the guard mid-sentence. “The Sea-King Alpha has no need for your entertainment or your gifts. Do you think we do not amply provide for ourselves?”

      “His Royal Majesty did not wish to offend,” the guard says, his voice squeaking a little.

      “Quit wasting our time,” the Beta grumbles. “You’re to bring a bride and leave. Did you not bring a bride?”

      “Her Royal Highness Princess Lyra Molliton is in the carriage, and—”

      The wolves don’t wait for the guard to answer before they all start shifting. Within seconds, my carriage is surrounded by men—naked men—who throw open the door and reach for me.

      I scream from the shock of it all as they haul me out the door. I catch sight of Cally running after me, but the men grab her and start to pull her away.

      “She’s my lady’s maiden!” I holler.

      “Take her,” the Beta says calmly, and soon they’re dragging both me and Cally toward the castle.

      I catch a peek back at my caravan, where the wolves who are now men are grabbing all the crates, boxes, and trunks and throwing them all over the cliff into the ocean.

      “Those are my things!” I scream as they take hold of my trunk, trying to run back, but a powerful arm grabs me and turns me around, pushing me forward.

      “You have no need for human things anymore,” he says sharply.

      I glance at Cally, whose eyes are wide as the guard holding her shoves her forward. I give her a nod, trying to be reassuring. After all, I was given to the Sea-King Alpha, so I’m sure he will provide me with whatever I need. She relaxes and stops fighting the men, as do I. It’s useless anyway.

      This is my fate.

      As we’re led through the castle entrance, I look up at the terrace above, locking eyes with the most handsome man I’ve ever seen in my life. His physique is tall and powerful, with solid, defined muscles visible through his tight shirt. His eyes are bright silver, rimmed with crimson around the irises, and his hair is nearly white with a silver tint.

      I hitch a breath as his eyes meet mine, chills rushing up my spine and raising the hairs on the back of my neck. I freeze in place, my feet no longer moving behind me, and the men behind me start pushing me forward.

      The handsome man above breaks his gaze, turns around, and walks away, leaving my breath caught in my lungs as I struggle to walk into the castle.

      It takes a few moments of being out of his presence before I can walk again. Now that I do, I try to walk quickly. The sooner they take me to my room, the sooner I can relax and be alone for a moment to recover from the shock.

      All my beautiful dresses, my precious books, my keepsakes I’ve had since childhood… they’ve all been thrown into the ocean currents, never to be seen again.

      My old life has likewise been cast off, leaving me no choice but to accept this new role as the bride of this Alpha.

      Was that him I saw on the balcony?

      If so, I now know which rumors of his appearance are true. But despite his stunning good looks, only a cold-hearted man would treat his bride this way.

      Am I really stuck with this evil man forever?

      The grand hallway entrance is not what I’d expected. Back home, everything is covered in jewels and gold. Here, simple, natural materials fill the room, and despite my rattled nerves, somehow, the place feels elegant and welcoming. I’m curious what my room will look like.

      But instead of heading up the staircase to the living quarters, we descend into a hallway that leads down below the castle. After walking for several minutes, I catch a whiff of… a horrible stench, a terrible combination of sweat, urine, and mildew. With a turn of the corner, I soon see why.

      I’m in the dungeon.

      I barely have time to recognize my predicament before Cally screams. Though it’s getting darker, there’s no mistaking it. She’s being dragged off in another direction down a long, empty hall.

      “Hey, she’s with me,” I assert, stopping and turning to one of the guards.

      He just grabs me by the arm and pushes me forward with a grunt.

      As Cally’s screams disappear into the distance, the guards shove me into a cage. One of them moves to close it, but he stops and looks at me first. Stepping in, he moves toward me, and I back up quickly against the cold rock wall behind me.

      He smirks, reaching his hand up toward my chest.

      Is he going to—oh, no!

      Panic rushes through my nerves as I try to block him with my hands. “I-I belong to the king!”

      He won’t dare put his hands on me if I remind him of that, right?

      But instead of touching me, the man grabs for Mother’s necklace, yanking it off. “So does this,” he snarls, slinking back out of the cage and slamming the door shut behind him.

      As the group of guards walks off, laughing, I sink down to the filthy floor, my lavender lace skirt flopping into the grimy dust. I reach up to my bare neck, letting the tears come.

      What does this Alpha even want with me?

      I guess I’m not his bride, but his prisoner.
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      Lyra

      

      I don’t know how long I’ve been in this place, but I can’t cry forever. If I spend too many tears, I’ll become dehydrated, and I’m beginning to get thirsty.

      Realizing that I’m completely dependent on these guards to stay alive, I take several deep breaths to calm myself.

      I am a princess of Maelie, and I’d better start acting like it.

      I rise, wiping my eyes off with the only clean part left of my sleeve and walking the edges of my cell to get a better handle on my surroundings. Strangely, it’s a single cage, with no others attached or nearby.

      From what I can tell, I’m at the end of a hallway, lit by a single torch on the wall several feet down the corridor. I shudder, acutely aware that the guards can extinguish it just for fun if they’d like, leaving me in total darkness.

      There’s nothing in the cage but an old, dirty, smelly blanket and a bucket for… my needs. I suppose these are my only possessions now.

      But before I cry again, I remind myself that there are subjects in my kingdom with only a few more possessions than these. What food they can acquire from the sea is all they have to eat, and if the Sea-King Alpha decides Maelie can no longer access that, these people will starve and die a silent death.

      Thinking of them, I feel foolish, worrying over trunks of mere possessions thrown into the sea. I don’t need beautiful dresses. I don’t need to read books that those people can never access. I don’t need diamonds, even those my own mother fastened around my neck.

      I am here for them. No matter what this Alpha wants with me, if he wants only to keep me as a possession in this dungeon forever, or if he wants me to perish here, I will do it.

      For them.

      As Lower Princess of Maelie, I am here to serve my subjects. And the only subject I have here in Oceana is somewhere in this dungeon.

      “Cally!” I call out.

      No one answers, though I try several more times.

      Resigned to my fate, I return to my spot near the wall. I sit cross-legged, staring into the dimly lit hallway. Silence envelops me, except for a faint, eerie hum reverberating through the stone walls.

      I close my eyes, picturing the few glimpses I’ve had of the castle above me, so elegant in its simplicity, so similar to the feel of the entire palace. I suppose people who can turn into wolves are more in tune with the wild world around them. Maybe that’s why they build with the natural materials they find on their lands.

      Unlike my father and Anastasia, they don’t need gilded walls.

      But does that mean the gossip about the Alpha King’s cruelty is real? Maybe that connection to nature grounds them to their darkest inner instincts.

      I shudder at the thought.

      Hours, maybe days, pass, then footsteps approach, and I rise to greet them, hoping it’s someone who will let me out of here. Appearing in the dim light is a guard and another man, a servant holding a tray. I’m silent as the guard unlocks the door, feeling vulnerable in the dark, empty cage.

      But as soon as the servant sets the tray down, and the guard locks the door behind him, I feel safe again.

      “The woman who was with me,” I say. “Is she safe?”

      Neither man answers. They simply turn away and walk down the hallway, disappearing into the flickering torchlight.

      “Thank you,” I call after them.

      I turn my attention to the tray, my stomach growling as the smell of food wafts toward me. It’s a simple meal, bread and vegetables, for which I’m grateful. A large carafe accompanies it, and I take a long sip, savoring the cool, clear water.

      I eat slowly, aware that I can’t be certain how long I’ve been kept here, though I know it’s long enough that my stomach isn’t used to this much food. I save half the bread, hiding it in my dress pocket in case I’m not fed again for a while.
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        * * *

      

      The days drag on. At least, I think they are days. I’ve used my finger to mark each time I’ve been fed in the dirt beside me. From the level of my hunger, I’ve deduced that they’re feeding me once a day, though different guards check in more often, usually to replace the torch in the hallway.

      And so, this patch of dirt is my calendar, proof that I live, for now.

      I’m sitting, admiring it, when I hear more commotion than usual, and several figures start to appear in the torchlight.

      One of them has a familiar voice.

      “Where are we going?” Cally demands, her voice sweet yet firm.

      My smile is instant as I rise, sprinting toward the bars of my cell just as she catches sight of me.

      “Your Highness!” she cries, shoving away the men’s arms and rushing toward me, her eyes wide.

      We hug through the bars, and I allow the tears to flow again.

      One of the guards opens the door while two others pry us apart, throwing her into the cage with me and slamming the door again. We just laugh through the tears and hug again.

      “Thank you!” I tell the guards.

      One of them grunts. “Anything to shut her up.”

      I frown at the guard as Cally pulls back. She instantly starts straightening my hair. “Goodness, Your Highness. How could they treat you like this?”

      I shrug, pulling her hand down. “It’s the same as they’ve treated you, for which I apologize,” I tell her.

      “None of this is your fault,” she insists.

      I shake my head. “I can’t say it isn’t. But anyway, are you well? Are you hurt? Did they feed you?”

      “Well enough, Your Highness,” she replies. “I was more concerned about you. I kept insisting that I needed to be with you because it’s my duty.”

      “We’re equal here,” I insist. “Maybe it’s time you just called me Lyra. We’re friends, after all.”

      Her eyes go wide, and she lets out a tiny gasp. “I don’t know if I can.”

      “Try it.”

      “Lyra.” She giggles. “I like that. I’ve always thought your name was beautiful. Your mother named you well. You’re just as lovely as your name.”

      “I certainly don’t feel lovely right now.” I let out a sigh, jiggling the cage a little.

      “Well, this Alpha wanted a wife,” she says. “Why he’s treating you like this, I have no idea. But I don’t think it’ll last forever. I have a feeling you’ll be at his side soon.”

      “I’m a little afraid of that,” I admit. “I mean, the man turns into a wolf. Does that happen all the time? Can he even control it?”

      “I think they can, judging by what I’ve seen.” She sucks in a breath. “Did you see that gorgeous man when they were leading us in? Up on the ledge? Do you think that’s the Alpha?”

      “I don’t know, but he seemed… unique.” A feeling I don’t understand flows through my arm at the thought of him, erupting my skin with goosebumps.

      “I’ll say.” She bites her lip. “I guess what they said about him being gorgeous was true. I just hope that once he gets to know you, he apologizes for treating you like this.”

      “Maybe someday, he will,” I say.

      I doubt it.

      But right now, I don’t care. Cally is safe.

      I lead her back to my spot by the wall and show her my makeshift calendar. I’m still a prisoner, but having Cally here makes me feel like one day, I’ll get to be that bride.

      I suppose I’ll find out eventually.
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      Cassian

      

      ‘Alpha, he wants to parley with you.’

      My Beta’s voice shoots through my head in the mind-link just as I make the final blow to the brown wolf in front of me, sinking my fangs into his neck. The taste of copper drips from my tongue, and I survey the battlefield.

      It is true; the Mountain-King Alpha’s army is backing off, though my people continue to chase after those who try to escape their immediate fights.

      ‘Hold.’ I command in the community mind-link.

      Immediately, my warriors stop their aggressions, stepping back to form a line, waiting.

      ‘Where is he?’ I ask Turgan.

      He runs up beside me, his black fur shimmering with the moisture of fresh blood. ‘Over the east hill ahead,’ he answers. ‘Shall I come along?’

      ‘Aye.’

      He follows as I sprint up the hill, along with my foot servant, who remains in human form far behind me, holding my bag.

      As expected, King Cobour awaits our discussion in human form, sitting in a gem-studded throne under a woven tent.

      ‘He has a lust for wealth,’ I remark to Turgan.

      ‘Quite,’ is his only response.

      My Beta and I shift, the foot servant handing us pairs of pants to slip into as we approach.

      “Sea-King Alpha Cassian,” the enemy king greets me.

      “Cobour.” I refuse him the formal title, knowing its absence will bite.

      My tactic is awarded with a low groan escaping his lips. He knows my army has the advantage, so he doesn’t dare correct me. “I would like to find a way to end this conflict.”

      “As would I,” I agree. “Unfortunately, this battle is not of my making.”

      He grimaces, knowing he was wrong to ever dare step foot in my kingdom. “I had hoped to negotiate.”

      “Your company will leave my lands in its entirety, never to return,” I say simply. “These are my terms.”

      He betrays his disappointment in his eyes. “Perhaps we could discuss fishing rights in your northwest quadrant.”

      “You know well we will do no such thing,” I insist. “Those who come at my kingdom with violence instead of negotiation get no part in the spoils of my land.”

      He pauses for a moment and inhales slowly. “I’ll take my leave, then.”

      “Yes, you will.”

      I stand firm while he calls to his troops, who ascend the hill toward their camps, shifted back to human form, their expressions deflated.

      “Take your dead with you,” I add over my shoulder as I walk away, expecting no answer.

      “I’ll leave it to you to see that he does as he’s told,” I tell Turgan when we return to my army. To the community mind-link, I add, ‘Let us go home. These fools waste our time.’

      Turgan walks with me for a few steps before leaving. “Shall I arrange a scout of the southern lands?”

      “Aye,” I reply. “This asshole kept us busy while other more pressing matters are closer to home. Cobour is a joke next to Assanan.” I stop and look at him. “What count do you have of the Forest-King Alpha’s troops?”

      “It’s difficult to calculate given their stealth,” he tells me. “But I am estimating high and reinforcing our ranks to meet the challenge.”

      “Excellent.” I blow out an exhale forcefully. “Keep me informed. I think it’s best I get back to the castle.”

      “We’ll break camp and be back this evening,” he says. “I trust Helmswood to tell me if Cobour and his army stick around.”

      “If they do, they die.”

      “Aye,” he answers.

      Without another word, I shift, the power of my white wolf urging me into a swift run. The exhilaration of freedom quickens my steps, the cool salt air breeze rushing through my fur as I race to my castle.

      I arrive refreshed, and another foot servant greets me at the castle gates. “Congratulations on your victory, Your Majesty.”

      I snort as I shift, accepting the clothes from the man. “How did you get such swift news?”

      “Your return is news enough,” he says with a smirk.

      I’m still chuckling as I step into the castle, intending to go straight to my quarters. But my mother interrupts my plans.

      “Cassian,” she calls from a side hallway. “Are you back from the battle?”

      “I am, Mother,” I say gently, turning to her.

      She smiles, the lines around her mouth more pronounced than I remember them. “I’m delighted to see that,” she says. “I hope you taught those awful mountain people a lesson.”

      “I did,” I confirm, a light smirk on my lips. “Mother, did you need me for something?” She is getting more forgetful with her frail health and advanced age.

      “I-I was hoping you’d consider bringing the girl to your chambers,” she says quickly.

      “Girl?” It takes me a beat to recall her foolish idea of accepting the offer of the human bride, an idea I neither wanted nor needed. “Ah, the human princess. Mother, I will not take a wife, much less a human one.”

      “I don’t expect you to make her your Luna,” she argues. “I would just like to hold grandchildren in my arms long before I die. You’ve denied all the eligible ladies in the court, so I have lost hope. However, it’s a fact that even a human can bear shifter children to royal wolves, so this union could work.”

      “Do not speak of dying,” I order her. “And I do not wish to waste my time on a human female when my future heir will come from a pure shifter union, as my father’s did.”

      Her face brightens, but I shake my head.

      “And such is a fate I am not willing to partake in for many years to come,” I remind her.

      “Very well.” Her features sink into her face. At first, I think she’s just frowning, but it’s soon clear that half her face is frozen.

      ‘Come immediately!’ I command the healer in the direct mind-link, catching my mother as she begins to fall to the ground. ‘My mother has had another attack!’

      The servants around us jump into action, fetching water and warm towels, but I pick her up myself, carrying her to the nearest sofa.

      “Mother,” I say softly.

      She tries to smile, but her face will not allow it. The healer rushes in carrying her bag of herbs and remedies, directing the servants to assist. I stand back, waiting as my mother’s color slowly returns.

      ‘This one occurred suddenly,’ I tell the healer privately.

      ‘Yes, Your Majesty,’ she agrees. ‘She’s been under a lot of strain lately, and it’s taxing her mind.’

      ‘What can be done?’

      ‘All we can do is help her relax,’ she explains. ‘Whatever she needs or wants, just do it. Tell her whatever you know she wants to hear. It is for her own good.’

      ‘Of course.’

      After several moments, my mother sits up straight.

      “Don’t rush it,” I warn her.

      “I’m fine, Cassian.”

      A servant offers her a cup of water. She takes a sip, closing her eyes to get her bearings. It’s clear she has recovered.

      “I need to go, Mother,” I tell her. “I expect trouble from Assanan soon.”

      “And the girl?” She looks at me hopefully.

      “I truly don’t have time for this, Mother,” I argue.

      But she looks at me again, her eyes dripping with hope. “Could you at least get the girl out of the dungeon?”

      “She’s there for her own protection.”

      “Are you telling me my son, the Sea-King Alpha, cannot protect the inhabitants of his own castle if they’re not in a cage?” she asks, knowing full well it will rile me.

      Just do whatever she needs or wants for her own good. No doubt, the healer’s words are wise.

      “Ready a room in your wing,” I tell her.

      She claps her hands happily.

      “But don’t expect me to be anywhere near the human girl,” I add. “I have a war to fight.”

      “Of course,” she says, her tone suspiciously sweet.

      I walk away, rushing toward my quarters to prepare my next move before the Forest-King Alpha makes his move.

      Does she really expect me to take a human bride?

      I don’t have time for this shit.
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      Lyra

      

      Every morning—or rather, every time I wake up, since time doesn’t seem to exist down here, I check to see if Cally is breathing, my heart thumping with relief when I discover she is. This morning, it’s labored and wheezing, but at least she’s alive. I step up to the cell bars, gazing into the dim hallway.

      Being in the Sea-King’s dungeon is a tortuous life. I’ve become so accustomed to the stench, I hardly notice it anymore, but the air itself sits heavy and thick, building up in my lungs as they gasp for oxygen.

      It doesn’t seem to bother the guards. Either they’re used to it, or wolves have some sort of miracle lung capacity that lets them thrive in this hellhole. It seems strange since wolves have such a strong sense of smell. I would think they’d be horrified to have to spend more than one minute down here.

      But I hear them all the time now, just down the hall, and it’s almost like they’re throwing a party, playing cards, talking about women… about us, sometimes. I can tell they’re drinking because their rank breath chokes me when they bring us food or come by just to gloat and gawk at us. I can’t understand why the king would want his men to ogle so crudely the woman who is supposed to be his bride.

      I guess, maybe I’m not his bride. Maybe this is all just a cruel joke.

      I know Cally is suffering. She’s had breathing problems since she was a child, so this existence is likely killing her. Each time they bring food, I beg for her release, but the guards just laugh and jeer.

      Her pain burns deeper in my veins than my own.

      I turn as Cally starts to stir. A fit of hacking coughs overcomes her, and I hurry over to pat her back gently. She waves me off, looking up through puffy, exhausted eyes. She only sleeps for a few minutes at a time at most.

      “I’m okay,” she tells me, though I know it’s far from true.

      “We need to get you out of here.” I try to run my fingers through her matted hair, but it’s impossible. Normally a lovely butter blonde, now her silky locks are filled with dust and sludge.

      “Please do not worry about me,” she insists. “They even hold you here, the bride of the king! There is no hope for a mere servant girl. I have accepted my fate.”

      I shake my head vigorously. “No. I’m going to get you out of here.”

      “Someday, we’ll find a way out together,” she promises.

      I see the hope in her eyes, and I can’t be the one to extinguish it. “Okay,” I agree. “We’ll get out of here together.”

      But even as the words leave my lips, I know this will never be. Stone walls surround us on all sides, leaving only the guarded hallway to hint that there is any life outside this cage, though in my state, weak from what must be months of little food, muscles atrophied from the cramped quarters, it’s foolish to think I could even unlock the cell.

      There is no escape.

      But I keep these dark thoughts from Cally. “Let’s play a game,” I suggest.

      Even in the dim light of the torch, I can see her eyes brighten slightly. “Tic-tac-toe?”

      “Yes, if that’s what you’d like to play,” I tell her. We have few choices, with nothing but our fingers tracing the filthy dirt floor to work with. “You take the Xs, and I’ll take the Os.”

      She nods enthusiastically and draws her X on what is now a permanent game board on the floor, its frame deep from so many weeks—months?—of play. I add my O far away from her turn. Time passes slowly, the meager enjoyment of the game occasionally broken by one of her coughing fits.

      “You’re letting me win,” she complains finally.

      “No.” I’ve lied to her face, and regret boils through me. “You’re just very good at this.”

      She doesn’t argue, but she scoots toward the back wall and sits in the hard dirt. I join her, wrapping my arms around my knees so we can stare into the silence.

      The guards arrive again, and I close my eyes to focus on their banter, pretending I’m home, sitting at the corner table during one of my father’s noblemen parties with a glass of bright pink punch. Then, I tried to ignore the endless conversations around me, thinking them silly and pointless. How I wasted those moments wishing I was somewhere else when I should have been soaking up the joy of sharing that time with the kingdom’s subjects.

      Life’s lessons hit hard, ruthless.

      “Thorne is losing again,” Cally whispers softly.

      I nod, having just deduced the same. We’ve come to know the men by voice, some by sight. “His wife is going to kill him, losing his whole week’s pay.”

      We giggle softly, covering our mouths to stifle our amusement. We’d been refused food for at least a full day—it was hard to tell—the last time we laughed at one of the guards.

      The air changes then, but only for a second as the torch flame flickers in the hallway. Cally and I stand quickly, trying to inhale a fragment of freshness that will not penetrate the dense air near the floor.

      A man has entered, his voice unfamiliar but strongly commanding. “Is this how the Alpha King is rewarded for the gold he pays you miscreants?”

      A cacophony of shuffling follows, the familiar guards grunting and falling into line.

      “No, sir!” one of them, Lazareth, offers pathetically.

      “Luckily, I don’t give a shit what you’re doing down here, as long as the prisoners stay put,” the new guard answers. “Where’s that human girl?”

      I stiffen at the words, and Cally’s frail body shakes beside me.

      “She’s down the north hall,” Lazareth answers quickly.

      “Take me to her now,” the new man insists. “We’re ordered to bring her topside.”

      Joy rushes into my heart, and I turn to Cally to meet her arms in an excited hug.

      “We’re getting out of here!” she whispers blissfully.

      “Finally,” I agree. “Be sure to do as they say so they don’t change their minds.”

      Cally nods, biting her bottom lip.

      It’s hard to stay calm as the guards slowly make their way down the hall, and I nearly squeal with delight when one of them opens the lock.

      “Which one is it?” the new man demands. His face is contorted with disgust, but I don’t blame him. He’s clearly not used to the stink down here. His robes seem regal, so he must be a king’s guard.

      “The redhead,” a guard says.

      “And which fucking one is that?” the king’s guard spits out. “They both look disgusting. Who can distinguish hair color?”

      “That one,” another of the guards, Henry, says, pointing at me.

      “Bring her,” the king’s guard says, and he turns to walk off.

      Henry takes my arm and pulls me out, but my heart slumps into my chest when he locks the cage behind us.

      “She’s with me!” I protest loudly, my nerves screaming at me to go back to Cally. “She needs to come with me!”

      The king’s guard turns around, impatience filling his eyes. “I have orders to release you, and you only,” he grunts. He turns around and walks away despite my continued pleas. “Why the fuck are they always so difficult?” he complains, without another glance at me.

      “No!” I scream as Henry drags me down the hallway. “She’s with me!”

      “Do not worry about me!” Cally yells after me, her voice hoarse and weak. “It is you who is important!”

      “No!” I repeat, but Henry is already pushing me forward.

      The last I see of Cally, her weak, sickly body slinks to the cold hard floor, her hands grasping the cage bars to steady herself.

      I had one job, one person to protect, and I’ve let her down. I don’t deserve the fresh air I’m forced to breathe, and I choke on it as they pull me up the stairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            

          

          
            SOMEWHERE IN THE MIST

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassian

      

      I detest training in human form. The scratchy, thick tunic beneath my armor barely holds its shape and does little to abate the chafing from the heavy metal plating. Swords and shields feel foreign in my arms, though I wield them with ease from years of training.

      I would much rather feel the grip of my teeth as they bear down on my enemy’s neck.

      But Phelan favors the old ways, a time when wolf shifters fought for—and won—control of all the lands. That was the time when wars meant lines of soldiers in glistening armor, their swords and shields falling with a clank against those of the enemy. It was a time when we fought as human as a nod to our past—when we were human.

      No one remembers the first child born with the ability to shift, nor does anyone remember how it occurred. Those days are lost in the mist of cold, ancient memories. Now, we train in human form because some of the elders think it makes us stronger.

      I beg to differ.

      Phelan approaches, his smile wide against the tanned, leather-like texture of his skin. Somehow, my father’s best friend has found such peace in his old age that smiles come easier than the grimace of a warrior, though deep furrows are still burned into his forehead. “The warriors have done well today,” he says.

      “Then we should stop this foolishness and spar as wolves,” I suggest.

      His smile just gets broader. “I’ve no objection, so long as they also practice handling weapons. You young people don’t realize it, but it’s a useful skill.”

      “For one without fangs, maybe.” I ignore his chuckle in response and address the warriors. “That is all for today.”

      They show me the sign of respect, and I watch them clear out from the training grounds in an organized fashion. I turn back to Phelan when the last warriors have stepped away. “Has there been any more word on Assanan’s movements?”

      “No.” His easy smile fades. “Most likely, he is recovering from his last battle from the east, restoring his ranks.”

      “But you have no doubt he’ll strike here next,” I finish for him.

      “No doubt,” he confirms.

      For a second, I see the flame of anger in his eyes that erupts, despite his normally peaceful manner, whenever he speaks of the man who killed my father. He and my father, the Sea-King Alpha Hedroin, had known each other since childhood, just like Turgan and myself. “We’ll take him down,” I assure him.

      Phelan nods lightly, and the flames extinguish in his eyes. Instead, they brighten with another thought, one I’d rather he keep to himself.

      “What of the human girl?” he asks.

      I feel my chest tighten. What is it with these elders that they continue to insist I marry some human princess? Or marry at all? “What of her?” I reply.

      He chuckles again, and my blood comes to a mild simmer. If it were anyone other than my father’s Beta, he’d be flat on the ground already. But my respect for him as a man and a leader outweighs my anger. When my father fell, he stepped in as a guide and mentor to me as best he could.

      “Dyanne says she’s bringing her up from the dungeon today,” he says.

      “My mother is persistent, and this is her choice alone,” I explain. “Healer Elara suggested I appease her wishes to avoid further attacks. My mother is not well.”

      He exhales softly. “She has been through so much. It’s the worst thing, to lose a true mate.”

      “And this is why I don’t understand why so many of you insist I marry this human,” I tell him. “Suppose I find my true mate when I have already begotten children with this woman? How could I ever reconcile this?”

      “Perhaps this is why your mother insists on it,” he says quietly.

      I shake my head. “I don’t understand.”

      He pats my shoulder again, a habit of his when he is in a fatherly mood with me. “Perhaps she feels it’s best you never experience the pain of losing a true mate, and—”

      “And she knows the human would not be her,” I finish for him.

      “Precisely.”

      “And you, Phelon?” I ask. “What is it you feel is best for me?”

      His lips rise once again, and he gestures for me to sit on a nearby bench. We settle in, watching the clouds sail past against the deep azure sky.

      “Your father always looked to the clouds,” he begins finally, breaking the silence. “We were young, so much younger than you are today, just boys, really.” His eyes turn distant. “He said his grandfather told him that all the ancestors of the ages are right there in the clouds. When they pass, that means they’re checking up on you, to see how you’re doing. When they’re not there, it means they know all is well.”

      “He told me the same,” I explain, a sigh escaping me. “But I didn’t believe him.” I turn to meet Phelon’s gaze. “Do you?”

      He shrugs and looks up again. “I don’t know if it’s true, but it’s a fine idea. So, I believe your father comes to us the same way, just checking in.”

      It wouldn’t be a bad thing if that were the case. I look up a thick, billowing cloud just above us.

      “I think he would want me to give you this advice,” he continues. “If there is a true mate for you out there, you should do all you can to find her.”

      I gaze back at him, furrowing my brow. “Strange advice, coming from a confirmed bachelor.”

      He chuckles lightly. “I never said I didn’t try to find my own.”

      “I’m sorry.” Guilt chews at me. I always wondered why the Goddess didn’t bless such a kind, dutiful man with a mate.

      “No reason to be sorry, Cassian,” he insists. “My life has gone well enough. But I’ll never forget the day your father found Dyanne. I’d never seen such happiness in his eyes.” He turns to me. “I don’t think he would want you to be denied such joy. I don’t think your mother does, either. She is just lost in her own sadness right now.”

      I nod, knowing it’s true. Father always told me I should find the one, that I shouldn’t settle for anyone who isn’t a true mate.

      “Anyway,” he slaps his knees and stands. “This hard bench is no place for an old man with a withered back. Perhaps I’ll go find some breakfast leftovers from the cook. Are you coming along?”

      I shake my head. “No, I think I’ll sit here for a while.”

      He pats my shoulder once again. “We’ll talk later, then.”

      “Yes,” I say.

      I watch him walk away, a slight limp in his step now that his back is in pain again. Once alone, I look up at the cloud, which has lingered despite others having passed over and moved on.

      “I’ll wait for the one,” I say out loud, hoping that somewhere in the mist, my father hears me. “There’s no way I’m marrying a human girl when there’s someone out there you and the Moon Goddess want me to meet.”
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