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      To Alanis. I wish nothing but the best for you both.
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      Hollis

      

      By the Goddess, I feel like shit. My head aches, my skin burns, and I am far too hot. I told Father sleeping in the carriage away from Escuro wouldn’t work out for any of us—if I feel like this, I can only imagine how he’s doing this morning. We could’ve left this morning without losing any face after whatever fight he had with King Kieran. I’d be shocked if those Dun’s Crossing types got up before ten in the morning, even with their ridiculous ritual slated for today.

      I groan and stretch. My skin pulls at itself, and the burning intensifies. Like the damned carriage actually cut me up.

      At that thought, a memory bursts through my mind. Splintering wood, blood running down my pelt. Did I fucking shift last night? Did I break the carriage? I search my mind for any other clues.

      All that comes to me is the grayish blur of the Haze.

      I suck in a deep breath, and I know something is impossibly wrong. Father had his fight before sunset, and we left a few minutes after. Eva and I shouldn’t have even been close enough for the Haze to reach us. We talked about it and were even a little disappointed. It’s been weeks since both of us turned twenty-one, her the day after me, and we’re ready to start our lives together, just like we’ve always planned. Eva’s had her wedding dress ready since we were sixteen. But if that’s all I can remember, it did reach us. Which means I should be smelling cinnamon and jasmine right now. Not this foreign blend of blackberries and something I can only describe as sunshine.

      What the fuck?

      Slowly, I open my eyes. Someone’s head lays on my chest. Their pale, blonde head, where Eva’s scarlet hair should be. Something throbs painfully on my shoulders, but I ignore it. Blonde means Dun’s Crossing, more likely than not, but I can’t recognize whoever it might be from the top of her head.

      Dun’s Crossing. This has to be some kind of ploy by King Kieran. Relief washes through my body. He realized Eva and I got caught in the Haze, separated us after we fell asleep, and gave each of us to different members of his own court. It sounds like something King Gavin would do if Father displeased him. Which means all I need to do is extricate myself before anyone sees, find Eva, and we can leave just like Father wanted to.

      Unfortunately, stealth has never been my strong suit. I’d much rather toss the stranger off me and bolt out of the clearing for my real mate—maybe with a pitstop to show King Kieran exactly who the fuck he’s messing with. I keep telling Father we’re wasting our time, trying to find the right moment to break off the alliance with Dun’s Crossing. King Kieran doesn’t have the power his father had for reprisal. We should end it now–before we get dragged back in.

      I lift the strange woman’s head—her hair is like silk through my fingers; King Kieran has decent taste—and begin to slide my body out from under her. The half-dead grass tears and crumples. My clothes are somewhere with the remains of the carriage, probably to the north. Maybe I can find Eva on the way and—

      “Mmn?” the strange woman mumbles.

      I jump up, drop her head. It bounces off the ground, and her eyes shoot open.

      Pale blue eyes in an oval-shaped, angular face. A face I know well because I barely saw Eva without her in our last couple of weeks at Solberg Castle.

      The woman who sits up and stares at me in confusion is Princess Candace.

      King Kieran’s cockier than I thought.

      “What are you doing?” she asks.

      “Getting out before your brother’s plan works.” I cross my arms. My shoulder throbs again. What the fuck did I do to it?

      “His… plan?” Candace blinks tiredly. I never realized what a perfect mouth she has, so much fuller than the rest of her siblings.

      That’s why this is a fucking trick, Hollis. Keep your head on straight.

      “He and my father fought,” I say. “We were leaving before our name got muddied by this ridiculous castle-in-the-air scheme of yours.”

      Hurt flashes across her face. “You don’t think the rejuvenation’s going to work?”

      “Well, how could it?” I take a step back. She’s obviously just trying to keep me here long enough for someone to catch us. I’m almost sorry to hurt her—I think Eva really considers her a friend—but I won’t let her brother make me a pawn in his game because I think she’s got a nice laugh. “The effects of wolfsbane are permanent. Everyone knows that.”

      The scars on Luna Estrella are enough to prove it.

      “I—” She shakes her head. “What does this have to do with the Haze? Why are you running away?”

      “Because you’re not my mate.” This time, my shoulder sears like my arm is about to fall off. More memories of last night leak in. Someone’s teeth in my arm—but they had to have been Eva’s. I don’t need to check the bite to know its shape. “King Kieran had you sneak in after I fell asleep. To humiliate us after their fight.”

      Her soft mouth falls slightly open. Her pale eyes shine with what look like tears. My shoulder might not be where the bite is; it might be infected or something. I stare at the ground. As long as I don’t look at her, I can get out of here. I can find Eva and let her make it up to her friend.

      “You really think I would do that?” Candace asks quietly.

      I glance up. She’s curled her knees half up to her chest, blocking a lot of her body. Her narrow hips give way to an ass that would fit perfectly into my hands. Her pale skin shines in the morning light. And there, above the plush swell of breast I remember from last night, sits a still red, barely snowflake-shaped mating mark.

      The kind you can only get from someone born in Snowcrest Canyon.

      My skin goes cold. My stomach drops. There’s… there’s no way. I’m promised to Eva. She’s promised to me. Three hundred years of various members of the Kar and Skadis families born within a week of each other have mated when the Haze arrives. Our families are intertwined through history, though not so closely as to have ramifications on our genes. I can’t be the one to break the tradition.

      Father’s face appears in my mind, glowering with that sickening hint of resigned disappointment in his eyes. Like he always expected something like this.

      “Of course, I believe it,” I spit. “What the fuck other explanation do you suggest?”

      “That the Goddess brought us together?” She stares at the dead, broken grass where we lay mere minutes ago. “Kieran, Anwen… even when it seems like the Goddess or the Haze has made a mistake, it’s always right.”

      “Well, not this time.” I keep backing up. A tactical retreat. “This place is fucked up. The Haze probably can’t work right since your father destroyed the land here.”

      She flinches. “I wasn’t even born yet when that happened.”

      “Whatever you say. He’s still your family.” Fuck, Eva’s going to be mad. Candace looks like a bird with a broken wing. But she’ll understand when I explain what kind of insanity King Kieran put us through. “But you know I’m right. Look at this.”

      I gesture at the ruined land around us. Even with the first warmth of spring in the air, there’s no sign of life in the leafless, black-gray trees surrounding the clearing we slept in. I break off a piece of bark, and it crumbles like sand in my hand. My shoulder is going to kill me if I don’t reach Eva soon.

      Candace takes it in with wide, wet eyes. I’ve never even really liked women with the sharp, fragile look she has. I’ve never liked women other than Eva. Hell, I’ve never looked. I was always just going to fall in love with her someday.

      “I’m telling you,” she murmurs. “There’s no way around the Haze.”

      “I’m not in the business of rolling over whenever some foreign princess tells me there’s no way.” I shake my head. There’s just… no way.

      I turn on my heel and throw myself into a shift. My fur, a red so deep it looks black in most lights, bursts from my skin, and I hit the ground running. Sore muscles groan and stretch. I put my nose to the air.

      There. Cinnamon and jasmine. King Kieran didn’t even have the decency to drag Eva far enough away that I couldn’t smell her.

      This will be over soon. No matter how much my shoulder hurts.
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      Candace

      

      At the tree line where the half-destroyed woods give way to the large, open area full of all the various delegations’ colorful tents, someone laid out piles of clothes for anyone drawn into the Haze. I hover nearby, waiting for a moment when no one is looking.

      I can’t let them see the burning mark on my collarbone. If someone asks me anything, I’m going to lose the shreds of composure I gained sitting alone after Hollis left and break down, which I absolutely can’t right now. The rejuvenation ritual starts in—I glance at the sky—less than an hour, when the sun fully crests the horizon. Raven and Estrella need me. I can worry about the fact that my mate thinks I’m a cruel joke after that.

      Mother’s voice echoes in my head. “A daughter is an alliance. Your only job, when your Haze comes, is to convince the Goddess to make you a good one.”

      If my mate doesn’t want me, what am I then? Nothing at all?

      My lower lip wobbles, and I sink my teeth into it. Bad train of thought. That doesn’t matter right now.

      A cluster of girls, two of which sport mating marks on their backs and chests, pull three dresses from the pile and finally leave. I take the split-second opening to dart in, grab one for myself, and dress alone in the tree line.

      Hollis was right about one thing. Escuro looks so much worse than I even feared. The trees and grass are all the same gray as Estrella’s scars. I was always impressed by Luna Delaney, keeping her pack alive under such difficult circumstances, but now I think she must have even more magic than I realize.

      With my thoughts on the real adversity people here have overcome, I set off through the sprawling camp to the tents we set up upon our arrival yesterday. On the way, I pass Mother’s prison wagon. Nearly a full platoon of soldiers stand around it. Finn thinks it’s overkill, but I understand. Until a few days ago, Nessa sat in the dungeon at Solberg Castle next to Mother. Taner led a mission to apprehend her on the border of Snowcrest a few months back. Then, while we were in the process of transferring Mother to the prison cart for this trip, Nessa somehow escaped. Just the idea of her out there somewhere makes me sick. She doesn’t seem to have her father’s violence—despite her involvement in the plot against Anwen and Estrella, she never held a weapon—but I know her–better than almost anyone else. I don’t think this will be the last we hear of her.

      Our trio of silver-and-blue striped tents is a busy warren of activity. Servants dart back and forth between the three. Reddish smoke puffs out of the Sundrop Gem tent nearby, where I expect Raven and Estrella are finishing the final batch of their concoction. I duck into the tent Ingrid and I are going to share for the length of our stay here.

      “Thank the Goddess!” she says as I walk in. “I was about to send out search parties. Did you and your mate decide you could squeeze in another round?”

      “Ingrid!” I squeal.

      She laughs, fidgeting with her hair in the mirror. Long, blonde strands dangle messily out the back. She never can do it on her own.

      I step closer, release the combs attempting to hold her hair in place, and start over. “I didn’t actually meet my mate.”

      She looks at me in the mirror. “Truly?”

      I nod as pain streaks through my body and turns my vision slightly gray at the edges. “No one called to me.”

      “I’m sorry.” She pats my hand. “Or congratulations? It seemed like you didn’t want to go.”

      “Just tired from the trip.” I need to distract her. “Where did you get this dress? I don’t think I’ve seen it yet, and it really suits you.”

      Ingrid smiles and plucks at the sea foam-colored fabric. “I got the idea from Estrella and made the gown myself. Well, with a little of Bright’s help. She complained the whole time. Our whole court’s more colorful, now that Anwen is over there. Have you noticed?”

      “I did.” I push a bejeweled comb into place in her hair, then the second. “You’re so lucky your hair is thick enough to hold these. You and Mother both.”

      She laughs. “We could hold them in your hair if you even let me use a little glue.”

      “Never!” I put a hand to my nearly waist-length hair. It’s too fine for anything but a few pins and the braided styles Tess is so talented at, but I still love it.

      “Fine, fine.” Ingrid shakes her head. “Let me help you pick something out.”

      I smile. “Of—”

      If I let her pick out the dress, she’ll choose something I need help getting into. Ingrid’s taste has always been elaborate. And then she’ll see the mark. She’ll know I lied.

      “Of course not,” I say.

      Ingrid blinks. “Why not?”

      “Because….” I glance at the flap of our tent. “Because when I was walking in, I overheard one of the servants saying they needed music for the ritual, and I happen to know you brought your lute.”

      Ingrid blushes prettily. Mother always said she had a perfect strawberries-and-cream complexion.

      “I did, but I wasn’t thinking—”

      “Go see!” I put the final comb in her hair and squeeze her shoulders. “You’re so talented. There’s no way you won’t improve the ritual.”

      “Okay!” She bounces up, glowing with excitement. “I’ll go talk to Raven and Estrella. They’ll know what they need.”

      She scurries out of the tent, and I slump onto my bed. I didn’t hear anything about music, but I know those two won’t be able to refuse an excited Ingrid. And she really is talented on that lute of hers. A few days of hearing about how wonderful my sisters—by blood or otherwise—are sounds like a much nicer time than a few days fending off Ingrid’s questions.

      A trumpet blares three blasts to indicate the ritual will start in half an hour. I really do have to get dressed. I strip out of the clothes I found at the edge of the trees and sort through my dresses. A soft brown one with a high neckline catches my attention. Just the sort of thing to let me fade into the background while the rest of them take the spotlight. Normally, I’d pick one of the gray-greens that brings out the hints of color in my eyes. Mother said they made me look pretty as a picture. But today, disappearing sounds better than anything else I can imagine. I put on undergarments and slip the dress on over my head. With everything fastened and tightened, it hides my unimpressive behind and draws polite attention to my chest—but never so much that my future mate could get jealous.

      Not future mate anymore. Just mate. Who doesn’t want me.

      Tears well up in my eyes, and I swipe them away. Not now. After the ritual. Or maybe when we get home. Then, I’ll confess to everyone. Kieran and Raven won’t mind me staying in the castle for the rest of my life. Kieran doesn’t care nearly as much about marriage alliances as Father did.

      Right?

      My stomach starts twisting itself into knots, and I know I need to go. I smooth down my dress one last time, leave my hair loose, and rejoin the world outside the scant privacy of the tent.

      Estrella and Raven stand in the middle of the chaos. Estrella clutches what looks like a wine decanter, but judging by the ribbons of gold threading through the liquid within, that’s the concoction she and Raven have been working on almost nonstop since Raven used an early version of it to save Estrella’s life from her own wolfsbane encounter. Raven presses a hand to her own back, her swollen belly jutting out ahead of her like another participant in their conversation. I step up to them.

      “When we introduce the serum, I think,” Estrella is saying.

      Raven nods slowly. “That would be a nice time for some music. It would make the whole thing a little more atmospheric.” She smiles at me. “Good morning.”

      Estrella smirks. “How was—”

      I put a hand up. “No mate. Keep talking about the ritual.”

      The wave of pain that sweeps through me is so severe I almost lose my footing. Estrella studies me, but Raven has too much on her mind to do anything but plunge forward.

      “Shouldn’t the holy woman be here by now?” she asks.

      “Yana will meet us at the site,” Estrella replies.

      Another trumpet. Two, this time.

      “Which we should be moving toward.” She hefts the decanter carefully. “Are we ready?”

      “I think so.” Raven’s smile is a little worried.

      I put my hands on both of their shoulders. “The two of you are some of the smartest women I’ve ever met. I’m sure you’re ready. This is going to be incredible.”

      “Thank you.” Raven kisses my cheek awkwardly around her belly.

      Estrella chuckles. “With you on our side, how could we fail?”

      Ingrid sprints up to us, lute in hand. “What are you still doing here? We have to go!”

      “All right, all right.” I begin escorting everyone toward the ritual site Estrella and Raven picked out. We join a flow of well-dressed nobility, all heading to the spot. If they’re right—and I really do think they are, no matter what certain Snowcrest princes might say—we are all about to see the closest thing to a miracle anyone other than the Goddess Herself can produce.

      That is almost enough to make me forget the burning in my collarbone and the sinking feeling that I’ve failed the one job I was ever given.
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      Hollis

      

      Eva shakes her head. “I just don’t know how we didn’t find each other.”

      “It’s strange,” I agree, my mark burning.

      When I found her, asleep in the nook of a tree, I looked her over for a mating mark before I even woke her up. All the way over. Not a single sign of the snowflake shape. Not even a red spot that might turn into a snowflake when the swelling goes down.

      “But it’s a good sign neither of us found anyone else,” I add.

      She grins as she scrapes her red hair up into a bun. We are standing amidst the flow of people, all headed to the spot on the edge of the camp we were told upon arrival to avoid.

      “Definitely better.”

      That fucking bite sears. I cling to the pain.

      I stayed in my wolf form all the way back to camp, pretending I was still under the effects of the Haze. Sniffing Eva, running circles around her, just acting like an idiot. She laughed so hard she had to catch herself on my back a couple of times. Her fingers in my fur felt so normal, so familiar, that I almost forgot what I was hiding. Then, she’d say something about how it was weird we didn’t mate, and it would start hurting all over again. As long as it hurts, I can’t forget. The ruined land did something to the Haze. This is a mistake.

      “Maybe it didn’t work because we were at the edge,” I say. “The Haze only affected us enough to make us shift, not to make us mate.”

      She scratches one of the matching scrapes on her arm—she burst out of the carriage as well. “Do you really think that’s possible?”

      “What else could it be?” If anyone could hear the real question in my voice, the hope for any other explanation for what the hell happened last night, it would be her.

      “I don’t know.” She shakes her head. “I suppose you must be right. Why else would we destroy your father’s carriages and not find anyone?”

      “Exactly.”

      Eva adjusts the neck of her gown, framing her breasts perfectly. There’s a small freckle on the top of the left one, a freckle I’ve spent half my life looking forward to tasting. I stare at it now, trying to remember why I wanted it so badly.

      “Hey.” She bumps her hip into mine. “Watch the eyes, or rumor is going to spread that we really did mate.”

      I jerk my gaze away. We stop at the edge of the crowd, almost too far away to see. There must be a hundred or more people here, even more than the gathering for Luna Estrella and King Anwen’s wedding that wasn’t.

      “Do you actually think this is going to work?” I ask.

      “Candace does,” she says.

      Another lance of pain.

      “Yeah? Did you talk about it?”

      “Not much.” Eva’s face glows with a smile. “We had too much else to talk about. Did you know they have ruddy-chested flycatchers in Dun’s Crossing?”

      I laugh. “I don’t even know what that is.”

      She rolls her eyes. “I told you. They’re descendants of—”

      “Thank you all for coming to this miracle, this new beginning for my kingdom.” King Cole’s voice echoes over the crowd. “Our beautiful daughter has been working for months with the Luna of Sundrop Gem on what we all thought was impossible: a cure for wolfsbane poisoning.”

      Murmurs ripple through the crowd. I guess not everyone knew why we were all dragged out here. Eva takes my hand and tugs me forward.

      “I want to see,” she hisses.

      I let her lead me and rub my thumb over the pen callus on her finger I know so well. My mark is going to kill me if Father doesn’t.

      “Thank you, Father,” Luna Raven says. “I had a whole speech prepared, but then our little heir kept me up all night.”

      Laughter surrounds us. Eva pulls me up onto the wooden support around a tentpole, just high enough off the ground that we can see over the crowd’s heads.

      Luna Delaney and King Cole have stepped to the side, leaving Luna Raven, Luna Estrella, a woman in holy robes, and—I squint—a blonde with a lute in the middle of a clear space encircled by rocks, next to a massive dead tree. Luna Estrella squeezes Luna Raven’s hand and steps forward holding a massive jug.

      “Yana,” she says, “will you perform the blessing?”

      There she is. Right behind Luna Raven, next to the prison cart that holds Rowena Solberg. She’s wearing a brown dress that almost reaches her chin. My stomach drops. My skin goes cold.

      My mate doesn’t look at me.

      “By the light of the Goddess,” the holy woman prays, “and by Her darkness, we find our way. For too long, we have been haunted by one impossible specter. One threat from which there is no recovery. By Her grace and wisdom, may we finally overcome it.”

      Father steps up next to the wooden structure Eva and I stand on. I raise my eyebrows.

      ‘I thought you left,’ I say to him through the mind-link. ‘King Kieran delivered an insult too great to be expected to bear?’

      ‘Hush,’ Father replies without looking at me. ‘We cannot look distracted.’

      I exchange a look with Eva, who shrugs. She’s right. There’s no reason to reopen the events of last night any more than necessary right now. I just need to focus on the stupid ritual. If it works, there’ll be a party. If it doesn’t, there’ll be some kind of celebration anyway. Then, we get to leave, and I get to spend the rest of my life figuring out how to destroy the false mate bond this place gave me.

      The holy woman puts her hand on the trunk of the tree. “This is where the original injury was dealt. The heart of Escuro, its oldest oak, which extends roots into the waters from which the people here drew their life. Here, it will be repaired.”

      Luna Estrella hefts the jug. “In this, I hold redemption. Rejuvenation. The work of a woman harmed almost as directly by Gavin Solberg as her people’s land—”

      “And of one who ended a centuries-long feud between Dun’s Crossing and Sundrop Gem,” Luna Raven adds.

      The other queen smiles. “Redemption. Rejuvenation. Forgiveness. With the Goddess’ blessing, we give this to Escuro. To the world.”

      She upends the jug, and the whole crowd falls silent. Only the musician keeps playing.

      A stream of burgundy liquid threaded with gold pours out, thicker than wine but thinner than blood. The smell is strange—half a dozen plants, something like dirt or grit, a warmth I can’t quite explain. But the liquid puddles between the roots of the tree and just…sits there.

      Shit. It’s actually not going to work.

      Eva leans up on her tiptoes. “Something’s happening.”

      “What?” I grab her wrist to keep her from toppling over. I don’t see anything.

      Something gurgles before she can answer, and I do see it. The liquid is draining into the ground very slowly. Just like any liquid would. I open my mouth to tell Eva she’s missing the clouds for the silver linings again.

      Bright, golden light flashes like a single burst of fire. I wince and shut my eyes. Gasps echo through the crowd.

      ‘Hollis, look!’ Eva says in my head.

      I open my eyes again, and for a split second, wonder if what the Lunas actually made was some sort of mass teleportation potion. The cracked, dead grass under their feet is replaced by a lush blanket of green. As I watch, a pale wildflower sprouts out of the ground and blossoms. But the biggest transformation is the tree itself. The blighted, leafless trunk behind them now spreads the first shoots of green overhead. Its bark is golden and lustrous, except in a few places where gray veins match the scar on Luna Estrella’s neck. Actually, all the new growth has those, but just a little. A handful of blades of gray grass wave in the breeze with their neighbors, vital but forever marked by what happened here.

      A fucking miracle. That’s what happened here today.

      Luna Delaney bursts into tears. Luna Raven races for her mother, and the two of them clutch each other.

      King Cole steps forward and clears his throat. “A celebration is in order!”

      Cheers ripple through the crowd. They did it. They fucking did it.

      “Tonight, at sunset, on this very spot.” His voice is thick with emotion, and I roll my eyes. I know he’s out of practice, but a king should be able to hold himself together a little better. “We shall honor the restoration of Escuro!”

      More cheers. I jump down off the platform and hold a hand out for Eva to do the same. “Can we talk about your departure now, Father?”

      He stares down at me, eyes nearly hidden under his heavy brows. “I do not know what you mean.”

      Without another word, he turns and walks away. Eva hops down, and something crunches under her feet. I look down. The grass under our feet is still dry and dead. As delegates begin to filter away, the effect becomes clearer—a perfect circle of restored land, surrounded by the same destruction as before. Judging by the cluster of important people around the oak tree, they’ve noticed too. Candace looks worried.

      “What?” Eva asks.

      I shake my head, look at the ground. “Just thinking about how good this is actually going to be.”
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      Candace

      

      “Look at this!” Estrella holds a single piece of green grass up in front of my eyes. “It’s alive.”

      “I’m so happy for you.” I force a smile. Despite the realization that this first application only affected the area right around where they put what they’ve started calling the elixir, Raven and Estrella are walking on air. Raven’s barely left her parents’ side, both because I know she doesn’t see them as often as she’d like and because they’re the only ones here who know what Escuro used to look like.

      “Perhaps we could use the elixir to create more oases in Sundrop.” She grabs my hands. “The applications are endless. There is no wound we cannot heal.”

      “It really is amazing.” My mark aches. I didn’t see Hollis at the ritual, but even just smelling him in the crowd made me sick. With the celebration tonight, I just want to lie down.

      “Are you all right?” Ingrid asks as she walks up. “You look pale.”

      “Just tired.” I offer another wan smile. “I didn’t exactly get much sleep last night. I could use a nap before the celebration.”

      “By the Goddess, I’m so sorry.” Estrella releases me. “Go, rest. We can speak later.”

      ‘I’ll keep them distracted,’ Ingrid says through the mind-link. ‘The tent isn’t exactly soundproof.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I reply.’ And give Raven my congratulations.’

      ‘Of course.’

      I leave the ritual site, my steps dragging over new grass and old. I dodge chattering groups—most excited, some jealous—and wend my way through back alleys. At least Kieran and Anwen had some privacy when they were fighting the mate bond. They didn’t have to do it in the middle of a campground with a hundred of their closest potential political allies. I would give almost anything for a real door I could shut between me and the world.

      “I didn’t expect to see you here.” The voice is oily smooth, perfectly even. “Finally come to visit your mother?”

      I twist and discover my back route has led me past where her prison cart is parked. Guards at attention surround it, and Mother’s pale, long-fingered hand drapes out from between the bars. Dirt makes small crescents under her nails.

      Before everything that’s happened this past year, Mother was my closest confidant after Ingrid. I know what she’s done, who she’s hurt. But I can’t tell anyone what happened between Hollis and I—except the one woman no one would talk to or trust.

      “Open the door.” I lift my chin, try to look like I have the authority to do what I’m doing. “I wish to speak to her inside.”

      The guards exchange looks. One of their gazes goes hazy with a mind-link. “King Kieran says she may,” he reports a second later.

      I try to keep my posture as they let me into the cramped wagon. Only a few shafts of morning light creep through the bars, just enough to illuminate the wide bench Mother obviously has to use as a bed and the chamber pot off to the side. A tray with a few food scraps and a pail of water promise Kieran is actually improving the dungeon conditions as he said he would, but seeing her like this is still jarring.

      “How long has it been?” Mother fixes a lock of lank blonde hair.

      I swallow. “Sev-seven months.”

      She purses her lips. “I thought I raised you better than that.”

      I flinch. I know I should have been visiting her. I did, a few times. In the beginning. Before the grime truly settled onto her—she refuses to bathe when offered water—and I could no longer look at her without acknowledging the truth.

      The woman who raised me is a prisoner, and I am letting her stay one.

      “I’m sorry,” I mumble.

      “I can’t hear you,” she says.

      “My apologies, Mother.” I force volume into my voice. “I have been—” Saying busy will only irritate her further. “Barred” is a lie, and I’ve been trying to stop lying since I realized just how like them it made me. “Frightened.”

      A small smile crosses her face. “Of what, darling?”

      You. What your imprisonment means. How much I’m your daughter.

      “I don’t know.” I shake my head. “I didn’t know.”

      “But you do now?” She takes my hand, silver manacles around her wrists rattling.

      Why does Kieran have her chained in silver? Mother is originally from Lightning Cape, a kingdom to the south Father conquered a few months after they mated, so she has some extremely minor wind magic, but nothing she’s ever used for more than whisking a quill she didn’t want to stand to retrieve into her hand.

      Or pushing things off a table to make a servant she was displeased with keep cleaning.

      I blink. “Something happened last night.”

      “Your first Haze.” Mother’s smile is sickly sweet, like she doesn’t quite know how to do it anymore. “Did you—?”

      I nod.

      “And he frightens you.”

      ‘No.’ My face burns as I mind-link Mother for the first time in almost a year. ‘He…he doesn’t want me.’

      “Oh, darling.” She cups my cheek. The silver stings my chin. “Who would?”

      “What?” I flinch back like she hit me.

      “Imprisonment gives someone a lot of time to think.” Her smile sharpens into something dangerous. “And I’ve been thinking you’re a disloyal bitch I wasted my energy trying to raise into a lady.”

      My pulse roars in my ears. “You don’t mean that.”

      “Oh, but I do.” She stares out of the bars. “You were my favorite, and you left me here to rot. You don’t even visit. What is a mother supposed to think?”

      I open and close my mouth. Nothing comes out. Mother was always cruel to Raven, but not to me. This is a woman I’ve never seen before.

      “Yes, I’ve had a lot of time. Before the chains, I used that time to train my magic, but since then, I can only think.” She stares at me, her eyes burning into mine. “You never truly took my lessons to heart. If you were meant to be the sort of woman I wanted, you wouldn’t have had to work so hard. I certainly didn’t. So I don’t blame the unfortunate man the Goddess placed in your path. I’d help him run away.” Her mouth flattens into a line. “If I could.”

      “I’m leaving.” My voice wavers. I knock on the door for the guards to let me out.

      “Of course, you are.” Mother grins viciously. “That’s the only skill you ever learned. Burying your head in the sand and letting other people get their hands dirty.”

      The door to the cart creaks open, and I explode out into the sunshine. I don’t know when I started crying, but tears streak down my cheeks. The guards regard me awkwardly, not quite sure whether they should offer to help or leave me alone.

      “Don’t tell anyone about this.” Before they can reply, I stumble away from the prison cart.

      Luckily, when I reach our tent, there are still only a few people there. Most of the staff and family seem to still be at the ritual site. I plunge into the relative darkness of the tent and throw myself down on the bed, all thoughts of a nap gone. My shoulders shake with sobs. Mother’s right. It shouldn’t be this hard to make people like me. There must be something wrong with me. I just wish I knew what it was.

      Eventually, my sobs peter out. I am exhausted. I said I was going to na—
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        * * *

      

      The acrid stink of hot metal and blood consumes me. More blood than I’ve ever seen before, ever smelled before. Slowly, other details filter in. The air stings my skin—grit, flying in every direction. Pained screams echo from everywhere, those of the tortured and dying. Howls mix and meld and split apart in an aching cacophony. Finally, I manage to open my eyes.

      I stand in the center of a blasted battlefield with a war raging around me. Dark mountains loom over the destroyed earth. A wolf lands at my feet, screaming in a half-human voice as another wolf tears it to bloody shreds. I try to recoil, but I can’t control my body.

      Instead, I lift up, up, up. With every foot I climb, I expect to see the edge of the fighting. It must end somewhere. But it stretches ever onward, horizon to horizon. My stomach churns. I would be sick, if I had enough control of my mouth.

      I stare down over a war worse than anything Father ever created. The tiny sliver of peace Kieran clawed back is destroyed, forgotten in a disaster the likes of which the world has never seen. And everyone is dying.
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        * * *

      

      I shoot up in bed, drenched in cold sweat. The light outside the tent flap is darker, approaching sunset. My head pounds. That dream felt so impossibly real that I know it’s going to come true someday. Maybe soon. I have to tell—

      Hollis’s words ring in my ears. Mother’s, too. Who would I tell? Who would believe me? No one even thinks my dreams are premonitions.

      Ingrid lifts the tent flap. “Hey. I kept them away for as long as I could, but we have to start getting ready now. Are you okay?”

      I wipe my face and force a smile. “Just woke up.”
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      Hollis

      

      “So I said, ‘Who are you kidding? Your wolf doesn’t even have two ears.’” Lord Gunnar, one of the Snowcrest nobles Father begrudgingly agreed to bring on the trip, bursts into laughter at his own joke.

      Father nods once, crisply, and takes another drink from his cup. Zain, my Beta whenever I take the throne, just sips his drink. Eva laughs politely. I put on my fakest laugh—Gunnar likes the sound of his own voice too much to ever notice me.

      Around us, the celebration is in full swing. The early spring air here is warm enough that I didn’t have to wear my cloak over my tunic and pants, but Eva is wrapped in fur over a fine, sky-blue dress that cups every inch of her body and still didn’t make me look twice at her. Couples spin around the oak tree, which someone strung lanterns in the branches of, and music plays from a dozen different performers scattered around the space. For being put together in the afternoon, it’s decent, but I miss the celebrations at home. Their alcohol is bullshit.

      Father looks at me. “Have you made inroads with the other delegates?”

      He’s searching for other allies. He says he wants to know we have someone backing us before breaking ties with Dun’s Crossing. I still think he’s being too cautious, but he’s the one who left his Beta, Eva’s father, at home to run the kingdom in his absence because he doesn’t trust anyone else. Caution has been his middle name for a long time now.

      “I’m friends with Candace Solberg,” Eva says.

      Father’s face shutters. “Not them.”

      I squeeze her hand. ‘We’re trying to get away from Dun’s Crossing.’

      ‘Why?’ Eva demands. ‘I like Candace.’

      My mark burns. I need to do something about it. Between the ritual and now, I finally looked at the damned thing. When I saw the rays of a sun shining back at me, I almost puked. Somehow. Candace bit me. I just need to figure out what about this fucked up place made that happen.

      ‘Because the Solbergs can’t be trusted,’ I reply.

      “I’ve met a couple of guys,” Zain offers. “They were talking about doing a friendly spar tomorrow. Hollis, you want to join?”

      “Sure,” I say, barely hearing him. “I’ll be there.”

      Father grunts, pleased. My chest warms. Military and combat prowess is the one thing we share these days.

      “Ah! King Andri, Prince Hollis,” someone says.

      Father and I turn in unison. King Kieran and Luna Raven approach. Even in the dim light of the night, her stomach is impossible to miss. I’m shocked her healer allows her out of bed.

      “King Kieran.” Father clasps his hand. “Luna Raven. Impressive work.”

      “Thank you.” She curtsies awkwardly. King Kieran has to help her regain her feet. “It seems I specialize in bringing new life to the world these days.”

      “When are you due?” Eva asks.

      “Soon,” Luna Raven groans.

      I sip my weak wine to cover my eye roll. She seems nice enough, but she’s way too casual. No poise, no grace. In the few memories of Mother I still have, she carried herself like she was always walking on a cloud.

      “Snowcrest is honored by our small role in this miracle,” Father says. “Enjoy your success.”

      King Kieran and Luna Raven say their goodbyes and move off. As Lord Gunnar launches into a tirade about how they didn’t even acknowledge him, I scan the party again.

      I haven’t seen Candace yet. Which is good. I don’t want to, not after this morning. But at this point, I’m starting to suspect she actually might not be coming. So I can start my plan.

      If I was at home, I’d go to the library. Since Mother’s death, our collection’s become more and more military texts, but I’m sure there’s still some history in there. Something that would tell me about the Haze and the times it backfired. Instead, I’m stuck in a fucking field, and that means my only resources are the people around me.

      I kiss Eva on the cheek. “I’m going to go see if they have anything stronger.”

      “Bring some back if they do,” she replies.

      I laugh and escape the group.

      ‘Need a hand?’ Zain asks.

      I tell him no. He is my Beta, and I trust him with my life, but I don’t trust anyone with this kind of secret.

      After a brief, failed search for harder liquor, I ask a woman to dance, and the plan begins.

      “You’re from Escuro, aren’t you?” I ask as we spin around the tree.

      She giggles. “How did you know?”

      The dark hair and eyes, the dress that looks like nobody’s seen it in the light in twenty years, the vague aura of social ineptitude.

      “Lucky guess,” I reply. “Are you mated?”

      She giggles again. I tighten my hold on her and hope she finds that romantic. This kind of information-gathering is not where my strengths lie.

      “No.” Her eyelashes flutter so much I actually wonder if she has something stuck in her eyes. “But I could be.”

      “Oh yeah?” I dip her to hide my expression. “Do you know anyone who is?”

      “Loads of people.” She leans closer, her licorice smell clouding the air. “I was out in the Haze last night. Were you?”

      “Missed it.” That’s the story I’m giving Eva, so it’s good enough for this stranger. “So the Haze has been working in Escuro? People are happy with their mates?”

      “Um… yeah?” She looks at me strangely. “Why?”

      Fuck. “I’m writing a book.”

      “Ooh, tell me more!”

      The rest of the night goes a lot like that. Finding someone who could have answers, asking questions that are supposed to be subtle, and either hitting a wall or ending up in another ridiculous lie. By the time I wander off the dance floor, half the gathering must believe I’m writing a book or a paper or a poem when I haven’t written anything but a tactical map in years. And every time, I get the same answers: the Haze is dangerous in Escuro. Some of the plants here have been so ruined by wolfsbane that they’re unsafe to touch. But when people risk it, everything proceeds normally. The bites are normal, the couples are normal, everyone is happy. This holds true both before and after King Gavin’s death, a line of questioning I thought would be useful and mostly got me weird looks.

      Two more days. Then, I can go home and see if there’s a way to break a mating bond, even if it’s a legitimate one. Or I can just never see Candace again and learn to shoot my bow through the agony in my shoulder.

      I stomp over to the table set up for the delegates from Snowcrest Canyon and stop cold. Eva and Candace sit there, laughing like one of them just told the funniest joke in the world. Candace’s head is thrown back, her blonde hair cascading away from her face like a dying ray of light, and she clutches her stomach over her grayish-blue gown like she might burst a rib from laughing too hard. Eva looks perfectly at peace, like she’s laughing with an old friend instead of a woman she visited in person for a week and has been writing letters to sometimes since.

      A feeling I don’t know how to name crunches through my chest.

      I’m in the middle of a Goddess-damned party. I crush the feeling down and saunter over to them like there’s nothing in the world wrong with the woman I’m supposed to be mated to and the one who tricked the Goddess Herself to mate with me sitting together.

      “What’s so funny?” I drop into the seat next to Eva and sling my arm around her shoulders.

      Eva swipes a tear from her eye. “Candace was telling me a story about the ruddy-breasted flycatchers, and—”

      I snort.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I watch Candace’s face fall. Her gaze lands squarely on my arm.

      “What?” Eva says.

      “Oh, come on, you expect me to believe a fucking bird story is that funny?” I chuckle. “You were talking about something actually interesting. Tell me.”

      “It really was a bird story,” Candace says quietly.

      My mark screams. That’s my mate, sitting across from me, looking like a kicked puppy. Every instinct in my body howls for me to shut up and apologize. But I didn’t get this far in life by listening to my instincts.

      “By the Goddess, really?” I shake my head. “Can we talk about something interesting now, then? I’m here, and unlike Eva, I’ve got standards.”

      Eva shakes her head. “Did you find the drinks, then?”

      “I couldn’t find shit. It’s like people in Dun’s Crossing have no idea how to have fun.” I turn to Eva and direct the next comment only to her, over the torturous agony in my shoulder. “Maybe that’s why the funniest thing you could find over here was a story about a bird.”

      My mark doesn’t matter. Just two more days, and then I’ll figure out how to get rid of it.

      It’s that, or I have no idea what my future looks like anymore.
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      Candace

      

      I shrink lower in my seat. My mark brands my skin like a hot iron, and I just swallow the pain. Eva found me hiding out at the edge of the party, trying to convince myself to join in and risk seeing either of them. I tried to warn her that I wasn’t very good company, but she’s too good of a friend to take no for an answer.

      That only makes me feel worse.

      “He’s right,” I say numbly. “It wasn’t very funny.”

      “See?” Hollis grins at Eva. “Even she admits it. Nobody likes bird stories.”

      I nod. I’ve heard that enough, though usually without the edge of venom in Hollis’s voice right now.

      “Please can we talk about something interesting?” he says.

      Eva’s gaze flickers between the two of us. I can’t read anything in her green eyes, which are so like Hollis’s.

      “What in the world are you doing?” She shrugs out from under his arm.

      I suck in a breath. I’ve never heard her sound so offended before.

      Hollis puts up his hands. “I’m just trying to make this party fun—”

      “No, you’re being a dick.” She glares at him. “Look, I’m really sorry you didn’t get to have sex last night. Mating would’ve made everything a lot easier. But that doesn’t mean you get to take your bad mood out on our friend.”

      My stomach twists itself into sick, acidic knots. What would Eva say if she knew Hollis was behaving like this because he did mate last night? Because the mark of my teeth is searing itself into his shoulder? Memories flash through my mind—his strong, competent hands, his hot mouth, his smell so potent in the night.

      “It was a joke,” Hollis says. “I’m sorry you didn’t have sex last night, but you used to have a sense of humor.”

      I wince. He’s lashing out at everyone. I can’t let him hurt Eva. But I can’t find my tongue to stand up for her like she deserves either.

      “Don’t waste your time lying to me.” She crosses her arms. “I know when you’re joking, and I want you to apologize.”

      I could tell Eva. I could pull her aside, whisper it quietly. I could stand on the table and declare it, explain why Hollis is being so cruel right here and now. I could do anything but sit here in complete and total silence, like I did when I watched Mother beat Raven.

      “Fuck no,” Hollis scoffs. “Candace knows it was a joke. Don’t you?”

      Finally, he looks at me. There’s a hard mask over the depths I saw in his green eyes last night, something cold and harsh. He’s hiding from what happened.

      “You don’t have to answer that.” Worry and frustration wrinkle Eva’s brow. She has no idea what’s going on with Hollis. “You don’t have to do anything he tells you to.”

      There’s my opening, if I want it. But what good would telling Eva really do? Hollis is obviously never going to accept me as his mate. If I stay quiet, I’m the only one who has to hurt. Clearly, Hollis isn’t.

      “Thank you.” I put my hand on Eva’s. “I don’t think he was joking, but I have other rounds to make, so I’d rather just go.”

      She frowns at me like she’s trying to read my thoughts through my skull. I pray she can’t. Between memories of Hollis and my latest dream, there’s nothing in there I want her to see.

      Finally, she nods. “All right. But just say the word, and I’ll kick him out myself.”

      “Understood.” I stand and walk away from the table with no idea where I’m going. I’ve made all my rounds, and I have no real interest in talking to any of these people again. All the smiles, the music—it’s too much. I just want to lie down and forget I ever met anyone from Snowcrest Canyon.

      If this is the last time I’m going to see him, I deserve one last glance. I look back over my shoulder.

      Eva is talking to Hollis seriously, visibly still upset with him. But he’s watching me, his eyes unguarded but holding an expression I can’t understand. As soon as we make eye contact, he looks away.

      I turn around and keep walking. My feet lead me to the edge of the celebration where the lights are dimmer, and the music is quieter. The remains of a headache from my dream pulses in my temples in time with my aching mark. I watch the party spin on without me.

      On a normal night, I’d be on the dance floor, matching Anwen partner-for-partner. Or, I suppose Baz now. Anwen hasn’t been more than six feet from Estrella since the two of them arrived. Dance lessons were one of my favorites growing up and the easiest skill we were forced to learn. If I can impress a man with my grace, I don’t have to know all the right words like Anwen always seemed to or have the royal bearing Kieran was born with.

      The two of them twirl by with their wives, Kieran and Raven slower than the music calls for. I smile and wave when they do, but something in my chest aches. Growing up, Kieran was properly scary. He had a temper, and he tormented Raven almost as much as Mother and Father. Anwen didn’t scare me, exactly, but he had a way of always popping up where I least expected him with the piece of information I least wanted him to have. They were both dangerous. And so was I, though in my own small ways. I ran the variety of noble daughters with an iron fist, passing down edicts about who could and could not be invited here or there. We were our parents’ children. But now, they have Estrella and Raven. Their mates softened them, showed them a way to be better. I’ve been trying to find my way ever since that dream, the one that showed me how wrong I was about Raven, but I was looking forward to my other half–wondering how he would balance me out. Now, I’m destined to remain off-balance forever, fighting the cruelty in my blood.

      Ingrid’s smell catches my nose. Of course, she’s out here. And I think my own head might not be the best place for me right now. I follow the trail around the circle of the party until I find her fidgeting with the draping sleeves of her gown.

      “I let Kieran introduce me to everyone he wanted,” she says defensively before I even open my mouth.

      I smile. Ingrid hates balls and other big celebrations. She can’t stand people talking about nothing over the music she’d rather be listening to—and she seems to have escaped the cruelty that infected her three oldest siblings. I wonder what that’s like.

      “I wasn’t going to accuse you of anything.”

      “Thank the Goddess.” She deflates. “Because I didn’t, he still has a few ‘suitors’ picked out.”

      “Really?” A chill runs down my spine. Mother used to introduce us around like she could convince the Goddess to mate us to certain men just by putting us in their proximity. I assumed Kieran would’ve stopped that practice.

      She waves a hand flippantly. “Suitors, allies–they’re all boring people with no opinions they’re willing to share.”

      I exhale in a gust. He has stopped.

      “You look wound up.” A small smile creeps over Ingrid’s lips. “Don’t tell me you’re not even enjoying this.”

      Usually, I’m on the dance floor, keeping up with Anwen partner for partner. I shrug.

      “It’s been a long couple of days.”

      She grabs my hand. “Sneak out with me.”

      “What? No. Kieran will notice and—” And what? Get upset? The worst he can do is yell. After Mother, and Hollis, and the mark that won’t let me relax, a little yelling might be downright peaceful.

      Ingrid’s smile grows. “See? You’re considering it. That’s how I know you need this. If you’re tired enough to consider breaking the rules, you have to.”

      I look at the party behind us. Eva and Hollis are dancing now, seemingly over whatever happened at the table already. My mark hurts, but so does my chest.

      “Okay,” I say.

      Ingrid claps her hands together. “Here’s what we’re going to do—”
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        * * *

      

      I stand in the middle of the ashen battlefield, taking in the suffering around me. I open my mouth and—

      Something shakes my shoulder. I blink awake and rub my eyes. Ingrid’s plan worked like a charm, but she wanted to stay up and talk, so I can’t have been asleep for more than an hour yet.

      The thing shakes me again. I turn and see a hand reaching through a split in the tent. My heart hammers. I take a deep breath.

      Pine. Amber. Snow.

      Hollis is standing outside my tent, waking me up in the middle of the night.

      “Don’t scream,” he whispers. “This is important.”

      My stomach twists. His scent is intoxicating, but after the way he treated me, I feel like I’m already hungover.

      “What?” I ask.

      “Can we talk?”
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      Hollis

      

      Through the darkness, Candace’s pale brow wrinkles. I clench my fists.

      “Why?” she asks.

      Hell of a question. One I have no idea how to answer.

      “Eva gave you a chance to tell her everything. To make me look like the asshole.” I study her through the gap I sliced in the side of her tent. “Why didn’t you?”
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