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      “Princess? Princess Maxiana? Where are you?”

      I slip further into the milky, rose scented water of my bath, closing my eyes against the soft pitter-patter of Annabel’s slippers as she searches for me in what sounds like desperation. Her exaggerated sigh and mumbles bring a smile to my face, but I sink under water until I’m totally submerged, my hair floating on the surface.

      I hear her gasp and cry out as she rushes to the tub, but I burst from the water, laughing as I brush my wet hair from my face.

      “You scared me to death!” Annabel snaps, her cheeks going a deep, rosy pink. “Goddess, Max, I thought you’d drowned!”

      “You think I’d be dumb enough to do that on the day of my own ball?” I slide to the side, resting my arms on the rim of the tub, smirking up at my lady-in-waiting–my only real friend, if I’m being honest. Annabel scowls as she moves through the spacious bathroom before whirling and resting her hip against the counter, her arms crossed and lower lip curled downward as she pouts.

      “Oh, please, Anna,” I yawn. “You act like you’ve never had fun a day in your life.”

      “That makes two of us,” she replies curtly, arching a perfect manicured dark brow. “Have you been in here the whole time? I’ve been looking for you for ages. We need to start getting you ready.”

      I look up at the skylight over the bathtub, at the crystal clear, late afternoon sky. “We still have hours, don’t we?”

      “Yes, but guests are already arriving, and your father will call for you at sunset, and…” She looks me over, honing in on my damp hair. “I need to fix your hair, and do your makeup, get you into that stunning but complicated gown–”

      “We have time for all of that. Don’t you worry.” I rise from the tub, ignoring her blush as she turns toward the counter, her arm flailing blindly for a towel.

      I pluck it from her hand and wrap myself up before padding into my bedroom to find the robe I forgot to bring into the bathroom with me. Annabel huffs about the trail of water I’m leaving behind, and normally I wouldn’t be so careless, but… I feel it. I didn’t think I would. All the books I’ve read made it sound like coming into my wolf powers–my ability to shift, my heightened senses of sight, sound, and smell–would be abrupt, like being shocked the second the sun goes down on the eve of my twenty-first birthday.

      I woke up feeling different, however. Even stroking my fingers across the pale pink satin sheets that line the gargantuan white, four-poster bed in the center of my gilded room had my body humming to life, like a simple touch is now too sensitive. I could hear the whispered voices of the maids as they scurried around the castle clear as day. My breakfast tasted… incredible. Better than anything I’ve ever eaten before, and I’ve eaten the same plate of fruit with eggs and toast every day for the past several years.

      I’m changing. It’s happening.

      I drop the towel and shrug my arms into my robe, whirling toward Annabel. My wet hair sprays water everywhere, but I’m beyond caring. Annabel winces, thumbing a few drops of water from her cheeks, and gracefully folds her arms under her chest as she looks me up, and down, trying to decide where to begin.

      She sighs and unravels her arms. “Hair first, I think. That’ll take the longest.”

      I grin at her, choking back a girlish squeal as she waves me to my vanity. She cracks open a window, using the breeze to speed up the drying as she brushes, and brushes, my hair until it shines like golden silk.

      “What color of fur do you think I’ll have?” I ask, catching her eyes in the mirror.

      She smiles softly to herself as she winds my now dry hair into thick braids. “Gold, for sure. Just like your mother.”

      “But aren’t golden wolves rare?”

      “They are. I’ve never seen one. But who knows… maybe the rumors are true, and you’ll be the first golden wolf born in a generation.” Annabel’s a few years older than me at twenty-five. She can shift. She could do so right now, tearing through her simple gray dress and starch-white apron, but she’s classy and quiet, always preferring order over playfulness.

      “What color is your fur again?”

      “A tawny brown, like most wolves,” she smiles, weaving the braids together into a long, thick plait down my back.

      I drum my fingers on the vanity as she continues doing my hair, pressing pearl clips along the plait until my hair glimmers like jewels spread out on a golden stretch of satin. She brushes my cheeks with blush and swipes glimmering peach eyeshadow over my eyelids with practiced grace. Annabel came to live and work at the castle five years ago, and I’ve been her little doll ever since.

      Within the hour I look more like a princess and less like a swamp creature, much to Annabel’s delight.

      I smooth my hand over the shimmery pink fabric of the gorgeous gown my father had made for the occasion–my twenty-first birthday, the day my life changes forever. Annabel’s eye’s drift over the dress, inspecting the drop waist and sweetheart neckline before adjusting the tight bodice with inlaid boning. My waist is pinched and on full display in the gown, which is a far cry from the simple, flowy dresses I wear day to day, but this is a special occasion and requires a very special gown, indeed.

      But my maid’s expression shifts, her soft brown eyes going glassy with worry. “What’s the matter?” I ask, but she shakes her head, pressing her lips into a tight smile.

      “We’re just a little early. We have to wait.” She glances at the windows, at the late afternoon sky. The sun is just starting to set, and she sighs at the sight, turning away from me while wringing her hands.

      “Maybe you can just… take me to the ball early? I don’t understand why I have to wait. I can hear the music coming from downstairs already. I’ll have missed half of my own ball by the time–”

      “It’s customary, Princess,” she says formally.

      I startle, used to her calling me Max–or Maxiana. She only calls me Princess if she’s upset with me for something.

      Her eyes lower to the ground. “Max, your father has a plan to bring you out and show you off to the court once the sun sets and the full moon rises. You knew that. You’ve known that for months now. We have to follow the schedule.” She glances at the window again, her cheeks flaring a deep red. I swear on the Moon Goddess I see glimmers of sweat breaking out along her neat hairline.

      “You don’t need to be so nervous, Annabel. Look at me! You made me the most beautiful woman in all of Vaeloria, let alone the prettiest wolf of the Ebonclaw pack.”

      Her tight, anxious smiles twitches into something warm. “Thank you, Max.”

      A sharp knock on my bedroom door steals her attention. With a huff, she whirls as a maid pops her head in, rasping, “Annabel, we need your help.”

      Annabel glances at me before asking sharply, “With what? I’m supposed to stay with the princess–”

      “One of the guards has been sneaking wine and is terribly drunk. He’s slumped in one of the hallways off the ballroom. I can’t move him, and the other guards won’t help. They’re not allowed to leave their posts.”

      Annabel sighs, wringing her hands again to the point that her knuckles turn a ghostly white. “Fine. But quickly, all right? Princess Maxiana, stay here, I’ll be back in a moment.” She hurries away, slipping through the door and closing it with a soft click.

      Silence swells. I turn toward the full length mirror, smoothing the shimmering, scale-like jewels hanging like teardrops from my gown. The jewels were plucked from a gown my mother used to wear–my father’s favorite in her extensive collection. Her clothes and jewels are all we have left of her besides her portrait in the library–one of the only rooms I’ve ever been allowed to explore. I look like her, with our shared thick, golden hair full of soft, gentle waves. She was a tall woman from what I’ve been told–graceful and slender, moving like water through a trickling stream. Her eyes were blue, like mine. A radiant, sparkling blue. Her name was Aurora. She came from a land far away, and she loved us.

      “I wish you were here,” I whisper into the silence. I wish I remembered her, but I was so, so young when she died that I have no memories whatsoever. Well, just one, I think. I hum that strange tune–the music I can’t get out of my head. Music I’m sure I made up during my childhood trapped within the walls of this castle.

      I’ve never been beyond the front gate. I’ve never walked through the village of Ebonclaw or the rolling woodlands of Vaeloria beyond. I’ve never been seen by the public, my own people.

      But tonight, that changes.

      Maybe I’ll even find my mate. Wouldn’t that be amazing?

      I pace the room, running my fingertips over bottles of perfume and down the spines of books. I dream about him sometimes, my mate. At least, I think it’s him. Who else could it be? Who else’s hands would be drawing up my sides, caressing my bare, starlit skin? Who else could possibly whisper the most beautiful praise in my ear while his hands drift upward to cup my breasts? In my dreams, he cages me against his chest while pointing at the stars dancing across the sky before kissing me tenderly, then deeply, those kisses traveling down my stomach until he disappears between my thighs.

      I’ve never seen his face. His image is a haze, shadowed by darkness, and anytime we’re together, it’s always at night. Always under the stars.

      I shiver, chuckling softly as I close my eyes and try to banish the shockingly vivid dreams. They’ve been coming more often now, sometimes nightly, like he’s calling out to me through the bond I’ll recognize tonight. Maybe he’s in the ballroom right now, waiting for me.

      Maybe he already knows.

      I hum the tune again as my fingers drift over the piano in the corner of my room–my favorite thing in the world. I love to play. I love to sing and dance and just… be free–as free as I can be in this castle.

      The door opens on a soft breeze tinted with the smell of… ozone, like a storm rolling toward the village.

      “Princess Maxiana? Are you ready? I’m here to fetch you for the ball.”

      I turn to the unfamiliar voice and stare at the young maid. She’s tall, with sleek, black hair and a devastating kind of beauty. Her eyes are a vivid… green–but a shade I’ve never seen before.

      I don’t recognize her at all, and the maids and servants of this castle have been my only company for my entire life.

      “Who are you?”

      “Morgan, your grace,” she says with a smile and practiced curtsy. She’s wearing the uniform of the maids. That soft gray dress and apron. “I’m new. I’m afraid we haven’t had a chance to formally meet, but your father sent me directly.”

      “Where’s Annabel?” I ask a bit skeptically, stepping toward her.

      “She’s busy. She’s been called away but told me where to find you.”

      “Oh, well…” I look toward the window. The sun hasn’t set. But the sunset is… starting, at least. Perhaps father decided to bring me out early, too excited to wait any longer. He’s the Alpha King of Ebonclaw and has only one child–me. He dotes on me, loves me tenderly and wholly. He calls me the sky that hangs the moon for him.

      “Father’s excited, isn’t he?” I grin, excitement bubbling through my body. “Fine, let’s go. I’m just dying to dance.”

      Her smile is feline, her eyes creasing as she holds open the door. I step into the hallway, breathing in deeply the scent of wine and candles creeping from the ballroom downstairs.

      Music and revelry drift through the air, beckoning me with every stroke of the bow across the strings of a violin

      “Hurry now, Your Grace. We don’t have much time,” she says, waving me along.

      “Time for what?” I laugh, rushing down the hallway with her, but… something feels off. Father had every able bodied warrior stationed at the castle tonight for this party, but they’re nowhere to be seen in the winding hallways of cream-colored stone and stained glass.

      “This way,” she says, opening a door I… I don’t remember being there.

      “What’s this?” I ask, confused, as she steps into the darkness.

      “A gift,” she says. “Come, we have to hurry. Your father insisted you open it before the sun fully sets.”

      “A gift?” My fingers tingle. I do love gifts…

      “A gift your mother left for you, for your twenty-first birthday.” She grins wildly, beckoning me to follow. I rush up a spiraling stone staircase behind, laughing with the maid–with Morgan. I love new friends. “Come now, can you hear it? The music?”

      “What music?” I giggle, but when my breath runs out I hear… that song. That tune I always hum. The song I thought I made up.

      I would stop to listen, but Morgan takes my hand, tugging me up each step as the music laces through my body, curling around my bones and settling deep in my soul. I feel overcome, my vision blurring as light trickles down the steps–eerie, vivid green light. Haven’t I just seen something that same color?

      We reach the top of the stairs. A small, snug bedroom comes into view, everything… everything smells like roses and… rain. A four-poster bed rests in the center of the room draped in lace, and on the cushions rests a golden box, the lid propped open, with music flowing from it.

      A golden rose spins in its center to the tune, its golden thorns catching the last light of sunset. I’m drawn to it, my fingers outstretched.

      “Yes, girl,” Morgan rasps behind me. “Touch it.”

      I can’t stop myself. Green light floods the room, filling my vision. All I can see is the rose and all I hear is the music as my pointer finger stretches. I just… want to feel it–the cold metal–the gift left by a mother I never knew but desperately miss.

      The music rushes through my ears as my finger brushes over a single, golden thorn.

      “Yes… yes… do it!”

      “MAXIANA!” Annabel screams my name as the thorn bites into my skin. The room spins before going an inky, dark, black.
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      I cross into the shadows of a cavernous, echoing palace. Rain slips down the dark stone walls from tunnels funneling upward toward breaks in the mountain that guards the castle built against and within its depths. I adjust my cuffs, smoothing the dark, intricate fabric of my black jacket inlaid with shimmering, polished beads of obsidian, and look up, facing the twisting onyx columns as I cross into the sanctum–the very center of the dilapidated castle.

      Four men wait in silence, their eyes scanning and inspecting me as I approach. My footsteps carry, thundering through the wide, open space. The air is damp and scented with ozone as a storm of epic proportions rages overhead, casting the steep, unforgiving mountainscape in ribbons of electric blue, just visible through the holes in the ceiling.

      I fucking hate this place.

      “King Kael,” calls a man in the center of the group, giving me a sharp, shallow nod of his head.

      “King Titus,” I reply with little fanfare, returning his nod with one of my own.

      The other men grumble their greetings, shifting in their finery like they’re uncomfortable, and like me, would rather be anywhere else. Thunder booms overhead, followed by more brilliant stripes of lightning that cuts through the warmth glowing from the candlelit chandelier trembling two stories above our heads.

      I come to a stop a comfortable distance away from the other men–the other kings. I can’t remember the last time we were called together like this. Our kingdoms aren’t… friendly with one another, to say the least.

      My hands curl into fists at my side before I tuck them behind my back, waiting for someone, anyone, to start talking.

      Every man in the room is looking at me, however.

      “Titus,” I say, rolling my neck and fixing the elderly, yet spry and as dangerous as ever, man a look dripping with boredom. “Would you care to explain why you’ve called this meeting? This meeting in the dead of night, I might add?”

      Titus’s wide, black eyes narrow on mine, but his mouth twitches into a slightly teasing smile as he replies, “A council of the kings was simply overdue.”

      “What could we possibly have to discuss?” King Ashton says with marked sarcasm.

      I bite the inside of my cheek to stop from smiling. I’ve always liked him, especially when he’s face to face with Titus. King Ashton of Terminus, a mountain range not far from this ancient, normally empty fortress, is young, like me. His windswept, icy blond locks curl around his pointed ears as he paces away from the group, casting a cat-like glare at Titus.

      Titus is an elder. The elder, our Alpha King, so to speak, if our kind ever decided to revert back to the old ways. I find it hard to believe that would ever happen, given how little of us there are left.

      In another time, we’d be kneeling in his presence, not scowling with talons drawn. Times have changed. Times are hard. Times are only getting harder as the minutes tick by, spent here, wasted in the presence of King Titus of Rageworn Mountain, the boot-licking simp of Queen Morgathra and her coven of displaced witches, those banished from Hexeton by the witch queen Maeve, the guardian of that kingdom.

      King Henrick of Hightower glances between me and Ashton. I haven’t seen him in ten years, at least. He’s middle-aged for our kind. His advancing years show on his face in lines that gather around his eyes as he narrows his gaze on Titus, licking his lips before saying, “If there was nothing to discuss, I’m leaving. I won’t stand here and be taunted.”

      Titus bristles. “We were waiting on King Kael, and now that he’s finally decided to grace us with his presence, I’ll begin. Is that satisfactory, Henrick?” It’s an obvious dig.

      Henrick’s steely silence causes tension to flare amongst the gathered men.

      Ashton paces to a stop beside me, tilting his head to whisper in my ear, “Have you heard the rumors coming out of the packlands?”

      “Not now,” I murmur, throwing him a cautious look.

      “Later, then. We’ll see what this fool has to say for himself.”

      “What do you mean by that–”

      Ashton paces away, coming to a stop near a crumbling column that twists all the way to the ceiling, and leans against it, crossing his arms over his chest.

      “Queen Morgathra has offered us a deal,” Titus begins, his clipped words echoing over the crackling lightning. “She’ll release some of the hostages from our kingdoms if each of us gives her ten dragons each–trained warriors.”

      Ashton’s sharp laugh cuts through his words. “What kind of trade is that? She has dragons. She has our people as slaves–”

      “She has women,” Titus barks, teeth bared. “Women from each of our kingdoms… except his, of course.” He throws a hand in my direction, the motion meant to be dismissive.

      “Then why the fuck am I here? Any deals you make her won’t affect me in the slightest,” I drawl, running my tongue along my lower teeth.

      “We’re the last of the Dragon kings, Kael,” he snaps, his words coming out in a hiss. “Morgathra already has us by the balls. Our mines–”

      “You mean,” I sneer, taking a step in his direction, “she’s tired of you, an old, wrinkly fool of a man, warming her bed. And now it's in your best interest to try to sell the support of the other kings in her favor. You won’t find any support from my kingdom. Starfall and the Emerald Coast will remain as they always have–removed from any business that has to do with the witches and their queens. Do not call on me again.” I whirl, stalking away from the sorry looking group of kings, but Titus chuckles low.

      “Your territory is closest to the borders of Vaeloria, Hexeton, and Luna Hollow. Whatever she’s planning affects you directly, I fear.”

      I stop short of the crumbling entrance to the castle and turn, giving him a sharp, annoyed look. “Then enlighten me, Titus. Enough with the games and riddles. What the hell is Morgathra up to now, besides plucking the scales off her dragon slaves to strengthen the magic in her coven?”

      I glance at Ashton, arching a brow. He shakes his head, mouthing, “I tried to tell you!”

      “Morgathra recently had a great success in Vaeloria, her first step in finally cracking Queen Maeve’s iron grip of influence on that kingdom and Hexeton,” Titus drawls, tucking his spindly fingers behind his back as he paces. “Twenty-one years ago, she was… very rudely left out of a party held in honor of the birth of the Alpha of Ebonclaw’s first, and so far only, child.”

      I narrow my eyes at the old man. “And I should care about this why?”

      “Because that baby was special,” Titus murmurs, arching a silver eyebrow at me as he turns, directing his voice to Ashton and Henrick. “A baby that shouldn’t have been possible, and the Alpha knew it. He made a deal with a witch from Morgathra’s coven when his mate, his Luna, fell ill during her pregnancy. He went back on their terms, and when that child was born, Morgathra came to collect,” he says with a hiss, smiling around the words like they’re a tasty meal. “When the Alpha refused to pay up, Morgathra cursed the child in front of the king and his court, telling him that if she stepped foot beyond the castle grounds before the moonrise of her twenty-first birthday, she’d fall into an eternal sleep. She told the king that his child would prick her finger on a rose’s thorn–that beauty would be her demise. So, he kept the princess hidden away all these years and just a few nights ago… Morgathra’s curse came to fruition.”

      A knot forms in my stomach, yanking tight against my spine. “Morgathra has no business with the wolf shifters of Vaeloria.”

      “But their allegiance to Queen Maeve of Hexeton is a threat,” he snaps. “It’s a threat to all of us. Morgathra means to invade, to start her war against Maeve, and she wants us to aid her, to stand behind her–”

      “Her war?” I ask sharply, taking a step toward him. “Her war for–what? Being bested by a wolf who came to her aid in a time of need and didn’t have the means to pay her coven? What was asked of him, I wonder? His Luna’s life in exchange for the baby she was carrying? Or, her war for dominance over the mortal lands against the very witch who cast her out of Hexeton? I’m not getting in the middle of a witch’s vendetta against another witch.” My voice booms through the area, sending a rattle through the ancient stone. A few pebbles slide free from the crumbling columns. Ashton carefully edges away from the column he was leaning against, looking over his shoulder to ensure he isn’t about to be buried alive.

      “We will give Morgathra what she wants,” Titus sneers.

      “You’re on your own,” I tell him, my voice lowering to a rasping snarl.

      I turn from the group, stalking out of the sanctum once used by the many kings and queens of the mountains that hug the northern edge of the continent. Dozens whittled down to four.

      Once, this mountainous hellscape was called Drakthor. Now, there’s barely anything left to give a name.

      Footsteps follow me through the winding, stone-lined hallways. I take a sharp left toward the entrance I used when I arrived but pause, allowing the footfalls to catch up with me.

      “Don’t tell me you’re considering joining forces with Morgathra,” I say into the darkness.

      Ashton chuckles wryly. “What kind of man do you think I am, Kael?” His voice simmers, however, when he adds, “But Morgathra does have several women held captive in her covens that belong to us–at least, Henrick and me.”

      “Then pledge your aid to Queen Maeve instead. Hell, pledge your loyalty to the kings and Alphas of Vaeloria, if you must. They have armies.”

      “So do you,” he says quietly, his silver eyes shining bright despite the darkness swallowing us whole.

      I grind my teeth. “You know what I protect. You’re the only other dragon I’ve allowed into my territory. I’m not risking my people–”

      “I’m losing my territory with each passing day,” he says, his voice barely above a whisper. “Our kind is dying out with each passing year, Kael. I know your people thrive, but how many babies have been born? A few here and there? One or two a year? Every five to ten years, if you get lucky? Morgathra and her coven are to blame. Her dark magic has the mountains in a chokehold. You can’t hide from that, even tucked away in the mist as you are. Queen Maeve won’t involve herself unless Morgathra makes a move for Hexeton, and she’s already sinking her teeth into Vaeloria, so they’re on the precipice of damning everything to hell. Her magic will come for you, especially when she learns the dragon kings aren’t going to bend to her will and aid her conquest. She’s been building her coven against Queen Maeve for over a decade now.”

      “And what,” I cut in sharply, “does a princess of Vaeloria have to do with any of this? A wolf shifter, no less.”

      He shrugs, his body no more than a shadow. “I don’t know, but perhaps you should find out.”

      “Me?” I laugh as he steps past me. I follow him through the crumbling tunnel, stepping over ancient debris and rock. “Why?”

      “Like you said, Kael. Why not throw your aid behind the shifters of Vaeloria and find out from the Alpha himself? He has an army, remember?”

      The stormy sky opens up around us at the end of the tunnel, illuminating our bodies in sharp, blue shadows as lightning crackles overhead.

      “Go to Ebonclaw and find out the truth before Titus can force us into a corner. Otherwise, I believe this might be it for our kind.” Ashton turns to me, waving, before letting himself fall backward over a rocky ledge.

      A few seconds later, a massive silver dragon parts the sky, barreling upward with his scaled wings tucked tight, and disappears into the clouds.

      He’s always been one for a dramatic exit, I’ll give him that.

      He’s also, unfortunately, right.

      If there’s going to be a war… I need to get ahead of it, and that means making some deals with those soft-pawed dogs of Ebonclaw.
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      I already know I’m dreaming when my eyes catch on rays of milky sunlight. Soft, white curtains dance in a warm breeze scented with salt and ozone, like a storm is passing over the mountaintops. Shadows dance through the beams, the familiar, yet dreamlike, room all around me fading into temporary darkness as the heavy clouds drift in front of the sun, but the air is warm and inviting as I sit up, smoothing the satin duvet over my lap, and turn toward the piano.

      I’ve had this dream enough times to know what I’m looking for and where to find it–to find her. Her thin fingers brush over the keys, plucking and grazing through each soft, echoing note of a song I know by heart but can never remember when I wake up.

      Golden blonde hair tumbles down her back, vibrating with each faint, practiced movement of her wrists and fingers, her narrow shoulders loose as she sways with the music, playing like the notes are coming from a place deep within her–her heart–her very soul.

      Sometimes I tell her to come back to bed. Sometimes I rise, my bare feet biting into the chilled stone floor inlaid with gems and crystals. Sometimes I make it to her before being pulled from the dream and run my hands down her bare arms, leaning down to breathe in her scent–roses. A garden in full bloom.

      Another cloud passes over the sun and holds, and the room is enveloped in stormy darkness, like always.

      But the dream doesn’t dissolve. She keeps playing that song like she’s stuck, unable to move. I slowly, carefully, ease off the mattress.
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