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      “The wisdom, virtue, and strength of gryphons are gifts from the gods to the riders. The creatures are to be honored, cherished, and protected. No matter the cost…”

      ~ from the Ancient Scrolls.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Dinaric Alps – The Vuk Clan Mansion

      

      Committed to her landing approach, Themis released a decisive whistle to the world. The unique and remarkable sound of her magical species, low yet piercing, rolled up against the mountains and down to the small valley below. Her authority couldn’t be mistaken or disrespected. She demanded and expected attention. Woe to the creature who ignored a gryphon’s call.

      “Clear the way for our arrival.” Her message rang out as she spread her majestic golden wings. Entering warmer and more pleasant air currents, she glided into her final descent, circling the uneven rooftops of the Vuk mansion.

      Firmly planted in his saddle, Brynjar inhaled, taking in the clashing mix of cool and warm air he so enjoyed. Filling his lungs to capacity, he anchored his heels in the stirrups and, leaning back, stretched out his arms. The peace that came with a gryphon’s masterful flight set his frame of mind for the rest of the day.

      An abrupt shift in the wind lifted ear-shattering shouts from the ground.

      “Lord Brynjar! Can you hear me? Come down, Lord Brynjar.”

      Frowning at the interruption, Brynjar leaned over the gryphon’s powerful shoulder to glance at the stick figure below. Danilo, his father’s eternally grim valet and all-around personal assistant, waved at him.

      Screw that noise. Aleksander Vuk III could kiss his son’s rear end, or better yet, go jump in the nearest lake. Brynjar wouldn’t ask Themis to hurry on account of dear old Dad. Small acts of passive resistance, bordering on rebellion, made his life worth living.

      He settled back to enjoy the last phase of flight as Themis, reading his thoughts, circled one more time over the mansion’s expansive lawns. Graceful to the end, she landed just before the split staircase that led to the mansion’s Palladian-style portico. As Brynjar slid down from the saddle, he realized Danilo was dressed in tails. The penguin suit indicated his father had invited a dignitary or an important guest, thus the assistant’s urgency.

      Ah shit, he wasn’t in the mood to deal with snobby VIPs and their inflated egos.

      “Lord Brynjar, please hurry,” Danilo insisted. “Your father keeps asking for you. He’s in his study and getting impatient.”

      “Thank you, Danilo. You can tell him you found me. I’ll be there when I finish here.”

      “Yes, Master Brynjar.” Danilo snapped his heels and went up the stairs.

      With Danilo gone, Brynjar turned his attention to his riding partner and the only other being—besides his mother—who cared about him. Undaunted by the frowning gaze and fierce demeanor that Themis gave to everyone, he caressed her muscular chest. She stood almost twice his height. Her golden feathers, rare for a gryphon, started at her noble head and extended down to her chest, torso, and huge wings. From there, thick lion’s fur extended to her hind legs and tufted tail, unique to her species. She curled her neck in a gesture of appreciation.

      “You always know what I need,” he said, tickling her feathers with affection. “Today’s ride over the Alps was special and inspiring. Thank you.”

      “We’ll explore somewhere different tomorrow,” Themis replied in his mind. “See what your father wants first. You know how he gets. I go now to my resting nest.” Lifting her head, she emitted a long series of chirps, flapped her wings, and took to the air.

      As she flew into the clouds, Brynjar headed up the staircase, taking his sweet time. The old direwolf would have to stew in his juices until he got there. Dealing with his father required mental fortitude and preparation. Brynjar had been a young male when he realized he had nothing in common with the wolf who’d sired him. Without fail, every encounter and conversation they had turned into an argument or a test of wills.

      Ambitious to the core, Lord Aleksander Vuk III hungered for more than his current position. Granted, the Vuks were a high-ranking direwolf clan, but not nearly as important or as influential as the despicable Freki. Whenever the High Council summoned the leaders of all supernatural races to an important meeting, his father seethed with fury and impotence. Only Treznor and his disreputable Freki rabble were invited to represent the direwolf race.

      The Vuk clan, meaning Aleksander, had to content himself with receiving secondhand any information, revised practices, and mandates. And with every summit he was skipped over, layers of rancor piled up in his unforgiving heart.

      Sick of listening to his father’s rants about universal injustice and discrimination, Brynjar had learned to shut him off. He’d never admit it openly, but to him, Aleksander didn’t deserve the position he enjoyed. Leadership, power, and respect should never be inherited or passed down along with a last name. The title required principled conduct, good deeds, and acts of heroism.

      Dear old Dad checked none of those boxes.

      Oddly enough, this concept of worthiness had struck a chord in Brynjar during his academic years. A scribe in the Vuk official library had shown him scrolls filled with human stories and legends. Specifically, the one about an honorable king in ancient Britannia who wielded a magical sword and gathered his knights to a round table—where no position was higher than the other—opened his eyes. Their heroic quests and chivalrous pursuits sparked his imagination and built his code of ethics.

      Deeds maketh a ruler worthy.

      Words to live by.

      While Brynjar read every scroll in sight, trained to fight, and honed his combat skills to protect his race and domain, his father networked, arranged diplomatic contacts, and hooked up with secret allies. All of Aleksander’s machinations were geared to one purpose: to remove the Freki and Treznor from the direwolf leadership position at the High Council and seat himself in Treznor’s stead.

      Brynjar’s footsteps echoed as he crossed the expansive marble salon with the exquisitely coffered high ceiling. He gave a cursory glance at the stunning paintings, bought ages ago through a supernatural broker camouflaged in full glamour. The opportunistic transactions had been conducted with declining European principalities and dukedoms in need of funds. By the time humanity understood the importance of preserving works of art in museums, it was too late to recover the “misplaced” or “lost” pieces.

      Outside the salon, he ran into busy staff. Employees nodded at him without making eye contact. A consequence of his father’s strict edict of separation: “Not everyone is created equally.”

      Aleksander had taken the argument a step further: “A huge divide exists between plebes and aristocrats. In my domain, the two shall never mingle or socialize.”

      Period. Full stop.

      If he could, Brynjar would end that ridiculous rule today. However, Aleksander was still alive and in charge. Until he passed on to the next plane of existence, which could take centuries, clan members would have to either swallow his arrogance or move elsewhere.

      The corridor dead-ended and forked. To his left, the long hall to his father’s separate wing extended before him. He’d rather go right and visit his beloved mother in her wing. But he’d ignored his father long enough. Another delay could start yet another quarrel between his parents. He’d seen plenty of those. Caving to the summons, he went left.

      The story of his parents’ union was a disaster. Contrary to most wolf pairings, they were not bonded mates and hadn’t married for love. Instead, the universe had ordered the marriage of Aleksander and Lyndra to infuse new vitality into the withering Vuk line and, this way, continue their existence.

      According to gossips and the popular version, ages ago, the Vuks had suffered a genetic hiccup. The glitch had weakened the direct descendants and pushed the race to near extinction. The universe scrambled for a quick remedy. The marriage of Aleksander and Lyndra—son and daughter of Vuk second cousins who’d married outside the family—offered the healthiest bloodline. Everyone’s hopes for a viable heir hinged on their pairing.

      Their first offspring, Aleksander Vuk IV, died two minutes after his birth. Although they tried to have another, Lady Lysandra couldn’t conceive. Many speculated the couple’s unhappiness had dried her womb. Decades passed, and the Vuks had no heirs.

      After many prayers were offered to the universe and with the help of a powerful mage, Lady Lysandra finally conceived and gave birth to a healthy male heir, Brynjar Vuk, the first of his name. Her duties fulfilled, she left the marriage bed and never returned. If her husband wanted to speak to her, he’d have to cross the length of the mansion.

      As Brynjar approached his father’s chambers, male voices carried down the hallway to him, snapping him out of his thoughts.

      For the most part, Aleksander’s dealings didn’t interest Brynjar. But the obvious edge in their conversation, coupled with a twinge of uncommon curiosity in him, gave him pause. By rights, proper manners required that he announce his presence to Aleksander and his guest. Instead, he stalked forward, trying to snatch a word out of the exchange, unseen and unheard.

      He caught his father’s question first. “Is this the best chance we have?” Aleksander sounded insistent.

      “Yes. The results are conclusive.”

      The guest was unfamiliar. His cadence was slow and careful. Too careful, too studied. Brynjar went on the alert.

      “Believe me, the samples were not easy to collect,” the guest continued. “I had to engage the services of a difficult third party. Now we’re in business, and we can’t allow the opportunity to pass.”

      Brynjar frowned. This sounded odd. Collected samples? What kind? What was his father cooking up these days?

      “You don’t understand. He’s not reasonable,” Aleksander argued. “I know him better than you. We have to hint, be subtle, and work in the shadows so he doesn’t notice.”

      Who was Aleksander talking about? An icy frisson ran through Brynjar. Could he be the topic of this discussion?

      “Okay, so we work in the shadows, Alek. The results will take time, dedication, and careful observation. One bloodline doubled, compounded with another, then doubled again, could give us what we want.”

      Bloodlines? Doubled?

      Is the crazy old fool manipulating genetic lines?

      Obviously, he hadn’t learned a thing from their past. But whose line was he looking to mess with, and for what purpose?

      “Let’s hope our next maneuver works,” Aleksander said.

      “We should arrange a meet and greet. Make it fun and casual. Nothing too elaborate. A dinner party is a good idea.”

      His father’s hearty laughter boomed out into the corridor.

      “I’m several steps ahead of you.”

      Brynjar had had enough of listening in. It was time he announced himself. “Hello, Father. You wanted to see me?”

      “There you are.”

      Aleksander smiled from his chair. Short for a direwolf, but with the solid build of a bull shifter, he projected enough power to compensate for his lack of height. Still, he avoided standing next to a taller male of any race.

      The crafty wolf was rarely, if ever, caught off guard. Cool and collected, with an eternal poker face, he never reacted inappropriately or out of turn in any circumstance. Right now, it was no different.

      However, his guest showed surprise.

      Well, as much surprise as an elf could ever demonstrate: a quick sniff and a swift flare of nostrils. His long red hair, partially braided with gold string, fell evenly to his shoulders. Beyond that, the elf held his ground.

      Long ago, Brynjar decided the universe had lost its mind when elf kind was created and then given powers. Both male and female were ethereal, elegant, and beautiful to behold. They seemed to float about, not walk, in their silky gowns. Their charm was legendary. If turned on someone, it was nearly impossible to resist.

      Ah, but behind the facade lurked a devious, backstabbing, and self-serving race. With rare exceptions, elves couldn’t be trusted, and their machinations were unsurpassed. Unless you were Aleksander Vuk, and then you were on equal footing.

      Whatever these two were cooking, it couldn’t be good for anyone.

      “That’s right,” Brynjar said. “You called. What do you want?”

      Aleksander frowned at his wristwatch. “You took so long to get here. Anyway. Have you met Lord Taegan Gilgella, a third-tier prince of the Astral Throne?”

      Brynjar bowed politely. “Only by reputation. I may have seen his image on a scroll somewhere.”

      Taegan smiled broadly. “Imagine that. I’m in the scrolls. Now that’s a sign of success.”

      “We have guests coming,” Aleksander continued. “I was hoping to prepare you, but your tardiness doesn’t give us much time.”

      Danilo knocked at the open doorframe. “My Lord Vuk, the esteemed Lord Tybalt Freki, Lady Celestria Freki, and their daughter, Sable.”

      Who? What? Brynjar blinked at the elegant couple and cute female pup waiting to be invited in.

      “Good afternoon, Lord Tybalt, Lady Celestria.” Aleksander stood and beckoned them forward. “Welcome to my humble home. Please, come in.”

      His mouth slightly open, Brynjar watched the Freki lord shake hands with his father. The two females bowed and curtsied. Aleksander gestured toward Taegan, and introductions were made. Then came Brynjar’s turn.

      “Lord Tybalt, Lady Celestria, this is my son, Brynjar.” He paused. “Son, the Frekis came to meet you specifically. We’re hoping to negotiate a future marriage between our offspring. Once young Sable shifts, of course. This match will be beneficial for both our houses.”

      A wave of disgust rose in Brynjar. He hadn’t expected this at all, and had to give credit to the old coot for the ambush.

      Still…

      “Gods, Father. Marriage?”

      “Nothing is settled yet,” Aleksander crooned. “It’s only a possibility, but if you’re reasonable, we could work something out.”

      Reasonable?

      The word rang in his mind. Instantly, his father’s comment flashed back to him. “He’s not reasonable.”

      He studied the parents, then focused on the young female. She was as pretty as a flower, with her cute fairy gown, big brown eyes, and shiny dark tresses half pinned at the back of her head.

      He bent close to her. “How old are you, sweetheart?”

      Her curtsy was adorable and graceful. One glance at her eager mother, and he knew this gesture had been rehearsed countless times to perfection. The adults should be ashamed of themselves, using a young one this way.

      “I’m seven, my lord.”

      “Thank you. Sable, is it?”

      She flashed a big smile. “Yes, my lord.”

      Brynjar straightened, fighting to keep his anger and sense of betrayal in check. The last thing he wanted to do was hurt this little female’s feelings. She was a pawn in the game these scheming adults played, same as he…

      Wrong.

      He was no one’s pawn. His father had said it. Brynjar wasn’t reasonable, and he refused to play. No one was setting him up for a union of convenience. He would not repeat the misery his parents had endured. Arranged marriages didn’t work for his kind. Lyndra and Aleksander had proven it. A lasting and happy union only took place between fated mates. There was no other way. He believed this with every fiber in his being. If his fated mate didn’t appear in his life, he’d die alone and in peace.

      He almost gave his father a snarky retort, but instead, he laughed. The more he tried to stop laughing, the louder it got.

      Finally, tears running down his face, he managed to catch his breath. “Count me out. You said it before, I’m not reasonable, Father.” Dragging out the word as a reminder, he bowed to everyone and walked out. He was done with this crap.
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      Twelve years later…

      

      “I know what you’re doing, Sable. Stop delaying and finish packing.”

      Sable closed her eyes, refusing to turn around. Taking a full breath, she begged all the gods in the universe to give her enough patience to last the day. Her mother’s grating tone made her teeth ache.

      “The invasion is a certainty,” Celestria continued behind her. “Your father wants you out of the citadel within the hour.”

      “Mom, I really don’t want to go.” Sable gritted out the words while shoving a balled-up dress into her bag. “You and Dad are freaking out, but I’m not. I trust Lord Treznor and our forces to protect us. I mean, even Roisin is riding her gryphon into battle, while I’m teleporting to a safe place. It just isn’t right. Besides, I don’t want to miss the blessing of the bond.”

      With a swish of her long, voluminous skirts, her mother came around to face Sable. “Goodness, you’re making a mess of your things.” With her fists on her ample hips, Celestria glared at Sable’s overflowing tote. “Roisin and Culgan’s blessing won’t happen for several weeks. You’ll be back before then. I promise.”

      “Promise what? You’re not in control of anything, except your parties. You have to ask Dad permission first for anything serious. I want to stay home. Be of use during the battle. Do something helpful, instead of polishing my fingernails or putting on makeup.”

      “Stop badgering your mother.” Holding his combat breastplate in his meaty hand, Tybalt clamored, more like threatened, from the doorway, “This is my final word, daughter. You’re going, even if I have to drag you by the hair into the portal. It’ll be a nice change of pace not having to hear your silly chatter about clothes and fashion. I want silence and peace.”

      “Wow, that hurt, Dad.”

      “Your father didn’t mean it. You know how grouchy he gets.”

      Arching an eyebrow, Sable stopped stuffing her bag to stare at her parents. Silver-haired Tybalt Freki had been handsome once. Rugged and daring, he’d earned his warrior’s reputation on the battlefield. He quietly nurtured an ambitious core. When the war between the clans ended, he came home determined to find the right partner to help him move up the ranks.

      The universe had a sense of humor. Instead of finding a mate in the higher echelons, Tybalt bonded with Celestria Skoll, a lovely female, but of middling status. Just as a mage blessed Tybalt and Celestria’s bond in a small chamber, the entire citadel celebrated Treznor and Cassandra’s ascension to the Freki throne. That put an end to his aspirations.

      Years later, Sable’s parents wore their disappointment and bitterness on their skin. Tybalt found refuge in his weapons and the glorious memories of victory. Celestria, losing her looks and ignored in bed, bitched to everyone about her mate’s lost virility and turned into a social director.

      Sable went for her last push. “So there’s nothing I can say? You won’t reconsider?”

      Tybalt’s deep grumble answered her.

      “You’re both so stubborn,” she huffed, jamming the last item into her bag.

      Her mother left with her father for the family room, and she sighed. The arguments she’d used to stay home were true. But there was another reason, far more important to her, for not wanting to teleport to the Vuk mansion.

      Brynjar Vuk.

      She hadn’t forgotten her first encounter with the larger-than-life—it seemed that way to her at the time—handsome and imposing male.

      Even when Sable was only seven, Brynjar had stunned her imagination. Ferocity radiated from him in waves. Twelve years later, the power of his image hadn’t diminished one bit. If anything, whenever she thought of him—which was pretty often—he seemed even more intense and enigmatic.

      It took her a long time and some growing up to grasp the meaning behind the bizarre visit with her parents to the Vuk mansion. The Vuks were a distant direwolf clan she’d only heard about in passing. The introduction and the mention of marriage had triggered Brynjar’s anger. Lord Tybalt and Lady Celestria had presented their daughter to the Vuk heir for inspection and approval, just as anyone would while selling a commodity.

      No wonder he’d stormed out in a fit of sarcastic laughter. Although Sable didn’t see him again, she still remembered his piercing laughter as he walked out.

      And now, thanks to some demented mage bent on invading the Freki citadel, her father had ordered her to go back to the Vuk domain.

      Bad news for her.

      She had to wonder if the matchmaking idea lingered on her parents’ back burner. They were throwing her into the proverbial lion’s den without time to prepare for the inevitable encounter with Brynjar Vuk. Sable had considered asking Nyssa to portal with her, but her friend was firmly ingrained in the workings of the castle, her devotion to Roisin was absolute, and she wouldn’t leave her in this moment of crisis as Sable was forced to do.

      However, as she studied the circumstances with more care, she caught on to her parents’ brilliant ability to see an opening and jump on it. This crazy attack had given their old goal of hooking their daughter up with the Vuk heir a second chance, hence the order for her to portal back.

      What kind of reception would she get on Vuk land? Had her mother arranged for a companion? Sable Freki, a member of a powerful clan—albeit the daughter of middle-rank parents—was a single, unshifted female, arriving alone. Protocol dictated that someone, preferably an older female, would chaperone or keep her company.

      On the more personal side, her stomach quivered, full of butterflies at the idea of running into dark and enigmatic Brynjar again. Would he even remember the seven-year-old in his father’s study?

      Struggling to zip her bulging bag, she prayed to all the gods he did not remember her. It would be so much simpler to start from scratch. With no uncomfortable memories to interfere.

      Ready to head out, she entered the family reading room. “I’m leaving.”

      Her father grunted with a cursory nod and returned to polishing his weapons. The wolf’s addiction was a real thing. He lived for this stuff.

      “Try to have a good time, dear. You’ll be back soon.” Smiling, her mother pulled her into her arms. Sable almost recoiled at her nasty, sickly sweet breath.

      “Mom?”

      “Yes, dear?”

      Ugh, her mother’s breath stank worse when she spoke.

      “Did you forget to brush your teeth?”

      Celestria covered her mouth and stepped back with a forceful inhale.

      “Sable!” her father shouted. “Apologize to your mother.”

      “For what? I didn’t insult her. I only asked if she’d brushed her teeth. Her breath stinks. It’s the truth.”

      He dropped his precious laser sword and stood, pointing at the front door. “Go, before I lose my temper with you.”

      “Fine.” She fussed with the strap of her bag and slammed the door on her way out.

      Halfway down the stairs, she ran into Roisin and Culgan. Sable’s heart felt cold and achy. The image of a rat abandoning a sinking ship fit her to perfection. She was abandoning her best friend at the worst possible moment, before a deadly battle. Though she’d shown an optimistic front to her parents, she knew deep in her soul that no one could guarantee the outcome of this invasion.

      At least she could say goodbye. She gave an exaggerated pout to hide her true feelings, the way she always did, even around her friends. “Hey, guys. Mother’s sending me away.”

      “Why? Where?” Roisin asked.

      “To the Vuks.”

      “The Dinaric Alps? Are you serious?” Roisin grasped her arm.

      “Yes. Mom heard about the invasion and is freaking out because I can’t defend myself. Dad told her to send me on vacation and to stop bugging him.” She rolled her eyes. “Like I need a vacation.”

      “Lady Celestria loves her drama,” Culgan added. “We’re preparing for a possible attack, not the end of the world. Will she stay?”

      “Who knows?” Sable shrugged. “Dad’s already cleaning his laser sword and took out his armor. He loves military stuff. My parents are polar opposites. If he gets tired of her, he may send Mom my way. I hope he doesn’t. I wish you were coming, Roisin. I feel bad leaving you behind.”

      “I’d never go,” Roisin said. “My place is here with Culgan and Aralla. We’ll handle those meanies so you can come home soon.”

      “My brave friend.” Sable opened her arms. Roisin hugged her back. Somehow, that alleviated the guilt riding her.

      “It’ll be over before you know it.” Culgan did his best to sound convincing.

      “Sure, sure.” Sable kissed his cheek. “Take care of my friend, will ya?”

      “I promise,” he said. “She won’t leave my side.”

      “Good wolf.” Sable patted him on the cheek. “Now, let me go, before I start blubbering and ruin my makeup.”

      “Anyone else teleporting with you?” he asked.

      “I’m meeting Counselor Barior’s daughters in the courtyard.” She descended several steps, then stopped. “Be safe, you two. I love you.” Her eyes filled with tears.

      Turning her back to her friends, she slapped her tears away. With a prayer on her lips for their safety, she reached the castle’s main level. The courtyard doors were wide open. She waved at Barior’s daughters, who stood waiting for her with their father. Both females had the same dark coloring as the counselor, but that was where the similarity ended. While he was stuffy and serious, they were friendly and loved wearing modern human clothes. The oldest wore a pleated miniskirt with glittery sneakers. She pinned her long hair high with butterfly clips. The youngest wore leggings and a long pink tunic and matching color streaks in her hair.

      “You made it,” the eldest exclaimed.

      “Here I am.” Sable couldn’t remember her name. She nodded anyway.

      Counselor Barior came closer to Sable, drawing his youngest daughter by the hand. Gently, he pushed her next to Sable, then lifted his arm. In a moment, crackling electricity surrounded them. The powerful scent of ozone overwhelmed her senses. The thunderous rumble of a portal opening deafened Sable.

      In a dizzying blink, Sable and her companions stood in the Vuks’ manicured gardens. The stunning mansion, which she remembered from long ago, served as a backdrop to a line of male and female wolves dressed in domestic service uniforms.

      “Welcome to the Vuk clan domain.” An elegant female of indeterminate age, her dark hair tied in a high twist, and wearing a rich red velvet gown, moved forward.

      Barior’s youngest daughter fainted.

      The female clapped her hands. “Tend to her. Portal sickness.”

      Instantly, an attendant lifted Barior’s unconscious daughter into his arms. He carried her through a ground-level door with the older daughter in tow.

      “She’ll be fine.” The female turned her kind blue gaze on Sable. “My, how you’ve grown. We met briefly years ago. I’m Lyndra, Lord Aleksander’s spouse. You were very young. Perhaps you don’t remember me.”

      Sable racked her brain and came up empty. “Sorry, I don’t, Lady Lyndra.”

      “Goodness, can we skip the titles and formalities?” She put her arm around Sable’s shoulders, leading her to the mansion. “Call me Lyndra. We’ve heard all about the possible attack on the Freki stronghold. It’s a concerning situation for everyone. We’re worried about your home situation, but we’re delighted to give you and your friends shelter during this nasty storm. The clans are supposed to help each other in difficult times. We all hope this isn’t the beginning of Astarot’s more aggressive moves.”

      Sable didn’t have much to say. A key observation she kept to herself spurred her curiosity. Lyndra referred to herself as a spouse, not a mate.

      At the foot of the split staircase leading to the columned portico, Sable glanced up and winced, thinking of climbing up the stairs. Lyndra laughed. “I love the honesty in your expression. We’ve made some modifications.”

      Lyndra touched a button on a wall panel, an elevator opened, and she stepped inside. Sable quickly followed. On the next level, they exited to an immense receiving salon with hardwood floors and marble columns, with inset wall decorations in every direction. She had the faintest recollection of having been here once before.

      “Despite the modifications, it’s impossible to avoid crossing this huge salon before we go into the main part of the building. Our other option is to access the mansion through the rear garden.” Lyndra’s voice echoed a little as they ambled through.

      Arching an eyebrow, she glanced at Sable’s sandaled feet. “I hope you brought comfortable shoes. The east-west main hallway is two miles long, and the secondary north-south corridor is a mile long. The mansion faces south. That might help you get your bearings. My quarters are in the eastern wing. I love the morning sun. Lord Aleksander’s quarters are in the western wing. Additionally, we have countless salons for every occasion and festivity.”

      Lyndra pushed open a massive double door. On the other side, a young female smiled and bowed to Lyndra. She was dressed in a gray-and-white housekeeping outfit with her long black hair woven into a single braid.

      Sable added two observations to the first: the Vuks lived in separate quarters and followed old-fashioned customs. A dress code didn’t exist in the Freki castle. She’d never seen a Freki staff member wearing the uniform of a domestic worker.

      “Sable, meet Lumi. I’ve assigned her to keep you company and help you get situated. Treat her well. She’s the sweetest wolf in all my staff.”

      “Good afternoon, miss.” Lumi bowed. “Welcome.”

      “Thank you, Lumi. I’m Sable, not miss. Okay?”

      Lumi blushed and smiled. “Yes, Sable.”

      “Wonderful. You two are going to get along just fine. Lovely seeing you again, Sable.” Lyndra kissed both her cheeks and started to leave.

      Sable stopped her. “What about Barior’s daughters?”

      “I’m going to take a peek at them right now,” Lyndra replied. “I’ll send Barior a message. Would you like me to send one to your parents for you? I’ll let them know you’ve arrived. You could try to use your phone, but the mountains interrupt the signal most times. The mansion’s private system has a guaranteed connection.”

      Sable reached for the phone in her pocket to see for herself, then shrugged before taking it out. “Sure. If you don’t mind.” She wasn’t feeling too affectionate toward her parents at the moment.

      “I don’t mind at all,” Lyndra said, and, with a heavy swish of long velvet skirts, she left.

      “May I take your bag?” Lumi asked.

      “Nah. I’ve got this.” She grasped the strap more tightly. “You can help me figure out where the heck I am.”

      Lumi laughed softly. “I understand. Let me show you.”

      Lyndra Vuk had not exaggerated about the insane spaciousness of this mansion. Sable glanced at her watch. Fifteen minutes had passed, and she still followed Lumi along an endless corridor with salons on either side.

      “Have we reached a mile yet?” she grumbled. Her aching toes protested. She should take off her sandals, but her sense of fashion couldn’t stomach the idea.

      “Not quite.” Lumi pointed at the spotless white floorboards. “We, meaning the staff, have marked the miles. We’re coming upon one now. See the blue triangle?”

      As Lumi had said, ten feet ahead, she noticed the blue mark on the floorboard.

      “The good news is, the door to your bedroom is just behind this marker. Could be much worse.”

      “Yikes. Like another mile?”

      Lumi didn’t answer. Sable couldn’t imagine going any farther. She was ready to flop onto the nearest bed and put her feet up against the wall.

      “Here we are.” Lumi opened her door.

      Sable gasped with pleasure, sore feet forgotten. Someone had decorated the room with her tastes in mind. Double mullioned windows that opened outward, their heavy silk curtains tied at the sides and matching valance, faced a peaceful interior garden. A four-poster bed with delicate carvings and a rich brocade cover tempted her to climb on right away.

      “The en suite bathroom is this way. I left you a water pitcher and glasses, plus toiletries.” Lumi left the door open. She moved toward a massive wardrobe with mirrored doors and opened one of its leaves, displaying a selection of gowns and other items.

      “Help yourself to anything you like in here. I believe most pieces will fit you. Try to rest until dinnertime. In about two hours, I’ll stop by to get you. Should you need me for anything at all, even if it’s just to talk or to get to know the mansion, use the bellpull.” She touched an ornate sash hanging by the bed. “Don’t hesitate to call me. It’s a big place. I’m happy to help.”

      Sable thought a moment. Her mind was full of questions. Some were none of her business and could get her in trouble.

      Patience, she reminded herself. Stick to the easy ones. “Why use an old-fashioned bellpull? Don’t you have an in-house intercom or cell phones?”

      “As Lady Vuk explained, the mountains interfere with the signal. The Vuks communicate via their private system. And yes, each level has a centrally located house phone to call the staff, but it’s a bit of a walk. The bellpulls are much easier. The staff aren’t allowed to use their private cell phones. I know it’s odd, but we’re paid very well.” She shrugged. “We don’t mind their eccentricities. If there’s nothing else, I’ll go.”

      “No, Lumi. Thank you.”

      Smiling, Lumi left. Sable kicked off her sandals, stripped off her jeans, and crawled into the most cushioned and delicious bed she’d ever been in. There would be no sleep for her now. Anticipation and curiosity occupied her thoughts. In two hours, she’d see him again. Was she ready?
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        * * *

      

      Reaching across the pool table, Aleksander positioned his cue stick at the right angle. He squinted and struck the cue ball with a sharp clack. The ball rolled and smacked the four ball right into the side pocket.

      “Ha!” He moved around the table, studying his next move. The eight ball waited all by its lonesome. So far, he’d edged out his nonexistent competition.

      “I never understood your silly attraction to such a human game.”

      Taegan’s drawl yanked Aleksander’s mind out of the game. Slapping the cue stick against the polished edge of the table, he straightened and glared at the elf.

      But Taegan, seemingly indifferent, stretched out his legs to show his silver silk slippers under the hem of his robe. He relaxed against a wing chair, a crystal snifter in his hand. He waved it under his nose, smiled, then gulped down the dark liquid.

      Pulling his lips into a hard line, Aleksander growled at his friend, “And for a high elf lord, you drink like an unsophisticated farmer. That Gautier Reserve cognac deserves its due respect.”

      “Are we in a mood today?” Taegan smirked.

      “Not particularly,” he replied. “But you know I come here to relax and get lost in the game. You don’t appreciate it because it’s a human thing. That’s your prerogative. The least you can do is shut up and not…fucking…interrupt!”

      “We are in a mood,” Taegan chuckled.

      “I’m so happy you find me amusing. Okay. So. What do you have to report?”

      Aleksander hung the cue stick on its wall holder, giving up on the game. Taegan didn’t make a move without a plan or a reason. Since he had shown up near dinnertime, he must have gotten results, or else he wanted something. Maybe food.

      “Not much, I’m afraid,” Taegan said. “The product of our last experiment expired within the hour. The genetic combination was incompatible with life.”

      “Product?”

      Taegan shrugged. “Yes. What other name can anyone use? None of the sample combinations produced viable entities.”

      Aleksander moved to the liquor cabinet, poured himself some of the same cognac, and sat across from the elf. “What happens now?”

      “We try a different combination.”

      “Is that it?”

      “No. I also came to see her. I got word she arrived today.”

      “Your contact at the Freki castle?”

      “Contacts.” He emphasized the plural. “Took some doing. The male resisted the longest. He may need another push, but she’s totally under our control.”

      “Who’s we?” Aleksander asked.

      “You’ve met the underling. The green-robe mage is in cahoots with Shezor’s ambitions.”

      “Right.” Aleksander lifted a hand. “I’ve seen him. And don’t skip names. Go on.”

      “Fine.” Taegan rolled his eyes. “As I was saying, once Krobus and I got Celestria under our control, she became docile and eager to please. Tybalt’s a stubborn, warmongering idiot. She’s attractive, sadly ignored, and starved for sex. At the slightest provocation, she’ll jump into bed, offering to spread her legs. If I could get past the smell, I’d give her a whirl.”

      “You’re such a cynic. That’s why we get along. And yes, the test subject you wish to see is here. She portaled in with Barior’s daughters several hours ago. Lyndra sent a short text. No long explanations or descriptions, as usual. She’s been invited to join us for dinner. I hope she’s not too tired from portaling to come. If that’s the case, you’ll have to wait for the morning to study our new specimen.”

      “Will Brynjar join us?”

      “If he comes back in time.” Aleksander glared. “Thanks to your meddling, he’s handling the territorial dispute between Milovan, the Dinaric lynx leader, and Jaggard, the Mountain Pack alpha.”

      “Two insignificant races, fighting for a meaningless spot of land,” Taegan commented. “What is the problem? They could kill each other for all I care.”

      “Indeed.”

      “Well, if Brynjar makes it to dinner, it should be interesting to see his reaction to your guest. Especially after all these years. Do you think he’ll remember her?”

      “It’s possible.” Aleksander sipped his cognac, reveling in the liquor’s exquisite floral notes that filled his senses. “She was a mere seven-year-old pup then. She showed promise at the time, but females change when they grow up, and not always for the better.”

      “No shit,” Taegen said, then proceeded to invite himself to a second pour of Aleksander’s delicious cognac. This serving was slightly more conservative.

      Taegan returned to his chair. “I’ve noticed we have interfering interests that could mess up our plan.”

      “Who? Do you mean Esyn Vuk? Not a chance in a million.”

      “She’s beautiful,” Taegan hinted.

      “And don’t forget conniving, spiteful, and deceitful. Though she’s a distant niece, she’s more like my spiritual daughter. She doesn’t have a chance to hook her claws into my son. Brynjar won’t give her the time of day, and believe me, she’s used every artifice and method to try to catch him. For the amount of attention my son gives her, Esyn could be a stain on the wall.”

      “I still think we should watch her.”

      “With great care.” Aleksander finished the thought for his friend.

      “What about Lyndra? Any comments from her?”

      “Not a one. My son and spouse are of a similar mind, which suits me fine. I hate snoops who stand over my shoulder and ask nosy questions. Neither Lyndra nor Brynjar is interested in my dealings and plans. I have all the freedom I want, and I do as I please.”

      “Figured as much.”

      A light knock stopped the conversation.

      “Come in,” Aleksander called out.

      One of Aleksander’s many personal assistants—he fought to remember the name—dressed for the elegant occasion, opened the door, but stood at the threshold.

      “My lord, dinner will be served in ten minutes.”

      “Thank you. Has my son returned?”

      “No, my lord. He’s still away.”

      “Thank you, Rasso.” The name came to him at the last second. “We have an additional dinner guest. Make sure a place is set for Lord Taegan, and advise Lady Lyndra. We’re on our way.”

      “Yes, my lord.” Rasso bowed and left.

      “There’s your answer.” He glanced at Taegan. “I already know he’s not coming, and I’m not surprised. In the morning, we may have a chance to see Brynjar and Sable interacting.”

      “I don’t mind waiting to see what happens. If she’s pretty enough to gain Brynjar’s attention, make sure she doesn’t go back too soon. Intercept any messages coming from the Freki stronghold. Make up a story if you have to. But she has to stay here, within our grasp. Got it?”

      Exhaling a full breath, Aleksander rose to his feet and adjusted his jacket. “You’re forgetting your place, lord elf. Don’t you dare talk to me like I’m one of your subordinates. I’m always three steps ahead of you. I’ve arranged for all communications from this mansion to the citadel to be routed to me first. Then I’ll edit and forward messages according to my needs. Now, follow me if you still wish to eat…or stay here. I don’t care.” He left the room without glancing behind. The sight of the elf pissed him off.
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      Nestled mid-point in the Crkvine Pass and shrouded within a fog impenetrable to humans, Milovan’s lynx compound was in full celebration. A much-needed pact between the lynx and direwolf had been reached. Themis and Redquill had dropped off their riders, Brynjar and Ulfur, at the edge of the village and flown off to the nearest, most comfortable peak to wait.

      “Call us when you’re ready to go back home,” Themis said as she took to the night sky.

      Torches planted into the ground illuminated the village’s central area with a wavering orange light. Groups of residents and families sang traditional songs to the sound of the gusle. The mouthwatering scents of meats roasting on spits and tubers cooking on open firepits filled the air.

      Standing next to a spit, Milovan, dressed in his simple tunic, thick pants, and boots, waved them over. “Come, my friends.”

      Once Brynjar and Ulfur joined Milovan, the lynx headed toward the village’s central building, where all important events were celebrated. Brynjar crossed the threshold into the long rectangular hall packed with boisterous felines. Someone shoved an overflowing tankard of foaming beer into his hand and one into Ulfur’s.

      The cacophony in the room was borderline painful to his ears, but he let it go. This community had earned the right to celebrate, and he might as well join the fun.

      Holding his arm up for Brynjar and Ulfur, the alpha lynx moved past the central firepit that kept the room warm throughout the cold mountain winters and past the tables and benches crowded with felines. Milovan’s commanders cheered when all three reached the banquet table saved for the guests of honor.

      Big and muscular, Ulfur didn’t get to his seat. A pretty female, tiny next to him, with flowing blonde hair, wrapped her hands around his massive forearm. Laughing, she led him to a table she shared with a rowdy group. Once he sat down, Ulfur propped her on his lap as he guzzled the rest of his beer.

      “Forgive us, Lord Brynjar,” Milovan said, his green feline gaze on Ulfur. “We’re an exuberant race in our happiness. We don’t mean any harm.”

      “You don’t need to apologize,” he said. “After so many years of unrest, sneak attacks, and raids, a feast to celebrate the end of hostilities is well deserved.”

      An attendant came to the table to replace their empty tankards with full ones, and everyone cheered. A lynx warrior stood to toast their leader, Milovan. The entire hall replied with a deafening “Živeli,” followed by hoots and hollers.

      “We owe this to you and your diplomatic skills,” Milovan said. “How you convinced Jaggard to negotiate with us is beyond me. I’ve tried so many times, yet every single time, just as we got close to an agreement, a new problem would appear, a line violation or a mysterious complication, and everything would fall apart.”

      “Understanding the boundary line issue was…” Brynjar paused. A pair of smooth hands skimmed over his shoulders and down to his carrier vest to release the front snaps. He’d been so focused on his conversation with Milovan, he hadn’t noticed the female slide to his back.

      He held her wrist. “What do you think you’re doing?”

      “Making you more comfortable, my lord. You must be so hot in this vest.” Her tone was pleasant. He tugged her around to face him. Giggling, she whirled with his pull, ending with her bottom against the tabletop and her chest inching forward.

      Her full breasts, dangerously pushed up in her low-cut blouse, leaned right up to his face. “I’m Jelena, Lord.” She shimmied her shoulders, and her boobs wiggled. “Do you like what you see?”

      Brynjar glanced from the generous gift this daring lynx offered, to the rest of her. She smelled of herbal soap with a hint of musk. There was nothing more arousing to him than a hint of musk on a clean-smelling female. An enticing combination that revealed so much. The rest of her was right up his alley too. Jelena’s dark hair fell in waves past her shoulders; her slanted hazel eyes, a nod to her lynx race, were lovely, and so was the rest of her. A year ago, he would’ve immediately accepted her invitation to carnal play and eagerly spent hours with this sensuous creature, showing her his entire portfolio of sexual talents and exploring hers.

      Unfortunately for them both, his soul had transformed in such a peculiar way that these days, he didn’t know how to act. He was no longer the impetuous direwolf, happy to bed any willing partner for one or many nights, depending on the offer, and move on. His spirit had grown sick of the emptiness that came with his frivolous encounters.

      How often had he asked himself, Is this it? Is there nothing more?

      He’d lost count.

      It wasn’t a matter of want. It was a matter of need. In order to exist, Brynjar needed the full range of emotions to fill his soul: the serenity of devotion, the meeting of minds, the passion of love, hot, sexual fulfillment, and lifetime commitment. None of those came with a one-night stand. Only a special creature, the mate the universe had fated for him, had the power to satisfy his spirit. Since the universe hadn’t presented her or given him a hint of where she could be found, Brynjar, with the assistance of his hand, had entered into a semicelibate mode.

      He smiled at Jelena. “You are beautiful.”

      Sensing a but was coming, she pouted her full, rosy lips. “Lord, I could⁠—”

      “Give me so many pleasures,” he finished. “I know you could. My mind is somewhere else. Please forgive me.” He grasped her shoulders. “Go join your friends. Have a good time.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “Yes.” He kissed her forehead, gave her a light push and slapped her butt. Squealing, she ran off.

      “You surprise me, wolf,” Milovan commented at his side. “You turned down a lovely offer. Oh, to be your age again. Those years are gone.”

      “What do you mean? You’re in your prime.”

      “I’m not old for a lynx. Three hundred years and counting.” Milovan’s slanted eyes crinkled at the corners with humor. “Your friend over there jumped at the chance. It seemed right to me that you and Jelena would pair for the night.”

      Brynjar glanced at Ulfur. At the moment, his friend was involved in a heavy necking session with his new friend. Her blouse was unbuttoned and barely hung on her shoulders. Evidently, she hadn’t objected when Ulfur pulled down her flimsy bodice, revealing her plump breasts and erect, pale-pink nipples for everyone to admire. Not only didn’t she seem to mind one bit, Brynjar guessed she was proud of her physical attributes.

      He sighed. “Maybe I’m the one who’s old.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      Brynjar jutted his chin toward Ulfur. “That used to be me. I took every pleasure a female offered without hesitation. Lately, the idea of a quick sexual encounter is almost depressing and just leaves me feeling empty.” He rubbed his forehead. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but a casual one-nighter feels like a waste of precious time.”

      Milovan chuckled. “You’re not old, my friend. You’ve evolved, which was bound to happen. You’ve moved from the easygoing lifestyle of a single wolf to the search for a mate. That’s your problem. Although, I wouldn’t call it a problem because it’s an essential facet of your life.”

      “I thought the mating drive only came when a wolf encountered the one.”

      Milovan frowned. “Oh gods. You’re thinking of the actual burning. Lord Aleksander should’ve explained all this to you.”

      Brynjar thought of his father. The wolf was so self-centered and so deeply focused on his own needs that he was incapable of taking the time to explain anything about mates and bonds to his son. There was no point in telling Milovan any of this.

      Turning his near-empty tankard sideways and back, Milovan continued, “There’s a huge difference between the need and the burning. The need comes to all of us shifters sooner or later. It’s a rite of passage. No one escapes. You can experience the need months, even years, ahead of the burning and before running into your mate. It’s a longing or an aching desire. A part of you is incomplete, and your spirit is letting you know. I think you’re in this stage.”

      He nodded. “What about the burn?”

      “The burn turns a male into a raging volcano.” Milovan drank what was left of his tankard in two gulps, then set it on the table. “It’s the awakening of your soul. I can tell you how it plays out with the lynx. I would suppose it’s the same or very similar with wolves,” Milovan continued. “In some rare situations, intended mates can feel a pull toward each other before one or both shift. But that’s just a precursor of what’s to come. The flames, the real fire, come when you and your fully shifted mate cross paths, not before, and that’s the key. She must have shifted first. In the majority of cases, if she hasn’t, your soul won’t recognize her.”

      Brynjar tried to imagine this scenario. “Sounds complicated. If I heard you correctly, an attraction is possible between future mates when they’re young. Before they actually shift. Right?”

      Milovan nodded. “Correct. But this is rare and special. Think of it as a warm-up or a rehearsal. Because when the burn manifests, it’s the most intense and irresistible pull of your entire existence. You can’t fight it. The only way to extinguish the burn is to physically bond with your mate…or end her life.”

      “No.”

      “It’s an abomination.” Milovan’s expression turned dark. “The gods don’t take kindly to this crime. There’s no atonement and no forgiveness. The universe will inflict upon the sinner an endless and painful punishment.”

      Brynjar swallowed. “Why would anyone do such a thing?”

      “There are old stories of ambitious males who were solely invested in war and conquest who committed the ultimate sin. Today, they are still paying for their transgression in Mournfire Hold.”

      Milovan nodded, and Brynjar shuddered at the name of the universal hell.

      “Supernaturals have power, freedom, and very few rules,” Milovan added. “But this… This is a big one. I don’t personally know a single male who has hurt a mate. Whatever you do to a mate, love or hurt, you feel it in your soul.”

      “Sounds awful.” He rubbed his forehead.

      “Hey, takes a cruel asshole, and you’re not that kind.”

      Brynjar had another question to ask, but an abrupt silence in the hall stopped him. He glanced at the front door. Jaggard, his ginger hair gleaming in the light, and two of his commanders took up the entire entryway. An aura of tension emanated from them. All three frowned as they scanned the room with narrowed eyes. Slowly, Brynjar stood, reaching for the dagger sheathed at his thigh.
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