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MERYN


Take a breath, Meryn.


Darkness writhes around me, moving in impossible ways. It parts in heartbeats, revealing images that tear me asunder.


Blood, in a viscous scarlet splatter.


Breathe.


Violent red streaks across the gray stone floor.


Breathe.


Across my little sister Saela’s snarling face—her lips and her… fangs.


Meryn, take a breath.


My chest aches painfully, and the shadows contract together again, bringing the room into pitch black once more. As they do, strong, comforting arms tighten around my middle.


But I can’t, I can’t, I can’t—


“Take a breath, Meryn!”


I gasp, breath stuttering. The growling voice in my head is not my own, I realize, but that of my bonded direwolf, Anassa. The towering silver-white wolf butts her nose into my side as air floods my lungs, and I come fully back into my body.


The shadows part again. It’s a strange new power, but I have some level of control over it. Clearly, it responds to my emotions.


To my shock. To my fury.


I’ve spent the past four months training to become one of the Bonded, all in hopes of getting to the front lines of the war to find Saela. She was kidnapped out of our home, stolen in the night to feed the Siphons in our neighboring country of Astreona.


Or so I thought.


Saela spasms on the floor before me, blood dripping from her chin. I flinch at the sight of her new fangs. After everything I went through to find her, to save her… my little sister has been turned into one of them. A Siphon herself.


With the uncontrollable bloodlust to prove it.


Helene, a member of the Daemos pack, stands to the side of Stark’s office. Her stunned eyes are wide, and she holds a hand over her bloodied neck—but she’s safe. Her bond with her direwolf has already healed the wound Saela inflicted.


Helene is fine, but my sister, my everything…


I lunge toward Saela, desperate to get to her, to help her, to stop her, to somehow change what’s happening.


But those arms around me hold me tight.


“Let me go, Stark!” I spit. The shadows surge toward us, responding to my aggravation.


Before I can free myself, Stark’s massive black direwolf, Cratos, lunges toward Saela with a violent growl.


My stomach drops, and I fight hopelessly against Stark’s strong hold. “No!”


Cratos is going to kill her. My sweet girl, my beautiful sister. He’s going to tear out her throat because she’s dangerous now.


Tears flood down my face in hot rivulets.


“Stop him,” I plead to both Stark and Anassa. “Cratos, stop!”


He pounces on her, and I scream. The room goes dark again.


Anassa nuzzles her nose into my side, harder this time. “Meryn, he is not killing her. He is restraining her for your protection, and for everyone else’s. Take another breath.”


I do as I’m told. The shadows part again.


Cratos holds Saela down, two huge paws pressing against her back, pushing her into the floor. Even so, she bucks back, nearly knocking him off her.


Nearly knocking a gigantic direwolf at least three times her size off with the flex of her spine.


My mouth falls open, and I can feel the color leave my face. All that strength in the body of an eleven-year-old girl.


Saela’s never been physically strong. She was the book-smart child. I was the strong one. She took to self-defense training well, but even still—she’s always fought with words, not muscles.


Her hazel eyes sharpen, and she moves her body again, and again, bouncing Cratos up and down. Anassa meets my gaze with her golden one, and I can tell what she’s thinking without her even communicating it.


Cratos alone won’t keep her down. Anassa bounds over to her mate, adding her paws to Saela’s back.


My blood runs hot with fear. Not just for my sister… but of her.


We spent classes here learning about Siphons, studying them, but there’s still so much I don’t know. Do Siphons maintain any ounce of who they were before they changed? How human are they still, after the fangs?


I want to run to her, to hold her in my arms as I did just moments ago. She was smiling and safe.


She was safe.


Is she even in there anymore? Or is she going to be like… this? Forever?


Saela screams, a bloodcurdling shriek that echoes through the room. This is hurting her.


My elbow slams into Stark’s side, and I slip free. But only for a moment. His hand closes around my wrist and yanks me back so hard that my shoulder nearly wrenches from its socket.


“Newly turned Siphons are at their most dangerous,” Stark hisses in my ear.


He secures me against his chest, his arms like iron restraints. His touch burns through me, and I hate it. I hate it and I cling to it, too.


“I’ve seen this at the front. Many times. It’s a game the Astreonans like to play. Please, listen.”


I still, momentarily shocked out of my panic by the urgency in his voice. Please, he said.


“They turn our soldiers into Siphons and set them on our forces. When the turning first takes place, new Siphons are consumed by bloodlust and will kill anything in sight. She doesn’t know you right now, and she could kill you,” Stark says quietly.


She could kill you. Saela, the little girl who would weep if I tied her plaits too tightly. Who would lock our door and lay her head in my lap on the nights our mother got violent. Who once caught a mouse in our home and instead of killing it or moving it outside, created a little bed for it inside a matchbox and named it Felix.


How is this real? But he’s right. Shockingly, terrifyingly right. My sweet baby sister is… gone.


My mind spins as I try to think of what to do next and ignore the churning, vengeful thoughts about why we’re in this situation. Of the man—no, the monster—who did this to my sister.


My betrothed.


Wrath slices through me, making my veins burn—and with it, the shadows streak toward the ceiling in a merciless wave.


Another breath, and the shadows slide down the walls.


This is what he would want: me, too distracted and weak to even deal with the crisis at hand.


He’s not allowed to manipulate my actions any longer. Saela needs me to be calm and levelheaded.


She comes first.


“Cratos and I cannot continue to hold her like this forever,” Anassa says, sensing my train of thought.


“Okay,” I say, mind clearing. “We need to restrain her.”


I straighten up against Stark, and he must be able to tell that I’m not going to bolt toward Saela again, because he loosens his grip on me.


“And then we have to take her somewhere secure,” I tell Stark. “Somewhere she can’t hurt herself or others while we figure out what to do.”


Blinking to clear my vision, I wipe my cheek with a shaky hand. The solution has come to me, and I hate it.


“I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I think we’ll need to move her back to the dungeons.”


The suggestion tastes wrong and foul on my tongue. Putting my sister back in that dark, nightmarish place. But what other choice do we have?


Turning, I look at Helene and Grigore. The color has returned to Helene’s cheeks, but Grigore still hovers over her worriedly, a hand on her shoulder.


“You two will keep this a secret. You are to tell absolutely no one what you witnessed here.”


Finally, hearing the icy tone of my voice, Stark releases me fully, and the loss of his touch is momentarily jarring. His long legs carry him across the room in only a few strides, and I watch numbly as he yanks a chest open and riffles through it for something. He’s back at my side quickly but passes me by to reach Saela.


Stark drags his hand along Cratos’s side before he kneels and seizes my sister’s legs, pulling them together to bind them tightly. Silver chains, I realize, strong enough to contain her. And a cloth to use as a gag.


He takes hold of her dark hair so that he can fasten the gag between her fangs. The sight enrages me, my fingers twitching with the need to hit him. Anassa bristles, too, a low growl rumbling through her. But Cratos leans forward and nudges his nose to hers to help her through the emotion.


Even as I’m pissed, I’m grateful, too, because it needs to be done and goddess knows I could never have done it myself.


I still can’t entirely admit to myself that this is really happening. That I’m about to lock my sister behind bars like she’s the enemy.


That, in fact, she’s become an enemy.


She would kill me. Saela would kill me if those chains weren’t around her limbs.


Stark nods Grigore over, and the two of them lift her together. She writhes in their arms, blood-streaked and struggling, but the chains have her bound tightly. I glance away, my throat tight.


I can’t watch her like this, so I do the only thing I can do: put one foot in front of the other and lead everyone to the dungeons. I take them to the primary ones, not the hidden place where Saela and the other children were kept.


It seems like only hours ago that Venna took me into the belly of the castle to discover my sister in captivity. Only hours ago we were plotting to get her out. I never dreamed I’d be imprisoning her again.


We move quietly, quickly, avoiding all notice. My surroundings are a cruel mimicry of my mental state as we spiral down deeper and deeper into darkness and disrepair.


The passageways that lead to the dungeons are damp and bleak, cracks running through the stones, meltwater seeping in here and there. The sconces on the walls are less and less frequent. Finally, we arrive at a row of relatively dry, well-lit cells.


The first has barbaric spikes and wall-mounted racks, and we quickly hustle past it. Stark and Grigore stop two doors down, peering into the space. I hover behind them, my eyes adjusting slowly to the ever-increasing darkness.


Stark looks to me for the decision, and I nod, almost imperceptibly. Approving my sister’s imprisonment. Reimprisonment.


“Helene,” I say hoarsely. She looks up at me, eyes wide. “Go find Leader Aldrich and send him to us.”


Leader Aldrich is the oldest Bonded at the castle and the most seasoned leader. He was in charge of our Bonding Trials.


He’ll have some idea of how to help us. How to fix this. He must.


Belatedly, I realize I could reach Aldrich in my mind if I wanted to. Anassa said we could reach all the Bonded now—and he’s Strategos pack anyway; I’m his Alpha. I don’t trust myself to communicate precisely at this moment, though.


Helene bows quickly and pivots, racing away from the dungeons. I watch her go, unsure if it’s the order from me or fear of my sister or the dismal surroundings that’s lending her such speed.


Grigore says something to Stark. He nods, braces, and lets go of Saela. My sister slams her bound fists against Stark’s chest, but he just winces and maneuvers her so that she can’t find any purchase.


Grigore yanks the cell door open with a screech, and Stark steps inside, lowering Saela onto a cot. He leaves her there still bound because removing her chains would risk lives.


Stark backs out of the cell, eyes warily trained on Saela as he moves. As soon as he’s out, Grigore slams the cell door shut again, grabbing the key to the door from a ring mounted on the wall opposite.


The sound of the key thudding the bolt into place echoes in my ears.


Saela fights to her feet and staggers over to the bars. Grigore jumps away as Saela throws her small body against them. Metal groans and clangs.


She slams herself against the bars again and again, and the sound yanks my heart from my chest. I wish I could hold her as I did when she was in the king’s prison.


But if I reached through, she’d rip into my arm and drain the blood from my veins.


“Stop,” I beg weakly, taking a half step forward. “You’ll hurt yourself.”


Saela’s eyes are wild and frantic, darting to and fro. Never meeting mine, not even acknowledging that I’ve spoken to her.


The girl I love isn’t there at all.


Anassa’s warmth is at my back, and I let myself lean into her. Her heat settles over me. She keeps me upright when my legs grow weak.


By the time Aldrich finally appears, I feel separated from myself.


The older man surveys the scene in front of him, his bearded jaw momentarily dropping open in shock before he composes himself. What a sight we must be.


Especially me, still wearing a ridiculous fucking gown, a crown atop my head.


Aldrich opens his mouth to speak, but I step forward, reaching out a hand to stop him. Anassa helps me shore up the energy that I have left.


“How do I do this?” I ask her quickly. Somehow, she had been the one to share the memories with Helene and Grigore before, but I know I need to do this now.


“Find the river in your mind that connects you to the Bonded, and search for him among the Strategos pack. Form the connection with Aldrich alone, and ensure you focus on him, then push your memories toward him, as if placing them on a boat down current.”


I do as she says, and simultaneously reach my hand out again, laying it on his weathered forearm. His concerned eyes meet mine, and I have to look away to stop myself from breaking down. The skin contact helps solidify our mental connection. Then I focus and push my memories toward him.


My head instantly aches, and sweat starts to bead across my scalp from the strain.


But it works.


I grant him knowledge of my royalty, of the curse, of what’s been done to us. How Alistair Brightbane stole the throne from my ancestors, how he’s used his line to stay in control all these centuries. How a Siphon blood curse locked away the truth. How Stark helped me uncover it all, and how Killian fled.


Leader Aldrich falls to his knees. His hands shake as he reaches for me wordlessly, taking my hand, pressing it to his forehead.


I swallow roughly. “Please stand. Please.” The words pour from me, pleading and pathetic. “Aldrich… this is my sister in the cell. We have to help her.”


Understanding dawns on his face, and his mouth twists in a mixture of pity and disgust. I have to look away.


“Surely there must be something we can do.” Even I can hear how desperate I sound. “Some way to fix this, to reverse it.”


I became Bonded, I became a queen to rescue her from the Nabbers—or from Killian and his father, it turned out. I’ll do anything for her.


It can’t have all been for nothing.


Aldrich doesn’t immediately respond. Instead, his eyes move to Stark. They linger there, and I’m not too lost in my grief to understand what that look means.


I know what they’re both thinking: They don’t believe we can reverse this.


“Please,” I beg again. “Tell me what to do.”


Aldrich swallows. He clasps his hands together, sympathy in his eyes. “The main thing that would help Saela is human blood. As much of it as possible. She has an unquenchable thirst, and if it’s not fulfilled soon, it will kill her.”


“Fine,” I say, gritting my teeth. “Then she’ll drink from me.”


Stark clicks his tongue in irritation. “Absolutely not. Saela can’t be trusted in this state not to drain you.”


And once more, hatred and disorienting gratitude mix within me.


“Maybe,” Aldrich says tentatively, “a large animal would suffice.”


I nod, desperate for anything we can try.


“Cratos and I will hunt. We will bring an elk for Saela,” Anassa tells me, and I shiver with relief.


“Let’s try that,” I respond. The wolves turn and sprint back the way we came, disappearing around the corner.


What’s next? My mind spirals through strings of logic to weave together a plan. What steps do I need to take to find a way out of this?


As a Strategos, my mind should be able to weave strategy easily. It’s one of the powers of our pack, after all. But right now, I’m too disoriented to even reach that part of myself.


Still, I know that controlling the narrative will be important.


I meet Leader Aldrich’s gaze. “Does anyone know yet that Killian has left?”


He shakes his head. “After you killed King Cyril, the nobles all fled back to their fiefdoms, but the Bonded are still here. They await their orders to the front. Only their new ruler can issue those commands, and they were expecting to hear from the young Valtiere in the morning.”


Morning. Oh goddess. It will be morning soon.


My body has been operating on adrenaline alone, and the sudden reminder that so much time has passed settles a heavy blanket of exhaustion over me. I rub my eyes, struggling to keep them open.


“I’ll…” I pause, trying to remember what I was going to say. “I’ll speak to everyone in the morning, then. You should get some rest.”


I don’t realize I’m tilting over until my foot snags on stone in a clumsy, futile attempt to catch myself. I thud into Stark’s chest, his calloused, tattooed hands closing around my arms.


His touch sears me back toward momentary wakefulness, and I push him off, blinking rapidly.


“Go to bed,” he says gruffly.


“Absolutely not.” I’m too tired to even glare. “I’m not leaving Saela’s side.”


Stark huffs and drags his hand through his hair. He marches past me, Aldrich and Helene trailing in his wake, and grumbles something that sounds an awful lot like “Stubborn woman.”


Saela has quieted down somewhat. She still thuds herself against the bars repeatedly, but she does it weakly now, her temple just barely tapping the iron. Her eyes settle on nothing, see nothing.


A few minutes later, a loud scraping sound jars me from my misery. Stark sets a sleeping pallet down on the dungeon floor. He swipes his hand over it to remove some dust, then pats it like he’s trying to convince me it’ll be comfortable.


I thud down onto it without argument, too weary to try to find something to fight him about. But I’m determined to stay awake to watch over Saela, so I lie on my side as Stark settles in beside me, back against the stone wall.


I can’t help it, though. My eyes are too heavy, and no matter how much I resist it, they close.


The familiar spiraling sensation of falling into a dream hits me. I open my eyes to try to stay awake.


But I’m not in the dungeons anymore.


I’m somewhere dark, a room of unending grays and shadows, with no floors or walls or ceilings. The shadows swirl around my feet like fog.


It’s too real to be a dream, and my breath catches in panic.


Turning, I look in every direction, but there’s nothing but the endless expanse.


“You’re finally here, my child,” says a deep, echoing, eerie male voice—the same voice that’s been speaking to me all along. The voice that told me to get the crown. Whose voice?


And where is it coming from? My gut churns; something is very wrong.


I whip around, looking for the source, but still nothing is there. The shadows trail upward like smoke. They drip downward like stalactites. I start to shiver.


Where am I, I open my mouth to ask, but no sound comes out.


“You’re here, but you’ve let open a door you cannot close… and so he’s here, too,” the voice tells me.


He’s angry with me, I can tell—whoever he is. A tremor of fear skitters through me.


The shadows start to swirl violently, spinning around me, closing in. The funnel of darkness tightens and tightens, until it starts to wrap around my throat and choke me.


I scream in my sleep and awake with a breathy gasp. My nails dig into the cot. I’m not sure how long I was out, but Anassa and Cratos must have returned and left again because there’s a dead elk in Saela’s cell.


And a gruesome sea of blood staining the stones.


My sister is asleep in a ball on the floor, her entire face and arms up to her elbows drenched in gore.


I swallow down the sobs as I sit up. Stark is still asleep, propped up against the wall, his head leaned against stone. It can’t be comfortable there.


Moving over, I kneel beside him. His thick, dark lashes twitch as he dreams. I reach out to touch him. Just to wake him, I tell myself.


But before I can, pain spikes through my head. I wince, my hand flying up to the spot of agony. It’s invasive, as if someone is slowly pressing a needle into my temple, deeper and deeper, inch by inch.


And once it’s lodged deep enough, I hear it.


Him.


“Good morning, Bonded,” Killian says.


I would recognize his voice anywhere. Once it whispered across the tender space of a pillow. It’s distorted now, but it’s still smooth and beautiful.


Somehow, even though he’s not Bonded, he’s accessing our silent river of communication. He’s communicating with me telepathically. What the actual fuck?


Stark’s eyes fly open immediately. The alarm on his face tells me he can hear it, too.


Killian’s voice speaks again in our heads.


“There is a usurper in your midst.”
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MERYN


It’s almost impossible to reach out to all the Bonded at once.


Only two people have the power, as far as I know: the Sovereign Alpha, Siegrid Therion… and, apparently, me. But as Killian speaks, certainty forms in my bones: He’s reaching every Bonded throughout the entirety of Nocturna.


My eyes dart down to the engagement bracelet he clamped onto my wrist; the ruby still swirls with dark shadows. It’s been like that ever since he drew on my magic in his chambers. And there’s that lingering wrongness.


Part of my power is cut off from me, ensnared in whatever twisted spell is woven into this bracelet.


Whatever he’s doing—he’s doing this by using my powers, stealing my magic.


“The Faceless Goddess has blessed me with the ability to communicate through the wolf bonds as a reward for my fealty to the Bonded and to the kingdom,” Killian says smoothly.


I can’t help it—I laugh.


What absolute bullshit. And so totally predictable. He’s going to lie to every one of the Bonded in the same way he lied to me.


My face flushes with angry heat, and I claw at the bracelet on my wrist. But it once again tightens against my skin, making me wince in pain. Just then, images pulse through my mind.


With a shocked jolt, I realize he’s sharing memories down the bond, just as Anassa taught me to do.


There I am, my silver hair shining, my face covered in blood from the battle at graduation. Anassa looms behind me as I grab the Dire Blade, the king’s wolf-pommel sword that compels the direwolves. My face twisting in a fearsome scowl, I bring the sword down in a merciless strike across the king’s throat.


My true self felt pumping adrenaline and pride in this moment, but right now those feelings are overshadowed by Killian’s—or, at least, what he wants us to believe he experienced.


Cold horror runs through him. Pain, heartbreak, and terror.


The vision twists into the next memory. We’re in Killian’s room. I have him pinned, straddling him as he squirms below me, uncomfortable and terrified. My hazel eyes are wide and wild-looking, and I once again raise the wolf-pommel sword. I press it to his neck.


Killian projects a memory of stinging pain as the blade cuts into the delicate skin at his throat. His heart pounds in fear as he stares up at the monstrous woman before him, a woman he made a mistake to trust.


A woman who was not at all who she seemed, who has finally revealed her true, ugly self. It’s like he’s taken my own perspective toward him and flipped it on me.


In both memories, I am an indisputable villain.


I’d hate me, too, if this was all the context I had.


The vision ends, and I blink back into the dungeons. Stark catches my eyes. His gaze is murderous, his tattooed hands clenched into tight fists that demand action.


“Meryn Cooper has driven me from Sturmfrost and seized the throne,” Killian goes on.


My blood boils. He knows the truth as well as I do: I’m no Cooper. I’m a Sturmfrost Queen. And I will reclaim the birthright that his family stole from mine.


“She is dangerous, unstable, and the enemy of Nocturna. This delusional commoner is not to be trusted.”


A strangled choke escapes me. I want to believe that no one could possibly listen to him, but I believed him, once. And I can’t hide from the element of truth of those memories.


I did those things, and I looked terrifying doing them.


But he’s a fucking Siphon.


“I am establishing a stronghold in the west and will be rallying forces to retake my throne. I encourage anyone who believes in truth and justice to come join me. Together, we will return Nocturna to its rightful glory.”


With that, the connection ends, with a mental twist that violently ends the channel he’s opened.


“Truth and justice?!” I shout, my words echoing in the nearly empty dungeons. Unfurling my fists, I realize my nails have carved crescents into my palms, practically drawing blood.


My mind is intimately connected to the stream of Bonded emotions. Their reactions pour in from across Nocturna in a torrent of shock, disbelief, and confusion.


Fuck.


I lock eyes with Stark again. “I need to address them. Now.”


“Yes,” he says simply.


“But I…” I look down at myself. I’m still in the stupid fucking gown that Killian put me in. The same one that was in the memory he just showed everyone.


It’s the uniform of an unstable, delusional woman. I don’t want to feed into that lie.


“You look—” Stark says, then stops short, pressing his full lips into a tight line. Emotions swirl behind his eyes, dark and unreadable, as he studies me.


I lift my head. “What?”


“You’re presentable enough,” he says stiffly. He must’ve understood the reason for my hesitation. “Waiting any longer will leave room for doubt.”


I swallow roughly and nod. Then I force a deep breath in and out of my lungs. I just have to remind myself that the truth is on my side, not Killian’s. And I have some damning memories to show off, too.


“Anassa,” I mind-speak to my direwolf. “Can you reach all the wolves who are here at the castle, and make sure their riders come to the arena? Let them know that I’ll have answers for them.”


This is something I could probably do. But I’m not sure how to just reach the people who are physically here in Sturmfrost—and if I reached out too far, would Killian hear me?


There’s a beat of silence, and then Anassa responds, “It’s done.”


My gaze lingers on Saela’s sleeping, bloodied form. She looks so small and helpless, even with the truth of her existence splattered around the cell. Leaving her for even a moment is a dagger into my gut. It’s wrong.


And for the second time, Stark seems to read my mind. “Helene and Grigore will watch over her while you’re gone. Nothing will happen to her. I promise you.”


His voice is curt and businesslike, but his words are so gentle. All I can do is give him a tense nod.


It hurts to leave Saela’s side, but if I don’t go, Killian is going to corrupt the rest of my world, too.
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The arena is quiet, but my heart is pounding. I swear the reverberations are rattling the walls with each pump of my blood.


Stark is to my left, standing resolutely as though the hundreds of eyes looking up at us don’t bother him in the slightest. Anassa and Cratos flank us, surveying the people gathered below.


Bonded are filing in, and I have to blink away the image of the final culling that King Cyril ordered. Ordered from the very platform where I stand now. The blood running from bite wounds, as Rawbonds turned on one another. Angry and red and wrong.


My stomach flips. “I want to end any unnecessary killing,” I think half to myself, half to Anassa. Her acknowledgment is a steadying hum in the back of my head.


It’s mostly newly graduated Rawbonds here, though some Bonded who had come in for the graduation have joined the crowd. Those seasoned soldiers stand in formation, but the young warriors mill about in groups, packs largely standing together.


From the corner of my eye, I spot Jonah’s red-streaked dark hair from where he stands with some of his weasel-faced friends, clustered together and speaking to one another in low voices. Every one of them has a hand rested on a sword hilt or the handle of a dagger.


He looks up, and there’s a sharp-edged glint to his gaze that makes me uneasy. We’ve been at odds ever since the morning of the Ascent, when he attacked Izabel, and he’s never turned down a chance to try to hurt me.


Anassa’s noticed his group, too, and her sides start to buzz with a low growl, but none of them makes a move toward us.


Around the perimeter of the arena, castle servants stand nervously, fidgeting. Stark ordered every servant in the castle to gather—ensuring maximum witnesses for whatever is about to happen—but some are still wandering in through the arena doors.


It’s difficult to wait here on the dais. I feel like an impostor. How could I not?


I thought I was a commoner only months ago. I still am a commoner in so many ways. My dress is filthy from the dungeons, my hair is a tangle of silver-white, my eyes are probably red-rimmed from sleep deprivation and endless crying.


Part commoner, part Bonded, part queen, but a mess the whole way through.


But I’m here. I have to be here. I have to be more than I am.


“You must, so you will,” Anassa tells me, reminding me of what she said on the day I unexpectedly became Alpha of the Strategos pack.


“I must, so I will,” I agree.


Stark steps forward and hands me a cone-shaped amplifier, and I take it with an only slightly shaking hand.


In the half hour since I left the dungeons, Anassa has been coaching me on how to reach all the Bonded. I need to send a complex message—including memories—to thousands all across Nocturna. I’m prepared for it to be taxing, but I know I can do it.


Because if Killian could reach everyone with my magic, then so can I.


Bitterness is a potent fuel, it turns out.


After several slow breaths, I shut my eyes and push my consciousness outward. My mind flows along familiar streams first. Anassa. My pack. My people. Stark, confusingly.


The channels I’ve used before are open, clear. I can sense more minds beyond them, though, as if through a low fog that hangs over water. I squeeze my eyes tighter and push. Then, after a brief moment of resistance, I burst forward.


I flow into the minds of the other Bonded below me, then spill beyond the walls of the arena. If Killian is somewhere here in this connection… I can’t sense him.


It’s almost too easy. There’s a vast sea of magic inside me, and each Bonded mind is a river flowing from its source. I need only to focus on my magic and follow the natural current to them.


Easy to make the connection, that is—but incredibly overwhelming to hold on to it, especially when it all starts to flow back to me, drowning me in connection. It’s dizzying, and as when I sent my memories to Aldrich, sweat starts to bead on my forehead.


Then come the minds of the Bonded at a farther distance, battle-hardened veterans on the front, weary and angry and impatient. I stagger slightly, trying to hold the channels open.


But instantly, a hand meets my back—steadying me, pushing me upright.


Stark.


I swallow and widen my stance to avoid any further dalliances with gravity. When I open my eyes and lift the amplifier to speak, Anassa’s mind surges forward, meeting my own. Words gather in my consciousness, and Anassa’s influence urges them outward like ships sailing down every Bonded tributary.


This is the kind of leader I want to be. Direct. Honest.


“I want to address what you all heard from Killian earlier. You deserve to know the truth, all of you. Yes, I killed King Cyril,” I tell them, speaking aloud so the servants can hear while I echo the words in my mind, projecting them to all the Bonded.


Immediately, the Bonded who weren’t at the graduation ceremony respond with further shock and confusion, their reactions rippling back through me.


“I killed him, but I had just cause. He was not the man we thought he was. In fact, he was not a man at all. My actions were not driven by insanity, but by my conscience.”


I gather up the images I know will prove me honest. Unlike Killian, I don’t need to twist and alter them to emphasize my point. The truth is enough.


I show them everything.


The children behind bars, terrified and neglected. Saela, crying and reaching for me from her cell. Killian’s confession of his and his father’s true nature as Siphons, vessels for Alistair Brightbane. The way Killian’s fangs glinted behind his sickening smile.


The memory of shadowy magic writhing around us, bending toward me then and back to him as he used my magic to escape.


The effect is immediate. Gasps and exclamations echo across the arena. The older Bonded erupt into motion, breaking formation to gather in small groups or go to their wolves. Warriors and wolves pull away into their own corners of the arena to process and to confer.


Their feelings detonate in my mind as I maintain the mental connection. Anger. Disbelief. Horror. Grief.


The castle’s servants, unable to see what I’m showing the rest, look around in confusion at the chaos. I speak quickly because I promised them answers.


“My name is Meryn Sturmfrost. I am a descendant of the Sturmfrost Queens, the original rulers of Nocturna. My family was stripped from their rightful place on the throne by a Siphon named Alistair Brightbane.”


More memories. The ancient crown, which now sits atop my head. The book from Stark’s collection, detailing the royal lineage. My mother’s journals, with their cryptic drawings.


“Alistair Brightbane has been body-jumping through generations of kings, using blood magic to maintain his rule and erasing the memory of the true royal line. Cyril and his son, Killian, are both Alistair’s descendants and his vessels, complicit in serving him.”


With that, the arena falls back into silence. Inside my head is nothing but noise, though. What the Bonded are feeling… it’s chaos. Even as they process my memories and my words, more than a few resist.


My hold on the communication channels flickers and sputters as some minds rebel against me, against my hold in their minds. Barriers go up as some Bonded instinctively reach to shut me out, just as I used to do with Anassa.


I gasp and strain against it. I manage to maintain the connection, though in places it’s whittled down, like just the tiniest thread. Bonded all around the kingdom are fighting me, rejecting the awful truth.


Can I blame them? Would I believe a single piece of this if I hadn’t seen it all with my own eyes? My gaze skirts over to Anassa, and she sends a pulse of reassurance through our bond.


“Do not worry. I am supporting your claims with the wolves,” she says.


I grit my teeth and focus hard on the river of communication inside me. My temples begin to pound again with the effort.


Drawing as much strength as I can from Anassa’s support, I try a different tactic. Something that will help them to understand that I’m not the madwoman Killian is portraying me as.


“We can have a better Nocturna,” I say out loud while also thinking it to all who are listening. “We don’t have to deal with so much death in the Bonding Trials. People can have enough to eat, can be able to feed their families. I want to… I want to fix all that.”


The words come out jumbled, unpracticed. Nobody ever said I was good at giving speeches.


“I want to be a fair queen, someone you can be proud to serve. I’ll… I’ll listen to what people need. And I’ll do my best to do right by you all.” Every word sounds more awkward than the last, echoing in the strained silence.


“Give me a chance, and I’ll prove myself loyal to Nocturna. Let me try to be the leader our country deserves.”


Exhausted and out of ideas, I release my connection to the Bonded with a dreadful mental pull, like a fraying rope suddenly snapping free. It’s draining and jolting. The other Bonded recoil from the inelegant use of my powers, and I wince and wait to see what the response will be.


Silence. Then quiet murmurs, Bonded to Bonded, human to human.


“To be clear,” comes Sovereign Alpha Siegrid’s stern voice, reaching out to all the Bonded in the same way that I did from somewhere leagues away, “my family and I are the sworn protectors of the crown, and we recognize Meryn Sturmfrost as the legitimate heir to the throne. As your Sovereign Alpha, I expect to see that same loyalty from all true Bonded.”


It loosens a breath from my chest.


She’s down at the front, but her words will carry weight for all the Bonded there and here. And as the Sovereign Alpha, she and her wolf could theoretically command all the Bonded to follow her lead.


I believe I could as well, in theory. King Cyril certainly could, using the Dire Blade.


But by putting this as an encouragement and not a direct command, Siegrid is giving our people something they haven’t had in far too long. Something that I want them to have, too: free will.


I can only hope it will be enough.


For a long, awkward moment, nobody in the arena moves. The sound of my own labored breath seems loud and pathetic as I look around, not sure what to expect next.


Leader Aldrich steps forward first, breaking away from a group of older Bonded, walking slowly, head held high until the moment he bows it. Standing apart from the crowd, he lowers to a knee. His wolf follows, bowing her head low, shutting her eyes.


Then Aldrich says, “I pledge my loyalty to you, Queen Meryn.”


Tears spring to my eyes at the acknowledgment, and I blink them back. Hearing his words spoken aloud, calling me queen… the moment freezes crystalline in my mind, and I know I’ll never forget it.


My friends Izabel and Venna step up next, their wolves flanking the twins. I bite my bottom lip, hard, to keep the tears from returning. They both salute me and then kneel next to Aldrich, their wolves lowering their heads in respect. Tomison and Nevah and their wolves join them.


It’s strange, at first, to see them like that. They taught me to fight. I got drunk with them. We survived together. And they’re bowing to me.


Their faith in me expands in my chest, painful and comforting at the same time.


The tension in the arena is thick as everyone waits to see what others will do. Anassa’s growl starts up again, and I sense her mind focusing, straining against something—having her own mental communication with the wolves, I assume.


Then the rest of the Strategos Rawbond class strides forward, one or two pairs at a time. Silver-white wolves kneel, their riders bowing or kneeling beside them.


Their mass support sends warmth shooting through me. Even Anassa stands a little straighter as we survey the line of Strategos wolves and riders, all acknowledging a truth I’ve barely digested myself.


I’m the rightful leader of the Bonded, and of all Nocturna.


After that, the rest of the Trials instructors step up, and a handful of Kryptos, followed by some Daemos and Phylax riders.


But it’s not the majority of the Bonded, I notice. Clutches of older Bonded riders still stand apart, speaking with one another in low voices or silently communicating with their wolves.


The castle staff all cluster close to the exits to the arena, watching the scene with wary eyes or edging quietly away. I can’t fault them for not wanting to get closer to this massive gathering of direwolves and riders, though, no matter their loyalties.


A number of Rawbonds hesitate, too. Many of them are people I’ve seen a dozen times, even fought next to in this very arena, but have never actually spoken with or had a real interaction with.


Fucking Killian. I spent so much time with that lying asshole, and less time than I could have getting to know my fellow Rawbonds. Now I’ll have to work extra hard to get them on my side.


“Now that you’ve decided they are even worth having on your side,” Anassa chides gently, and I realize I’ve been thinking toward her.


“You’re right,” I respond, sighing. “Though in my defense, maybe I would have paid more attention to building up support if I had known a little more about what was coming.”


Anassa gives a regal sniff and doesn’t respond.


“Please, rise,” I call, realizing that some of the Bonded are still bowing. “I know the truth about the Valtiere line is shocking. And this is all very new. To be honest, I’m still figuring out exactly what all this means. I hope that I can count on your help to make sure this transition is peaceful.”


There’s sudden movement to my right, and I spin in time to see Jonah push through a group of my Kryptos supporters, sitting astride his wolf.


“You should mount,” Anassa warns, but I shake my head.


“I don’t want to escalate anything,” I insist. “There doesn’t need to be any fighting here today.”


Anassa’s tail swishes, but she lets it rest.


“You’re nothing but a gutter-born liar,” Jonah snarls.


I open my mouth to defend myself, but he turns toward the crowd, a bully with an audience.


“Are you really all going to let this king-killer steal the throne of Nocturna? What of our sacred mission as Bonded to protect king and country?”


Jonah and his wolf pace back and forth, knowing all eyes are glued to him, clearly relishing the moment.


“She claims that our prince is a Siphon. That his father, King Cyril, was one, too. If that were true, why would they have poured everything into eliminating the Siphon threat to our south? We’ve been at war with Astreona for centuries, with the kings’ full support!”


Jonah swivels to face me directly, his expression hard and ugly.


“No. What makes more sense is that this upstart slut wanted to be queen, to live a life of luxury instead of fighting for her country. But Prince Killian wouldn’t have her after she’d lost her mind and killed our king. Like the spiteful whore she is, now she’s doing her best to steal what’s rightfully Prince Killian’s. King Killian’s.”


My breath leaves my body as I see people listening to him—believing him, or choosing to believe him. He’s inserted himself into a situation that does not concern him at all, crafted a discourse that is convenient to him, and to what end?


Because he’s a vindictive narcissist.


I look around myself in frustration, grasping at something, anything, I can do to make these people believe the truth.


What weight could my words or actions hold now, if they all think I’m a liar and a traitor? If they’re more convinced by the men who’ve held power here for centuries—and not willing to listen to a woman from the slums?


With a hiss of metal on metal, Jonah deftly draws his sword from his scabbard, raising it high.


My blood heats with panic as he opens his mouth and directs my people against me.


“True Nocturnans, to me! Death to the usurper!”
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A million things happen at once.


Instinctively, I fist my hands in Anassa’s fur, hauling myself up onto her back. My friends close ranks. Izabel and Tomison and the rest of the Strategos automatically join together into a defensive formation around the platform.


Venna peels off and circles around in a tight arc. Her wolf, Skaia, gathers on her haunches to spring up onto the platform beside me.


“Alpha Stark!” Venna yells, gesticulating wildly toward something behind me.


Stark and I both pivot.


An older Kryptos woman and her wolf have materialized behind us. Her snarling gray wolf lunges forward, and I quickly draw the Dire Blade, steeling myself for a blow.


But instead of engaging me in battle, the wolf and rider barrel in low and hard. The direwolf’s head slams against Anassa’s front legs, toppling us over.


I spring free from Anassa’s back as we go down so that I don’t find myself crushed beneath my wolf. The platform slams against me with a breath-snatching crunch, and the world spins, my hand letting go of the sword. I shield my face with my arms as I tumble once, twice.


And then there’s nothing underneath me at all. I fall through air, off the platform, and slam face-first into the dirt. With a groan, I push myself over and onto my back.


My head is light, spinning. I reach for those dark shadows that respond to my anger, but they’re nothing but a whisper. That fall weakened me.


The sky dims, and I blink, fighting unconsciousness. Then the sea of black materializes into snarling dark fur and violence incarnate: Cratos and Stark.


Cratos lands directly ahead of me, the two of them guarding my front.


Anassa is still up on the platform in a defensive crouch, one paw placed possessively on the Dire Blade’s hilt.


I’ve lost the Sturmfrost crown in my fall, I realize dazedly, hand at my temple—


“There!” Anassa’s mental snarl cuts off the thought.


The Kryptos woman and her wolf materialize in front of Stark and several paces off to the right. She uses her Kryptos power to obscure them from sight as they move.


Her control is astounding—I don’t understand how she stays so completely hidden in such a bright place. What is happening? Is it just because she’s older?


Or has something happened to make the magic… stronger?


Reaching for my sword, I drop into a fighting stance.


Once again, though, the Kryptos pair do something unexpected. Instead of coming for me, they swing wide. The woman draws a short lance and spears something glinting in the dirt.


Then they dash away.


My crown, I realize, stomach dropping. Fuck. There’s a whispering darkness in my veins, but once again, it’s only a whisper.


Stark and I lock eyes, and I nod, answering the question in his glance. “Get it back.”


“My queen,” he says. He and Cratos spring forward so quickly I barely see them move.


Anassa leaps down from the platform, and I remount, linking with the rest of the Strategos to assess the situation. I’m still weakened from the fall and shy away from the strain of trying to reach for those outside my pack again.


“Jonah had several teams planted around the perimeter,” Nevah says. “See there, there, and there.” She gestures with her dagger while also sharing pictures mentally. “They’re guarding the entrances and exits.”


The pack’s understanding of the field coalesces, ideas and updates flowing in from a dozen different minds.


“That group’s coming straight for us,” Izabel mind-shouts, and we all spot the cluster of wolves headed toward Jonah: mostly former Rawbonds who trailed around after him during training. Disturbingly, a few older Bonded are in the group, too.


“And from the left!” Nevah adds, leading a group around that side of the platform. All of us use the wooden structure at our backs as an extra defense.


“Form up!” I call, snapping back into battle mode. Our group is a little larger than Jonah’s, but not by much.


What the fuck? How is this a nearly even battle?


Many of the Bonded in the arena are still hanging back, I realize. Possibly waiting to see the outcome of this fight before picking sides.


My mouth twists.


There’s a familiar tension in the air, the sick hum of energy that happens just before bloodshed. From where I sit on Anassa’s back, I watch as the castle servants clock it, too. Their eyes dart between the two separate factions of Bonded. They know what’s going to happen here.


They quickly scurry back into the castle, away from the messiness that’s brewing. Jonah’s forces let them pass through the exits without an issue. Good. No one else needs to bear witness to this insanity.


The Strategos riders and other loyal Bonded close ranks around me. My gaze seeks out Stark and Cratos. They’ve almost caught the Kryptos woman, but she’s still a length ahead of them and making hard for an exit guarded by Jonah’s people.


Stark’s heading straight into the waiting line of the enemy.


“Don’t worry about them,” Anassa snaps at me. “They’ve been doing this since you were a pup. Sword up!”


The first group of attackers hits us, several armed with long spears they must’ve brought with them, anticipating this would happen. Assholes. We break ranks slightly to avoid the vicious weapons spearing our wolves.


Anassa darts in and snaps her teeth down on one of the spears, sending splinters flying as she shakes her snout. The rider wisely lets go but pulls out his sword.


I don’t think so.


I swing the Dire Blade toward him. Metal hits metal, and I grit my teeth as I press forward, forcing him back inch by inch.


Then Anassa clamps her jaws viciously and comes away with a chunk of fur between her teeth. There’s a hole where his wolf’s left ear was.


Blood showers us and the ground, the open wound pulsing. Vicious satisfaction lashes through Anassa.


The rider’s control of his sword wavers as his direwolf’s pain slams into him. I slash in under his guard, scoring a long wound along his side.


He yells in agony and falls back, but another wolf and rider take his place just as quickly.


Izabel appears beside me, and we bear down on the enemy pair together. Our swords flash bright as we maneuver in, trying to land a blow.


The rider is a Daemos I recognize from the Trials, younger than me. His hands come up to throw a blast of Daemos power our way. Izabel and her wolf, Asteio, swerve to the side, escaping the brunt of it.


It hits me and Anassa full on, like a stone wall, harder than should be possible.


But weirdly, it also seems to rebound, as if the power had an equal reflection onto the wielder. It knocks the Daemos boy off his wolf, leaving him sprawling on the ground.


“What was that?” I ask my wolf, muscles screaming as I fight to stay on her back. I’ve never seen power falter in that way.


But we don’t have time to discuss it.


Another Daemos rider has circled around fast. He nearly sideswipes Izabel with his dagger. Then he jumps—onto Izabel’s wolf behind her.


I look for an opening. Anassa swings us around until we’re right next to Izabel and Asteio—and the Daemos attacker. I lean forward, but he’s too close for me to bring my sword in without injuring Iz. He’s wrapped an arm around her throat, and she can’t get purchase with her sword at that distance.


She coolly whips a dagger from a thigh sheath, even while gasping for breath, and buries it in his leg.


He screams and tips to the side. His weight carries them both to the ground.


I leap down next to them and slash wildly at the man. His neck erupts in a fountain of blood, and the fight goes out of his wolf. They crumple as the life drains from them both. Anassa growls in pleasure at my action, but I can’t feel the same, watching this beautiful creature give up. It’s a sheer waste.


Asteio leans in with a snarl and rips out the Daemos wolf’s throat, her silver-white muzzle drenched in red.


I pant and circle around to anticipate the next attack, but Nevah and Tomison and the rest of the Strategos Bonded have drawn the bulk of the melee away from us.


“Thanks,” Izabel wheezes, rubbing her bruised throat before remounting.


“You’d have had him in pieces in another minute or two,” I reply with a tight smile, trying to cover how much that freaked me out, watching Iz in such a vulnerable position.


Briefly shielded from the fighting, I get a quick glimpse of the battles happening around the arena. My stomach churns. This is all so wrong. This was our moment for unity, and here we are, tearing one another apart.


My gaze drops to the Dire Blade in my hand.


King Cyril used it to control us. Control our wolves. I saw him do it, saw him create violence with a simple gesture.


I wonder…


“Yes,” Anassa urges from next to me.


“Cover me another minute,” I order Izabel, not waiting to hear her response.


In a queasy blending of past and present, I lift the Dire Blade above my head, just as I saw the dead king do at each of our Trials. I didn’t want it to come to this; wasn’t I just thinking how much our people deserve free will and the ability to make their own choices?


But we can’t turn on one another.


Taking a deep breath, I use both hands to plunge it into the dirt below.


“STOP THIS. LAY DOWN YOUR ARMS.” My mental shout echoes and reverberates along the bond, power rebounding and redoubling until my ears are pounding.


The arena seems to still, sound receding. I can sense the weight of a hundred wolves’ minds as the ancient magic begins to take hold.


It’s working. Thank the goddess. The wolves will stop their riders, will heed the call.


We’ll get through this—together, as Bonded.


And then the bracelet on my wrist heats, starting to burn. The bloodred ruby twists with dark shadows.


Suddenly, I know. I just know.


Whatever magic was used to compel the direwolves through this sword before—whatever magic links us all together—it’s all been corrupted. Tainted. Infiltrated. I can sense it, like a sickness lurking on the edges of my mind. My stomach lurches.


My powers are not my own; he’s cut off part of it. And he’s done it with his insidious blood magic.


The Siphon who once ruled still has his vicious fangs deep into this kingdom.


It’s not going to be enough.


The moment I think it, the heat from the bracelet surges from my wrist, through my fingers…


And into the sword itself.


Streaks of red race down the Dire Blade.


With a high, ringing note, the blade shatters into a thousand glittering silver pieces.


No.


I look at the fragments in shock.


That sword… that ancient, incredible thing that helped link the humans and the direwolves, that allowed for control…


It’s just gone.


“Move, Meryn,” Anassa urges, and as if time has slowed, images around me come together and coalesce.


Daemos warriors are closing in.


Shards of the Dire Blade are all around me, dull and useless in the dirt.


Asteio rears up to slash razor-sharp claws across the face of a Bonded warrior approaching on foot. His face is a bloody pulp as he falls backward.


My fingers are still wrapped tightly around the Dire Blade’s hilt, but the weapon is unusable, ending now in a ragged stump of iron just inches from the cross guard.


A painful roar rips from my throat. This is all his fault.


I jump onto Anassa’s back, mind clearing as I sheathe the hilt that remains. The memory of the rush of power the crown gave me is sharp.


If we’re going to have a chance of winning this, I need that crown.


“Let’s go,” I say to Anassa, and she doesn’t need to ask—she just races toward Stark and Cratos and that Kryptos bitch.


The Daemos Alpha and his wolf are across the arena, standing at the center of a circle of wolves. Holding them all off alone.


His movements are so fast they’re hard to follow. He parries and thrusts, somehow making five Bonded attackers and their wolves fight for their lives.


Their fight blocks the Kryptos woman from getting to the exit. I spy her shimmering form as she continues to blend into the shadows, holding tight to her prize: my crown. The symbol of my rightful authority.


Anger churns inside me, and I once again reach for the shadow magic that ran so effortlessly through my veins earlier. But the magic is slippery and elusive, evading my grasp.


I give a yell of frustration. We’re almost to Stark when Anassa suddenly pulls out of her run, stopping short.


“What—” I start, and then I see Jonah and a band of his followers cutting off my path.


“Goddess damn you, Jonah,” I mutter, and draw two of my throwing knives, taking careful aim.


The one meant for Jonah’s throat hits a wall of his Daemos magic. The dagger tumbles uselessly to the ground as Anassa and I dig in against the magic’s brutal push.


I try to deflect it, to push the power aside, and nothing happens.


I click my tongue in irritation. What is happening here? Stark tried to use his Daemos powers against Killian the other night, and Killian was able to deflect them; he said it was because the Daemos powers were rent from my own.


So how is Jonah able to attack me with them? And why is his power so strong? Is it because I’m not wearing my crown and my own magic feels… diminished?


My anger builds, and still, I get nothing from the shadows. They would be pretty useful right about now.


I toss my second dagger, and it hits home, burying itself with a sickening squelch in the rib cage of the woman to Jonah’s left. She falls from her wolf and is trampled by the rider behind her, her screams sharp and agonized.


Brutal pride surges into me from Anassa, but I ignore it—this is all such a waste.


Jonah slows, glancing back at his fallen comrade, and then advances toward me again, eyes flashing.


“I can’t wait to finally break your scrawny neck,” he spits.


I laugh, drawing another dagger. “Come and try it.” I ignore the way my muscles shake; exhaustion is setting in. Jonah is flanked by three more Bonded, and they fan out, closing in on my position.


“We need to finish this,” I think to Anassa grimly, and she howls in answer.


“Hold fast, Meryn,” comes Izabel’s voice with a note of desperation. I get a mental flash of her position—still fighting off another group. Even if I’m lucky, it will still be several minutes until she can back me up.


The man to Jonah’s right rushes in, his wolf snapping at Anassa’s flank as he slashes out with his sword. I just barely block him, Anassa’s sure-footed spin breaking us away and saving my tired arms from giving out.


Then she lunges to the side, and I lean in close to keep my seat. The rush of an arrow passes directly behind me, so close its shaft brushes against my hair.


Anassa cuts left and circles, giving me a second to recover before we reengage. I dig deep, trying again to summon my new shadow magic, but this time nothing comes, not even a trickle.


A massive clap! pulls all our attention toward Stark’s fight.


Except… he’s not there. Or I can’t see him. A thrum of panic rushes through me.


A cloud of dust explodes outward from where he last stood. Grit shatters across the arena, showering down on us, making my eyes water.


Ears ringing, I squint to try to see through the cloud. Please be there, please, please…


Then it clears, and I gasp. Stark has somehow used his Daemos power to destroy the entire archway of the door, bringing it down on top of his remaining opponents. They’re barely visible under the rubble.


I knew he was powerful, but this… ?


Fighting all across the arena has momentarily paused, everyone gawking at the sight.


Stark’s light brown skin is pale from the strain of wielding so much power, and yet he’s already moving again, chasing down the Kryptos woman. She is fully visible now, losing control over her magic in her terror.


It takes only two breaths, and then he’s cut her down, her broken body hitting the ground with a wet thud. Stark hurtles off Cratos after her and grabs the wolf crown still in her grip.


“Meryn!” he calls, and I raise my dagger so he can find me. “Catch!”


He sends the crown spinning into the air, the opal at its center glinting toward me as it arcs my way.


Anassa and I leap, her haunches stretching and stretching. For a moment, a disorienting sense of déjà vu passes through me, taking me back to the Voice Trial and our first leap of faith together.


How far we’ve come.


I reach out my free hand and pluck the crown from the air, settling it onto my head without thinking.


Magic courses through me in a flash, bringing darkness with it. My vision flickers.


The world loses all its color, bloodstains turned black.


And all around me, shadows wake.


The arena dims as if a storm were passing overhead. Every shadow in the vast space starts to stretch and distort, reaching for me. They move toward me in strange ways, crawling inside me, wrapping themselves up and around my arms like vines.


“Be careful,” Anassa urges. “This power—you don’t know how to control it. You don’t know where it starts. Or where it ends.”


The depth of my darkness is limitless. I can sense that.


Or it could be, if I had the courage to embrace it. But right now…


Right now, I know exactly where it ends. There’s a precise spot where my magic is choked out and throttled by Killian’s influence. Still, what I have access to is more than I ever could have imagined.


Holding a shadow-covered hand out, I stare briefly at it in fascination. There’s a pulse in my chest, like the magic is urging me to utilize it, to grasp it and free it.


“Watch out!” someone shrieks. I glance back up just in time to see three of Jonah’s comrades charging directly for me.


“Use your power, Meryn!” Stark bellows.


Anger roils through me, and for the first time since my crown was taken, the shadows respond.


I throw my hands up instinctively, protectively.


Stop, I think.


Stop, I command.


Force explodes from my palms—a huge, moving wave of shadow. The wave crests over the two riders in front of me and then swerves out in big looping arcs, reaching more of Jonah’s allies all around the arena. It reminds me of the Daemos blasts at first, air made solid, but on a larger scale and darkly visible.


I relish it, the darkness inside me now rising violently to the surface.


Stop them, I command the shadows again. They move at my instruction but of their own volition—of me but somehow outside of me, too.


The shadows wrap themselves around the wolves and their riders. Their bodies start to contort and lift into the air.


Screams echo around the arena, and I snap out of my satisfied stupor.


No. This isn’t me. I need to stop this—


There’s a suffocating pressure in my chest as the shadows pull tighter and tighter around them all. Around their necks. The shadows slither into their open mouths, stifling screams for mercy.


Stop, stop, STOP!


Then a loud echoing snap.


The riders and their wolves drop dead onto the arena floor. Not just the three charging for me, but a lot of their allies, too.


A dozen, at least. Dead.


The shadows retreat, and the reality of it washes over me, turning my stomach. I’m going to be sick.


My hands start shaking against Anassa’s fur at the horror—the horror of what I’ve done.


The arena stills. All combat ceases as everyone stares in shock at the mangled remains of the wolves and their riders. I watch the corpses as if waiting for them to get up again. Their twisted limbs make them look small and vulnerable in the vastness of the arena’s floor.


Darkness still slithers around my arms, cool against my skin, a visceral reminder of what I’m capable of.


I killed all these Bonded. With a flick of my wrist.


They may not have been ready to accept me as their queen, but they were my own people.


“See what she is!” Jonah’s voice violates the silence.


I flinch. Of everyone I killed, why did he have to survive? Anassa rumbles beneath me.


He hurls a finger toward me, his breaths ragged. “This is what Killian warned us about—an uncontrollable evil who will destroy us all!”


Jonah whips his wolf around, heading for an arena exit. His remaining followers flee with him.


A few people on my side start to pursue, but the thought of more violence makes me woozy. Over the bonds, I direct an order to let them go.


This is not how I wanted to persuade people to join my side, to put their faith in me as their leader.


Not through violence and fear.


The shadows start to recede, slinking back to where they belong. Cold shock is taking over my body, cooling the fury that drew them out.


Through our bond, Anassa projects soothing energy. A soft humming settles over my frayed nerves slowly, smoothly. Everyone is watching me; I can’t let them see me crumble.


Stark and Cratos step up next to me. Cratos nudges Anassa briefly with his nose before standing tall and menacing.


“Phylax, help move the wolves’ bodies,” Stark orders. My eyes linger on the corpses of the people I’ve killed.


I recognize the young woman closest to me. She usually wore her strawberry-blond hair in a spiraling braid.


“Meryn,” Anassa urges. “Follow Stark’s lead. They wait for your command.”


“Right.” I swallow hard.


“I swear that Jonah and his followers will answer for their treason,” I say, my voice containing a strength I do not feel.


A man lies close to her with shockingly blue eyes that now stare forward unseeing.


“What else?” My mind is blank.


“They were about to receive their first orders as Bonded,” Anassa prompts me.


I cough, mouth dry as chalk. “In the meantime, we still have our duty to the rest of the country. You will receive your orders regarding deployment to the front lines tomorrow, after… after I have consulted with military leadership.”


I watch numbly as the Bonded bow, then I turn on Anassa’s back to leave the arena. They listened to me, sure, and they bowed, but their fear emanates over the pack bonds.


A fear of me.


Of the devastating power that jumped from my veins.


Anassa and I slip out of the arena, so many eyes on me. I keep my head high, but the moment I know people can’t see me, my vision goes blurry. I let the tears come. I’m not even sure where she’s taking us, and I don’t care—I just need to be away.


Away from all those people whom I’ve let down and terrified.


Away from the ones whose lives I took.


“You should not be alone,” Anassa warns me. “Not when there are people who want your crown, and certainly not in your current condition.”


I startle when I realize she’s led me to Stark’s office. Slipping off her back, I let myself in. This is as good enough a place to fall apart as any.


Only once we’re inside, the door shut behind us, do I let myself fully break apart.


I collapse to my knees roughly, my palms smacking against the cold floor. The crown slips from my head and clatters against the stone. The full weight of what just happened, what I did, crashes over me.


I killed a dozen people without even touching them. With a strange power I don’t understand.


Am I becoming the very thing Killian accused me of being? Dangerous, unstable, and not to be trusted?


I can’t stop crying. It goes on and on. And the longer it lasts, the worse it gets.


Every ragged, painful inhale I manage to suck in leaves my lungs in sobs that sound like screams. I’m dimly aware that I’m losing more air than I’m taking in. I’ll suffocate from this.


Anassa tries to help. Her insistent care nudges at the edge of my mind. She’s trying to soothe me again. When her nose presses closer, I’m briefly tempted to cling to her and let her quiet humming lull me.


But then the horror strikes me all over again. I’m filthy for even wanting comfort. I don’t deserve it.


Saela’s transformation. Killian’s betrayal. The lives I just took. All these things are my failures. It’s pain I could have prevented if I was only better.


The spiral sucks me under and into the dark, and I push Anassa away. Hard.


She growls, her concern escalating. I try to ignore it. I don’t want it.


The spiraling builds in me, and my fist strikes out, knuckles cracking against the stone floor. Physical pain immediately overtakes my senses, blotting out the panic.


Relieving me.


I punch again, deliberately, harder this time. My skin splits.


Again, and I leave a bloody smear on the floor.


The pain clears pathways in my brain, freeing me from the thoughts pushing in from the outside. It grounds me, bringing me back to myself, my body, this moment—and into a sort of sharpness.


It feels awful, but less awful than the agonized twisting of my own mind.


I strike the ground again and again and again until all that’s left is me and the pain.


It consumes me so entirely that I don’t even hear the door when it slams open.
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STARK


Well, that was a fucking disaster.


The arena is quiet after Meryn departs, people staring after her in shocked silence. I let them gape for a moment, two.


Then I get tired of looking at their ignorant, confused faces. Did they not understand their instructions?


“You heard your queen,” I snap loudly, my voice carrying across the crowd from where I still sit astride Cratos. “Phlyax, grab the perished wolves. Daemos, help the servants with the bodies. Any recent graduates of the Trials are still shipping out tomorrow, so Strategos and Kryptos, go prepare. If you’re not a recent graduate—”


Skimming the crowd, I pick out several older Bonded who were here for the ceremonies, making eye contact with them.


“Get the fuck out of here. Bonded instructors, to me.”


People startle on their wolves and break into motion. Through it all come the three instructors who oversaw the Trials with me and Aldrich: Elinor Gardiner, Phylax Gamma; Samson Whyte, Kryptos Gamma; and Daegan Prak, Strategos Gamma.


Samson reaches me and Cratos first, astride his sleek, dappled gray wolf. Daegan and Elinor are close behind him.


“Quite a way to wrap up the Trials this year.” He raises a pale eyebrow at me, nonplussed. How Kryptos of him. I’ve never liked this sly asshole much.


“You need to keep your packs in line,” I tell the three of them, my voice a low growl. “Everything she showed you was real.”


“I believe it,” Daegan responds immediately. “Alpha Meryn is many things, but a liar is not one of them.”


“Queen Meryn,” I correct him tersely.


Elinor’s lips are a tight line as the older woman surveys the arena. “Alpha Stark, I believe you—and Queen Meryn—but…” She cuts herself off, sighing, and then looks at me with trepidation. “I mean no disrespect, but how do you expect us to keep our packs in line?”


“She’s worried. She’s only a Gamma, and even you and I could not control Daemos,” Cratos chimes in. He bares his teeth, and Elinor recoils a bit, but I know he’s not directing it toward her.


He’s livid at the pack members who dared to disobey us. In the past, even if a human and I have not seen eye to eye, Cratos has always been able to bring their wolf to heel. That’s part of the power we have as an Alpha pair.


It’s supposed to be, at least.


“What was that, Cratos?” I ask him, vengeful rage burning in my veins. “When we hunt those fuckers down—and we will—I’m going to let you eat the riders slowly.”


Cratos shakes his large, lupine head. “I do not know. No one should be able to resist their Alpha. Perhaps it’s because of the corruption in the communication bonds from the Siphon, or perhaps it had something to do with the Dire Blade…”


That was certainly troubling, watching that powerful weapon shatter like glass.


But even before I was made Alpha, Cratos never had wolves disobey him; they knew to follow his orders. He was too powerful—always the largest, the most vicious. That some wolves would want to defy him is disturbing.


“Do your best,” I tell Elinor. “Make it known that if they do not follow your orders, they will have to answer to me.”


Cratos howls out a growling bark, and the wolves of the other three instructors skitter backward. From all around the arena, the fearful gazes of the recent graduates dart toward us.


Good. They clearly did not have enough terror beat into them over the past four months.


As the three instructors turn to go oversee their packs, Cratos stills underneath me, his ears pulling back.


“Meryn is not okay,” he says. “Anassa took her to your office.”


Shit.


“Show me.”


I’ve asked Cratos to keep a wall present ever since Anassa bonded to her. It never bothered me before, Cratos having a mate. His longing and lust for her would come through, but it felt entirely his own.


But then Anassa took Meryn.


Before, I could appreciate the ferocious glint in her hazel eyes from a distance. I could admire the swell of her hips while also keeping in mind that I fucking loathed her. It helped dull the aching attraction, reminding myself that my life was tied to hers and she was acting like an idiot.


That first day was torturous.


Cratos had no shield up. We crested the top of the summit, and the moment I saw Meryn standing next to Anassa, her hair turned that shining silver-white, something animalistic unleashed inside me.


I wanted to throw her over my shoulder and carry her back down the mountain myself.


No—I wanted to find a nearby cave and rip her clothes off with my teeth, teaching her how warm skin can keep you in the cold.


Cratos had to turn back around so I could throw myself into the snow, freezing out the pulsing, unreasonable desire that had taken over my every thought. It was painful, and it was a pain that could have no end.


She had a lover. She hated me. And I hated her, too—her undisciplined, chaotic lack of control drove me insane, even still. Cratos took sympathy on me and tossed up a wall on his mate connection to Anassa.


It’s stayed up. Her strongest emotions still burst through on occasion, but I’ve mostly kept my mind entirely my own.


Still, I carry the knowledge that this… feeling… is just a slim barrier away.


It’s helped that I’ve wanted to kill her half the time.


Now, heartache floods me, so intense that I almost double over on Cratos—a deep twisting in my stomach and chest.


Followed by physical pain. Jolts of anguish interspersed with short bursts of relief.


And I realize what she’s doing.


Not on my fucking watch.


“Go,” I command. Cratos doesn’t need to be told twice; he sprints out of the arena with little concern for the people still milling about, nearly trampling several Bonded.


Within moments, I’m at my office, and in the blink of an eye, I slide off Cratos’s wide back and slam the door open. The crack of the wood against the wall doesn’t mask the sound of Meryn crashing her fist onto the stone floor.


Her golden crown—the crown we fought so hard to find again—is discarded on the floor, forgotten. Meryn’s a puddle of fabric from that stupid gown she’s still wearing.


Her knuckles are split, and blood drips down her wrist as she raises her hand once again.


Frustrated helplessness bursts forth from my chest, just like at that inn back in Linsfall when I saw the crisscrossing silver scars on her thighs.


The scars she had given herself.


“Stop that. Now,” I snap. The compulsion to protect her is so ingrained—either from years of training to do it or from that fucking mate bond.


She glares up at me from the floor through tear-filled eyes and snarls, “Or what? You’re going to make me?”


It takes all of me not to snarl right back at her. She’s infuriating.


I’m used to being in command. I tell someone what to do, and they listen to me. And this headstrong, vicious woman might outrank me, but I’ve never let rank get in the way of doing what’s right.


“Yes,” I say, moving into the room.


As I near Meryn, the sweet scent of her washes over me so strongly that I almost stumble. My head spins, and I realize the walls between us are still down.


It takes every ounce of my control not to throw myself down next to her, pin her underneath me, and lick the blood from her wounds.


“Cratos,” I hiss, closing my eyes at another hot rush of desire and protectiveness. “You are killing me here.”


“Sorry, sorry.” There’s a hint of amusement in his tone, and I wonder how sorry he really is. But the wall goes back up, and I can breathe again.


Opening my eyes, I level Meryn with another glare. “It is my responsibility to protect you from harm, even if you are its cause.”


“Fuck off!” she screams at me, punching her fist down onto the stone floor again. Something in her hand cracks loudly.


For fuck’s sake.


Two steps forward and I’ve reached her. She dares to raise her hand again, but I catch her wrist. It’s so small in my grip, but there’s strength behind it as she tries to pull herself away.


“Stop!” I order again, jerking her to her feet. She fights back against me, her mouth set into a focused, petulant line. Meryn’s so fixated on causing herself pain that I don’t think I’m even getting through to her.


My grip only tightens further. If she’s so determined to hurt something, then fine.


“You want to hit something? Hurt someone?” I seethe. I yank her closer, and she stumbles into me. Then I take her hand—the one that’s not bloodied—and slap it onto my chest. “Hit me. Hurt me. I can take it.”


Her mouth falls open, and the fight goes out of her muscles. It’s like she’s finally been knocked right out of her own brain and back into her body. She relaxes against me, her surprisingly soft hand still trapped underneath my much larger one.


Heat burns right over my heart. Can she feel how hard it’s pounding?


My grip loosens, but I don’t let her go, concerned she’s going to collapse again. Meryn breathes shakily, the storm of emotion in her gradually subsiding.


I glance down to her bloodied, raw hand and watch as it heals. Anassa has used her magic on Meryn.


My eyes snap toward the direwolf’s knowing yellow-golden ones.


“Don’t do that again,” I say over the angry lump in my throat. “If she tries to hurt herself. She shouldn’t get the idea that your healing magic makes it okay.”


Meryn scoffs and finally pulls her arm out of my grip, a splotchy blush high on her cheekbones.


“I’m right here if there’s something you want to say to me,” she says, narrowing her hazel eyes. “You don’t need to give Anassa instructions like I’m some toddler who needs looking after.”


“Then don’t act like one. Are you done feeling sorry for yourself?” I growl, and her glower deepens. Good. She’s doing exactly what she needs to do—she’s getting mad again. Her fire is back. “You have a country to lead.”


“I’m done,” she says, wiping her bloody hand on her dress.


I watch her carefully for a moment, making sure she means it.


Then Meryn straightens her posture and presses her lips together in a way that looks slightly self-conscious.


“What do we do now?” She’s softened a bit. The fight is still in her, but she knows she doesn’t need to direct it at me.


I loosen a breath and scrub a hand through my hair. What a loaded question. Where do we even start? “We’ll need to figure out your coronation.”


She blinks, confused.


“You can’t just claim you’re queen,” I tell her, slightly exasperated. “You need to be crowned.”


A borderline bitter laugh rips out of Meryn. “And who will coronate me? I tore that crown out of a bloody gutter.” She points to where it rests on the stone, upside down. “The king I wrenched power from is no longer alive.”


I bend to pick up the crown, then set it carefully on the table beside us, atop a stack of books.


This, at least, I have an answer to. Siegrid reached out to me last night when she sensed tumult in the bonds.


“The Mother Priestess of the Faceless Goddess’s order will preside over the ceremony.”


Meryn huffs. “I thought you considered the Faceless Goddess to be ‘commoner nonsense,’” she says, reminding me of my words in Linsfall when we visited the famous statue of the goddess.


She’s right, I do. If there was truly some beneficent goddess, why would our world be so shit? No, the only gods up there are the kind that take joy from watching their human playthings kill one another.


Can’t fault anyone for hoping for something better, though.


I shrug. “Doesn’t matter what I think. It’s about making your coronation legitimate for the common people, and the head of the order has overseen every ceremony for every new royal throughout history. The Sovereign Alpha is traveling up from the front for the coronation, and she’ll escort the Mother Priestess here.”


Meryn’s brow furrows. “Sorry, the Sovereign Alpha? You mean, your mother?”


A tiny muscle twitches in my jaw. “Sure.”


Cratos snickers in my mind, but I ignore him.


“We’ll need to get nobles in attendance to make the coronation legitimate,” I continue. “It will be difficult to persuade them to come. We may not get all the fiefdoms on board, and you will need to prepare yourself for that possibility.”


Thankfully, Siegrid is bringing Noemi with her from the war front, who should be helpful. My chest warms at the thought. It’s been months since I’ve seen Noemi, held her in my arms.


Meryn nods stiffly. “And should I be worried about the other Bonded after what happened in the arena? With… Jonah?”


That festering piece of shit.


I should have culled him during the Trials when I had the chance. It’s frowned upon, instructors killing the Rawbonds, but if a rider isn’t suited to be in a pack, then someone needs to act. I’ll never forgive myself for that.


When I finally end him, I’ll take my time. Cratos can eat his entrails while graydoves peck out his eyes. We’ll leave his dick for the rats.


“I’m not sure,” I answer honestly. “What happened in the arena…”


“The Dire Blade.” Meryn sits back down on the ground and cradles her head in her hands. “I had that in my possession for all of a day before breaking it. No one is going to believe I’m legitimate now.”


She lifts her dirty, bloodied face toward me, and the devastation on it hits me in the gut. She quickly explains what happened when it shattered, the way she could feel her power corrupted and throttled.


“It’s the bracelet,” she says quietly. “Whatever kind of Siphon blood magic is in it… it’s fucking everything up. Will anyone listen to my commands without the Dire Blade?”


I shrug. “We know the Dire Blade existed during the reign of the Sturmfrost Queens, but we don’t know how it was used. Regardless, the people will follow your lead because they’ll come to accept that you’re the rightful regent.”


Her mouth twists in skepticism, and I don’t blame her.


“Things will be under control when the Sovereign Alpha arrives,” I continue. “No one can deny the power you hold, and no one would dare move against Siegrid. She’s too respected and feared by the Bonded.”


“Okay.” Meryn glances down at the ruined gown she’s still wearing. “Ugh, I need to clean up and find something else to wear.”


I sigh and reach down a hand to guide her up. “I know someone who can help us with that.”


[image: Illustration of a broken sword, with the hilt on the left and the blade on the right.]


Cratos and Anassa leave to deal with the rest of the wolves, and I lead Meryn through the twisting bowels of the castle. Eventually, we reach a huge wooden door, and I knock.


“Come in,” says an aged, elegant voice.


We enter an office that overlooks the snow-covered front gardens through a wall of ornate windows. It’s richly decorated but not ostentatious, and at the center of the room is a beautifully carved wooden desk. An older woman with a tight gray bun and a shrewd gaze stands behind it.


“Your Highness,” the woman says to Meryn, bowing deeply.


“This is the Castle Matron, Alienor Bernard,” I tell Meryn, gesturing for her to take one of the plush cobalt-blue chairs in front of the desk.


No one’s sure exactly how old Matron Alienor is; she’s been in charge for long enough that she must be in her eighties, but she looks like she might be in her early sixties. I’ve known her peripherally since I was a child.


She’s never been warm, but she’s always kind.


Meryn looks up, a little perplexed. “Castle… Matron?”


Matron Alienor tilts her head. “Yes. I am the head of staff and facilities here.”


I scoff, taking the chair next to Meryn’s and gesturing for Alienor to sit down, too. “That’s a very basic description of what you do. She’s in charge of everything that happens inside this place, from overseeing the castle servants to repairs to keeping the royals and nobles in line.”


“And now I serve at your pleasure,” she smoothly tells Meryn. She may have been the right hand of the Valtieres for decades, but Alienor is sharp enough to know how to keep her job and her head.


I quickly fill Alienor in on Meryn’s needs: rooms, clothes, attendants.


“Have you considered your Council?” Matron Alienor asks Meryn.


Meryn shakes her head. “I’m sorry; I’m not sure what that means.”


Alienor’s glance to me is so quick that I hope Meryn missed it. In that silent millisecond, she said everything that I know is true: This woman is to be queen, and she knows nothing about the role. Not even the very basics.


It’s one thing to have the crown call to you. Or to ride the most powerful direwolf in centuries. Or to have royal lineage coursing through your veins.


It’s another thing entirely to rule.


We all have our work cut out for us, most especially Meryn. I really fucking hope she’s ready to learn this time.


“The Council Palast are your royal advisors,” Matron Alienor says smoothly, no trace of judgment in her tone. “Former King Cyril’s Council comprised myself, the Councilor of Sturmfrost, Sovereign Alpha Siegrid Therion, and then several of his relatives.”


Meryn’s brow furrows. “What purpose did the relatives serve?”


“They advised on relations with commoners, relations with the Bonded, and oversaw the planning of any major events or ceremonies at the castle.”


“Okay,” Meryn says. She quiets, and it’s clear—to me, at least—that she’s getting advice from Anassa. “I’ll keep you and the Sovereign Alpha on the Council. The Councilor of Sturmfrost… well, I suppose I should keep him, too. Get rid of the Valtiere relatives; I’ll replace them with interim advisors.”


Matron Alienor folds her hands in front of herself on the desk. “Which method would you prefer? Beheading? Imprisonment? Dismemberment by wolves?”


Meryn blanches. “Goddess, no. I just meant—get them out of here. Send them back to whatever fiefdom they came from. I know how Cyril handled things, Matron Alienor, but I am different.”


A small smile graces the Matron’s face. “Understood.”


“Speaking of which,” Meryn continues, this conversation bringing her back to life finally, “the servants. Let them know that anybody who wants to leave is welcome to go. They’re not required to work for someone they don’t support or might be afraid of. Anyone who chooses to quit can have one month’s pay and a strong reference. There are too many people in Sturmfrost who would be willing to take their jobs; it doesn’t make sense to force those who are unwilling.”


The declaration loosens something in my chest. After that display in the arena, a part of me worried we unleashed another tyrant in the making.


But it seems Meryn truly does want to be a different type of regent.


If I’m going to stand by someone’s side and offer to be their weapon, I need to know I won’t be aimed in the wrong direction.


My thoughts trail to the way that Meryn let Jonah and the others leave when another ruler—Cyril, surely, or even the Sovereign Alpha—would have demanded their immediate executions. At her own horror over the deaths she’d caused; horror so vast that it manifested in injuring herself.


A regent who truly grieves when her people are harmed…


My heart thuds painfully in my chest as I look at her now, hazel eyes lit up with a righteous fervor, pink high on her cheekbones.


If she has people by her side who can encourage that empathy, if she’s not corrupted by the power she’s wielding… what could that mean for Nocturna?


“I’ll let them know immediately,” Matron Alienor responds, jotting down a note to herself. “From the willing servants, we’ll select one to be your primary attendant. She and the others will prepare the regent’s rooms for you.”


Meryn’s face pales. “King Cyril’s rooms?”


Matron Alienor raises a single gray brow. “Of course. They’re traditional royal chambers.”


“No,” Meryn says firmly. “I’ll stay on the royal side of the castle if that sends a necessary message, but not there. Not now. It’s too soon.”


“How about the Sovereign Alpha’s rooms?” I interject, and Alienor nods. Turning to Meryn, I explain, “The Sovereign Alpha has designated chambers on that side of the castle to keep her close to the royal family.”


“Why don’t you take her there now?” Matron Alienor suggests. “I’ll send someone to prepare a bath and clothes immediately.”


We all stand, and Matron Alienor’s lips purse in thought. She opens her mouth as if to say something and then stops herself, shaking her head.


“What?” I ask. “This is no time to stand on ceremony, Matron.”


She gives me a tight nod and turns to Meryn. “Your Highness, I hope this is taken as a kindness, as it’s meant as one. It seems there may be some… gaps in your knowledge about royal responsibilities and procedure.”


Meryn starts to laugh and can’t stop. She doubles over, tears streaming down her face as giggles continue to pour out of her.


Matron Alienor shoots me an alarmed look, and I grab Meryn’s arm, my fingertips tingling where our bodies make contact.


“Pull it together,” I mutter. “Your Highness.”


Meryn stands, wiping the tears from her face. “Forgive me, Matron Alienor. That was the politest way anyone’s ever told me I’m a know-nothing moron, and I’ve been told that a lot over the past few months.”


Alienor’s face reddens. “I meant no offense, truly—”


This poor woman. I didn’t know she could get flustered like this. But Meryn Sturmfrost brings out the unexpected in everyone, it seems.


Meryn waves a hand, cutting her off. “No offense taken. It’s true, the gaps in my knowledge are so large they could be called canyons. I’ll gratefully accept any instruction you might offer me, and if you have any books I should read in the meantime, please hand them over.”


A small smile now on her face, Matron Alienor walks quickly to the bookshelf that covers one entire wall and pulls a few leather-bound volumes from it. Then she hands the pile of books over to Meryn and sees us out the door, shutting it firmly behind us.


No doubt very happy to have survived that meeting with her head intact.


Back in the hall, I lead Meryn silently to the Sovereign Alpha’s rooms, then bow and turn to depart.


She blurts out a strangled “Stop.”


I freeze but don’t turn around.


“Thank you,” she says. “For everything.”


My hands flex at the words. I draw my shoulders back slightly, lift my head, and look at her.


The tears from her laughter have left new streaks in the dirt on her cheeks, but her shoulders are held high. She’s clutching the books tightly to her chest, pushing the swells of her breasts out of the top of her dress. She’s ruined and regal in the same breath.


Heat lashes through me, urgent and unyielding.


I can picture it, again, the type of ruler she could be. Unafraid to do the necessary for people at any level. Confident and fair. Demanding justice when required, but never cruelly. She could be all that, and more.


The thought comes quickly, entirely unwelcome: She belongs on a throne. She deserves to be worshipped.


And just as swiftly comes the knowledge that I need to keep my distance, even while watching her closely, protecting her. Because I know what happened in that arena today. She saw her own power, was rightfully afraid of it, and was going to set it aside.


Until I encouraged her to seize the darkness.


The blood is just as much on my hands as hers.


“I was serious about what I said,” I tell her, my voice a growl that I hope masks my aching need. “Next time it’s too much, you find me. We’ll find another outlet for your pain.”


Then I turn back on my heel and walk swiftly down the hall, trying very hard not to imagine just what kind of outlets we might find.
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MERYN


The Sovereign Alpha’s chambers are practical, with minimal ornamentation and wide doors that take up one of the walls and lead directly out to the grounds. The less ornamentation, the less likely a vase or a chandelier will be shattered by a wolf’s tail. And the wide doors give Anassa easy access.


There are a few luxuries, though.


The first is a bedroom off the living area with a massive bed nearly big enough for Anassa to stretch out in. The second, a beautiful hearth with the four pack symbols carved above it, surrounded by well-cushioned armchairs. The third, a gigantic bathing room with a sunken bath that I spent an eternity in before changing into clean clothes. Finally, a huge wooden desk with a pack of running wolves carved along its edge in exquisite detail.


I run my fingertip over the divots in the wood as I sit down to study the books Matron Alienor gave me.


Before I can make too much sense of what I’m looking at, a tapping sound from outside makes me lift my head and rub my eyes. It’s Anassa; I can tell without looking.


Sliding the heavy bolt to the left, I shove the doors open with a grunt. They swing wide out toward the grassy space beyond and reveal my direwolf.


Anassa wastes no time entering. Her tail swishes, brushing up against me as she pads inside with a few clicks of her nails on the stone.


My chest tightens with anxiety even as my shoulders drop in relief at the sight of her. So much has happened in so little time, and we haven’t really had a chance to admit that to each other.


Yet, seeing her, I can breathe deeply. That’s how it’s been ever since the truth came out.


A cool breeze coasts through the open doors, stirring her fur and my hair, both silver-white but reflecting tones of copper from the firelight.


It’s time. We need to get this all out. “I realize that a lot of what happened over the past four months was my fault,” I tell her, taking the first step.


I speak the words out loud, not just over our mental bond. It makes them more permanent; they can’t be brushed away like a thought. I have to taste the weight of every single one on my tongue.


Anassa’s golden eyes widen. Her head lowers so she can look more directly at me.


It’s difficult, sometimes, speaking to her like this. Her expressions are so subtle, lost behind fur and canine features. If she isn’t willing to let me in on her emotions through the bond, the subtle indications in her eyes or her ears could mean anything from surprise to anger.


I swallow down my nerves and keep going. “It took me too long to accept our bond and even longer to figure out how to communicate with you properly. And maybe I still don’t…” I shake my head and pivot. “I’ve made mistakes, not being honest with myself and others. So I’m going to stop that. From now on, complete honesty between you and me, Anassa.”


Her eyes narrow. Fuck. Just keep going.


“And with that, I have to tell you…” I swallow. This is hard. But honesty, honesty. “I am really fucking hurt that you treated me the way you did. I know you couldn’t tell me anything because of the blood curse, but I often felt like you were working against me. And I don’t understand why you acted like that.”


There’s a long moment of silence. The hearth pops, sending a tiny coal scattering across the stones. I watch it slowly fade to soot until I sense Anassa’s movement.


She steps closer and then settles onto the floor at my feet. She lowers herself right to my level, and I swear there’s something solemn in her eyes.


Maybe she’s not as difficult to read as I thought.


“I have been alone for a very long time, Meryn,” Anassa tells me.


The words sink into my soul.


Alone.


I remember what the other recruits said when we reached the peak of the Ascent. Anassa had been atop that mountain for years upon years. And when I first saw her, she was separate from the rest of the direwolves.


She had a mate, but that mate was away from her, gone at the front with his rider.


“My mother was the direwolf bonded to Queen Chiara Sturmfrost,” Anassa tells me.


My lips part. Anassa’s mother, bonded to the last true queen of Nocturna. Something tugs in my chest. Something familiar and heavy and cold.


Grief—that deep cut that fades but never truly heals.


My heart opens up to Anassa like a neglected flower getting its first glimpse of sunlight.


“Direwolves have remarkably long lives, as you have learned. We can live up to a thousand years while searching for the right rider. We only choose once, and we tie our lives to our chosen, so we must pick correctly. And I…” She blinks slowly. “I waited centuries for you.”


For me.


Centuries on her own, waiting for someone she wasn’t even sure would ever come. I used to think Anassa was impatient, but she endured years and years of longing just so we could find each other.


“Were any other direwolves waiting?” I ask. “Any wolves your age or older?”


“No.”


My throat tightens. How lonely that must have been.


A cold wave of shame washes over me. I could have known any of this about her if I’d just asked sooner. If I’d been more interested in the history of the direwolves, if I had made a better effort to get to know the being I’d tied my life to.


It’s hard to leave room for curiosity or questioning when every moment is a battle for survival, but that’s not an excuse.


From now on, I need to do better—not just with Anassa, with everything.


“Stark and Cratos had informed me that you were coming, so I was prepared to bond with you. But after waiting all this time, I found myself attached to a resentful rider.”


Another failure. Stark said something similar. He spent his entire life waiting for the Sturmfrost royal to bond, and he got me, mess that I am.


“The hurt that caused me, Meryn…” Anassa lays her muzzle on the ground and closes her eyes, exhaling a hot breath in a huff. “My instincts took over. I would have done anything to stop the agony of your resentment and rejection. I needed to keep my distance or I would have ripped out your throat.”


My eyes start to burn, and I reach out, scratching the fur behind her ears. “Thanks for not killing me,” I say softly. “Even though I probably deserved it.”


“We are alike,” Anassa tells me. And I want to argue with her. I don’t know how she could compare her centuries of wisdom to my pathetic flailing. But then she says, “We are both hotheaded and strong-willed, qualities that each of us needs to work on.”


I let my grin take over. “Not always a great combination.”


“It is a powerful combination. But for it to work, yes, we both need to communicate better,” she replies. She brings her head closer to me, leaning into my ear scratches. “I am sorry if my actions caused you pain.”


“I’m sorry, too. I’m lucky to have you. I always have been.”


Anassa nudges closer still, and I bend forward to rest my face against her forehead, breathing in the familiar scent of her fur.


My direwolf.


I pull away gently and then say, somewhat reluctantly, “About Stark and Cratos.” I don’t want to have this part of the conversation, but I need to know. “What I felt in the dungeons, when you took down all your shields—”


“My love for Cratos,” she says. “The mate bond is strong. I will continue to shield you from that. We direwolves know that the mate bond can cause confusion for our riders, especially if the riders themselves are not romantically involved.”


I swallow. “And… Stark? Does Cratos shield his love toward you as well so that Stark is not affected?”


My assumption, when I was first hit with Anassa’s mate bond, was that Stark was grappling with that sensation the entire time I was bonded to her.


It would be a relief to know that he’s not.


I’m still not sure what to think about him. He’s obviously not an enemy as I so mistakenly believed, but I barely know him—aside from the deep intimacy I have with his scowls and his bossy commands.


I don’t want Stark to be secretly pining after me. I don’t even like him. He’s kind of a fucking asshole.


On the other hand, it would help certain moments between us make sense if he were.


Like the naked hunger I’ve seen in his eyes when he’s licked my tattoos, or the searing heat I felt between us this afternoon in his office when he held my hand to his chest.


Heat that now pools liquid in my belly at the mere thought of his touch.


Anassa huffs, her pungent wolf breath hitting my face. “I would not dare to pry about Stark and Cratos’s relationship. The bond between a direwolf and their rider is private, even for mated pairs. If you want to know the answer to that, you may ask Stark yourself.”


Yeah, that would go over well, I’m sure.


Hey Stark, just out of curiosity, do you have a deep, unending, overwhelming attraction toward me at all times? Are you so hot for me that you can barely function?


Might explain why he primarily speaks in grunts, though.


“How does it work on a technical level?” I ask, ignoring the heat in my own face. “Are Stark and I able to communicate mentally?”


Anassa gives a lupine nod. “Yes, you can reach Stark, and he can reach you. You may connect mentally to each other however you wish.”


That might be handy, I suppose. If I need immediate advice on the best way to disembowel someone.


“And what about talking to each other’s wolves, since you’re mated? Can you reach Stark? Can I reach Cratos?”


Anassa’s lips pull back from her fangs—she’s displeased. “Technically, yes, but I would not! As I said, the rider-and-wolf bond is sacred. To speak directly to another wolf’s Bonded rider… that’s a violation. Alpha wolves may reach out to their pack’s riders but only if absolutely necessary.”


My brows furrow. “You reached out to Helene and Grigore, though, when we needed to show them I was the rightful ruler.”


“That was a grave situation. You had not yet attempted to share memories across pack lines and were unsure of how to do it yourself, and they needed to be informed immediately. I will not reach out to other riders like that again, and I’ve already apologized to their direwolves. However, yes, you and I can both theoretically reach any rider or wolf since we are the royal pair.”


I’m almost scared to ask but… “And Stark’s feelings? His thoughts and emotions? Will those reach me the way that yours can?”


Anassa shakes her head. “Not in the same way. It is not an easy flow, like our connection, and you cannot hear his thoughts outside of intentional communication, nor can he hear yours. More intense emotions may reach you on occasion. The nature of the bond makes all our connections porous.”


I settle back in against her fur as I ponder that. At least that answers my question about whether he could read my thoughts during several recent moments. He must be able to guess what I’m thinking.


Frankly, that’s almost as disturbing. Am I that easy of a read? Or… does he know me better than I realized?


My eyes start to droop closed. What a long day it’s been. The first full day as queen, and an utter disaster from beginning to end.


“Anassa,” I say quietly. “Since your mother was the direwolf of the last queen, do you have any inherited wisdom for me? What do I need to know about being queen?”


Anassa snorts air through her nose. “I was just a pup when Queen Chiara died. I know nothing about ruling. We shall have to figure it out together.”


I sigh and scratch my fingers through her thick fur. “You and me, huh?”


Anassa’s ears twitch around, and she perks up. Her eyes land on the door. “Your friends are approaching.”


“Oh, finally,” I say lightly, and head to the door. I called for them hours ago. I hear Anassa stand and shake herself and then pad back outside.


I open the door just as someone knocks and am nearly knocked off my feet by the sheer force of Izabel throwing herself at me.


“I’ve been hit enough times today, Iz,” I say with a laugh, gently disentangling myself from her.


Pulling back, I survey my best friend, making sure she’s safe after the shit show earlier. Her long, black hair is in a tight ponytail, exposing the elegant line of her neck—not a scratch on it. She narrows her deep brown eyes, clearly doing the same thing I am.


“Are you okay?” we ask at the same time.


“Wow, you’re like twins,” Tomison says with a playful smirk as he enters the room. He throws an arm around Izabel’s shoulders that she quickly shrugs off, tossing him an irritated look.


Venna steps up, rolling her eyes. “Ha, ha.” She’s Izabel’s actual twin—an identical mirror image, except Venna’s sleek hair is cut in a short bob and streaked through with dark blue, marking her as a member of Kryptos, unlike the rest of us Strategos pack members.


“Here,” Nevah says, stepping through the threshold and thrusting a bottle of emberwine in my direction. “Figured we could all use this after today.” She glances around my room and lets out a low whistle. “They just keep upgrading you, huh, Cooper?”


I grab the bottle from her and lead my friends into the main sitting area of the room. While they loudly admire my new chambers, I uncork the bottle and pour us all glasses. Then we sit down on the rug by the fire.


The moment I’m settled, Izabel grips my shoulders, looks me in the eye, and says, “I’m going to execute Killian for what he did.” My eyes widen. “I’m serious. Blood everywhere. They won’t find his body.”


“You don’t want to send a message with it?” Tomison jokes.


“Okay, they’ll only find his head,” Izabel says, a disturbing expression on her face.


Maybe I shouldn’t be so warmed by an offer of brutal murder, but I am. “You’ll have to get in line,” I tell her with half a smile.


She rolls her eyes. “Fine, but at least leave me something to stab.”


“Noted, keep pieces of his body for target practice.”


Nevah crosses her arms, her face troubled. “How did he even get out of here, anyway?”


I fill them all in on what happened between us in his chambers, making sure to face Venna—who’s hard of hearing—so that she doesn’t miss a word. Then I remind them of the memory I shared to all the Bonded of him disappearing in a swirl of shadow.


Venna tilts her head, her hair just brushing her shoulder. “It sounds almost like rifting. You know, how we Kryptos manipulate light and shadow to mask our locations and hide ourselves.”


She’s right—just like in the arena, when the older Kryptos woman was disappearing and reappearing. “That’s what it’s called, rifting? But that’s just a cover, right? You can’t disappear and reappear in a different location?”


“No,” Venna says, her tone contemplative.


“Killian said…” His name tastes foul on my tongue. Shaking it off, I continue, “He said that the pack’s powers were ‘rent from my own.’ I wonder if this ability is like some heightened, extreme version of what Kryptos can do.”


Venna nods. “That would make sense.”


“Only one way to find out,” Tomison says. “Give it a go!”


Izabel smacks him in the chest. “You idiot. How can she use a power she doesn’t even understand?”


“I agree with Iz,” Nevah says. She bites her lip in concern and then continues, “After what happened in the arena, Mer—”


I raise a hand, cutting her off as I grow faint from the reminder. All that power, wielded so casually. All those deaths on my hands. I’ve barely let myself think about it since Stark found me in his office this morning.


Images of their bodies rise before my eyes, and I scrub my hands over my face, willing away the panic that quickly follows.


“I know,” I say, my pulse pounding. “My power—my strength—is dangerous. Fatal, even. And I don’t have control of it yet. I shouldn’t attempt anything too far outside of what we know the packs can do. I’d possibly risk my own life and others’.”


Nevah shoots me a tight, conciliatory smile. “You’ll get there.”


“Speaking of,” Tomison jumps in. “Did anyone else notice the pack powers acting a little… funny today?”


Izabel and Nevah look reflective. Venna nods. “It was easier to rift than usual. I wasn’t sure if it was just adrenaline or something, or all the time I’ve spent practicing?”


“One of the Daemos riders sent a blast of power toward me and Iz, and it almost looked like it rebounded on him somehow,” I add. “He was knocked off his wolf. I don’t know, maybe it’s the power of the crown, amplifying and changing Bonded magic or something?”


There’s an awkward pause, and I don’t think I’m the only one remembering just how many people were killed at once by my own increased powers. I clear my throat. “Look, I need to talk to you all about something.”


Tomison gives me a playful salute. “Yes, oh, queen?”


“Goddess, shut up,” I grumble, but it makes me smile.


They’re still treating me like me, and it only reaffirms my decision to raise this with them. Does that erase my nervousness? Not entirely.


“Listen, most of the former Rawbonds will ship out to the front tomorrow.” Out with it. “But I’d like the four of you to stay with me. At the castle. If you’re willing.”


They’re all silent, eyes wide.


The word vomit lurches up my throat. “You don’t have to. This isn’t an order. But I really need friends I can trust around me right now. Desperately, actually. And I trust you four with everything I—”


“Yes,” Izabel says. “We wouldn’t leave you to deal with all this royal bullshit alone.” What an Izabel way to put it.


“Obviously, yes,” Tomison adds.


Nevah nods. “There’s nowhere I’d rather be.”


Venna doesn’t have an immediate answer, but even still, my shoulders relax. “Oh good. I apparently have a group of advisors called the Council Palast that I’m supposed to fill. King Cyril staffed it with his relatives, so I thought perhaps you all could help me—at least as interim support, for now, until we find proper advisors.”
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