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Quote


“Your mother did not raise you with a wolf in your chest so you could howl over a man.”- Unknown.
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Description


The moon and the star gods have given me my mates…but one of them is my enemy.

When I finally have a place to call home, I’m taken away from it just as the fae launch their attack on the pack. Rueven—the dark prince of the fae—sweeps me off to his home and says he is never letting me go.

He showed me mercy but now he wants my heart.

My alphas will come for me. They won’t let me go either. And yet as I explore the beautiful and magical world of the fae, everything I have learnt about is thrown into question. Are they the villains? Or can they be so much more?

I might be the first omega in decades, but I’m also the first fated mate to cross the stars in centuries. When I go into heat, I need my mates close to me, now more than ever, even if they all don’t get along…

Even if they want to kill each other.

I’m Verena Redrook, half wolf, half fae, and I’m going to fix this vicious world.

These Vicious fae is a full-length Omegaverse romance with possessive alpha males, found family, strong female characters, and a main character doesn’t have to choose. This is book two in the Chrysalis Pack series duology.


Chapter
One
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My scream dies in the back of my throat as Rueven jumps off the balcony. His wings move powerfully around me as bitter cold air rushes through my body, freezing the air in my lungs. I cling to him despite every instinct screaming at me to grab my dagger and press it through his heart for his betrayal.

If I wasn’t certain I would plummet to my death, I’d do just that.

Rueven more than betrayed me. He tricked me.

Before he reaches the clouds and the mist engulfs our bodies, I look down at the bloodshed below, and my heart squeezes in my chest. Both Elias and Lazuri are howling from me on the balcony I was taken from. I shouldn’t be able to hear them from this distance, or feel the agony in their howls, but it’s as if I’m right there with them.

As if I’m the one howling for my mate who’s just been stolen from me.

I bury my face into Rueven’s chest and close my eyes, wishing I could close my ears too. Tears slide down my cheeks as I fail to drown out their suffering. Rueven’s grip on me softens a little, and even though I hate him right now, his embrace is welcome.

Time passes quickly in Rueven’s arms. It feels like only minutes pass when he lowers through the clouds and swoops down over a forest covered in freshly fallen rain. His wings brush the glittering treetops as he cuts through them and lands smoothly in the middle of a clearing. The ground trembles when he lands and the leaves rustle around us. But then everything goes quiet and his wings, wrapped protectively around me, pull away as he settles me on the ground beside him. He lifts my chin with surprising tenderness and pulls his lips into a grin.

“We really need to stop meeting like this, Mercy.”

His emerald eyes, glittering in a way they never have before, pull me into him, and my breath hitches, my throat turning dry. For the briefest moment I almost forget about what just happened. As if breaking his spell over me, I swat his hand away.

“You betrayed me!”

He steps around me with a grin that further boils my blood.

“I warned you not to trust a fae,” he murmurs. “You should have listened to me.”

I glare at him walking away as if our conversation is over. He doesn’t even look back to see if I’m following. After several moments of cussing him out and weighing up my options—which, so far, do not swing in my favour—I stomp after him. It’s then that I take in my surroundings of a gorgeous meadow filled with flowers of varying colours, each one of them glowing like kaleidoscopic tealights. I wade through them, following down the path carved out by the fae, until an abandoned cottage appears within sight. The cottage is old, almost attacked by the elements and from the outside, I wonder how it’s even standing. Ivy with sharp thorns cover nearly all of the red brick, apart from two tiny windows with fogged glass. Under the windows are weathered flower baskets, like someone loved decorating this place once.

Rueven waves his hand. The thorns covering the entrance melt away to reveal the wooden, large front door. It opens for Rueven before he reaches it. He enters the cottage once again without a backwards glance. Rage boils within me. I trudge after him and storm inside, refusing to be amazed by the way the lanterns and candles floating from the ceiling and walls magically light themselves. Inside is the opposite to outside. Thick, plush carpets and curtains make the small furniture even more cosy, and everything from the table with two chairs, to the roaring warm fireplace is made for comfort. The walls are littered with art, handmade objects with runes all over them.

Rueven strides through to the kitchen at the back of the cottage. He unlocks the door there and steps outside. I remain fuming in the back doorway with my arms folded and watch him draw pails of water from a well in the middle of a beautiful and well-maintained garden. From a distance, the place had looked derelict, but it’s clear now that it was probably another spell. Possibly some kind of concealment charm to ward off any squatters or thieves. The books alone could fetch a lot of money.

At the well, Rueven fills two large pails and carries them over to a wooden basin tucked underneath the kitchen window. He pulls off his shirt, revealing painful-looking bruises on his back and arms, and uses a sponge to wash himself. In the kitchen window, his reflection shows more bruising on his chest and burn marks from the iron shackles, as well as some kind of tool that must have been used to hurt him. My anger slowly fades at the sight of his many injuries.

Yes, I never should have trusted the fae. But am I not to blame for the way he’s been treated? He was only imprisoned in the first place because he decided on a whim to spare my life. Doesn’t that make me partly responsible?

“Rueven…” I say his name softly, despite the turmoil gathering within me. I need to get back to my guys and help them before it’s too late. Maybe if I can understand Rueven’s intentions with me I can alter them. “Why did you bring me here?”

“It’s the only place you’ll be safe. If you hadn’t warned me of the attack, we’d be dead.” He holds my reflection in the window. “So, consider your debt to me paid.”

The muscles in his back flex as he resumes dragging the sponge over his upper body. He makes a noise as washes himself, almost like a moan. I swallow the saliva pooling on my tongue and cut my gaze back to the back of his head.

“What is this place?” I ask, crossing my arms over my own chest.

“My home. I haven’t been here in years, but the land is still safe. Not even my father can get through the enchantments.”

He drops the sponge in the basin and walks back to the cottage. When I don’t move from the doorway, he pulls his eyebrows together, but I still don’t budge.

“You can’t be serious!” He laughs scathingly, his eyes widened with surprise. “Are you honestly refusing to let me into my own home?”

“Yup,” I say. “Not until you tell me what’s going on, so start from the beginning, Rueven.” I lift my chin and keep my arms crossed over my chest. “What do you want with me, and were you responsible for that attack?”

He runs his hand through his hair with a deep groan. “Fucking wolves. Why did you have to be half wolf, Mercy?”

I wait, tapping my foot, feeling like growling at him wouldn’t be a bad thing. “I want an answer.”

“I’m taking you into the land of the fae. It’s where you belong, and I am more powerful there. I will be able to keep you safe from your father, from everyone.”

“I’m not going with you,” I snap, shaking my head at him.

His eyes harden into cold slits. “Yes. You are.”

“No. I’m not.” I don’t move when he steps towards me. “Go ahead. Pick me up and fly away again. But if you think I’m going to go with you willingly and leave my guys, you don’t know me at all. I won’t leave them to die.”

He looks frustrated as he stares at me. Did he really believe I’d be delighted at his plan? Kidnap me from my mates, from my new home, and then take me to the fae lands. A world of monsters. “The border is merely two feet behind this cottage. I wouldn’t need to pick you up and fly. I could literally grab your arm and drag you there if I wanted to.” He cocks his head to the side. Stars above, my enemy is handsome. He shouldn’t be allowed to look like this, not when he attacked the pack and stole me. His wild dark hair flicks over his forehead in the wind and right now, they match the stormy depths of his eye colour. “Don’t you want to know what part of you has been lurking there, right in your soul, waiting to come out?” He steps closer and now I want to move back, but holding the doorway is important. It’s important against him. I know if I take a step back and that’s it—he wins. That dominant, controlling, overbearing part of him that makes him Rune, wins if I back down. I never will. I learnt that doing that, even once, being weak, even once, can lose you everything. Kris. With her name firmly in my mind, I snarl at the fae. “I don’t want your protection or anything to do with you! Let me go. I’ll find my own way back to the wolves.”

He laughs, the sound hollow and empty. “Is that all you want to do with your life? Run back to them and never learn about your fae side? You want to play the pretty Omega for them to fuck, breed, and do whatever they want with for the rest of your life?” His features twist in a grimace. “Don’t you want more than that? Don’t you want to be able to fight for yourself?”

He steps so close that we’re a breath away, and flashbacks of the dungeon come back to me. How close he’s been before. I shake my head and try to step back but the boldness of his stare holds me still. I look up into his eyes as Darcia’s words come back to haunt me. I don’t know if she was lying or telling the truth, but I know Rueven is wrong about my guys. They want to love me, cherish me, and I would be so much more than what he is suggesting. My wolf wouldn’t have reacted the way she did when Rueven took me away from them. I almost feel like I can’t breathe as we stare at each other.

“I’ve had enough of this. I want you to tell me the truth.” I pull away, scarcely able to breathe, he's too close to me. “Did you attack the packs?”

“No.” He drapes his arm over his chest in a vow. “I swear to the gods, I am not the one responsible for the attack. I’ve been done with war for a long time, Verena, ever since I looked into the eyes of a baby held in her dying mother’s arms.”

His answer, honest in every letter, rings through me. I so badly want to believe him. “Who?”

He shakes his head as he turns away from me. He doesn’t get to do that. I slam my hand into his shoulder, trying to yank him back around, but he suddenly grabs my hand and tugs me effortlessly against his chest. He doesn’t hurt me, but it’s clear he’s not letting me go. “Don’t. Do that. Again. No one gets away with that, not even you.”

I frown up at him despite the warning in his voice making me shiver. “Then tell me the truth.”

“Gods above, I didn’t attack them! My father did, and for whatever fucking reason, I went to help your pack.” His lip twitches as his mouth spreads out into a scowl. “Stop treating me like I’m your villain, Mercy. I’m the world’s villain, but not yours. Not unless you want me to be.”

Oh, how he wants me to believe that. My breath catches in my throat at the desperation in his eyes. I know his father is nothing short of evil, but I still can’t get Darcia’s words out of my head. She claimed Rueven was sent to destroy my family before the pack I was in grew too big. Too powerful.

“Why did he attack the pack?” I ask, my voice breathless.

He lets me go and his features soften a bit. “Because he’s king of the Fae and I might be the prince, but he rules absolute. I’m not letting him find out about you. He will ruin everything. Now we’re going to go through to the fae realm, where I’ll take you to a town that I own where I hide my army. I have a castle residence there and a throne. My father leaves me alone, but when word gets to him of how I intervened in the pack war, he will not be happy.” His eyes linger on me for a moment, before flicking away to the sky. “He’ll want to demonstrate his wrath to me by any means necessary. I’ve got to be ready for it.”

“Rune…” The sound of his nickname on my lips draws his attention black to me. “You have to stop him if he’s the one attacking the wolves. Don’t you want to stop him? Don’t you want…” I drift off as a ray of moonlight beams through the meadow, landing between us. “They are innocent.”

“Innocent?” he scoffs, stepping into the moonlight. “You call this fucking innocent?”

I swallow hard, once again taking in the many injuries on his body. The moonlight makes them all the clearer and highlights ones I never noticed before. Bite marks. Shame floods through me again as I turn my head away. This all happened because of me. Because I didn’t wear that stupid red dress.

“Look at what they did to me,” Rueven snarls. “Look at them! Why should I help them? Give me one good reason.” When I don’t answer him fast enough, he snarls, “You were as much of their prisoner as I was. You said so yourself. Why do you want to help them?”

“Because…” Tears slip quickly from my lashes. “Because they're my mates and I want to be with them!”

Mates. I’ve never said the word out loud before. It feels so right. All these weeks, I’ve fought hard to deny the pull between us, but I can no longer deny the part of me that calls out for them whenever I’m not near them. It’s like my wolf is finally waking up, and she needs them—as infuriating, and as cruel as they are—as much as they need her.

I will never forgive them for how they treated Rueven. It was more than cruel.

It was vicious.

But I can’t just abandon them.

“You have every right to hate them for what they did,” I whisper, “but thousands of innocent people don’t deserve to die because of them. You’re better than that, Rune. You’re better than your father. Please.” I touch his arm gently and look up at him. “Help me.”

For a moment, I think he’s about to finally give in. There’s a softness that flashes in his eyes like it did when he looked at me in the dungeon, as if I meant something to him. Something special. But then he turns and heads back into the trees in the opposite direction. Panic and desperation flares through me, twisting my insides into knots. I run after him, stumbling through all the flowers and weeds while calling out his name. My voice sounds just as desperate as I feel inside.

“Please don’t do this!” The roots twisting over the ground claw at my legs and cut through my skin, drawing blood, but I keep going. I keep running after his shadow darting through the trees. “They need our help. Rune!”

I realise a second too late that I crossed the fae border, and all I can do is scream as agony rips up my spine like it’s cracking me in two.


Chapter
Two
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Ihave felt pain before, endured it for most of my life.

Never like this.

I didn’t know it was possible to feel pain so deeply it could block out every sense of the world. As waves of agony ripple through my body, I feel like I’m no longer where I was, as if I’m somewhere else entirely, just floating in another world, another reality, because all I know is this pain. This deep, horrific pain.

I open my eyes, barely able to lift my lids, all I can see is sparkling crystals as my senses are flooded with a million different things. It’s too much. And painful. So unbelievably painful. I scream and twist in agony. Somewhere around me, Rueven’s voice calls out my name. There is so much panic in his voice that it sounds like a plea, as if he still cares about me. I could fool myself into believing he does.

I try to call back to him, but it’s like my mouth has been sealed shut as I feel every fingernail change, every strand of my hair tighten, until suddenly it stops. A cry—no, a whine—-ripples out of my throat as the pain blissfully recedes and my vision comes back to me. I stare up at Rueven hunched over me and I immediately notice how different he looks. It’s like his skin is glowing, every tattoo coloured a bright blue and he smells different. Addictive. My wolf wants to rub herself all over him. I can also sense everything about him. His deep musky forest scent, like star kissed nights filled with rain washes over me in a much stronger way. Even his emotions are more intense, but I can feel them now as if they’re my own. He’s relieved and surprised at the same time. He’s also feeling protective over me. Possessive, almost. It doesn’t make sense.

What just happened? I try to say those words, but nothing comes out. What’s going on?

“Mercy, you are okay,” Rueven says in a low, calm voice.

I feel fine, I want to tell him, but instead a strange yipping noise comes out from me.

What… the…

I’m so low down, just below Rune’s waist, but I feel strange as if I’m still floating in a sea of pain except the pain has gone and I’m left with this confusion. In the corner of my eye, a small pool of water gleams under the moonlight, and I rush over to it as the smell of fish swimming under its surface carries over my senses. My legs stumble with every step as if I’m intoxicated. The breeze, the dead and alive weeds, trees and flowers—all of them are so vibrant and strong that I can’t focus on one thing. But I do manage to focus long enough on the pool of water, and when I see my reflection, it nearly takes my breath away.

My wolf is crystallised.

Instead of fur, sparkling crystals coat my entire body, each one of them gleaming in the light. Something hangs out of my back, right between my shoulder blades, almost like wings, but I’m not sure I can fly with them. The crystals are breathtakingly clear, with nothing but the light reflecting through them. A bit of blue from the water, green from the trees, brown too. All of them are in such a vivid colour. My purple eyes fill with tears as I look down at my reflection.

This is what my wolf looks like. After all those years of not knowing and praying to the gods, I have finally met her and know what she looks like. This… is me. The real me.

I was never a No-Shift like my bullies called me. I was always and forever a crystal wolf. Although, I’m glad that they never found that out. My old alpha would have killed me had he known. A half-human shifter can sometimes be tolerated but a half-fae wolf would only ever be seen as an enemy.

I look up at Rune standing next to me, a low growl echoing in my throat. He holds up his hands with a playful grin, and I see a little of the old Rune peering through.

“I came to tell you that you’re exquisite, even in your wolf form.” His eyes flick over my head to something behind me, before flicking back again. “I’m sorry if that hurt you, Verena. I didn’t expect your shift to be so violent. It must have been all those years you didn’t shift before.” He crouches down, so he’s at eye level with me. “Now shift back so we can talk. You are very powerful, little wolf, and right now you’re screaming that power out into the world for everyone to hear. We don’t want to draw attention. Besides, I’m fairly certain your wolf is about to eat me, and I’d much rather remain uneaten if that’s okay with you.”

I tilt my head at him, pondering if I should shift back or not. There is so much I want to do now that I’m finally in my wolf form, but I still have so many questions needing answered. And most important of all, I still need his help. But my wolf hesitates, almost like she does want to eat him. She doesn’t like being told what to do, and everything I’ve been through, neither do I. However, my hold over her isn’t as strong as the hold she currently has over me. It’s like my emotions are more intense in this form but also divided, and I’m not the one completely in control of them both. I never expected it to be like this when a wolf shifted. I thought we’d be synchronised the first time I shifted.

A howl echoing in the far-off distance snatches her focus. Elias. It’s so far away but we hear it. Another howl echoes next. Lazuri. I can feel my mates, so far away from me now, and I almost want to cry and run to them. This intense need to be at their side, to protect them, to be close. I get why they were going crazy being around me now.

This feeling… it’s unbearable.

A hand grabs my mouth and turns to me to look at him. “Shift!”

There’s such power in that word from him and I bend to it. I gasp as I fall straight onto the musty ground, completely naked, shivering from head to toe as the shift finishes. A cloak is draped over my shoulders, and I pull it tightly around me, making sure everything’s covered up before standing. Rune steps closer, pulling the ties of the cloak as I slide my arms through them. He ties up all six of the laces that fall down the side of my hip before pulling the hood up next, his fingers grazing my neck. I shiver from the touch, and I don’t know what to make of him caring for me like this. I change the subject and purposely step back. My eyes drift back to the water, seeing my usual purple eyes and long, dark hair.

“There. I shifted.”

Rueven hums. “You’ll need to practise it along with your fae powers, which I can sense are right in here.” He taps his chest. “Now hold on.”

“Rune, stop!”

I barely get the words out before he grabs me around the waist, flying us straight into the sky, and I have to close my mouth, so I don’t throw up. Not this again. My eyes widen when we get above, and I look down at the faelands for the first time. They are strikingly beautiful. Crystal towers are spread in every direction. The crystals almost look like mountains, with cities nestled right in front of them. The trees in the forests are all thick with life and luscious, separated by miles and miles of different colours. Everything from the vibrant greens that we fly out of, to pink, purple, blue, green, yellow, every shade really. Pure magic dances in the air around us, like the waves of a rippling sea, instead it’s all glittering silver and golds, with some traces of purple too.

Rueven flies us straight towards the nearest town, which is not small at all, and a dark purple stone castle built right in the middle. Down below from the grounds, all the fae look up, gasping and pointing at us, their ears only just recognisable as we fly past. What strikes me the most is they’re so normal, like us. I was taught that the fae were terrifying, awful people. Monsters, really. But as we fly over, I see them cooking, working and just being normal, it confuses me.

Rueven lands with a thump on the castle roof, barely putting me down before storming to the door. My cloak whips around me in the breeze as I steady myself.

“Rune!” I shout after him, but he ignores me again. “Rueven!”

I pick up the bottom of the cloak so I can run faster. I chase him through the door, down a very long set of stairs while shouting at him repeatedly. He continues to ignore me. I barely see my surroundings as I chase him through the castle. He isn’t keeping me trapped here. He opens one door that leads into a throne room. Beautiful crystal floors shine my reflection back at me as I enter. My eyes immediately land on a throne flanked by what I assume are Rune’s banners. The throne is made of a deep, black onyx, with a diamond star engraved into the headrest. I walk towards it, and when the light hits the throne, it glitters like stars in the night sky. Two birds sit perched on the pillars behind it. Their heads turn to me, and their eyes flash just like Darcia’s had done in the courtyard.

As I walk towards them, passing several chairs on my way, suddenly Rueven grabs me around the waist and pulls me onto his lap on one of the chairs. I try to fight him, but his arm is like steel wrapped around my body. He holds me against his chest and grabs my chin, his eyes locking on my own.

“You’re safe now, Mercy.”

“Let me go!”

“We will spend hundreds of years here,” he says, refusing to listen to me. “My father will get eventually bored of attacking the wolves. Or he’ll win. Either way, it doesn’t matter. You’re here now, where you belong, and I’m going to keep you safe.”

I shake my head at him. “What about…” My voice trails off. What about my mates?

“Forget them,” he murmurs, his lips brushing the shell of my ear. It’s like he read my thoughts. “Stay with me. I’ll keep you safe and train you to fight. You’ll never be hurt by those wolves again.”

No, he’s got it all wrong. I don’t think they would ever want to hurt me. My wolf certainly agrees with that. Her longing to be with them again once more threatens to consume me, like a vicious ache gnawing away at my heart. I need to get back to them.

I twist in Rune’s lap, my heart hammering against my ribs. “Rune, just stop. Let me go.”

His grip only tightens on me. “I won’t do that. I’ve waited a thousand years for you.” His fingers skim my cheek in a caress. “Stars above, those fuckers didn’t deserve to breathe the same air as you. You’re safe from them now, Mercy.”

I groan and turn my head away from him. He keeps saying I’m safe, but if that’s the case, why don’t I feel that way? I feel trapped. He’s just offering me another cage to spend the rest of my life in, and I won’t do it. I don’t think I’ve got it in me anymore to be someone’s caged little bird.

“No,” I breathe out. “I can’t.”

“Yes,”—his lips brush my neck— “you can. Fate brought us together. Do you not see that?”

I do, but I won’t admit it. Fate also brought me to Elias and Lazuri, and yet Rune refuses to believe it. He won’t even acknowledge it. He kisses me again, his mouth lingering as he breathes in my scent. I bite my lips as a moan threatens to work its way past them.

“Trust me, Verena.”

His joke doesn’t make me smile. I glare up at him. “I trusted you before and look what happened!”

He clicks his fingers, his smile slowly fading. “We’ll talk about all that soon, but for now…” Lights bleed into the hall as the large doors begin to open. “I have an audience with my people. Many things to discuss and prepare. So, sit here with me, and be the magnificent rare wolf you are. It’s time to meet the fae of your ancestors… Welcome home, Verena.”


Chapter
Three
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Istand looking over the wreckage of my pack and howl to the sky, my pain and rage so fierce the star gods would tremble. I vowed to keep every single member of my pack safe. I swore an oath to be their alpha, their ultimate protection safety, and now dead bodies line my streets. We have saved as many as we can. Fortunately, there were more survivors than I anticipated, but the healers are exhausted and many still died before we could save them. The fae who attacked were brutal and they didn’t care who they killed. Women, children, men…elders. All of them were slaughtered like they meant nothing, and I vow to the gods right now, there will be revenge for the crimes done today. They didn’t deserve it, none of them did.

I promised her so much more.

Verena. My mate is gone, I lost her. Closing my eyes, I imagine her standing in front of me like the first time we met. Long black, straight hair, olive skin and eyes the very shade of my favourite purple crystal from the mines. She is so, so beautiful. Enchantingly so... everything about her draws me in. It’s not just because she is my mate, it’s because of her. I knew I was in love with her from the moment I saw her; I knew she was strong and valiant, and even broken she shines. She was shining like a star every second she stood at my side. My pack has been attacked and I’ve lost hundreds. Every bad deci˙sion led me to this, and my mate is gone. Lost.

Lazuri steps up to my side, still covered in as much fae blood as me. I will always owe him for shifting and fighting at my side in the war. We worked together, something alpha wolves never do, and it was surprisingly easy. Verena links us, binds us and we are her males. “I sent word to my pack and the others. They’ll make sure it’s protected, and word is spread of this attack. Two packs now.” He hums, his eyes drifting to me. “There was word that the fae that we had in the prison came back and fought for us before leaving. He helped change the tide of the war on the right side of the city and put up a magical barrier to protect the survivors from fae. He re-enforced the wards with new crystals, not like anything I’ve seen. He saved thousands, including the school full of young wolves that was near the border.”

I grip the handrail. “He is our enemy, no matter what he did. He took her.”

“I am well aware.” Lazuri growls back. I can see the same desperation in his eyes, and it’s the only reason I don’t snarl. “But I do not believe he’s going to hurt her.”

He has more confidence in the fae than I do. Just because he came and helped us, doesn’t mean he isn’t a threat to Verena. He still took her and in the name of the star gods, I have no idea why he would do that. “Why?”

“I sense bonds between people that can’t be seen by many. Auras. Verena’s is a glowing purple star, and yours is green with touches of purple for Verena’s bond,” he explains. “The fae is black, like midnight, but purple stars are dotted around the darkness. There was always a bond between them, whether you saw it or not or ignored it. He’s not going to hurt her, but there are others that will. He’ll be in the fae lands.”

The one place it’s nearly impossible for us to get into. None of us know how to get into the fae lands, but I’m going to try. “We can’t just walk in with an army of wolves.”

“Not an army. But us?” Lazuri pats my shoulder. “We can. I know a way. Your pack kept to themselves all these years. Hated the Fae. I was more...liberal with them. They’re not too far from us in mortality, as our ancestors would have us believe. I have friends in the fae lands that will hide us and help us find her.”

Thank the stars above that he is her mate, too. I was jealous, beyond jealous when I first found out, but now...if it means saving her...maybe this is what the bonds were always meant for. “Then we go after our mate and make sure no one ever takes her from us again.”

I call my betas in my mind to urgently meet me at the house. I trust them with my pack, and I suspect they know I’m going to leave and go after Verena. After a quick debriefing with them all, I pack a bag with supplies, weapons and clothes to carry on my wolf’s back. Just as I finish packing my food, I feel it. I feel her, stronger than I ever have. The bond has always been there, right there in my chest, stronger when I first met her. But now it’s like it’s roaring to life with all the power of an alpha female coming into her own. I fall to my knees, grasping my heart as I feel her pain, so much pain. Sweat pours down my face, through my light locks of hair and down past my eyes as my heart pounds right alongside Verena’s. I can feel her, like she is right next to me, like she is in my arms. She is in pain. I’m desperate to stop the pain for her, to help her and I reach down the bond, pushing my power. I feel Lazuri doing the same, his yellow energy flashing alongside mine, and suddenly we are not alone. Midnight black energy wraps around us both and slams into Verena, helping her heart beat as she is ripped apart. Am I losing her? Am I losing her before I can even tell her I love her? That I’d do anything for us to have a future together, anything— I just want her. When it stops so quickly, my hands slam into the cold stone as I gasp. She is alive. She is okay... more than okay. Verena is still there, still as vibrant as ever before. Lazuri comes rushing into my room, pushing the door open, his eyes wild. “Did you feel that? Feel her?”

“She shifted for the first time,” I breathe. I know it deep in my soul. The little one has been lying to me this whole time that she could shift. I sensed it from the moment we met that she could not. I was waiting for her to come to me, to trust me. But something’s changed. She’s different. I would accept her in whatever she is, even if she was a wolf without a shift. I don’t care. She doesn’t have to change her body to make her love me.

“I can’t wait to run with her in the forest.” Lazuri grins and I smile, dreaming of that too.

I climb to my feet. “Did you get word to the fae who knows her way in?”

Lazuri nods. “She’s ready. You need to be careful what you say around her and don’t mention that you’re an alpha. We’re friends because of our past. I helped her once and saved her kid. Not all of them like the king, but they are loyal to the royal family, no matter what.”

“Understood,” I murmur. “What have they said about this prince to you in the past?”

“Nothing,” Lazuri answers, worryingly. I don’t enjoy going in without answers about who the fae really is that took my mate, but for Verena, I’d dive into the world of the dead without a second thought. The world of the fae should be easy.


Chapter
Four
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My heart freezes in my chest when the doors to the throne room open.

Rueven’s grip tightens enough for me to notice. I peer at him through the corner of my lashes. Looking at him, he appears almost perfectly calm, but up close the muscles thrashing in his jaw give away his unease. Why would the prince of the fae be uneasy in the presence of his own court?

I turn back just as they enter the room. The fae look like wolves, but they are tanned, and their skin almost reflects light in different colours. Their ears are pointy, some small but others high like spikes. They are even more beautiful than I imagined. All the books I read about them, and the paintings really don’t do them justice. The light seems to follow them as they stride into the hall one after the other. With so many members of court, it’s difficult to take them all in, but I do notice how Rueven is the only one with short hair. He keeps his fingers twisted through the dark strands as they take their seats. The servants stand off to the side, next to the pillars, where the light barely reaches them. It gravitates to the court, bending around them with soft, gentle rays.

Rueven’s slow clapping pulls my focus back to him. “Well done everyone. I’m quite impressed you managed to carry out my instructions without fucking up this time.” He grips the armrest with one hand and places his other on my waist again. The clear contempt in his tone seeps through his every word, placing them in poison. “Of course, I was beginning to doubt your obedience when my father attacked. Did neither of you know he had planned to do this?” Silence. Silence so deafening it makes me squirm in Rueven’s lap. “How disappointing,” he resumes with a snarl, “for here I believed your spies were better than those of my fathers. It seems you have all been lying to me.”

Members of his court lower their heads in shame. At least, I think it’s shame. They certainly look uncomfortable with what their prince is saying. I want to know what they did to make him so angry. It’s like he’s scolding a child the way he is talking to them.

“Have you nothing to say?” Rune snarls at them.

Finally, a member of his court stands up. His long red hair is distinct from the others because it’s one of two among them.

“My prince…”

Rune snaps his gaze onto him. A tight smile pulls at his lips that doesn’t reach his eyes. “Ah, Verin. My longest serving advisor. Have you come to accept blame or offer me excuses?”

Despite the clear awkwardness of the man’s posture, he remains standing, his dark eyes seeking out Reuven's. Everyone else remains utterly silent as he gathers the courage to speak.

“My prince, I do not think any member of this court is deserving of blame. As you so stated yourself, we carried out our prince’s commands dutifully, and faithfully, and we did not attack the enemy stronghold. Even when our benevolent prince was taken prisoner, we awaited further instruction just as he commanded.”

Rueven scoffs at him. “Further instruction? My father’s invasion should have been evident enough to launch a counterattack! Your negligence has once again resulted in the loss of innocent lives, Lord Verin. Give me one good reason why I should spare you.”

The advisor’s face twists with panic, and disgust. “They were enemy lives. Werewolf scum.”

“They were still fucking innocent!” Rueven’s voice booming across the hall causes me to jump, along with some others among the court. His bellow echoes around me as he rubs his hand gently down my back soothingly, as if to apologise. “The fact you stand before me now, insulting my mate, is proof you are past your service to me.” Rueven waves his free hand dismissively. “You have served me all these years, but now is the time to relinquish those duties and pass them over to your son and heir. All land and assets will be passed to him too. You are hereby stripped of everything, Lord Verin, including your rank and title.”

The other red-haired male stands up and quickly bows his head. “Thank you for this great honour, my prince.”

Rune doesn’t take his eyes off the advisor. The male glares at his son before turning back to the prince. All the blood has drained from his face, and he looks like he’s going to be sick. I try not to smile but it creeps over my lips. Just like that, Lord Verin lost everything. I don’t feel sorry for him at all. He’s clearly the kind of person to allow the slaughter of innocent people because they are different to him. In my opinion, he deserves this, and more. Rueven has let him off lightly.

What did he mean when he said they didn’t attack Elias by order of their prince? Why would Rueven not want his people to rescue him? I make a note to ask him later when we’re alone.

Several guards approach Lord Verin with their spears at the ready. A single servant steps out from the shadows of the pillars, cloaked in a long red cloak. Although their face is hidden beneath the hood, there is something strangely familiar about their gait. They don’t approach the court like a dutiful, lowly servant. They stride towards it.

And then they drop their hood, and my world crashes to a halt.

It can’t be…

“Did I not warn you of this?” Verin yells, turning around to sneer at the court while pointing his finger at me. “Did I not say what would happen once we let in the omega slut, and she spread her filth over our lands?!”

Reuven’s grip’s digs painfully into my hips, but I’m not looking at him, or the advisor. I’m looking at Mera. Slowly she pulls out a familiar blade from under her cloak and the red blade gleams in the light. Tears sting my eyes, and my heart feels like it’s going to burst out from behind my ribs. How is it possible that she’s here, out of all places? The guards don’t seem to notice her, or the weapon concealed in her hand. They focus on dragging the advisor away from the rest of the court. But then I hear it, the sound of steel cutting through flesh, and the screams that follow.

I blink down at Rueven’s hand stretched out in front of me, just as Lord Verin’s body collapses on the ground, twitching and gasping for air. Blood pools around him, and the knife sticking out from his throat doesn’t belong to Mera.

It belongs to the prince. Rueven just killed a member of his own court.

“Anyone else wish to insult my mate?” Rune’s eyes skim the shocked, ashen faces of his people, but nobody speaks. Only the sound of Lord Verin’s ragged gasps fills the silence stretching between them. It’s a sickening noise, but a deserving fate. “Then let that be a lesson to those who do. The gods have chosen who will rule this kingdom beside me once my father is dead, and if he objects—or anyone objects, for that matter—be prepared for the blood I will spill over the realms.” He tugs me against him, his eyes flicking up to mine. “Verena is my mate and future queen. I will show no mercy to those who stand in the way of that/stand between us. Now leave. Except for you,” he says to Mera. “It appears my mate knows your face and I want to find out why that is.”

Once the court has withdrawn, and only Mera remains, flanked by two guards, Rueven turns to her again. My heart pounds in my ears like a drum.

“Speak your name,” he commands, “and don’t bother pulling that dagger out again. I’m a lot quicker than you think, wolf.”

Mera opens her mouth to reply but I end up speaking for her.

“Her name is Mera,” I say, my lips trembling. “She’s… She’s, my mum.”

Even though I keep my eyes on Mera, Rueven looks between us, and I can sense his confusion. I’m just as confused as him. I have so many questions to ask Mera. First and foremost, did she know what the alpha had planned for me? For Kris, too? And when she said she was headed north, did she mean into the fae lands? How did she end up in Rune’s court of all places?

“I thought your pack was wiped out?” Rueven’s whisper brushes my cheek.

“It was, at least… I thought it was.” I can no longer restrain the tears that race down my cheeks. “I need to talk to her.”

I glance up at Rueven as he watches the tears slip from my lashes with a frown. To my relief, he nods.

“Only if you promise to stay out of trouble.”

I can only nod in return, too stunned to say anything else.

Rune turns to the guards. “My mate wishes to retire. See that she is escorted to her quarters and stand guard until I instruct otherwise.”

He helps me off the throne. However, before I can move away from him, he pulls me back, his eyes looking through mine as if searching for something.

“I’ll come for you once I’m done. I meant it when I said stay out of trouble. Do you think you can do that for me this time, Mercy?”

I try to give him a reassuring smile. “I’ll try. Just don’t hold your breath on it, Dark Fae.”

He slowly releases me, the edge of his mouth twitching. As I follow the guards out, stepping over Lord Vermin’s body on the way, the dead fae’s dying, rasping breaths enter my mind again. He’s not the first fae to want to hurt me and he won’t be the last. I saw the way Rune’s court looked at me. They were either frightened or disgusted. The fact their prince has claimed me as his mate is unlikely to change that. Wolves and fae have always despised each other.

Today was just another bloody reminder.
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The second that we’re alone, there are a million things I want to say to Mera.

A thousand questions needing answers.

But the only words that reach past my lips are⁠—

“You left us.” Three simple words, and it’s like a dam has burst inside me as tears pour violently from my eyes, and all the sobs I’ve been holding back shudder in the back of my throat, desperate to escape. “Why? Why did you leave us when we needed you most?”

My vision blurs as tears glaze my eyes, making it hard to see Mera. But I keep going. It’s as if all the pain I’ve been burying deep down has ripped to the surface and is bursting its way out of me. I can’t hold it back anymore.

“I needed you,” I choke out. “We needed you, Mera, but you were gone, and he — he took everything from us. He took everything!”

Everything we ever loved. Our home and the sweet, amazing, wonderful person we had built it with.

“I tried to stop him,” I say, as one of my sobs manages to escape from me. “I really did, but I couldn’t… he wouldn’t…”

Mera pulls me into her arms and hushes me like I’m a child again. I shake my head, desperately wanting to know the truth, to tell her the truth, tell her what our alpha took from us. Who he took. But I can only cry in her arms, and she holds me tightly as her own tears splash onto the top of my head. This is all I’ve wanted since the nightmare began. A hug.

“There is so much we need to discuss. I know he hurt you,” she whispers softly. “He hurt us all, for so many years, but I promise that will never happen ever again.” She kisses the top of my head and runs her hand soothingly through my hair, saying quietly, “We’re going to him pay for what he put us through, but first, we’re getting the fuck out of here.” She pulls back and looks at me as she wipes the tears from my face with the corner of her sleeve, just like she used to do when I was a child. “Do you still believe in me, Ver? Do you trust me?”

Mera is the only one I’ve ever believed in, and I trust her completely. Far more than I trust myself at this rate. My instincts can no longer be trusted—especially around Elias and Lazuri. I blink back my tears and nod.

“Always.”

“Then let’s go back home, Verbear.”

I wince at the word home. At the very least, doesn’t she know we don’t have a home anymore? How can she be so oblivious to everything that happened? I guess I need to know what happened to her first.

I watch Mera open the wardrobe and rummage through the back of it. She pulls out a tan satchel and checks the contents inside. With a nod, she hands me the bag. It’s heavy but not unbearable.

“I had your maid pack this for you. It’s a long walk where we’re headed, and our supplies are limited so we’ve got to be scarce with them.”

I don’t look inside the bag. I simply pull the strap over my shoulder. “Where are we going?”

“Remember the assignment the alpha sent me on the day I left?” A disgusted look crosses over her face. “Well, it turned out that it was a trap. I should’ve known when he sent me to barter for healing supplies with a bunch of fae. But they were good people. An elderly couple took me in, gave me food and shelter, and housed me until I had to leave. We’re headed back there. They know we’re coming.”

Mera hands me several items of clothing and a pair of boots. I take them and begin to strip off my own clothes. “What happened to you after you left them? How did you end up a servant?”

“The old bastard Verin caught me. He had the Guild drag me here to the palace where I was to be killed or enslaved. When he found out about my healing and hunting skills, he chose the latter. He was a fool but sometimes he was a wise fool. I’ll give him credit for that.” She turns around to face me. A tattered grey cloak, like the one she’s wearing, hangs over her arm. “I almost killed him in his sleep one night. But then I heard the servants talking about how the fae prince had brought another wolf into their lands. I just knew in my gut it was you or Kris. I just knew it.”

My heart sinks at the mention of Kris. “Mera, I need to tell you⁠—”

“No more time. You can tell me everything later.” She looks me over. “Are you ready? Is there anything here you want to bring?”

I bite my trembling lip and shake my head, more to keep myself from crying. She doesn’t know about Kris. Of course she wouldn’t. How am I going to tell her? I swallow down my sobs and focus on tying the laces on the boots. Mera nods and hands me a dark, big cloak that looks like she stole it from a guard.

“The plan is to just walk out of here by using these,” she shows me two stones. I’ve seen them before; she always uses them when we are hunting. She said they bring her luck. “They contain fae magic that makes anyone who looks at us, just look away. We will be able to walk out of the door, the town and keep going. He won’t be able to track us at all.” I don’t dare tell her that I think he can track me anywhere. That I believe he is my mate. I felt the bond when I shifted for the first time. “There is a town in the west. Once we’re there, we’ll be able to reach out to the nearest pack and I can send word for Kris. I tried doing it the last time I was there, but Verin found me before I could get a reply.” The sound of the guard coughing outside draws her attention briefly away. “We need to go, now.”

I tug on the cloak, take her hand and let her walk us out of the room. She is right, with the stone in my hand and the same one in hers, no one even looks at us. We easily walk out of the castle, through the streets and the front gates like ghosts.

I know it won’t be long until Rune figures out, I’m not in my room.

But hopefully the stones will confuse him.

There is so much Mera doesn’t know about. The fae attacking the pack and leaving barely any survivors. My strange, explosive power. My mates. But most important and gut-wrenching of all—the fact Kris is now dead.

How do I tell a mother that her child was murdered? Because that’s what it was in the end. My sister’s death was never a sacrifice to the gods.

It was murder, plain and simple, and we will make the alpha pay for what he did. But first, I’ve got to get out of here before telling Mera everything.

Once I do, she will shatter like I did.


Chapter
Five
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“Mera, are you sure this is the right way?”

I wipe the sweat off my brow and glance up at the blazing sun. It’s suffocatingly hot out here and it only seems to be growing hotter by the second. It’s like the weather outside of the fae lands has never touched here before, so it’s been left to do whatever it wishes. The lands are strange too; they change so swiftly. One moment it was cold with sleet and rain, and now it’s boiling. My black clothes are definitely not suitable for the desert-like weather we’re in, and my skin has burnt, making every movement sting. Mera is no better off than me. The sun blasts down on us both as there are no trees or shade to hide under. Everything as far as the eye can see is just cracked, dry mud that we seem to be endlessly walking through.

Mera glances at me, annoyed. “Yes. There’s a town about two miles from here, if my memory serves me right. They’re all opposed to the king there, but there are not many towns that have ever admitted that to anyone. They don’t hate wolves there, according to what I’ve heard. We go right or left, and we will only find fae towns who hate wolves. They’ll kill us for existing in their borders. Maybe not you. They’ll do worse to you because you’re a half wolf. They hate them more than wolves in some parts.”

I let out a long, pained groan. I know she is right, but I’m not sure how long we can survive this wasteland without more water or supplies. And that’s with us being as scarce as we possibly can with them. It’s been at least two days we’ve been walking, running, and occasionally hiding from any fae. Two days and I still haven’t managed to tell Mera about Kris, or what happened to that day. She has asked a few times, but I’ve managed to avoid it by telling her about Elias and Lazuri. My mates, she called them with a smile. I can’t avoid telling her truth for much longer though. She loved Kris every bit as much as I did, and I know she’s worried about her. I would be worried too if she were still alive. I just don’t know how to say those words.

Kris is dead. The alpha murdered her.

To say them really does make it a reality, and maybe I’m being selfish or I’m just so exhausted from all the travelling and constant heat, but I don’t want to accept that reality just yet. I don’t want to tell Mera that the little girl she raised as her own was killed in front of me, and all I could do was watch. I don’t want to hurt her.

A bird flies above us and I flinch, expecting to see Rune when I look up. I breathe a sigh of relief when it’s just a white dove. I glance around the clear-blue sky, also expecting to see a dark shadow of him flying over. He’ll find me. I have absolutely no doubts about that. But I want to be as close to the alphas as possible when that happens. The only hope I have of stopping Rune’s plan is for him to see the wolves are not my enemies, and I want to be with them.

That I’ll fight to get to them no matter what.

Mera’s distraction will not last long when it comes to Rune, but I hope that the risk of him getting captured again will hold him back a little. Even if his last capture had supposedly been voluntary. That still doesn’t make sense to me. Why would Rune instruct his people not to free him? It was like he wanted to be imprisoned by the alphas. It was like he had been waiting… or searching for something. I just don’t know what.

I take a deep, nervous breath. I feel like if I turn around, he’s going to be standing right there. He’s going to drag me back to that castle where he thinks I’m safe and I’ll never find my mates again. I won’t let that happen a second time.

“Do you sense your mates are this way?” Mera asks.

I nod at her. “I feel like I ‘m following an invisible thread to them, but I can’t tell how close they are. I’m still not very good at this... sensing them yet. I think if I shifted again, I might be able to tell how close, but I have no idea how to make myself shift.”

I still don’t understand how it happened the last time.

“So, they could be miles away for all we know…” she hums. “They will be hunting us. Mates do not give up on each other. Those two alpha shifters, they’re not waiting in the pack, they’ll be out looking for you.” She smiles at me. “I always knew that you were special. Both you and Kris.” She glances at the sun, shielding her eyes with the side of her hand. “We might reach the town by nightfall. I’ll be able to reach out to the packs then about Kris.” Mera stops and pulls me to a halt beside her. “I know you don’t want to talk about what happened yet. We can do that when you’re ready. But please tell me Kris is safe? You know how I worry you both. You’re my girls.” A small, slightly pained smile spreads over her lips. “Did you leave her somewhere safe when you escaped?”

All the sobs I’ve been trying to hold back rush to the top of my throat. I’d take Mera’s hand, because telling her this is hard enough, but I’m worried I’ll just burst into tears. Getting the right words out is even more difficult because I know this is going to destroy her. It destroyed me and I wasn’t the one who raised her from a little girl.

“The day you left,”—I just manage to get the words out without crying— “the Alpha called me in. Do you remember that?”

She nods once, a trace of fear flashing in her eyes. “What does the alpha have to do with Kris? I assumed he wanted to boast about you mating with his son. That’s what happened, right?” She frowns when she sees my own eyes filling with tears. “Tell me that’s what happened.”

I let my tears fall, and the sobs that claw their way out of my throat. I can no longer restrain them.

“He — he made a sacrifice.” The words taste like poison on my tongue, surreal even to my ears. “He sacrificed Kris… right in front of me… I couldn’t stop him. I’m so sorry, Mera… I’m so sorry!”

I fall to my knees while repeating the last three words over and over again, like they’re the only ones I know. Like they’re the only words capable of defining the pain I’ve felt ever since Kris was taken from us. I close my eyes, trying to stop her death from playing out in front of me. Her blood pouring over the altar, the way she looked at me with fear in her eyes, begging me for help. Even the way death had lingered in the air, a smell so horrifying I can still smell it now as if I’m there, as if I’m watching her die all over again.

“He made me watch,” I heave between sobs. “He made me watch Kris die, and then this power exploded from me, and all the wards shattered and then the fae attacked and they destroyed the pack, and it was all because of me, Mera!” I cradle my head in my hands and finally, after weeks of suppressing them, let all my pain pour out from me. “Kris died because of me!”

Warm hands wrap around me as Mera pulls me into her arms. “Breathe, sweetheart. Just breathe. I’m here now. I’ve got you, darling girl.”

Mera rocks me gently from side to side while I cry into her, barely able to breathe from the intensity of my sobs. Among them, I hear Mera’s sobs too, as we both break down into each other’s arms. I’m not sure how long passes but it feels like an eternity when Mera speaks again.

“I think in my heart I knew she was gone the moment I saw you.” I look up at her through my swollen lids. “My dear child, I’m the one who’s sorry. I should have been there. I never should have left you.” She holds me tighter. “I won’t just make him pay for this, Verena. I’ll make him suffer. The gods will regret the sacrifice he made to them.”

“He’s gone into hiding,” I say, my voice hoarse from all the crying. “So has Bane.”

“Fuckers. We’ll find them.”

I nod, wiping the tears away with the palm of my hands. “I just wish Kris was still alive. She was so good. She didn’t deserve what they did to her.”

“In all the years I’ve known that cowardly alpha,” Mera says after a moment, “he always enjoyed corrupting things. It’s like a disease in him. That’s why he picked Kris that night. He knew it was the best way to corrupt you by filling your heart with the same darkness in his. But I won’t let that happen, and I won’t let him destroy Kris’ memory.”

Mera pulls me back to look into my eyes. A faint smile pulls at the edge of her lips though I can already sense the deep pain behind it.

“When we think about Kris, we won’t remember her by what the alpha did to her. We’ll remember Kris’s sweet and gentle nature, her love for flowers and baking, her kindness and laughter, and the way she made you laugh so hard you spat milk all over the kitchen. Do you remember that? You just about passed out.”

Despite the grief ripping apart my insides, I laugh. I actually manage to laugh, and for a moment Kris’ face enters my mind, happy and smiling. She’s bathed in a warm, golden hue, as if wherever she is, her soul is in a better place. I like to think that’s the case, and that she’s finally got the huge wardrobe filled with the luxury gowns that she always dreamt about.

“When we talk about Kris,” Mera says, “we won’t talk about her end moments. We’ll talk about her life and how special… how special she was to us.” Her voice breaks as she quickly wipes away her tears. “I want to smile when I think about Kris, not the heartbreak when I imagine her ending. I bet Kris will be looking down on us right now, demanding that we remember her as the happy, warm Kris we knew who had a fabulous taste in clothes.”

Mera smiles again, and this time it’s tinged with a sad kind of happiness that I feel within myself too. An ache that won’t ever go away, but a joy to have known her at all.

“Let’s love her memory, her stories, her life. That’s how Kris deserves to be remembered.”

I nod, allowing the last of my tears to fall until they’re all dried up, and then Mera helps me to my feet. My whole body feels weak, exhausted from all the crying as well as walking, but I know we need to go on.

Mera looks around us and a slight worry creep over her face. “We should get moving. We can’t stay out here when night falls. There are things far worse than the fae in these lands once darkness has fallen. Let’s go up this way.”

She holds my hand and squeezes it, like she just needs to know I’m alive and I’m not going anywhere. I understand it completely. I’m still afraid Rune is about to appear and sweep me away, not just from my mates, but from Mera too. As we continue our journey towards the town, Mera glances at me.

“You’re not to blame for what happened,” she says. “Kris didn’t die because of you. You must remember that.”

I frown at the sun which has grown considerably hotter in the time we spent crying. “If this world wasn’t such a vicious endless circle, Mera, then perhaps there wouldn’t be these bad things that happen to people like her.”

“You and Kris were born into that endless circle of cruelty. Your mother was too, and her mother, and all the mothers before them. There’s never been a time that mates have come back to the world—until now. That has to be a good thing. Two alphas of gigantic packs in our world, basically the rulers, mated to one person? It has to be a sign that change is coming.”

I squeeze her hand, hoping she’s right, even when the pressure of that weight is still steep on my shoulders. I let my mind focus on Elias and Lazuri for a moment, grateful for the change in subject. I don’t think I realised how much I wanted to be with both of them until I was ripped away. Until that moment, I took our bonds for granted. I almost thought the mate bonds couldn’t possibly be real, but now, all I want is to be with them. There is an almost bursting feeling in my chest, desperate to let me get close as I can to my mates. The longer we’re apart, the more I’m certain it will erupt completely.
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It takes hours to reach the town. The sun is nearly hitting the midday point by the time we reach the entrance. I don’t know what I expected but I didn’t think it would be so dry and barren like the landscape around it. Stone walls that are covered in dust and dead ivy, like it was once a vibrant town but is all but dead now. The cracked, muddy pathways lead through heavy gates, and the sound of people echo from within.

We walk towards them, my stomach tying itself into knots when the gates emerge within sight. Through them, I see trees, dead and withered, crawling over the houses, which seem to be the only means of shade from the blistering sun. The scent of herbs and spices float around me in the hot air. My stomach rumbles loudly, along with Mera’s. It feels much longer than a few days since I’ve eaten something substantial. Several fae walk around us, many of them looking our way before quickly putting their heads back down again. It’s clear we’re not being welcomed with open arms, but at least we’re not being shunned.

My eyes flicker to Mera nervously. “Are you sure they’re going to help us? We’re still strangers.”

Still wolves.

Mera straightens her back. “I don’t know. This was the best choice I could find with my limited resources. It was my only way of rescuing you from the prince.” She shrugs. “I wouldn’t say it was a flawless plan, but we will fight together should it come to that.”

I really hoped that wouldn’t be the case. Not only am I beyond exhausted, but I’m not able to shift on command like she is. I feel my wolf right under my skin, but I’m not sure what will make it easy to shift. Instead of fighting, I’d rather treat my burnt skin with copious amounts of ointment, and drink gallons of cold water.

I rub my eyes, dry and itchy from observing the sky so often. Mera used the sun to navigate while my focus was keeping an eye out for Rune in case, he swooped down to take me away. Now that I’ve had time to think about things, it’s hard to mark him as a villain when I know he was just protecting me. And when all is said and done, there’s a big part of me that still wants to be with him.

Moon and star gods, why are we all linked like this? Is it just to drive us insane? Fates be damned.

When we reach the gates of the town, two men snap their heads up from where they are leaning on the wall. Both of them talk quietly, a strange unwelcome feeling hovering about them as they move into the space between the open gates.

The beefier one of the two holds his hand up. “Halt!”

We both stop, knowing how careful we need to be right now. Something simmers inside my chest...like a wolf bursting to snarl, fight and bite the hand off the one that dared command me. I blink, the feeling slowly disappearing as we try to calm down. What… was that? Mera smiles gently at them. “Hello, fae friends. We’re looking for safe passage to our own realm and we have plenty gold to pay.” She pulls out a heavy bag of coins and rattles them. “We mean you no harm.”

They both laugh at each other. “No harm.” The man’s eyes stray to me, drifting over my body. I know that assessing look. It makes my skin crawl. “The king has sent word that his bastard son, the prince, bought in a half fae slut that needs to be slaughtered. Her head is worth a title. Land. Forty fucking bags of gold coins, darling.” My heart races as I look at Mera. “It will get us out of this barren, piece of shit town.”

Mera shrugs a shoulder. She’s always been better at diplomacy than me, but I know we are losing here.

“And you always do what your king asks of you?” Mera sneers. “Would he ever help you in return? Trust me, it is not worth what would happen to you if you do hurt her. She has mates.”

“Mates aren’t real,” the other one sneers. “She’s just a pretty little wolf we can have fun with while we take our time on the way to the king. He never said what condition she ought to arrive in,” he adds with a sickening laugh and nudge on his friend’s shoulder.

Mera growls low, tugging at her cloak. The fae steps forward, crystals dangling off his chest and magic light bursting from them to swirl around his hand. It’s different to Rune’s magic, lighter, but I’d bet just as deadly. They are going to attack us. There’s absolutely no doubt of that, and I’d rather die than let them hurt us.

“Touch her and you’re dead.” Mera’s voice rings clear.

They both laugh as Mera shifts into her beautiful white wolf. She is an enormous wolf for a female, matching how tall she is in her human form, but she is injured. She broke her back long ago and while she might be able to shift, she struggles to fight for long. One hit to her back and it could cripple her forever... and she is still fighting for me.

I can’t let this happen. I won’t lose Mera too.

“I’m done being a victim,” I shout at them, feeling my magic burning under my skin. They both pause, looking to their left and not at me. Two giant wolves jump into the space in between us. They growl hard and loud, rough as alphas should. I know it’s them before they even look at me. Elias and Lazuri. The ground underneath our feet shakes with the force of their arrival. One white wolf, one pure black. My wolves.

My mates.

My heart leaps as I run my eyes over them, how they have come to protect me. Elias growls and jumps on the man who did all the speaking, ripping his head clean off with one swift bite. Lazuri is on the other, who tries to run. He doesn’t get far before his black wolf digs his claws over his back, ripping through him until flesh tears, bones break, and dark, ruby blood coats the city gates.

Their blood seeps into the ground around my wolves as more fae come out of the houses, ready to fight. It’s then a beautiful fae woman comes running out from in between the houses, wearing a long green dress that looks like rags all stitched together over her slim, dark-skinned body. She holds her hands up in the air in front of her people, her back to the wolves. “No more blood needs to be shed today! We’re letting them go in the name of our gods. Stop! They want us to help them. They sent their word to me.”

One-man steps forward, angry tears in his eyes. “That was my brother! The reward on her head is—” He is cut off by Lazuri’s deep, warning growl.

“Well, it’s quite substantial,” another man offers.

The woman shakes her head. “We all know the king will most likely just kill you rather than give you any reward. Stop being foolish. Our gods are watching, and they do not suffer the stupidity of fools.”

I don’t know who the fae here worship, the moon or star gods, but that seems to stop them in their tracks. They glance between each other.

The brother of the deceased guard finally nods. “Fine. On your head, Maize.”

Maize inclines her head, and the crowd all but disperses in seconds. I let my shoulders drop in relief and Mera’s wolf pushes against my leg. I stroke her head and nod. We’re okay. My two wolves keep their eyes on me as we follow Maize back towards one of the houses and down a few wide alleyways. She thrusts open a shabby-looking door. I step inside after her and glance around the space. It has a fire with a pot hanging above the hearth with several counters made of wood and curtains pulled across the one side of the room to hide it from view. I can smell not just my mates here, but a child and another male, too. My senses are so much stronger now that I have shifted, and it’s like I’ve been living a half-life until now.

Mera’s stays outside, waiting beside my guys. I don’t think any of their wolves would fit through the door anyways, but they’d no doubt find a way in if they needed to. I feel safe with them close by and, most notably, complete again now that my guys are here.

Maize slides me a grin as she chucks piles of clothes out the door for them. “We don’t all want to see your mates naked, or the woman you have with you. I’m Maize. Fae. Pleasure to meet you, Verena Redrook.”

“How do you know them?” I question. They must trust her to let me in here alone with her—a fae of all people. “How do you know me?”

She offers me a glass of water and I drink it as she explains. “I know Lazuri. He saved my child when my partner and I were in a lot of danger on a lake. We wanted—no want—our son to know all about the world and not just the fae, so we took him out of the borders sometimes to visit wolves we are friends with. But we ran into wolves travelling through and they attacked us. As we fought them off, our son fell off a cliff and straight into an ice lake. I flew down to get him as my husband finished the last wolf, but I knew every second my son was under that water that he could die.”

Her eyes are wide as she goes over it with me, like she is watching it happen all over again. I know that sensation all too well. I set my empty glass down, wanting more, but my stomach is churning.

“I had dived in,” she resumes, “but I couldn’t see him anywhere. The current had already pulled him downstream, and I couldn’t find him. I climbed out to see a big dark wolf dragging my son out of the water and wrapping him up in his thick fur. Lazuri’ body heat saved our boy that day, along with his bravery to dive in after a fae.” Maize refills my glass and takes a sip of her own. “We sat for hours as my partner built a fire and we waited for our son to be well enough to stand. Lazuri stayed with us all night in case any wolves came our way and helped us back to the border. I promised him a debt. So, when he came here to ask for help, I offered to shelter him and to find a way to get to you. The stars blinked at me that night, and one shot across the sky. The gods are on our side.”

“We are very fucking glad fae remember their debts, or slaughtering thousands of fae on the way here would have been annoying.”

I grin at the sound of Elias’ voice and turn to see him stepping through the door. No sooner does he do that; he grabs me and pulls me deep to his chest as I suck in his scent like the first rain to fall in a storm. Lazuri comes in after, and he doesn’t wait, hugging me from behind, so I’m squished in between them. It feels perfect. They look just like the last time I saw them, dressed for fighting and gorgeous to boot. I spot Mera entering after them. She stands over by Maize and gratefully accepts a glass of water.

Elias kisses the side of my head, sucking in a breath. “We’re going to talk to our mate and see that she is well.”

Lazuri hums his agreement, stepping back, but I can tell he doesn’t want to part from me. He eyes Mera as he pulls his long hair up into a bun. “Who’s this wolf and who is her alpha?”

She bows her head in respect. “I’m Mera, foster mother to Verena. I serve no alpha any longer.”

I touch Laz’s arm. “She’s the woman that brought me up. She’s like a mother to me. She helped me escape from Rune—the fae prince—and we were trying to get back to you.”

Lazuri’s eyes soften at me before turning back to Mera. “Then you have my eternal thanks.”

“And mine,” Elias adds.

Mera bows once more. “No thanks are needed. I class us as family, as we all would do anything to see Verena well. I’ve made mistakes and I don’t intend to ever make them again. I will serve your packs faithfully, if you will have me.”

There is no question about it. However, Elias cuts in before I can say anything.

“We will discuss more later,” he suggests, and I can tell they are as eager as I am to be alone with them. “I want to make sure my mate is unharmed.”

“Yes,” Lazuri says, standing with him. “Unharmed.”

He winks as Elias takes my hand and leads me upstairs. My face flushes as I begin to realise what they meant by checking I’m unharmed. We go down a corridor into a room that smells just like Laz, and Elias shuts the door behind us all. His lips are on mine in a breath, and I wince as he touches my sunburnt cheeks, making him immediately pull back.

“You’re hurt? I’m sorry!”

“Don’t be,” I gasp, stroking his cheek. “I missed you both.”

Laz pulls out a bag and begins layering things on a chair, everything from ointments to clothing. “You can tell us everything once you are well, our mate. Elias is going to get you drinks and food. There’s a shower in there if you’d like to go in there first and I’ll make up a cream to heal your sunburn.”

I smile at them, knowing that looking after me is a priority even if I don’t want to be away from them for even a second to shower. I likely smell awful though, and my clothes are sticking to me. None of that, even the sunburn, compares to the gnawing feeling in my chest that wants to be near them.

Elias kisses my cheek softly. “I won’t be more than a minute. I don’t want to be far, either.”

I’m not sure how he knows I feel that way, but I’m glad he reassures me. I nod at them both before going into the room, finding a small en suite with a shower. The minute the water pours down on me and touches my burnt skin, I sigh in pure relief as the sting fades. Eventually I have to get out. I wrap a towel around myself, my hair still dripping wet down my back. The minute I come out of the shower, Lazuri is fussing over me with a cream that instantly soothes the burns and smells like aloe vera. There’s food and drink on a tray on the bed for me as Elias pulls one of his oversized shirts over my shoulders and it falls straight down to my knees. He pats the bed next to him. “Come and sit down with us. I’m sure we’ll all feel better once you’ve eaten and drank more.”

“I’ll tell you everything while I do,” I suggest, climbing on the bed next to Laz.

Elias takes my other side, and I’m glad the bed is big enough for us all. With a deep breath, I go over everything that happened, not missing anything out. From sneaking down into the dungeons to see Rune, from Rune telling me I was half-fae. Neither Laz nor Elias look shocked when I tell them about not being able to shift until recently.

I blink first at Elias and then Laz. “Wait. You knew I couldn’t shift?”

Elias grins, dipping his finger in the sauce on my plate and sucking it off. I’m mesmerised by the action for a moment. “Of course we knew. Any wolf would have shifted under the pressure you were under, but you didn’t. My alpha wolf can command pups to shift as young as nine, but I couldn’t connect to yours at all. Your wolf was always there. I could sense her here,” he says, touching my chest with his other hand, “but it was almost like she was pushed down. I assumed it was because of malnutrition. It must have been your fae side, needing to be unlocked first. Being half fae makes you even more spectacular.”

“I’m very honoured to have you as my mate,” Lazuri says. “My mate is a fucking goddess.”

I laugh at that. “I’m still just me… You’re not disgusted by me being…” I drift off, scared to know the answer to my own question. What if they are disgusted by my fae side?

“Disgusted?” Elias frowns at the word. “Why, in the name of the gods, would I ever be disgusted by my mate?”

“I don’t think she believes us,” Lazuri points out. “Perhaps we should show her.”

“Perhaps we should,” Elias agrees, grinning at me. “Would your wolf like that, little mate?” I tilt my head back as he presses his lips to the side of my neck. “Is she ready?”

She’s been ready the moment we were separated, I want to say, but I feel too embarrassed. I can only nod and try to calm my breathing. Gods, I’ve wanted this. I feel like it’s all I’ve ever wanted as if I’ve waited a lifetime for it. How is it possible to feel this way so soon?

They lie me down in the middle of them, their body heat nearly as overwhelming as they both are. Laz’s big hand slides under my shirt, cupping my breasts, and I gasp.

They both groan at the noise, at my scent changing. Elias slides his hand to cup me, and I buckle. He kisses the top of my ear. “Let us make you feel good, Verena. We need to see our mate. We need you.”

I need them too.

I can’t get any words out as Elias slides a finger inside me, his thumb pushing against my clit and my back arches. “Fuck, you’re soaked and so fucking tight.”

“Make her come. I want to see her,” Laz growls, looking down at where Elias’ hand is. He flickers my nipple, which is rock hard as Elias’ fingers pump in and out of me, his thumb brushing my clit. It’s all too much. I cry out as I come around his fingers, on his hand, soaking him as pleasure completing takes over my body. I fall down in a heaped mess, nesting into Laz’s arms as Elias pulls his hand out. He sucks on his fingers—on me. Only for Laz to snatch Elias’ hand and do exactly the same.

I’m speechless and my cheeks are on fire as they both groan. “You taste perfect. Fuck, I can’t wait to spend hours between your legs, Ver.”

“I wonder how she tastes with both of us mixed in?” Elias ponders, and Laz looks very interested as I curl up in the middle of them, exhausted. I fall asleep in their arms, feeling safe and loved…and I never want this feeling to end.


Chapter
Six
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“My pack is just over this horizon.” Lazuri warns me.

We’ve been quick and fast all the way here, straight out of the fae lands where we said goodbye to Maize. We each thanked her for the help, especially Laz, and she claimed their debts were even. I didn’t quite believe her as the way she looked at Laz hadn’t been convincing. I’d probably feel constantly indebted to him too, if he saved my child. If someone saved Kris. I would have done anything for that, but no one saved her.

Not even me.

I was powerless until it was too late. I never want to feel that way again.

My mates keep me firmly planted between them as we tread through the thick forest, daring even the shadows to attack me. I love being with him and the safety they help me feel. But I don’t want to always rely on them. When it matters most, I need to be able to rely on myself.

“I want to train,” I tell them. “I want to know how to fight with my wolf and my fae side.”

Laz drops his eyes to me. “I cannot help with fae magic, but the wolf inside you? I can train her easily.”

Elias touches the small of my back. “And I can help in your normal form. I know you’re well trained with a bow and arrow, but perhaps a dagger or light sword would be more effective in close combat.” He looks over me to Laz. “We will take turns training our mate in Laz’ pack.”

The way he says our mate, with no disdain or anger in his voice, warms me inside. It just feels so…right.

They fall into discussion about training regimes. Mera joins in then as we climb the last part of the forest hill. At the top, Lazuri’s pack stretches over the landscape. It’s as huge as Elias’ but somehow different from what I expected it to be. It’s...taller. The pack seems to be built on endless rows of towers interconnected with bridges, and everything is made of shining white stone. The towers stretch so high they almost kiss the sky, the very tips of them dancing with the clouds. Thick, snow-covered trees line the ground in the centre, forming the shape of an eye, making it impossible to see if anyone even lives down there.

The borders of the pack itself are protected by giant stone walls and many defensive towers; each one built around a crystal chime far bigger than any I have ever seen. The sweet chiming fills my ears as I stare at the pack, sensing Laz waiting for my reaction. I used to find those chimes soothing. Now it will only ever be the sound of nightmares. Even as I try to do what Mera said, and remember Kris for the beautiful person she was, those chimes will forever haunt me.

“Well? What d’ya think?” Laz presses me.

“It’s like a giant treehouse,” is my first reply. “It’s incredible.”

Lazuri laughs, the sound deep and sexy. “That’s not what I was expecting, but then again, you never were either.” He winks at me, and I grin back. His eyes trace over the borders, pausing on the left where there are marks in the snow and on the wall. From here, it looks like blood. “We’ve been attacked on the left side by looks of it,” Laz growls. “It’s safe now. I’ve been talking with my pack beta, and it’s been handled.” He waves a hand towards his pack. “Would you like to come explore my treehouse?”

He wiggles his eyebrows suggestively, and I laugh. “You always manage to make things sound so dirty.”

“I know,” he says with another cheeky wink. “Gift from the gods. It’s hard being me, you know.”

Mera watches our exchange with a hint of amusement on her face. “In the short time I’ve known you, Alpha Lazuri, you’ve made about fifty innuendos.”

He shrugs at her. “They just keep comin’.”

Mera laughs, and that’s a sound I love to hear. I never thought I’d get to hear it again.

I laugh with her, stepping forward, only for Laz to wrap his thick arm around my waist before I get too far. I shake my head at him before he leads me down the stoned road towards the gates. Mera and Elias follow suit. I glance over my shoulder, once more searching the sky for Rune. In a weird way, I find myself wishing he was here with us. I want him to be a part of this, but somehow, I doubt that will ever happen. I don’t think Rune is capable of letting go of his hatred for wolf kind.

Lazuri keeps his arm around me as he steers us past deserted food carts. The horses tied up beside them look up, their tails flicking snowdrops around them. It’s clear everything has been abandoned in a hurry, no doubt when the alarm was made. I feel bad for the horses. Hopefully now things are back under control again, their owners will return to take them to shelter. I make a mental note to check on them later.

“I will open the pack doors to let them collect their supplies,” Laz says, as if he sensed my train of thought. “When we sound an alarm, they have a short amount of time to get inside before the doors magically lock and ward themselves.”

“Barbaric,” Mera murmurs in disgust, stepping next to Laz’s other side. “What if people are left outside? What about their livestock?”

Although Mera used to be a hunter, her regard for animals has always been high. She respected their purpose in the world. But she did grow a soft spot for them when she became a healer.

“My great-grandfather used the last days of his life to ward the city gates with powerful magic spells,” Laz gently explains, his tone and expression telling me he’s not offended by Mera’s comment. “Since then, the alarms and wards have merged into one and there is no undoing them. My pack is trained to scale the walls quickly with ropes should anyone be left outside. I would not leave a single member of my pack out here and that’s why I’ve spent years building an army of the best trained wolves you will ever see.”

“One of the best,” Elias counters, though he nods his approval. “Your army may prove very useful if this fae prince, Rune, comes for our mate after all.”

Rune. His name makes my skin feel like it’s aflame, and I struggle to hide my reaction to him. He isn’t far, my wolf tells me as much, but he would be foolish to try to take me from them. I wouldn’t go, and I’m not sure where that leaves us. Both my guys hate Rune but therein lies my problem. Deep down, I don’t hate him. I just want him to be a part of this.

There’s blood on the road leading up to the gate, and one sniff tells me it’s fae. There are also scorch marks where they must have tried to attack, leaving only ash and strange pieces of armour behind. I don’t recognise them from Rune’s court which surely leaves only one explanation.

“It wasn’t Rune who attacked,” I say. “It was the fae king.”

They already know everything Rune told me about his father, what I learnt in his court, and how he won’t give up. The king wants the wolves gone, and this attack is just the start. He’ll already be planning his next move with Darcia.

Elias stops in front of one of the carts, where a female soldier slumps lifelessly against, her wide eyes staring up at the sky. The clean-up must have missed the fae or she died coming back, perhaps. Elias leans down to close her eyes. I think I love him more for that mark of respect, even for an enemy.

“It’s about time the fae king is stopped. I do not want to go to war after just finding my mate, but war is on our doorsteps,” Elias says. “This attack was a test on your defence, Lazuri, along with mine. We should send word to all the packs that attacks are likely now.” He straightens, turning away from the dead warrior, and faces the alpha. “Once the king has worked out which of our packs are the strongest and weakest, he will have all the knowledge he needs to initiate his plan of war.”

My heart pounds. “How do we stop him?”

I’m painfully clueless about war, and I don’t feel like the Wolves Army is going to be enough to stop the fae. Maybe they know that too. Being united is the best chance that we’ll have going forward. But wolves rarely play well together, especially not the alphas.

Lazuri stares at the dead woman a second longer, like he can imagine it’s me there. I’m half fae. These are my people too. His eyes cut back to Elias. “We will send word, join our armies, and make sure we are ready. I feel war brewing too. We will make plans.” He looks over at me. “Come, my mate. Let me show you your new pack.” Then to Elias, he says, “This invite extends to you too. I do not feel like I’m threatened by you as an alpha, nor do I need to make you submit. We both know where we stand.”

“With our mate,” Elias says. “The mate bond will be quelling our instincts.”

Lazuri huffs. “I did wonder why I no longer wanted to bite your head off.”

I look between them, these two powerful alphas, and straighten my shoulders before walking through the gates alongside them. Mera follows slightly behind. Two alpha wolves bonded to one female in peace. As far as I know, this has never happened before. I still don’t know if it’s possible to keep that peace. What happens when I have a child? It will be one of theirs, not both, and wouldn’t that cause a massive argument?

I try to push down my insecurities, drowning them in the tide of my mind, so I can focus on the here and now. Lazuri pack. From what I saw above, it looked like a blanket of thick snowy trees, but it’s not. The branches, leaves and rope are all entwined above like a canopy, stretched over a marketplace straight down the middle of the city. It’s busy, already bustling with people, but the minute they see us they spread to the side and lower their heads. Everybody we pass bows, clearly happy to see their alpha. Wolves all but roll on their backs. Most of them are a deep midnight black like Laz’s wolf, but some are a soft brown, almost auburn when the light hits them.

As we walk further into the pack, people begin shouting out to their alpha with joy. Children run around excitedly as they welcome him home. He waves at each of them, smiles at some of the bowing wolves, and speaks softly to others that come up. Just like Elias does. My heart swells so much I wonder if it might explore. This massive, viking-looking alpha, who looks like he could eat you up for dinner, is actually very warm when it comes to his pack, and I find it beyond attractive.

Two children come up to him and he grabs them both, throwing them on his shoulders. He spins around, making them giggle, before putting them down to return to my side again. Now I’m worried it’s my ovaries that are going to explode.

All of his pack they dress just like him too, rough but casual clothing. It all makes sense now given the climate. The stalls lining the marketplace are filled with thick portions of meat, rich herbs and various ingredients in abundance. They’re not starving here either. They look so healthy, and it never gets old to see kids with full stomachs and boundless energy running about like children should be doing. I try not to think about the kids from my old pack who died of starvation, or during the attack. They’re gone now. At least they’re not suffering anymore.

There is so much to look at as we go past the towers. I noticed on the edge of the towers even more crystal chimes hanging from them, slowing ever so softly in the wind. These ones sound slightly different to the ones in Elias’ pack and even my old one. Their chimes are softer, almost like a melody.

Lazuri guides us straight through to the city. It’s a good half hour walk before we reach a tower sitting on the edge, nestled in thick cherry blossoms. The petals are covered in a thin coating of snow, the pink colour of them just barely peeking through. The same snow covers the ground and pathway leading up to the entrance. A few loose petals cling to the glass doors where several wolves stand guard. Each of them step aside and bow their heads very low. One of them shifts back into a man and I swiftly look away from his naked body. He must be freezing his butt off.

“Alpha, we welcome your return and the arrival of your guests. Beta Daphne is waiting for you in your suite.”

“Thank you. Now shift back before my mate sees your cock,” he gently snarls, and the man shifts immediately, making both Mera and I chuckle. We enter into what Laz announces to be the lobby, yet it feels more like a greenhouse with all the plants and flowers. The space has been designed to curve around a path leading towards the back of the room. The floral scent from a red flower nearby tickles my senses as I glance at Lazuri.

“Do you like gardening?” I ask, trying hard to hide my surprise.

He nods. “My mother was an avid gardener. Strictly indoor plants and she taught me. Most of the plants here were planted by her before she died in childbirth.”

“I’m sorry,” I whisper, squeezing his hand which has never left my waist.

He nods once and his eyes trace over the plants like he can see her here, tending to them. “She would have loved you.”

For some reason, it warms me to hear that. I’d like to think she would have.

“How did you make these towers?” Elias asks to change the subject once we are halfway through the room.

“They were here before the pack lands were built,” Laz replies. “These huge spiralling towers were made of stone that withstood all elements. Accepted them. Some of them were ruined, taken over by nature and too derelict to live in, so my ancestors knocked down those and used the stone to build the borders. I think they once had people occupying them, according to my ancestors’ diaries. He believed they once housed another, extinct race.” He clears his throat, and I almost think I catch his eyes watering. He clearly has great pride when it comes to his pack, his family. “We overtook the towers, rebuilt them stronger, and added the chimes outside for protection. We weaved the trees together to make our pack unseeable from the outside world as well as offering great protection against her elements.”

Elias is still looking around and he is definitely impressed. So am I. “I may have to steal your canopy invention for my pack when our heavy snow comes.”

The staircases are right at the back of the room, the door to them covered in a strange, orange-leafed plant that has twisted around the frame. We head up what must be twelve flights of decorated stairs before we come out to a room at the top.

Laz leans into me. “This building entirely is mine, and that means it also belongs to you. Like every part of me, including the best bits,” he adds with a wink. My cheeks burn with the intense look he gives me. “Every floor in this building has various rooms, including a swimming pool on the basement level. I will take you there at some point. You like water, don’t you?”

I nod, touched that he remembered such a small detail about me.

We step into a bright, warm room that smells like books. Lazuri’s scent swims among them as if he’s perused every page of them. I could spend all day here, curled up on one of those lovely blue armchairs pressed against the window. As we enter the room, a woman waits for us, dressed in thick, brown leather armour. She bows her head low before rising from her table. She is clearly a woman, a very, very muscular one, with short cropped red hair and a stern face covered in scars. Her crystal blue eyes meet mine and she inclines her head. “Alpha. When we got word, you were not returning, I was worried. The pack has been well other than the one attack by the fae and I proceed to follow your instruction on how to deal with the attack.”

Lazuri leads me towards one of many cream sofas, and I sit on it, looking around the room. A long glass window lines the main wall, showing off the pack lands for miles below and the high snowy mountains in the far distance. The sun pours through the window onto the green rugs, hardwood floors and rows of bookcases on each wall, with many doors hidden between them. There is a corridor to the left, with more doors, and the sharpness of Lazuri’s scent in here tells me this is his personal space.

“Tell me about this attack, but first…” He sits on the armchair next to me. Elias is looking out of the window at the pack while Mera hovers near the door, looking through a small bookcase. “This is Verena Redrook. She is the omega I was going to see who has turned out to be my mate.” He looks at me, his eyes turning soft. “Verena, this is my beta, a childhood friend of mine. The only beta I have after...” His eyes tighten as he remembers the beta who tried to kill me. The one I killed in defence. I know he isn’t mourning him, but he is angry that he was betrayed and that my life was threatened. “This is Beta Daphne.”

Daphne smiles, and it pulls on the scars on her cheeks. There are so many of them. Who did that to her? “The other omega arrived for you,” she says, “and has made residence in the room below. She has caused quite the stir, Alpha, even in her older age, among the other wolves.”

“The other Omega’s here?” I ask, excitement lacing my words.

Laz strokes my back. “I made sure to send word to get her here as soon as possible. With everything that happened at Elias’ pack, it was safer for her to be detoured here.”

“Thank you.” I whisper. Maybe she will finally have answers about being an omega. About what it truly means to be one and the many things I’ve been feeling.

Lazuri nods at Daphne who begins to go over the attack. “It was fae who attacked us, at least a hundred of them. It was a bloody fight in the middle of the day. We lost five of our wolves, but five to a hundred, I believe, is an acceptable loss. They battled well, even when we were taken off guard. None of our wards made a sound, and it was like they didn’t exist. I have set up round the clock watches on every wall and our fastest wolves are monitoring the forests.” I can tell even with all these changes, she isn’t happy. Laz doesn’t look happy either. How did the wards not let them know? “We have two fae as prisoners, but they will not speak. I know you do not like torturing them for information, so I have made sure they are well and alive until you came back to make the choice. Would you like to see them?”

“Yes.” Lazuri stands up and walks over to the glass windows, looking out around the pack at Elias’ side. It’s a snowy wonderland, with the trees here somehow melting away the snow above, leaving them covered in ice that is sheer.

Elias has his arms crossed, looking at Laz and Daphne as they speak about more of the pack dynamics. What funerals were held seems to be important to him, and she lists all the wolves that lost their lives. Laz claims he is going to personally visit each family tomorrow. Elias waits before he chimes in.

“I would like to see the fae,” he says. “If I am not intruding.”

“I would value your opinion,” Laz answers, waving him over. They both come over to me before going to the door. “Do you want to come?”

I blink at Lazuri’ question. “No, I... I think I’ve seen enough fae prisoners for now.”

Rune. His name dances silently over my lips.

They both seem to understand. Before they leave, Mera hesitates in the doorway, blocking their way. She looks up at them but slightly tilts her gaze as a mark of respect to their rank as alpha.

“I know much about the fae,” she says, “and what clans they are from and with whom they serve. I would like to offer my help.”

Both alphas nod and they leave together. Even with the guards left outside the room for me, I find it odd being alone again. I glance around the huge room. It’s like the walls are screaming at me. Maybe I should explore a little. I push up from the sofa and walk around the apartment, noting the five bedrooms, three bathrooms, the library and then three lounges and two game rooms adjacent to them, before I find the kitchen at the very back. The kitchen is nearly the size of the rest of the apartment. Definitely bigger than the whole of Mera’s house.

I open a few cupboards, finding shredded meats, cheeses and various other foods in jars and in ice boxes. My stomach grumbles. When did I last eat again? I prepare myself a tray of assorted food, and after eating, I wander back through the apartment. Laz has a whole room full of plants up here too and I can't wait for us to have time for him to show me what each one is. I’ve always loved plants but never had a chance to have any myself. Kris had a few of her own, but they were mostly herbs that she’d managed to take from alpha’s supply.

A horrible feeling threatens to overcome me. Instead of picturing the herbs covered in blood, I recall how happy Kris had looked as she tended to them. It doesn’t take away the pain, but maybe Mera is right. Maybe it will help to remember Kris this way.

I stumble across Lazuri’s bedroom last. I know it’s his room just by his scent. However, the second I step inside, a strange burning sensation spreads through my chest, and instincts I don’t yet understand take over me. They propel me forward and I start pulling all the sheets, wrapping them in knots, unaware how I even know how to do it. I keep going until I’ve made almost a sphere around the edges of the mattress, and then I stand back, assessing my work.

“I need more sheets.”

“Ah, you’re nesting. I should come back.”

I jump out of my skin, turning with a growl echoing in the back of my throat. I cover my mouth. What the fuck did I just do? I can growl now.

I face the door, immediately recognising the old lady standing there as another Omega. Something deep in my chest just tells me she is, and it’s oddly comforting. The tips of my ears turn red. I can’t believe I growled at such a harmless looking old lady.

“No—don’t,” I quickly get out. “What’s nesting?”

She turns back to me before she leaves, waving a hand outside to the corridor. I follow her out, feeling less tense when she isn’t in the room for some reason my wolf seems to know but I don’t. Even in her extremely older years, the woman is exquisitely beautiful. There isn’t an inch of her skin that isn’t wrinkled and she’s so tiny, only coming up to my breasts, but her features are sharp and her eyes the brightest shade I’ve ever seen. Her long grey hair falls down to the floor in ropes of braids. As she sits on a stool outside the bedroom, under a painting of a sea, I notice a bite mark on her neck and three claw marks on her hand. She flicks her eyes to me.

“First, are you okay for me to sit out here so close to your nest? I am no threat, but your wolf might not agree.”

Something about the idea of her sitting in my... nest sends something primal, almost instinctual, through me. But outside here, it’s okay. At least I think so. This is all so new to me. What the heck is nesting?

I lean on the wall next to her. “My wolf is okay, I think.”

She smiles at me. “You’re not far from going into heat. Your instincts will be a lot stronger than they normally are. I’m sorry you’ve been alone in your upbringing. Omegas should never be clueless and alone.” She tucks her hands into her thick, dark blue dress. “You asked what a nest is? It’s a breeding den, made by you and your wolf, in preparation for what is to come. Your wolf knows it is time soon.”

My ears feel like they’re on fire. “Time for what?” I nervously ask.

“To breed.” The word sounds simple, but I have a feeling it is not. “When Omegas go into heat, they make nests like the one you made on your bed for her and her mates. You will grow slick by the day and your needs will only grow stronger until your heat finally hits.”

“Oh.” I really can’t say anything else as I look down, suddenly very interested in the wooden floorboards. Is that why my feelings have been so intense lately?

“Do not be embarrassed. It is an omega right of way once your mates have all been close to you. Breeding is what we are born for.” She sighs as my cheeks are still the brightest of red and I’m speechless. “When an omega goes into heat, she will not stop until she is pregnant. I suspect you’ll be carrying your first child soon.”

My first… child? Right when we’re about to go to war. I can’t think of a worse time. “I’m not sure⁠—”

“I hate to tell you, your wolf has a different opinion to you, and hers will always trump yours.” She smiles knowingly. “Breeding is a massive part of being an Omega. You are designed to make the most powerful children, and heat is the only way for that to happen. Many omegas have been bred by selfish alphas for years, and their children are rarely powerful or special because that is not how it works. They fuck first and don’t bother asking questions until much later.”

I chuckle, recalling my own experience with selfish alphas. “Sounds about right.”

We share a look of understanding, but then she frowns. “Do you understand why there are so little of us? When a female omega goes into heat, she must join with her mates, or we die.”

Dread sinks into my chest. “What?”

“When you’re going to heat, dear child, you will need your mate’s seed. Both of them, as I’ve heard you have two mates. You’ll crave them and need them before it kills you. There are reasons why our kind do not survive very well on our own. It’s not that we don’t exist. It’s because we don’t usually find our mates in time. I did, and that’s how I survived, but sadly, my daughters were killed.”

Still reeling from her words, I can only mutter softly, “I’m sorry.”

“The gods needed them for a higher purpose,” she says, surprising me. “I was glad to hear about you. In all my long years, I heard many tales of Omegas, but I’ve never managed to reach them in time. Heat…it is dangerous for omegas, especially in this world, where mates barely exist anymore. But mate bonds do and have existed for a long time. People just don’t know how to sense them anymore. We’ve become so isolated from each other that we never have a chance of finding our mates. Omegas can sense their mates, of course, and alphas can too. I have every belief that you will go through this heat successfully.” She smiles brightly. “Another omega, alive in the world with a child on the way, who will live a long life? The gods have been kind this time.”

If only she knew about Rune. Would she be so accepting of the bond I feel for him too? I have a horrible feeling Elias and Lazuri are never going to let him near me let alone join in.

“I have one more thing to tell you before I retire for the day,” the older omega says. “When in heat, any child will be a mixture of all seeds. The baby you conceive will be blood related to all your mates. This happens to make sure no wolf feels threatened by the young. It happened to my children.”

Oh, star gods. What the fuck? Being omega and in heat might be a death sentence for me…


Chapter
Seven
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Idon’t get a second to fully explain what the nest is to Laz and Elias after they come back from the fae a few hours later. They didn’t get anything useful out of the fae and I get the feeling they didn’t torture him because of me—because I am fae too. I ended up falling asleep on the sofa in Laz’ arms last night, listening to Elias and Laz go over their plans to protect me, the packs and send word to all of the other packs. Apparently, several have been wiped off the map by the fae already, and others abandoned their pack lands to hide their people. I remember meeting some of the other alphas in Elias’ pack, and I hope the nice ones got away quick enough. I stretch my limbs as I touch the soft white blanket covering me, smelling like Laz as I glance at the window. Bright rays of yellow sunshine hover across the floor as the sun rises, making the snow tipped trees glitter. Elias is lying on a chair nearby, and Laz is nowhere to be seen but I know he is close.

For a second, an intense wave of pain slams into me and I grow wet—soaked—in seconds. What the fuck was that?

Except I know now, thanks to the omega. I’m going into heat, and my body seems to be charging towards that plan faster than I can get my head around it all. Gods above, I must be going to heat soon. I hoped I could push it back until the war is over, until I am safe, but I don’t think that is happening. I need to talk to my mates. They might not want a child-they might want to run in the other direction when they find it all out. I glance over at Elias for a second, watching him sleep. In my heart, I know he wouldn’t ever run from me. Even if my mind tries to push my insecurities to the brink of my thoughts. My kind alpha chose a small, cramped chair, his head resting on his stretched out arm, his light hair falling into his forehead. He chose the chair so he could fall asleep looking at me.

I love him.

I think I always will. He blinks a few times as he wakes, looking at me, staring at him, and smiling so brightly, so widely. I can’t help but smile back at him, grinning in the morning light. He is handsome first thing in the morning when his hair is wild, when his eyes are sleepy and the weight of being the alpha hasn’t settled into his shoulders yet. “Hello.”

He laughs softly. “Good morning, pretty omega.” He sits up. “Do I smell bacon?”

I chuckle, but I smell it too. Laz must be cooking us breakfast. My stomach comes to life, making enough noise to put a dying goat to shame as I stand up. “I remember where the kitchen is.”

“Good, you do. I’m lost,” Elias laughs, coming to kiss me on the cheek. We quickly head into the bathroom first and freshen up. There are fresh clothes laid out of me by the shower and I happily slide into the fresh, lavender smelling black clothes before pulling my boots on. Elias is changed into thick green chequered shirt and denim trousers when I come out. His hair is brushed to the side, and I have every urge to push him into my nest. To do many, many dirty things in it too.

Things that don’t involve our clothes. Star gods, I don’t need food... I just need— “Verena?”

I shake my head, snapping out of my thoughts. My cheeks burn as I take Elias’ outstretched hand. Whatever I just slipped into was alluring and almost like I wasn’t in control of my body. My pants are already wet. I can feel myself slick with need as I walk to Elias. I wonder if he can smell me too, because he seems tense all of a sudden. He looks down at me a few times on the way to the kitchen, opening and shutting his mouth. His jaw ticking.

I really, really need to talk to them both because this is just going to get worse.

My mouth parts when we enter the kitchen, where Laz is shirtless in a low pair of grey trousers that show off everything when he moves around. Oh, my star gods. He is cooking up what looks like an absolute feast. The whole middle table is just full of plates of bacon, sausages, pastries, toast, so much fruit and salad, too. I gulp as I stare at the food, and the very sexy mate of mine is cooking it all.

I should drag him back to the nest and- “There you are, mate. Did you sleep well?”

Laz snaps me out of it, and he turns, looking me over and sniffing the air. His eyes somehow darken. I have to look away from them both. “I slept well, thank you. So..you like plants and you like to cook?”

“Looking after you makes my wolf feel good. Makes me feel good,” he explains. “And I do like to cook.”

Elias sighs. “You look like a god, and you cook? Thankfully, she loves me, or I might feel jealous.”

It’s crazy how much I love them both in a short time. I know we are mates and that speeds up everything, but I haven’t once felt unsafe when I’m with them. I feel completely relaxed, and until meeting Elias and Laz, I hadn’t ever felt that way. They do everything for me, and they spend so much time just trying to make me feel happy. Who couldn’t love them?

Laz grins at Elias. “Eat, the pair of you. We have a busy day.”

It warms my heart that they have become family through me and accepted that so easily. In this short time, they just completely and utterly accepted each other. It makes me wonder if they were both lonely, looking to the gods for someone, and they are happy to accept the bonds between us all now. We eat in pretty much silence and the reason I don’t say a word is because I’m suddenly starving and feel like I need to eat enough to run a matron.

Or go into heat.

When we are done, Laz begins boxing the food up, and I help with Elias until it’s all piled up. Elias drops the final box on the side. “What’s this all for?”

“There are a few orphanages around the city. I like to cook for them and take them there, especially on the weekends like today. They get donations from the pack, but a cooked meal doesn’t hurt. They are sweet kids, most orphaned outside our pack, and we found them. Others just have bad luck,” he softly explains.

“So, you have a good heart too.” I arch an eyebrow. “I knew you were a teddy bear on the inside.”

Laz laughs, coming closer and wrapping his arms around me. “Only for you. And the kids. And maybe old people too.”

“So, everyone?” Elias drawls. I can’t help but laugh as Laz flashes him with his middle finger. “Ready for a tour of my pack while we make deliveries?”

“I’d love that,” I admit. I want to see as much of this pack as possible.

Elias stretches. “I’m very interested in a tour around the city.”

Laz puts me down and heads to the door, only pausing to look back. “I’m going to get changed before we go, but I forgot to ask—what did you do to my room? My bed? I’ve left the strange circle of blankets alone as my wolf all but bit my head off when I went near.”

I clear my throat. “We need to talk, all three of us... alone. I’ll explain it. The Omega told me some things, and it involves you as my mates.”

Elias and Laz look interested. Laz nods. “Alright, let’s get the food to the orphanages and I’ll show you a bit around the pack. Then we can come back and talk. Maybe while we go for a swim in the pool?”

“I’d like that.” I whisper. For the next hour, he takes me around the bulk of the city. It’s too far and wide to manage everything on foot in the morning, but I’m still amazed by what I do see. But he shows me the orphanages and the very grateful sisters who run them. He shows me the museums full of old things I don’t have names for, the towers and housing, the structures set up for his army, the schools and finally the amount of farming the city produces, which is nothing short of a miracle. They won’t starve here any time soon.

I love seeing the children of the city in particular, how it’s clear they have never had a bad day in their lives. No hunger, no pain or loss for most of them. They lead a simple life. Elias is absolutely fascinated too as he walks around. Elias’s pack may be huge, maybe one of the biggest packs, but Laz’ is definitely more developed. It feels like Laz’s ancestors built on the pre-existing parts of the city and also adapted the lifestyle of whoever used to live here before. They seem like they’re years ahead of most of the packs I’ve known. When we come back to Laz’s building, Laz leads us up to the second floor, straight out into a very humid room. The grass all around is fogged from the heat as it overlooks the space right above the trees. In the centre is a huge rectangular pool with fish drawings stencilled into mosaic tiles all around the edges, hidden below the sparkling depths of blue water. “It’s so warm here.”

My mouth pops open as both Elias and Laz literally just start taking their clothes off. Laz looks up, stark naked. “Yes, it’s heated. We worked out how to open up the old heating systems that were throughout the pack. This is how we keep all the buildings heated throughout the winters here. There are pipes throughout all the buildings. It’s complicated, but I can explain it all in detail later if you want. For now, let’s enjoy our swim and you can tell us what the Omega said. I’m curious. Something is different about you, and it’s driving my wolf insane.”

Elias growls low. “Mine too.”

“Alright.” I chuckle at the sheer possessive confusion in their voices. Just before I’m about to get in the water, I look outside the fog glass. For a second, I see nothing but black wings. My heart lurches in my chest. I close my eyes, open them again, and it’s gone. He’s gone. Rune. I don’t know how it’s possible, but I’m sure I just saw him fly past. He couldn’t have, it wouldn’t have done that. I know that every alarm in the park would be going off if they saw a fae flying straight across the city. Maybe I wanted to see him. Maybe I’m going mad.

“Verena?” Elias questions, his voice slightly worried.

“I thought I saw—“I shake my head. “Nevermind.” I peel off my black leggings and top, leaving myself just in my black underwear. I feel their eyes on me as I quickly dive into the water. I swim right down in the lovely, heated pool before coming back up. Lazuri is in front of me in a second, his arms wrapped around my waist. “Explain to us. Everything.”

I wrap my arms around him as Elias floats near, listening to my every word. “I’ll be going into heat soon. Omegas and heat are a joint gift.”

“I’ve heard of it, but there are so many stories.” Laz murmurs, looking at Elias. “What about you?”

He is looking at me. “Again, too many stories to know what’s true and what’s not. You tell us, Verena.”

“She claimed that omegas are actually not that rare, but that our lives are held on a balance. When we go into heat, if we don’t have our mates with us, joining in to help ease the symptoms, omegas can die.” I see the horror, the worry in their eyes. “They do die and that’s why they’re so rare. She thinks I’m going into heat soon. I think I am too. Building the nest, it was like a drive from my body. My wolf made me do it. My wolf now wants me to drag you both there.” Rune too.

“You don’t need to drag me to your nest,” Laz murmurs in my ear, pulling me closer. Close enough to feel his hard cock press into my thigh. I gasp. “I will beg to be in your nest, to be inside you. On my knees, with my tongue and then my cock. I want your pleasure.”

Elias swims up behind me, stroking his fingers down my spine and sending goosebumps across my skin. “I am yours, Verena. I have dreamt every night of being inside your sweet heat, devouring you, and fuck,” He kisses the top of my skin. “I could burst thinking of you spread out in bed for me. For my seed.”

I gulp, feeling completely out of control. There is a buzzing in my ear, in my body, and I can barely hold it back. I have to tell them about Rune, about the possible pregnancy first. “There’s another thing. It’s got to be all my mates when I’m heat and...”

Laz kisses the side of my lips. “We will be with you through it all. The skies could open and pour hell down on us, burning this world to a crisp, and I would not leave your side.”

Something snaps inside me. A howl echoes out of my throat, followed by a whine. I don’t get a moment to reply as my body rapidly burns to life. As I go into heat. Both Laz and Elias go still, and they both sniff the air, sensing their mate going into heat.

I grasp my stomach as a wave of pain hits me like a rock and I go slick almost immediately, needing them. Desperate for them. A buzzing idea of my whole body comes to life, burning with the need to have them, and it cannot be ignored. “I need⁠— “

“We know,” Laz looks at me. “We should take you upstairs to your nest,” He growls under his breath, “Before I take you in this pool. I need you, Verena, and you need us.”

I put my hand onto the side of the pool so that I don’t fall in. “Wait, Going into heat is the omega wolf in me making sure that I fall pregnant. If you don’t want that, then you need to get away from me. Damn the consequences, because I won’t make you⁠— “

Elias lifts me up and puts me on the side of the pool. He is rippling with tension, like he can barely hold himself back. He kisses my leg, a soft kiss, but it’s like being set alight. “I don’t know how else to say this but getting you pregnant sounds like absolutely everything I want in the world. What about you, Laz?”

Laz is climbing out of the pool, giving me a full view of his long, hard as rock, cock. “I want to fill you up, Verena. I have since we met. Fuck, I love the thought of you carrying my baby.”

“I love the idea too,” Elias agrees with a grow.

Laz picks me up and throws me over his shoulder before he all but runs out of the room, making me laugh through the waves of pain and cramps. Elias fast on our heels, completely ignoring the fact that they are very naked and very hard too. Laz barrels through the doors and the second we are in his bedroom; my legs are soaked with the clear evidence of how much I need them. I need to touch myself or have them touch me. I can’t wait. Laz doesn’t make me wait as he lies me down on the bed, on my nest, and widens my legs. He rips off my underwear, baring me to him and licking straight up my slit in one long stroke. I moan as spikes of pleasure burst through my body at the same time Elias climbs on the bed, grabbing my chin and kissing me. He swallows my moan as Laz’s tongue slips in and out of me, then up to my swollen clit, swirling and sucking until I’m bucking with how close I am. He makes my orgasm smash through me as I cry out, into Elias’ mouth and he groans as he enjoys my pleasure too.

Laz tugs me down, lining his cock with me. He looks down at me, at us. “I can’t wait.”

“Please,” I moan, needing him. He seats himself inside me in one long thrust and growls loud enough for the gods to hear. /He fucks me like a man who has lost all and any control, and I take every hard inch of him. He is so big that each thrust borders on pain, but the pleasure is overwhelming. It doesn’t stop as I tighten around him. Elias kisses me the entire time, his hands ripping off my bra so he can play with my hard nipples, only adding to my intense pleasure.

Sex has never been like this.

It’s amazing, and I never want it to stop. I lose track of how many times I orgasm around Laz’s cock and how many times he comes inside me, again and again until I’m dripping with his seed, like he can’t stop either. Laz roars as he comes inside me, filling me with his seed one more time before he pulls out and falls to my side, breathless. Elias flips me over on top of Laz, so my head rests on his stomach and he grabs my hips as I push up on my knees.

His hands dig into my hips as he thrusts into me, inch by inch. “Fucking star gods, you feel...” He groans. “Fuck, I’m nearly coming already.” I push back on him, needing more, my body still burning like I have a fever and it’s not stated.

It won’t be until my mates have all given me their seed. Elias thrusts hard and fast, coming nearly straight away, but he doesn't stop. He is still hard as he comes again and again, mixing with Laz and sending me crashing into three more orgasms as I tighten around him. On the fifth time, he pulls out and lies back, frowning at me as I sit up, shaking my head. My skin is on fire, and I can’t breathe as I lie back on the bed. “Rune.”

“The fae?” Laz questions, touching my cheek. “Verena, you’re burning up.”

Elias swears. “What’s wrong? She⁠—”

“Rune might be her mate too,” Laz interrupts. “And she needs him as much as she needs us.”

“It's a good thing I’m here then, Mercy.” Rune’s cool voice, aching with need, fills the room. My wolf feels like it’s in control as I lift my hand for him, needing him too. Rune looks at the alphas, though. “I love her and can’t see her die like this. Kill me when it’s over if you want. Give me mercy this once and I will never betray the wolves.”

Elias growls at him. “You’re her mate?” He nods. Elias kisses me softly, and moves up to the bed, but he holds my gaze. “Do you love him?”

“Yes,” I whisper. “He isn’t a monster. He pretends to be, but he isn’t. He is my mate... Please.”

Laz lifts my hand and kisses my knuckles. “We beg you, not the other way around. If you welcome him to your nest, then we welcome him too.”

I can tell he is struggling with that decision after Rune kidnapped me, but I can’t think about it right now, not when my body is burning with need. When I’m slick and wet, and Rune has taken his clothes off. He climbs over me, kneeling between my parted legs. “My mate.” He pushes his cock right into me and I gasp, finally feeling complete. Finally, feeling the heat begin to slow down, now it has what it wants. Rune moans into my ear as he fucks me, deep and fast, and I sink my nails into his shoulders. He kisses me, his tongue thrusting into my mouth at the same pace as his cock, until I tighten around him, crying out as he pauses, his seed filling me alongside Elias and Laz.

The heat stops, like the lights come back on in a dark room. Rune blinks as he pulls out of me and we all sit in my nest, very aware that this wasn’t part of the plan. Laz moves closer and punches Rune straight across the face. Elias tugs me up on the bed as Laz punches him again, and again. “Don’t you dare take her again. She is our mate, and she stays at our side. the only reason you’re not dead is because I know you were trying to protect her from your father. Now, you better be here to pledge allegiance to the wolves.”

“I plead my life to Mercy—Verena and the wolves. To you both as alphas,” Rune agrees, softly looking at me. “I’m sorry for it all. I wanted you safe, and I didn’t know they were your mates and good males to begin with. I have watched them for a while now, and learnt they are good. If you’ll have me, I’m not going anywhere.”

“Don't go,” I whisper. “I want all three of you at my side...not just because I could be pregnant now, but because I’m in love with you all.”

They look at each other, and I wait. I know this moment is important, even as I lie in their scent, filled with them too. They each nod and I breathe again, my heart lurching. Three loud bangs hit the front door and I nearly jump out of my skin.

“Whoever is knocking at your door best have a fantastic fucking excuse,” Elias growls, stroking my arm. “I want to continue this. Our mate needs more.”

I clench at the idea of more, even when I feel sore, and my legs are like jelly. We are all still lying in bed panting and breathless, but still completely utterly relieved that the pain has gone, and I can think straight now. The fact my mates are in some sort of truce now is a sign miracles happen. Rune has a broken nose, and he clicks it back into place as I wince, blood pouring down his lips, but Elias offers him a cloth to stop the blood getting on my nest.

Laz drops his eyes to me, tucking my hair behind my ear. “Verena, there’s someone at the gates of the pack claiming to be your father.”


Chapter
Eight
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The gates slowly open, and the ticking of the chains being reeled in reminds me that my heart feels like it’s going to explode from my chest. Not once, when I was a child, did I ever let myself imagine meeting one of my parents. I knew what the world was from an early age, and it was easy for me to accept that in this endless, brutal world, the only thing certain in life was death. Even if I didn’t know for sure, I had to convince myself that my parents were dead because it was the only way I could endure their absence. Until now I have never let myself wonder if they were alive. I also never thought I’d meet someone related to me, not until I had a child.

I touch my stomach for just a second, knowing damn well that a child is likely to be growing in there. I won’t know for sure until next month, and I can ask to be seen by a healer, but it just feels like something is different. It feels like I’m finally becoming whole. Like I have purpose again.

Now, more than ever, I need to make peace, especially with my past. I want a world that my child doesn’t have to worry about living in. One where they will never be used, hunted and almost destroyed like I was.

The wish stays permanently in my mind, in my heart, as I wait for the gates to open. I only saw my mother through Rune’s memories, nothing but a tiny glimpse of a stunning woman running away. It won’t be the same as meeting my father in the flesh, with my mates at my side. It’s finally time for answers and, possibly, closure.

When the gates finally open, I’m surprised by how normal he looks. I don’t know what I expected from my fae father, but he is exactly that: normal. Wrinkles line his handsome face and his pitch-black hair, that’s going grey at the sides and ends, falls onto his forehead and into his sparkling silver eyes. He’s slim, wearing pretty much all dark blue leather with two massive swords strapped onto his back. The silver of them catches the sunlight as he takes a single step towards me. His eyes find mine in the silence and for a while we just stare at each other like time itself has ceased to exist. I know he is absorbing all of my features, just like I am with him.

Am I what he expected? Does he see my mother in me? Can he see himself?

Other than the blood in our veins, every bit of us are as strange to each other like the moon is to the sun. I notice how there is no one else around him, no guards, no other fae. Magic isn’t in the air either. I can’t sense it.

He holds both his weaponless hands in the air. “I’m not asking for entry into the pack. I just want to speak to you, Verena. I mean you no harm.”

“Our mate doesn’t leave her pack,” Lazuri protectively warns, possessively pressed to my side. Elias and Rune are a few steps away, both of them watching everything. “We have a place where you are welcome to speak. Be aware, one move against her, you will be ripped apart by her mates.”

Nothing but cold brutality comes from Lazuri. Elias and rune, I imagine, would have said something a little more diplomatic, but not Laz. I don’t blame him; I feel the same about anyone being a threat to my mates.

It’s difficult as I look at the man who is my father—my family. My wolf echoes that feeling in my chest and she seems to trust him. Maybe she remembers things from when I was a baby that I can’t.

Maybe she remembers him.

Trusting my wolf, I smile at him. “I would like to ask you some questions. You are welcome inside, and I promise it is safe.”

He smiles back at me, that smile dropping when Rune moves up my other side and lowers his hood. Tension ripples across my father and his eyes glow. “You! What are you doing at my daughter’s side?”

“I’m her mate.” Rune’s four simple words seem to echo between the truth there. The two of them glare at each other. “And you don’t get to play the daughter card when you abandoned her.”

I clear my throat, grateful for his protection but also finding it unnecessary. “Rune, you need to give me a chance to explain why he’s here and at my side. If you don’t like my explanation, then you can go and attack each other outside the pack, but there are children here. There are innocents. So, if you decide you’re going to fight, I’ll be far from here, and once I’ve heard what he has to say.” I turn back to my father. “Would you still like to come in?”

“Not with him there,” he snarls. “I don’t know what he has told you, but he is⁠—”

“My mate,” I snap right back. I won’t let him begin this with them spilling blood. “If you can’t accept that then I can’t let you inside.”

My father looks at me and then cuts back to Rune. Rune bows his head, shocking my father. A fae prince bows to no one. “I vow to the Star Gods I am not going to hurt you,” Rune says earnestly. “I’m here to protect Verena, my mate, and see that she lives a long life of happiness.” He lifts his head and holds it slightly higher than he probably needs to. “I am not unmarked by the past and my soul may never be clean because of it.”

“It will never be clean with the amount of blood on your hands,” my father growls. “But I am not here for you. We will discuss our past further once I have talked with my daughter. Let us go in.”

Elias glances down at me. He twists his fingers through mine while Lazuri allows my father into the pack, not before giving him the mother of all death glares. Rune trails behind us and I’m thankful he’s giving my father some space. Whatever went on between them is obviously huge, and bloody.

“He looks like you,” Elias murmurs.

“I know.” I whisper back, knowing I’ve been spotting those similarities a dozen times since I first saw him. My eyes trace back as the gates close, and on the borderline of the trees there are quite a few eyes watching and waiting. He was never alone. I admire that he came here, especially with Rune and their history. Or is he that desperate to talk to me? “Except for my face, I think my features must be from my mum.”

Rune’s sigh makes me think that he agrees. He was the last one who saw her before she died.

We head inside to a small circular building right on the edge of the wall. It has no windows to be seen, just one big door. One exit. I can see why Lazuri wanted to meet in this place. It’s likely designed for guests to come in and make sure they don’t escape or leave unless the alpha wants them too. It’s a vast room, with several new couches, and long leaves standing in tall pots. It’s designed for hosting, I think. There’s a small table with food laid out in the middle. Elias heads to the table, plopping a cake into his mouth in one bite. Meanwhile, Lazuri locks the door behind him so we cannot be disturbed. Or, more likely, so my father knows he’s stuck in here. Rune hovers near me as I sit down on the sofa. He doesn’t come too close to my father, who sits on the sofa opposite, staring at me like he has seen a ghost. Elias eventually leaves the food to sit on my one side. Lazuri sits on the edge next to Elias, crossing his enormous arms. We wait for my father to speak first.

My father opens his mouth once, twice, and then clears his throat. “I think... I should properly introduce myself.” His quiet voice echoes around the room. “My name is Redbrook, and I am a good deal older than most fae you’ve met. There is no doubt much you would like to ask me.”

“I’ve waited my whole life for this,” I say, shocked by the tremor in my voice. I had my father’s name as my last name. Laz squeezes my shoulder gently as if to comfort me. “Do I have siblings?”

“No.” He shakes his head. “You are my only child, and I had you with the love of my life. The only woman I ever loved and ever will.” The tension in his face and shoulders seems to settle a little at the mention of my mother. “You look like her. When I met her, it was like the realm itself shook as electricity bounced between us. We both knew our love was forbidden. She was a wolf, and I was fae. Not only that, but I was the king’s general, and I was prohibited from courting until I had fulfilled my duty.

At the mention of his father, Rune scoffs as he toys with his necklace, repeatedly twisting it. My father continues unfazed.

“The fae king kept, and still keeps a strict control over those close to him. The gods themselves could have forbidden me, and I still could not keep away from her.” There’s such vulnerability in these eyes that I can’t help believing every word. “The day you were conceived was the happiest day of our lives, but we knew your mother’s life would be in danger. I tried desperately to find a way to save her. I found other people that are like you, other half-breeds, and they came willingly to me, wanting to be accepted, to find a way in this world that they could live without being hunted and slaughtered. I hoped the king would accept this race of people, and that it would be a safer world for you. I was wrong.”

Rune looks down. I know the story, but it feels rawer coming from him. From my father, who lived and lost everything in it.

“What…happened?” My words barely come out.

My father keeps his eyes narrowed on Rune’s face. “I am sure your mate can tell you what happened. I will spare you the details, for I lost... too much that day.”

I keep my gaze locked on my father. I know Rune was forced to do horrific things in his father’s name, under his father’s control. I try not to dwell on that. It’s not like I can change it. But I do know that Rune wants to be better. It’s why he showed me mercy when he did. He doesn’t want to be like the king.

“Why did you abandon me?” I demand of my father. “I know you lost a lot that day, and I know what it feels like to lose someone you love, but… you just left me. I never had a good childhood, I can tell you that now, and if it hadn’t been for Mera, the wolf who took me in…” My lips tremble, and I bite them to keep the tremors back. Lazuri and Elias move closer to me, their scents instantly soothing. “Why did you never come looking for me?”

He takes a deep, shuddering breath, his eyes, so like my own, never leaving me. “It was not fate that brought you and Mera together. She would have known who your real mother was and kept you safe. I did not give up on you.” He leans forward. “Verena, I have prayed for you every day⁠—”

“Prayers,” I growl at him. “Prayers don’t help!” My eyes well up with angry, barely restrained tears. “Prayers didn’t save all the children who died from starvation around me. Prayers didn’t stop me from being taken away and put through hell. Prayers didn’t help because what they needed most—what I needed—was someone to take care of us. I needed you, but you just left me to scrape around in the gutter.”

A few tears escape me as the memories come flooding back. All those years I spent quite literally scraping in the gutters, begging for food. Even all the years I spent bullied by my pack. It all could have been prevented had he just come for me.

My father’s throat jerks nervously, and it’s then I notice the beads of sweat sliding from his brow. “I do not blame you for hating me. I’m deserving of it. But please... I could not come for you. The king knows I am alive and angry. He knows I’m a threat, so I could not risk coming for you while I was being hunted. I never stopped in all these years, travelling every inch of this world. It was no life for a child let alone an omega.”

“It couldn’t have been worse than what I went through,” I say, gritting my teeth.

He only shakes his head again. “You would have been on the run every single day of your life, Verena, and it would have gotten you killed once they sensed what you were.” His throat jerks again. “You would have been passed around, being an omega, and I would not have that for you. So, hate me all you wish, but your destiny... I believed in your mother’s words.”

“My mother?” My voice cracks.

“She told me that you were meant to be in this world to fix it. She was right. You’ve landed on your feet. You have powerful alpha mates and a fae prince.” He looks over at Rune. “Who does not deserve to breathe the same air as you after what he did.”

Rune stands up straight, his expression grim. “I know you’ll never forgive me for what I did back then, for slaughtering your people, for attacking her mother. I will never forgive myself. It was a turning point in my life that night. Up until that point, I had listened to everything my father ever told me. He convinced me all of you were evil, and that if you kept breeding then the magic of our people would be lost, and we'd be left vulnerable. He convinced me that half-breeding was a ploy by the wolves to rule our kind forever, and I fell for it.” Guilt lines his voice. “I fell for many of my father’s lies. Yes, I even walked in with his army and let them slaughter people, but that night, that battle... I knew he was wrong. I stopped everything a quarter in when I heard a baby cry. I was told there were no children. I couldn’t—“He clears his throat. “I protected her instead, your wife and the baby. I made sure no one followed them. I did not know your wife was injured. Not until it was too late, and I saw Verena for the first time. I never hurt anyone after that, unless they deserved it. Unless they were a threat to Verena.”

“She was no threat to Verena,” my father challenges, “yet you killed her.”

Rune shakes his head. “She was a threat. She wanted Verena to go to you unprotected, and she would have done anything. I know how dangerous that is for Verena at your side, so I dealt with her. I’m not claiming to be a saint, and I have made many mistakes... but I’m no monster. Not anymore. I no longer follow my father or believe his lies. I want him off the throne. He is too deranged, and his prejudice runs too deep for him to be trusted.”

Lazuri looks at Rune. “We have all done things in the name of those we love. I would have done the same if my father was leading me. What matters now is that times have changed.” He turns his focus back to my father. “Rune has proved himself and the gods have bonded us all together.”

I soften my eyes when Rune looks at me, so much guilt lingering there. I know he will never forgive himself for that day, for all those deaths. I also know what it feels like to be trapped under the heel of a vicious person. I turn to my father. “I lost everything that day too,” I say, “and it changed my entire life. Yet I’ve chosen to forgive Rune for it. He made up for his past and he keeps trying every day. Rune has tried to keep me safe, basically declaring war on his father by doing so. Everything Rune has done since that day he’s done all that for me. Give him a chance, if not for yourself, then for me. Can’t you at least do that for me?”

My father stands and walks right up to Rune. He stares at him as if assessing the fae for a moment before offering his hand. “Then he comes to war with me and kills his father. I have an army sitting outside this door of half-breeds. I didn’t stop in all the years I ran and have made many connections. There are a hundred-thousand half wolfs waiting outside this pack.”

Laz eyes my father coolly. “I have an army of three hundred thousand wolves. Together...”

“I can bring two hundred thousand here within a week,” Elias adds. “Give or take a few extra days.”

“Is it enough?” I ask Rune. “Enough to remake this world?”

Rune looks pale, yet his eyes are alive, flickering with hope. “I have an army of a hundred thousand fae, willingly and waiting for my call. It will be a rough war against my father’s armies, but we will be nearly even.”

“Then fight for us,” my father declares. “You would become the king of the fae. Mated to a half wolf, you could change everything. Unite our lands.”

Rune slides his hand into my fathers. “To war, then.”

The alpha's howl a song of war, which is echoed far and wide.


Chapter
Nine
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“Tell me what you’re thinking.”

I glance over at Elias lying at my side, still breathing heavily after hours of enjoying each other. Lazuri didn’t come to bed tonight and neither did Rune. They're making sure Rune’s army who arrived yesterday doesn’t kill his wolves in the many, many arguments that have broken out between them already. Things are growing increasingly tense. Our kind have never got along easily, but my father’s half-wolves are shocking enough to both the wolves and the fae that they stopped their hatred long enough to listen to their alpha and prince. Only time will tell how long it will last.

In the weeks following my father’s arrival, we’ve managed to gather most of the armies. Elias' army should get here any day now, but since they are travelling on foot and not as close as the others, it might be another week before they arrive, and we are at our strongest. Before we can follow Rune’s carefully crafted plan of attack, all the people who can’t fight—children and elders—will be guarded inside the pack grounds. This includes the fae armies’ families that they brought with them. I don’t know about our future going forward, but we have managed to live in one city for two weeks now without killing each other. That’s got to count for something.

My body is still tender, in the best way possible, as I link my fingers with Elias’. “So, I’ve been thinking...”

Elias nuzzles into the side of my neck. “Mm?”

I look up through the skylight above the bedroom. Although this isn’t Lazuri’s bedroom, I like being here with my nest and mates. Elias has taken it over the spare room as his personal space, and it’s the only room with a skylight. It feels like I’m lying directly underneath the stars in this bed, with the ceiling so close. When I rode Elias earlier, I felt like I was breathing the sky in through each moan. I still don’t understand why Lazuri didn’t make this his master bedroom.

“You were thinking? Elias presses, as he leaves a gentle trail of kisses down my throat.

“I was thinking about what the gods above will think of us going to war,” I say.

“Thought you didn’t believe in the gods?” His tongue moves down and over my breast, swirling until my nipple pokes through my silk nightgown.

“It’s not that I don’t believe in them. I just don’t understand how they could sit by and watch so many people suffer. People who worship them.” I moan and arch my back as Elias gently bites my nipple. “I’ve been wondering what they’ll do when hundreds, if not thousands, of us might die in the name of peace. What they must think of us as we battle, scheme and do anything possible for our futures.” He breathes over my breast and gently bites down again, sucking my hardened nipple between his lips. “What — what will the fae and wolf children will tell of this time in years to come? What stories might come out?”

I peer down at my handsome mate. He looks up at me like I’m more dazzling than the stars shining through the glass above. “Don’t you wonder about that, too?” I whisper. “Will we be seen as the villains who raided the fae lands and killed the king? Or the heroes who avenged the fallen and united the living? At the end of the day, our hope is to conquer their lands, right? To hopefully make it a safe place for our children. But the fae won’t see it like that. Not to begin with.”

“You’re right,” Elias sighs. He moves back up to sit beside me and rests a hand on my stomach, his hand so big that it takes up the width of my waist. “They might not see it that way to begin with, but they’ll see it in time. They’ll have no choice either way.” I watch as he draws idle circles around the soft skin below my belly button. “I don’t care if we’re seen as the villains, not to the wolves, to the fae, or anyone else for that matter. I only care that when our child is born—if you are indeed pregnant as we suspect or get pregnant in the future—that he or she is safe. That you, their mother, my beautiful, wonderful, fucking crazy mate, is safe too. That’s all I will ever care about. Fuck everything else.”

“Elias—”

“Yes, there will be expectations of any child we have,” he interjects, “but there are expectations and there is war. While the king rules, he will always be a threat to our future children. He will always be a threat to you.” He leans his head on his hand, on my stomach. “You’re the first alpha female of the wolves, and you’re also half fae. An omega with untapped power in her blood and mixed with our power… Any children we have will be incredible. If we don’t fight, we might as well roll over and give him our first born.” He blinks up at me. “We might as well accept defeat, and when it comes to you, Verena, I’d rather burn this world to the ground than let that happen.”

I blush under the heaviness of his gaze, the intense protectiveness. “This doesn’t seem real, you know.” He frowns at that. “I mean, it feels like everything has happened so quickly, like we just met. And now I want nothing more than to spend the rest of my life with you. Will all three of you.” I gently stroke his face, and he leans into my palm. “I don’t want war, and if I was selfish enough, I’d demand we all hide away.”

Elias falls silent for a moment and just watches me, then his hand falls over mine. “I wish I had turned up earlier that night. I could have saved her. I could have stopped him from taking her life, but I second-guessed myself that day.” I frown, watching his eyes close like he is back there. “I was following your scent—towards you. I second guessed myself that I was intruding on another pack, another alpha’s territory. I never wanted war even between our kind and I thought it was best that I turn around. Now I realise that if I hadn’t hesitated... things could have been different. I won’t hesitate in this war and risk losing anyone else.”

It’s my turn to fall quiet. “You know, I think Kris was meant to die that day,” I whisper, so quietly that I only want him to hear us and not the gods for this moment, “so that the pack would fall. Maybe Kris is the one who will unite our people, and that even though I’ll forever hate that she’s gone, maybe it was the will of the gods after all. Maybe it’s the only way we can be at one with each other.”

I have thought about this a million times, especially since talking to Mera. I don’t think our pack would have fallen without Kris dying. It would have suffered and endured like it had always done. I would have suffered and endured, and I may never have found Elias, or Lazuri, or even Rune, and we might have all been killed by the fae king in the end.

“I think even if you had turned up,” I say, “she would have died either way.” I run my fingers down his face in a caress. “I don’t know what our paths are in life, but l I know I want to spend the rest of mine with you three. I want a family and no more death or suffering. I’m willing to fight for that, even if war terrifies me to my core.”

“My mate…” Elias leans over me, and I shiver as every impressive inch of him pushes inside me. “There isn’t a fight in this world I wouldn’t take on for you.” He groans as I squeeze around him. “We’ll build this world together, Verena, and there will be no more⁠—”

We both shoot up in bed, sensing the exact same thing right before a boom echo in the air. The blast is loud enough I cover my ears and lean back as magic smashes the skylight and glass shatters around us. Elias throws himself over me, still inside me, and grunts as most of the glass hits his back.

“Elias!”

His eyes are lit up, glowing like a wolf in the dark as he climbs out of the bed and pulls on a pair of jeans. I wince at all the cuts on his back as I adjust my nightgown and follow him outside of the bedroom into the main room. Cold air blows in through the shattered glass windows that overlook the pack. My eyes widen as I see the ward crackling in the air, almost sparkling as it fades away under a wash of dark crystal magic.

Just outside the borders stands another army, their armour a wave of navy and gold as their crystal spears glow silver. Fear thunders through my heart, filling my blood with ice cold dread.

“Stars above!” I shoot my eyes over to Elias who appears just as shocked as I feel. “How close are your wolves again?”

“Not close enough,” he growls, snapping out of his stupor. He marches over to the sofas and flips one of them over. Dozens of swords and various daggers are clipped to the bottom. Lazuri must have told him where his secret stash of weapons were hidden in case of emergencies. Not that wolves need weapons, usually. Elias grabs a sword, sheathes it, and hands me two daggers. “Get dressed, mate. It’s time to fight for that world you spoke of.”

Rushing back to the bedroom, I quickly throw my clothes on. A thin, long-sleeved black shirt and dark leggings, alongside a leather vest. The material looks and feels light, but every fabric of my outfit is laced with magical threads strong enough to bend swords. Or so Lazuri says when he ordered me to wear them should we fall under attack.

I tug on a waistband with daggers around my hips, sliding the weapons in as I run back out into the main room. “We need to find my other mates and my father in this chaos. Where’s Mera?”

“Preparing for the attack.” He pauses, looking outside and back at me. I can see the argument in his eyes, the indecision. He wants me to stay here where it is safe. “Elias do not make me stay watch the pack be destroyed. Let me fight. I need to fight.”

But it’s clear by his expression he doesn’t want to let me. “I can’t be looking over my shoulder every two minutes to make sure you’re unharmed.” The softness of his voice only annoys me more. I’m not a child. “But I’m not asking you to stay here. Just don’t come to the front of this war unless you have to.” He turns back to me. “Let us fight them, mate, with all the training we have. You can help with the evacuations. Get the people safe and let us fight.” He comes over, placing his hand on my shoulder. “I know Laz and Rune want the same for you. Please stay on this half of the city, in the centre, and focus on the evacuations. Get the people out. Remember what Lazuri said? There are tunnels all throughout the bottom of the city that led far out, through the forest and to the sea where the emergency boats await. You need to get people into those tunnels on the boats them, okay? Defend them if need be.”

I kiss his lips softly. I know if I demanded to go with him, he would take me, but he’d end up having to protect me because I’ve never fought in a war before. I haven’t trained for one my whole life like he has, and Lazuri and Rune and Daphne, and all the other warriors.

I touch his cheek, my instincts telling me to stay as close to my mate as I can, but he's right. I’d just end up being a distraction and therefore a liability. That’s the last thing I want to happen.

“Be safe, Elias, and come back to me,” I whisper.

He kisses me, not softly, but with a burning passion that lasts long after he tugs his lips from mine. “I’m going to show them what happens when you mess with my mate.”

I smile at him, wishing I could kiss my other mates before they fight this. I wish I could tell my father that I hope we’ll have a future together after we have made amends. There is still so much I want to do and say before this fight takes place. There’s just no time.

Elias kisses me again, this time softer. He plants another kiss on my forehead before leaving the room. I follow him out, catching Mera waiting at the top of the staircase for me. She is fully equipped in Laz pack armour and her weapons. The armour suits her.

Elias looks over his shoulder before charging down the stairs. “Be her shadow, Mera.”

Mera bows her head and turns to me. “What’s the plan?”

I clear my throat. “Evacuation. We're going to focus on getting all the people out, especially the children, through the tunnels and then onto the ships in case we need to...” I can’t finish my instance. We won’t lose. We can’t lose. “The fighter will rush to the front and everyone else is going to panic. There are several boarding schools and orphanages near here.” I remember Laz telling me about them on his tours around the pack. “I doubt they’ve got enough people to help get all the children awake and out on time.”

It seems time is our biggest enemy right now.

We waste no more of it talking about what we need to do, and we snap into action. We have to make sure our people get a chance and that no one is left behind. I’ve been the weak and downtrodden before, and I have no plans to ever be that again or let anyone else under my care be treated like that.

With Mera at my side, we run down the stairs and head straight out into the street as fast as our feet will allow. The usually calm and peaceful street is filled with hordes of terrified people. I don’t think any of them are injured. I don’t even think the fae have breached the gates yet. They’re just scared out of their wits and running in every direction. It’s utter chaos.

“Daphne showed me the way to the tunnels,” Mera says. “This way.”

I follow her through the crowd, grabbing her hand so I don’t lose her. Huge wolves’ barrel past us, snarling as they head to the front and two women jump away. The same happens over and over as we struggle to get through the madness. We pass the bordering school, where loud alarms are blasting, and it looks like many people already went to help them. The first orphanage is just around the corner, and we have to check it next. We run together through the thick waves of people—people shouting for their loved one, people crying, people screaming. I hear the sounds of war in the distance and my stomach flips, knowing my mates are fighting out there for us.

We finally cross an exit tunnel, steps going down into the darkness. In bright red letters, ‘evacuation’ is written across the top on a sign. I sprint over to the entrance and open the doors. Mera helps me and then finds a box on the ground filled with oil lanterns. She lines the steps with them, and I see dozens of similar boxes at the sides, ready for people to carry their own lights into the tunnels.

“I’ll go to the orphanage,” I shout to Mera. “You start getting people in here. There are so many fae women and children here too that don’t know about the tunnels. Some of the wolves might have even forgotten them.”

“We are not splitting up!” Mera grabs my arm before I can leave. “I have and will always be your shadow, Verena. I am not losing you again.”

“Mera, this is war. I’m just over there.” I point at the building, only ten feet away. No one is coming out of the doors and most of the windows are still dark. “One of us needs to help them.”

She looks at the building and then back at me before reluctantly letting me go. “There and back,” she angrily warns, pulling a heavy box into the centre of the crowd and standing on it. I try to reach within myself in search of that strange power. It flows to the tips of my fingers, a little of it escaping into the air around me, and the crowd falls silent as they look up at the sparkling crystals. I manage to hold my power back enough to prevent them shattering. “Everyone that cannot fight must enter the evacuation tunnels behind me,” Mera bellows, loud enough for the gods to hear. “This is a command from your alphas. We will follow the tunnels in a calm manner to where there will be ships on the other side. Tunnels. Now!”

At this moment I’m certain Mera will be the perfect beta for our pack once this is all over. The surrounding people go quiet as they actually follow the orders, and I smile at Mera before running straight to the orphanage. People barely notice me in their bid to get to tunnels as I run by them. I’m the only one going in the opposite direction. I hope word will spread quickly to the other far, wolves, and half wolfs at the other side of the pack.

I barrel into the doors of the orphanage, quickly looking around. It’s nowhere near noisy enough. “Wake up!” I shout at the top of my voice.

Several children flood to the top of the stairs, half dressed and rubbing their eyes sleepily. Three women in robes rush down the stairs, each one holding two children's hands’, followed by dozens more. The only woman carrying a sleeping child in her arms stops to bow to me. Her dark blonde hair is twisted into a bun and her blue eyes are lined with deep heavy bags that have a haunted look to them when they flick back up to meet my gaze.

“Have you come to help us, Alpha Verena?”

Alpha? It stops me in my tracks. I have only ever been called omega, or slurs intended to insult me. Now that I’m mated to the alphas, I guess that does make me the alpha too. I feel a little stupid that I didn’t consider that sooner. I have had a lot going on.

“You should be at the front of the evacuation with the young.” I touch the back of the boy in her arms, who is shivering cold. “You need to hurry.”

Her eyes harden. “We are not leaving without the children. All the corridors except this one”—she nods to her left— “have been checked. I will wait here while my sisters take the others.”

“No, there isn’t enough time,” I say hurriedly. “I'll go room to room and send them your way.”

The woman’s eyes widen at me, instantly filling with tears when she realises that I’m helping.

I do exactly as I told her and open all the room doors. I wake up the children as gently as I can and tell them we’re evacuating. Most of them are so scared, but they are strong, as they each let me guide them back to the entrance hall.

When I think I’m done, I look down the corridor. “Go, take them,” I tell the women. “That’s it.”

The blonde one nods and rushes the children out of the door. I rush down to join her, pausing when I see one door shut. Did I check that one? I push it open just to make sure, only to see a red-haired little girl tucked into bed with moonlight flashing down on her as she looks at me, her bottom lip wobbling. She must be about five, maybe six years old. My heart drops when I see her little pale leg in a full plaster all the way up to her thigh.

“I can’t walk.” She sobs as I rush to her side. “What are you doing?”

The sounds coming from outside send a shiver down my spine and if they scare me, stars above, the little girl must be terrified.

“Do you like piggy backs?” I ask her softly.

“Y-yes, but you’re not…”

I turn around and sit on the edge of the bed, showing her my back. “Climb on and I’ll take you to the others.”

“But you’re not...”

I turn to look at her, frowning. “My name’s Verena and I am not leaving without you.”

Her eyes are so wide. “I know who you are. Everyone is talking about the pretty alpha and wants to meet her.” She tries to move, but she’s shaking, and it’s clear she’s in pain. “I can’t move… I’m really scared.”

I reach for her hand. “Hey, hey. Look at me. What’s your name?”

She sobs it out. “El-El-Elemence.”

“Well, Elemence. I’m scared too. But you know what? It’s okay to be scared sometimes especially when something big and scary is happening. I bet even Alpha Elias and Alpha Lazuri feel scared at times.” I squeeze her hand gently. “I bet you’d like to see your friends again, huh? They’re scared too, but don’t worry. My mates are the strongest, fiercest warriors ever known, and they’re out there fighting the mean fae king and are going to keep us safe. I just need you to climb onto my back. Do you think you can do that for me?”

She shakes her head and sobs again. I know she wants to come with me. She’s just too terrified to move. I don’t expect anything less from her. I was a scared child once too, and Mera was the one who helped me. Now it’s my turn to help.

“I know right now you are really, really scared, but I need you to be big and brave, okay? I’m not going anywhere. We can do this together.”

With a shaky nod, she reaches for me. I turn around again and wait for her to climb onto my back. She shuffles over and I help her onto my back. After hooking my arms under her thighs, I carefully make my way back into the corridor. Smoke blows through the front doors, which have been left open, and screams echo on the wind, followed by howls and loud bangs that make Elemence jump and cry again. I try to soothe her as I carry her through the doors. Outside in the street, wolves and fae scramble by, making their way to the evacuation tunnels. The heavy scent of death fills the air like smoke. It’s thick and foul-smelling.

“How did you break your leg?” I ask.

I need to distract myself as much as I need to distract her.

“I was playing kickball with some of the bigger boys. I was told not to, but it was really sunny and I really wanted to go outside.” We both cough as I climb down the steps leading onto the street, the thickness of the air increasing. “There is a boy who always hits the ball too hard, and he is really strong. He accidentally kicked the ball straight into my leg and broke it. I heard it crack.”

“Ouch,” I reply, trying to find a way closer to the evacuation tunnel, but there are so many people. “That sounds painful. You are a very brave girl, Elemence.”

She doesn’t say anything, but I can sense her thinking about something as I carry her through the chaos. In all the pushing, someone bumps against her leg, and she cries out. Fuck, this isn’t going to work. What was I thinking? I try to keep distracting her as I back away to the edge of the crowd, thinking about what to do next.

“When did you break your leg, Elemence?”

“A few days ago,” she sniffles, her arms tightening around my neck. “The pack healer said I need to be in plaster for two weeks before she can heal it. The healers said it’s not right to heal broken bones in any other way until you’ve shifted for the first time, and I haven’t yet. When they have naturally men… mended, they will heal it.” She keeps talking everything about healers and I pick up quickly that she must like them.

When she stops talking, fear choking her as much as me, I carry on, knowing that talking is the only thing distracting her from sobbing at my back. “Our pack had a healer too. Her name was — is Mera. She adopted me when I was a little girl. I was just like you once.”

“Like me?” There’s an air of awe to her voice.

“Yup. She’s helping get everyone to safety, and Mera is never scared.”

However, I can’t see Mera anymore, and that does make me a little scared. She’s not on top of the block, nor can I hear her commanding voice in the crowd bellowing out instructions. There are so many wolves, some of them shifted, and fae running about that finding Mera would be like finding a needle in a haystack right now. It’s just pure chaos and I need to get this girl to safety.

Think, Verena. Think.

Then it hits me. I remember Lazuri stating there’s an evacuation tunnel under every three blocks of the towers. I know that I can’t get anywhere near the one closest to me, not without risking serious harm to the child on my back, and quite possibly myself. But I think I could reach one of the other towers safely enough.

I head to the left, down the alleyway by the orphanage, my mind made up. Time to find out if I made the right decision. I stay in the shadows of the alleyway. Both of us fall quiet like the night sky while I mentally count every tower we pass, knowing there are three in every block. When I reach the ninth tower, I peer out the deserted alleyway and see the street is busy, but nowhere near as busy as the other one had been. I will find Mera on the ships. She must have started escorting everyone there.

On the other side of the street, I see the evacuation sign written in bold, red ink that now glows in the dark. The doors are wide open, light pouring in from the inside, and two wolves are running down the steps as I rush over. Hopefully, I’ll be able to find someone to take her, and then I can help more people. Alpha females defend and protect their pack. Always.

“What happened to your parents?”

Elemence whispers to me, “My parents both got sick with a cough that made them cough up red things and it never stopped. The pack got it around once before when I was born, but I survived. The healers told me I was immune and that my parents are watching me, loving me, from the stars above.”

My heart breaks for her. Being forced to endure trauma at such a young age… She reminds me of myself.

“I’m surprised no one has adopted you,” I say. “You are just so lovely.”

She giggles at my back, and it warms me to hear it. “You could adopt me.”

I chuckle, surprised it is even possible to smile at all at a moment like this. She is just as good at distracting me as I’m trying to be for her. “I don’t think you’d want that,” I say with another chuckle. “I have three big scary mates and they can be very annoying sometimes.”

We are halfway between the buildings, getting closer to the tunnel. So close to escaping and making sure she is safe. There are hardly any people around now. Most of them have gone down the tunnels and or left to fight. She whispers to me. “One of your mates is fae?”

I can sense it’s a question, so I nod. “Yes.”

“But the fae are attacking our pack?”

I blow out a breath, sweat trickling down my spine. She is getting heavy, but I’m not putting her down. “Yes, but those fae are not like my mate. I’m half fae too, you know. They’re not all bad. We’re not.” I remind myself of the last bit, knowing that I’m going to kill a lot of them to make sure this pack is safe if they come after us. I finally reach the top of the steps and I risk looking over my shoulder at her. “They’re people just like us. We’re all just people at the end of the day.”

“You should not lie to the little wolf.”

A cold voice echoes from the tunnel, pouring out from darkness within. It’s deep and powerful, matching the body that slowly emerges from shadows. The tall, imposing male drags two wolves with him, one of them black and the other white. Both of them dead, with their necks snapped and their fur covered in blood-stained crystal shards. He drags them by their front paws as he steps out of the tunnel, and I immediately back away from him.

I don’t need to know his name to know that the man standing in front me is none other than the fae king himself.

He looks a lot like Rune, only he’s much older. A black crown rests on top of his short dark hair, glistening in blood, and the same blood coats the rest of his body too, gleaming on his hands and face. Although he has the same olive skin and piercing green eyes as his son, I’ve never seen cruelty in Rune’s eyes like I do in the ones staring back at me now.

They’re not just cruel—they’re vicious.

Nothing but pure hatred swimming around in those depths.

He looks me up and down, and whatever he sees clearly does not please him. “Are wolves not supposed to be intelligent and protective of their packs?” He laughs, the nasty, bitter sound floating around my ears along with the racing of my own heart. “Of course we found your people in the evacuation tunnels. Such an easy way to slaughter you all while the rest of my army posed as a distraction. Now we will hold the front and exit. A good way to win a war, no?”

“No...” I choke out, feeling sick to my stomach as agonising screams echo from deep within the tunnel. From the sea. Fear lances into my heart. Everyone headed down there is in trouble and the Alphas—they don’t know.

The king cocks his head to the side, his black cloak blowing to his left side in the wind. “I knew those filthy mutts would send you into the tunnels. What a smart move for your Alpha mates... for my son. As if he accepted sharing you. Dirty whore.”

“Don’t speak to the Alpha female like that!” Elemence screams past my ear.

I tighten my grip on her thighs. The king only sneers at her. “I will enjoy killing you both but you…” He looks right at me. “The whore who caused my son to disobey me for the first time in his ungrateful existence. Oh, I am going to enjoy making you scream and beg for death in front of him. Your slow death will break the boy once and for all, and I’ll have him right back where I want him.”

I straighten my back, refusing to back down. He might be more powerful than me and older, but I won't give in. I was not born to. “You’re not going to touch her, or me!”

Sliding Elemence down, I leave her on the ground behind me, even when every one of my instincts tells me not to leave her side. “Crawl to the building and do not look back,” I whisper to her.

She shakes her head, her eyes full of tears, but I can’t risk looking at her for more than a second. I haven’t had much time to practise my power, but I know with absolute certainty that the fae kind is not going to touch her. He won’t hurt anyone else here ever again. He drops the wolves to the ground like they’re nothing, like they’re just animals to him and not people he killed. I can’t see through my anger and grief for all the people he has killed here as his power explodes out of his fingertips. It looks like chaos, pure sparkling crystal black chaos. His magic is nasty, cutthroat, as it shoots through the air like an arrow looking for its mark. My own magic floods out of my hands in bright white waves, smashing against his.

—BOOM—

The bang of our magic colliding together sends crystal shards shooting in every possible direction. I scream as several of them slam against my body, cutting through the skin on my arms, my chest and my face, until my own blood sprays the ground beneath me. I hear the king roar in pain, too, and then I hear Elemence screaming out for me. He got hurt in that blast, but I know it’s worse for me. I fall to the floor as another wave of dark crystal magic hits me, slamming against my head, making the place spin. The king is on me within seconds.

He grabs me around the throat and lifts me off the floor and into the air. I struggle, gripping his hands, letting my power flow through me, but his magic counters mine and pushes it right back until we are at a standstill. Light and dark, like the wolves lying dead at our feet, so perfectly matched. Deathly matched.

“I am older than time, half wolf whore. How did you ever think you were going to defeat me?”

He pulls out my dagger, the one Elias gave me, and pierces it through my chest, between my ribs, and then, amongst the agonising pain, there is only darkness.

Beautiful, blissful, familiar darkness.


Chapter
Ten
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They dared come into my pack.

They dared attack my people in the dead of night, thinking we would not expect it.

Ann alpha wolf always knows when enemies are close by, sniffing around their pack.

I knew—I was waiting for the bastards.

It is true, perhaps, that a part of me did not expect the fae king to attack so quickly. But I have discussed the plan repeatedly with Elias and the prince. We knew his father was always going to come for us eventually. That he would test our boundaries was just a matter of time. I’d only hoped Elias’ army would have arrived before then but now we’re fresh out of time.

According to Daphne’s scouts, the fae king attacked every other pack to find out where they were weakest. They have easily taken down all of the smaller packs, and their survivors have been flooding our doors for weeks. If I was in the king's position, I would do exactly what he’s doing now: attack the strongest enemy in the middle of the night.

Because if we fall, so do all of the wolves. So does the world.

He might be a bastard, but he’s a smart one, I’ll give him that.

I glance at his son, a fae I never in a million years thought I’d work with let alone tolerate in my pack. But the fucker is growing on me. Especially considering how much my mate seems to adore this prick. Like it or not, the gods have brought us together, and I believe in my soul it is for this moment.

To change the world.

Rune nods to me before taking to the skies with his army of fae flying after him. They almost look like a giant raven in the sky as they crash into the opposing fae, who try to fly over our walls, but they are not getting far. Any that fall to the ground, my wolves rip to pieces. I smile as I watch them scream and beg for mercy. Nothing quite beats it.

We can’t hold them off forever though, and it won’t be long before they breach the gates. I can see it cracking in the distance. I send a message to my beta, making sure she is sounding all the alarms in the pack, and order her to come back and fight at my side once the evacuation process has begun. My wolf prowls in my chest, demanding to be let out so he can taste fae blood. I can barely control him. Fuck, I no longer want to. He deserves this, and every enemy beyond my pack gates deserves what’s coming to them.

“Wolves,” I shout, loud enough to stop them in our tracks. “That wall is going to break and when it does, they are going to find out exactly why they should never have fucked with us.” Howls echo far and wide, repeating endlessly until it’s almost like a drum—the drums of war. “When you fight, think of your families and your homes. Think of your alpha and alpha female. Fight for us. For freedom and peace, for a world we will build from the ashes of this war!” More howls, and I crave to shift to howl alongside them. “The fae king has ruled for too long and we have lived in fear of them for longer still, keeping to our own borders. The gods have sent us a half fae alpha female, an omega, my mate, and I believe they are showing us how to change.” Pride swells within me at the mention of Verena. “They are telling us that we can be at one with each other. One pack. One race.” I point the tip of my axe towards the gates. “But they are not our people. They are our enemies, and until their king is dead, we do not stop. So, let’s show these bastards what a wolf army can do!”

The cheers, growls and claps echo louder than the sound of the wall smashing to pieces. The fae aren’t quite through yet but it won’t be much longer. A few minutes, perhaps. I face our enemy with the half-wolf army to my left, and the prince’s fae army to my right up in the skies. This is by far the strangest army I’ve ever witnessed. Such an unusual mixture of people that don’t exactly get along, but in this moment we are united. I can feel it in my veins, in the air around us. We look to the wall. The stone gives way under the onslaught, crumbling into a cloud of dust. Blood pounds in my veins as adrenaline courses through my body. Now there is nothing for me to do but what I do best.

Fight.

For a second, I let my eyes trace back to the tower in the distance, where I know my beautiful mate is waiting. She would be awake now, hearing the bang of the magic that smashed the gates and brought all the wards down. My wolf aches to be at her side, but she can’t be here. I would instinctively rally to her side, but right now, my men need me to rally to theirs.

I send a silent prayer to the star and moon gods that she stays in the depths of the pack to help the people evacuate and doesn’t come to the front lines. Elias is with her. He won’t let her come. I hope not. Our mate is as stubborn as she is strong-willed, but there are things in this war that she will not want to see. The brutality I will endure tonight might haunt me for years to come. I don’t want any of it haunting her dreams. My mate has been haunted enough.

I pull my second axes off my waist clips, and smile. My wolf wants to take over, but not yet. First, I’m going to chop some heads off, and then I’m going to eat them with my wolf precisely in that order. I swing the axes around in my hands as I walk forward and onto the grass verge by the wall. Beyond its crumbling ruins, the fae yell and cheer in their triumph.

Won’t be for long, I smirk to myself. They are going to be screaming soon.

“Lazuri,” Elias says, nodding to me as he suddenly appears at my side in his wolf form.

I nod back. “Elias. Ready for some fun?”

He growls a yes. Even though he’s not my mate, I have an awareness of him now, now we are mated to Verena. It’s like he’s there in the back of my mind, connected to my conscience. He’s like a brother to me now—a true one. A bond only the gods can explain. But it’s a bond I now welcome. I never thought I’d say that about Elias.

When I first met the prick, I thought he had claimed Verena against her will and was trapping her. Fuck, I was ready to tear his pack to shreds. But I was wrong. I knew when he fell to his knees on the balcony, after she was taken away from us, that he would do anything for her; even let her go, if that's what she wanted. And there is nothing more brutal, more painful than letting go of your fated mate.

Gods damn it, I’m really starting to like the motherfucker.

Elias might have a terrible sense of dress code, and a weird obsession with rules and relegation, but now he is roughing it up here in my pack, I have a new respect for him. It suits him, being here at my side, ready to fight to defend our people.

Our mate.

“Is Verena safe?” He nudges my shoulder with his nose, his chest rumbling. “Good. Now let’s kill these motherfuckers and get back to her.”

He howls once, just as the final part of the wall caved in. The fae flood through the gates and into my pack like a wave crashing in from the sea. They devour everything in their path, destroying anything their magic touches. Their spears and staffs hold the bulk of their magic, as Rune explained at the briefing, but only for weaker fae since they require an object to channel their magic. Higher up, powerful fae are able to channel magic on their own like Rune.

I charge into the thick of the battle, seeking out the fae without any weapon. Elias and my wolves follow behind, tearing through fae alongside me. That the army I spent years building and training after my father, and his father before him, will be the reason my pack doesn’t fall, fills me with intense pride. Be with me, my family. Be with me as we take this world with teeth and claws. I will not let them destroy our people. My mate is worth every second of this, and I will show no mercy to those who threaten our pack.

I picture Verena in my mind, allowing her to fuel the blood in my veins. I was obsessed with her from the second I first spotted her in Elias’ pack, in that pretty dress I wanted to rip off her body with my teeth. Fuck, I wanted her. Needed her. The obsession only grew with every second I spent at her side, and I want a thousand more years of her.

Now I am fighting for that time.

Time with my mate. Time to love her, to give her the peace and love that she deserves. My mate hasn’t known a single day of safety and comfort. I have vowed to the gods themselves that before I die, I will make sure she has had years of it.

And I plan on being there for every fucking moment.

I blink, pulling myself back into my pack. If I keep thinking about Verena, I’m going to end up running across my pack and dragging her somewhere safe. Verena is no weak female, and I am well aware that her safety is of utmost priority. But the need to protect her is still fierce within me. I need to distract myself.

I need blood.

I swing my left axe, cracking it into a male’s skull. I use my other axe to dislodge it from the bone, and at the same time swing my arms to cleave fae’s head clean off their shoulders. My mate and my pack are well protected; they know the drill when it comes to evacuating. But the fact that these fae bastards are keeping me from them fuels my rage, and I cut a path through them, leaving only pieces of them behind. They’ll pay. They’ll all pay. But first I am going to hunt their king.

I follow his scent through the chaos. Elias fights at my side. He lunges over me, taking on half a dozen fae and mauling them to pieces. Several more fae join and I step in, offering my help. By help, I just cut the fae up like I’m about to roast them on a spit. Their blood covers me as I snap their staffs over my knee and hack into their bodies. That’s the thing with these fae. They rely too much on these props to aid them in battle. By the time they’ve done their spell, my wolves are already on top of them, chewing their heads off.

Elias gets to his feet and shakes the blood off his coat. Three more fae come straight at me, sensing my threat with their staffs raised high above them like glowing stars. Two of them, I leave without their heads with one swing of my axes. The third one drains of colour when I kick the heads aside and face him. He reaches for the sword on his hip, but by the time he pulls it out I’m already grabbing his neck. Snarling, I snap it with my bare hands, watching the life immediately fade from his body. I pick up my axes from the others and it becomes like a well-rehearsed dance as I move through the fae army. Slam, cut, rip, again and again, until there is so much fae blood covering me that I can’t tell if I’m even a wolf anymore. When my axes are slipping out of my hands from all the blood, I let my wolf take over with complete free rein.

If the fae thought I was barbaric, they’re about to shit their pants because it’s nothing compared to my wolf.

My wolf is far more dangerous, and bloodthirsty. His protective instincts over his mate flood to the forefront of his mind as he tears through enemy after enemy. Elias is still with me, and above, I spot Rune shooting powerful magic across the clouds. We all know that with every fae we destroy, we are one step closer to evacuating our people to safety. We’re almost there, but I can feel my own wolves dying through my bond to the pack. Not just dying suffering.

I promised to protect them, and right now I’m failing. No matter how many fae I kill, there are ten more to replace them. The pack is soon flooded with fae, many of them escaping the walls of wolves after killing their way through. There are too many.

Too many fae. Too many of my fucking wolves being killed.

Fae continue to fall from the skies, Rune destroying them one by one. I don’t dare look up at him for more than a second, as every second a dozen more fae surround me again and again. The half-breeds are doing better, the magic washing off their shiny, glittery crystal white coats even with blood coating them too. I spot Elias in the distance after I take down three fae, surrounded by at least twelve more. He’s injured and just as outnumbered.

I run straight to him to help him without a second thought. I jump on three of them, ignoring the sharp pain in my thigh as several blades slice through my skin, and rip two of the heads off—one with my claw, one with my teeth. Elias is on the other two, his coat just as thickly covered in blood as mine. There are many cuts and wounds over him, freely bleeding, but he doesn’t stop.

We work as a team again, two alpha wolves that would never have worked together before, tearing apart the army in front of us. But then a fae unlike those around me steps in the way, his body shrouded in black mist. He lifts a hand and dark tendrils of magic snake through his fingers, crackling with power. Then with a flick of his wrist, he releases a blast of magic that slams into my side and sends me spiralling into the air.

I slide through the mud, through the bodies of my fallen wolves, and land beside Elias. We both howl in agony as our wolves are engulfed by the magic. It sears through my body as if engulfing me in flames. The world spins around me when I left my head to glare up at the fae slowly approaching. He is different from those I have battled before. Stronger. Twin blades of black crystal appear in his hand as his magic crackles around him, brimming with dark, powerful magic. He must be a commander, a leading general perhaps. I growl in warning, blood dripping from my teeth, and somehow manage to force my wolf to his feet, my paws shaking as they dig into the blood-soaked ground. Elias stands with me and snaps his jaw in warning.

The fae only laughs. “Two alphas cornered. How rare! Where is that bitch mate of yours?”

This fae is fucking dead. I snap my jaw at him, baring my teeth. Elias does the same and we adjust our postures, getting ready to pounce on the fucker.

“My daughter is safe.” Verena’s father steps in the middle of us. “Where’s your king? Has he decided not to join us, General?”

“The king is busy.” The general's dark, amethyst eyes flicker to the city and then back again. “But don’t worry, traitor. You’ll be seeing him again soon.”

Something pulls in my stomach. Dread—no, fear. If the king isn’t here, then where the fuck is he?

Verena’s father hollowly laughs. “You are the fifth command general I have taken down in the last decade, but I do enjoy it. You lot are never boring.”

The fae unleash their powers. Black fury magic collides against white, mixing together like shadows and light, both trying to devour each other. Burning crystals shatter and fill the air as he slams into the general. The general is faster—crueller. He slams a sword through his chest before he even hits the ground. They land together, just as we reach their side, but it’s too late. Verena’s father is dead. The general claws out from under his impaled body. Elias beats me to it and lunges on top of him, devouring the bastard in seconds. His agonising screams are not nearly satisfying enough for the damage he’s just done.

I look down at Verena’s father. Rune lands next to us, his shoulders dropping when he sees Verena’s father. He’s covered in blood too, gripping a pair of fae wings in his hands. He shoves them aside and leans over Verena’s father. He carefully pulls him off the sword and lays his body on the ground, slowly closing his eyes.

“She’s going to be devastated,” he says.

The gods let us hear a bone-chilling scream as a sharp pain spread over my chest, stabbing me in the heart. Verena is in trouble.


Chapter
Eleven
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For a second, for a heartbeat, all I can feel is the shock of pure pain.

The pain from the spear lodged into my ribs takes the breath from my lungs until it is all I’m able to focus on. The world slows as the king looks me in the eye, a face so much like Rune, yet there is no love in his gaze, no comfort. Nothing but hate. He throws me in the air and for a moment I’m flying in the stars until I slam back into the ground, and I scream. The dagger is still lodged in my side as I lift my head to the stars, to the moon.

Help me, gods. Please, help me.

The gods don’t reply. They offer only silence. My heavy breathing and Em’s terrified screams are the only sounds to break through the quiet as I cup the end of the blade, soaked in my own blood, and search for the king. He is walking straight towards Elemence. She’s still crawling away from him, dragging that damn cast on the ground as she cries and screams for me to save her. He is going to kill her.

“NO!” I scream at him, throwing my power out from the tips of my fingers.

My power wraps around him, ensnaring him in a net of pure concentrated magic, before flinging him several feet away from her. He falls to the ground beside me. Groaning, he angrily throws his cloak aside and rises on his knees, a look of utter venom aimed right at me.

“Have you not given up yet? Do you wish for more suffering, half wolf?”

He pulls himself up and crosses the small distance between us. With a snarl, he kicks me in the stomach. I breathlessly roll away from him, wincing when the dagger is pushed deeper and grazes my lungs. It’s hard to breathe as my hand falls to my stomach, to the life that might be growing inside me. For the first time, I feel protective over it. I can’t give up now, not after everything I’ve been through. I must keep going and fight back.

If not for me, then for my future child. For our pack and home. For my mates.

The king’s heavy boots thud on the ground as he comes after me, his cloak whipping around his bloody heels. I roll on my back when he gets too close. Sneering, he presses his boot onto my chest and pushes down. Magic swirls around his hands as he reaches for me. He lifts my chin, cutting my skin with several shards of dark crystal. “You need to die, painfully, in front of my son. I won’t kill you yet. It’s more fun to break your spirit first by slaughtering that child.” His eyes cut over to Elemence still trying to crawl away. “You are going to watch me kill that girl, and then I’m coming for you.”

“Leave her alone!” Elemence screams out.

Gods, she is so brave, so firehearted. And so am I.

Horror strikes me when I see her crawling towards me instead of away. I need to distract him—stall him somehow. When he glances at her, I grab hold of his hand under my chin and dig my fingernails into his wrist, pressing as hard as I can. He merely laughs as I pull whatever trances of power I have left within me, gathering them inside my chest. I thread them together and let them build and grow like a pressure that needs to be released.

“You’re not going to touch her.”

My power explodes out from me, sending the king spiralling through the air. Crystal shards rain on us as my scream of power shatters everything, as it radiates out of me like a tsunami crashing over buildings, until I feel them. Wolves, just like me. Somehow, someway, we’re connected through the crystals in our wolves. They want me to shift. I close my eyes and let my wolf take over. The moment I do, it’s like I’ve merged into one with the other half wolves.

All our powers combined, our strength unified.

I let the magic flow openly between us, powering up every half-wolf in the city so that they can become living explosions against the fae. I snarl with them, and howl as they let their power free, and every enemy within reach is hit with powerful crystals that tear them apart, ripping them to nothing.

And then there’s just silence. An eerie, triumphant silence as our enemy is defeated.

I go to Elemence and use my head to help her sit up. It’s okay, I want to tell her. We’re okay now.

To my surprise, Elemence hears me, which means only one thing. Elemence is half fae too.

A shadow swoops over our heads. Rune’s familiar boots land beside me, and not a moment later, Elias and Lazuri join us in their wolf forms. My heart soars at the sight of them. It really is okay now. We did it.

Rune’s lips tilt into a lopsided smirk as touches my crystal fur. “We should have known you’d walk right into trouble, Mercy.” I flick my eyes down to Elemence and he nods, lifting her up. She clings to my side, sobbing, but I can sense her relief through the half wolf bond.

All four of us all face his father, who is somehow still holding on. His clothes are ripped, soaked with own blood, and dozens of my crystals are stuck in every inch of his body except for his face. When he dies, this will all be over. He made a mistake coming here alone. He probably thought I was too weak to be a threat to him. Well, I’m about to show him why he should never have tried to cage a wolf, and why he should’ve stayed hidden behind his pathetic army.

He only looks at Rune. “Come here and defend me, boy. Defend your king!”

Rune straightens his back. “I don’t fight for you anymore, father. I fight for the wolves now, and I’m very much going to enjoy watching them rip you apart. Your name will be erased from history, wiped from the records, forgotten on tongues and lost in memory. I will make this world anew, with the wolves and the fae, in all the ways you were frightened of. And when all that is said and done…” He steps back, a vicious smile spreading over his lips. “The gods will destroy what is left of your empty, dead soul.”

We watch as my alpha wolves prowl forward and descend on the king. They mercilessly rip into him, tearing him limb from limb, until there’s nothing left but a gruesome pile of blood remaining and his deafening screams dying in the wind.

Just like that, the fae king is gone.

I shift back and fall to the ground, relief surging through me. Rune cups my face between his hands and searches my eyes as I smile up at him. These are the eyes I know and love. There is nothing cruel about them at all. His expression twists when he sees how injured I am, his hands finding the dagger still lodged in my chest. I slump against him and close my eyes, letting the darkness sweep me away, as his desperate voice echoes around me along with my guys’ howls.

“GET A HEALER!”


Chapter
Twelve
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“It’s too soon for you to come here.”

Kris?

I spin around, my eyes widening when I see her sitting on a grass hill in an elegant purple dress. A dress she would have only dreamed of wearing when she was alive. I never, ever thought I’d see her again or hear her sweet voice. See her smile. Kris is the picture of childhood innocence, of everything good and pure. Her long hair hangs down in perfect curls, her body filled out and not anywhere near as thin as she was the last time I saw her. There is no cut on her neck, no blood, and her clear eyes stare kindly at me. She looks like she did the morning before her death, only healthier. What she should have looked like.

Kris is here. She’s home! But in the back of my consciousness, I sense she is not. My voice cracks like broken glass. “Kris, is that really you?”

She laughs, young and joyful, before patting the grass next to her. “Come closer, but you must not touch me. I am dead, and where I am... I must not feel the real world anymore.”

Tears fall down my cheeks as I walk towards her. My own white dress moves softly in the breeze, sparkling with every step. Kris holds two orbs in her hands, both made of crystal-clear glass. One has a crescent moon floating inside it, the other a massive gold star. She follows my gaze.

“Both of the gods in the sky gave me these, and us, for this short time. It is a gift from them, for your part in the war and for my sacrifice. Our life has never been easy, Verena, and we lost so much. But you… you never gave up on the world. You fought for the innocent. You did everything we dreamed of.” Her own tears race down her cheeks, glowing like pure starlight. “We only have a minute or two now.”

“I love you.” No other words seem right. “And I’m sorry⁠—”

“Don’t be sorry for something you didn’t do. I’m okay. Really, I am. I can finally spread my wings again and fly.” She looks up at the endless blue sky. “I’m free.” Kris lowers her gaze to me. Her eyes flicker to my stomach before returning to my eyes again. I hope she sees how much I miss her; how much I wish more than anything things could be different. I wanted her to live, to see the world at my side and know what true love is. I want to say all these things and yet I can’t seem to part my lips. “I see your future, and all the years of happiness you will have. I’m excited to watch you live it,” she breathes, “until you meet me here, in the stars, with the moon watching.”

My hands itch to reach for her, to hold her one last time. I don’t know if this is real or a dream. I just look at her and softly whisper. “Goodbye, Kris. I’ll see you again soon.”

She smiles at me. The beautiful smile that always made me smile back even when I was mad at her. “Not for a long time yet, sis. I love you.”

Chimes echo lightly in the breeze as I wake up, gasping for hair. My hands immediately shoot to my ribs, to my stomach, but there’s nothing there. No dagger lodged in my side, just healed skin. I pull in a deep breath, trying to calm my breathing. It’s okay. I’m safe. But that dream! A part of me feels it wasn’t a dream at all, but my ultimate moments with Kris.

A gift from the gods—an apology for all the times they remained silent to my suffering.

Kris is with them, and she’s okay. I smile through my tears filling my eyes. She’s not only okay, but she’s free again. Free from suffering. Free from torment. Free from the chrysalis that tried to keep her trapped and break her beautiful wings.

Now the chrysalis phase is over, she can fly again.

We all can—because of her.

I turn around and breathe a huge sigh of relief and acceptance. I’m in Lazuri’s apartment, on his bed, curled up in our nest with a sheet hanging over the top of me and Elias who’s wrapped around my back. His arms are tight around my waist, even as he breathes deep enough, I know he’s asleep. Rune is at the end of the huge bed, his head bowed and his shoulders straining the fabric of his clean black shirt. There is still a scent of blood in the room, but I think that will linger around us for a long time to come. My mates seem to love it.

Where is Lazuri?

I have to lift my head above the ropes of bedding to see him slouched in a chair pushed against the wall by the bed. He has a half-opened book on his bent knee and he’s frowning at it.

“What are you reading?”

Lazuri turns to me, his book falling to the ground. His eyes are wide with love and relief, everything I feel and more. He is at my side in a second, cupping my face. “You’re awake. Does anything hurt? Do you want a drink?”

“A drink would be nice,” I admit, feeling my throat dry and raw from all the screaming.

Rune raises his head to look at me, his dark green eyes softening, just as Elias wakes up and also lifts his head. He kisses my shoulder, over and over, until Lazuri comes back. I drink the glass of water he gives me while he climbs into the bed on my left. Rune moves over to lie his head on my stomach, his ear pressed to my skin as if listening. I simply wrap my arms around all of them, needing to hold them close, needing to know we have each other.

We lie like this for hours, neither of us saying a word, for words are inconsequential in this moment. We don’t need words to describe how we’re feeling right now. We just need each other.

My stomach rumbles loud enough for all three of them to lift their heads. I grin. “I might be a little hungry, but first, is the pack safe?”

“The battle is well and truly over,” Rune states. He looks over his shoulder at his father’s crown resting on the side table. “I put the crown on and commanded them all to stop. They did. Without my father, I’m their king now, and to disobey me... well, the ones who were stupid enough to do that had a quick end.”

“Did we lose many?” I ask, fearful of the answer.

Their faces say enough. Elias clears his throat. “The little girl you had with you. Did she know she was a healer as well as half fae?”

“I only knew the last part,” I say. “I realised when I shifted.”

Elias raises an eyebrow. “The star gods must have known you’d need her by the end. Her power ripped out of her wolf and healed you. You would have died otherwise. We moved her in here to say thank you and we knew you’d want to see her. Although she’s been more of some help to us than we’ve been to her.”

“Speak for yourself,” Laz grumbles. “The kid keeps bringing cakes and brownies or whatever the fuck else she’s been baking that day, and let’s just say, when a six-year-old brings you something they made for you to eat, with those sticky little hands of theirs, it’s not usually the most fucking appetising thing, now is it?” He laughs though. “Cute kid. Hasn’t left your side for three days. She wanted to be here when you woke up.”

I laugh too, imagining them eating cupcakes covered in who knows what. But out of all the children, of all the fates that led to her breaking her leg and needing my help… it must have been the gods that brought us together. How else could we have gotten so lucky? After my dream of Kris, I know they played a part in the war. I know they helped us all. I must thank Elemence for saving my life when I see her next.

“Three days?” I can scarcely believe my own words. “I can’t believe it’s already been three days since I passed out.”

The guys each look at each other and nod in some form of agreement.

“It’s quite normal for a long recovery when you’ve been injured,” Elias says, “and especially so when you’re with child.” His nostrils flare and pupils widen, lust coursing through his body. “Your scent changed yesterday, and we can smell the babe now.”

“What?” I whisper, more to myself as the news I’m pregnant sinks in.

I had hoped… but I was so frightened I was wrong. Kris definitely knew I was pregnant. She had looked at my stomach and I knew that was her blessing. I let my tears fall as I wrap my arms around myself, hugging my stomach. This baby is going to be so protected, so loved, and I cannot wait to meet her or him.

Instead of fear, or worry... I feel pure and utter joy inside. I wasn’t sure how I’d feel knowing for certain I was pregnant, but there isn’t anything, anything other than that pure joy. Elias lays his hand over mine, followed by Rune next, and then Lazuri. There, we pray together for our child and the future we will build for them. For us.

After a few minutes, my stomach rumbles again and my mates get to work making sure their pregnant mate is fed. Their words—which only make me chuckle. Once I’ve eaten enough to feed a small army, I climb out of bed and stretch my arms in the air. My body still aches and I’m going to take it easy for a few days. Let my baby get all the strength it wants from me.

Rune leans against the door. “You woke up just in time. The half wolves and fae are returning to their lands after we make a peace agreement today between our races. We agree in blood, against our lives, to open all borders. We are choosing a new ruling council with two from each race. They will meet once a month. We are also sending teams out to spread the word far and wide about the new ruling pack of the world. Two alphas, one king, and their alpha female omega.”

I like the sound of that. “I’m sure my father would...”

They look at each other, and I know. They don’t need to say it. I know he’s gone. I felt it in my heart when his soul left this world. My heart drops and I close my eyes for a moment. We didn’t get hardly enough time to know each other, but I know he just wanted the half wolves to be free, for me to be free, and he would have happily died for that.

“How did he die?”

“Protecting us from a powerful general,” Laz softly replies. “I tried to save him. We all did, but none of us were quick enough. Your father came when no one else did though.”

“A warrior right to the very end,” Elias adds.

For that, I will love him forever. “Can we bury him somewhere I can regularly visit? I’d like to talk to him, even if he isn’t here.”

Elias wraps his hand around my waist, letting my silent tears fall. “Remember that he is with your mum. He loved her and wanted to be back with her. I’d welcome death if it meant being with you again. His people have buried him, along with the rest of their dead, in the forest where their base was hidden. There has been many, many of them to bury, but I’ll take you to his grave whenever you wish.”

I rest my head on his shoulder, my tears splashing against him. I’m sad about my father, but I’m also hopeful of the future ahead of us. It feels like we could have a family that would be safe now. We’ll work hard to rebuild this world—to make it less vicious. In nine months or however long I have left, our baby will be born into a world of peace. That I am sure of.

Elias sniffs me. “As much as I love my mate’s scent, we should get you in the shower.”

Frowning, I smell myself and cringe. “I don’t really smell that bad.”

“We all smell awful, so we can join you,” Rune offers, taking off his shirt and walking to the bathroom. Lazuri is already naked as he picks me up, making me laugh as he carries me into the bathroom after them. There is never a need to ask Lazuri a second time when it involves getting naked.

After showering with their help—their very useful and talented hands—we get dressed and go out to the main area. Elemence is sitting in the lounge, curled up, reading one of Laz’ books on plants. She squeals in joy when she sees me, and I hug her tightly. Her hands glow softly with green light.

“Are you okay now?” I ask her. “Thank you for saving my life.”

She beams up at me. “You saved me first! The orphanage was attacked and if I was alone... Thank you for saving me! And look…” She lifts her hands. “I have power now!”

I smile back at her. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Elemence, and wow, that is amazing!”

Lazuri drapes an arm over my shoulder and gently ruffles her hair. “Now, kid, we are going down to do some work. You’ll be alright up here alone?”

The room is darker than it should be because of the boards on the windows. I dread to see my favourite bedroom with what will be left of the skylight.

She nods once with a big smile, only to frown slightly. “Yes, but I can move out… I can find somewhere.”

“Don’t worry about it, kid,” Laz tells her, and we share a look. We both know damn well she’s not going anywhere. This is her home now.

We head down the stairs together and find Mera watering plants, of all things, in the hallway. All the glass of windows has been shattered down here too, but someone’s filled them up with boards. She smiles brightly when she spots me, too. She’s completely covered in dirt, and dust, like she has been non-stop helping the pack even after fighting for us too. It makes a change from seeing her covered in blood or herbal remedies.

Wiping her hands on her jeans, she walks over and wraps me in a tight hug. “My dear girl, I thought I’d lost you! Glad to see you’re okay. It was chaos when we went through the evacuation tunnels, and I couldn’t risk leaving them to come back for you. The fae were waiting for us on the other side and just...” I don’t need to hear the end of that sentence to imagine the horrors. “There were so many children and women there, so many elders. I—we—had to fight. We held them off long enough to reach the ships, but it was brutal until help arrived. It did take me back to my beta days though and confirmed that those days are well and truly behind me now.”

“That move was cowardly.” Elias growls under his breath. I know it will be a horror of the war we won’t forget anytime soon.

“How many did we lose in the end?” I ask quietly, already feeling sick to my stomach waiting for the answer.

Laz tightly answers. “Six thousand, three hundred and two people. We are still missing a thousand more though and it is likely we won’t find them alive. The forest is for the funerals and graves, a place for them to all rest together. We’ll keep holding funerals each day until every single one of them is buried. Elias’ people arrived yesterday and helped considerably with the rebuilding of the pack and helping anyone they can. Good wolves.”

I know he takes every death personally. “I’m sorry, Laz. I’m sorry to all of you. Let’s make today important. When we stand in front of everybody, let’s make sure they know that from now on, we’re going to have peace. We’re going to open our borders for everyone.” I take hold of my mates’ hands, both Rune and Lazuri’s, while Elias walks in front and opens the door for us.

When I step out, it truly feels like we’re stepping into a completely new world.

A world that can be rebuilt in the name of peace.

A world that is not vicious.


Epilogue
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“It’s been 10 years.” Em’s voice floats through the spring air, soft. When I look at her, I find her eyes on my side, like she can only see the dagger mark that was there. The wound she healed and saved my life back then can’t be seen but she always looks. I smile at her, flicking the end of her braid. She’s turned out to be a beautiful teenager. An upcoming healer who has passed every exam with flying colours. I couldn’t be prouder of her. After the war, after all the people we lost in the tunnels and on the front line, we needed some happiness. Elemence was that for us, and we were exactly what she needed too. I’m sure the gods sent me into that orphanage that day, telling me to meet her.

We all but adopted her, moved her into our building and looked after her like our own for six months before we asked her to be our official daughter. It was always her choice, but from that day, she calls me her mama and my mates her dada’s. She’s become the pack alpha’s ward to the rest of the pack, who all know the story of how she saved the alpha female. Even with all the attention, all the adoration, she stayed so lovely.

Even if my mates have a habit of spoiling her whenever she even looks at something she likes.

We’re both standing in the street where the fae king died, where her peace was finally decided all those years ago. So much has changed in ten years and yet sometimes, when I come here, I feel like only a second ago that we fought and won. This street has been dedicated to peace, to us. Beautiful stone statues line the middle, statues of us. Two massive wolf statues stand tall, with my crystal wolf sitting in between them. Rune, with his father’s crown on his head and his brilliant wings, spread out and stood behind the wolves. The artist who designed and sculpted this was so talented and he really did get everything so realistic. I hope this statue, this street, will live on long past us. The statue lies in a beautiful fountain and garden, full of tiny tables and chairs with people playing games on them. After the war, after everything we lost, we were so lucky to survive. I was lucky. In the last ten years, our lands were united under the new peace agreement and all walls/wards were slowly removed. It took about five years for my mates to weed out any traitors–fae still loyal to the dead king–but we knew they couldn’t live in the world we wanted to remake.

Elias moved his pack here, Lazuri extending the lands far and wide as they joined in ruling the biggest pack in the world. The old pack lands are more of a holiday home for all of us now. We go there when we wish to travel, to run in the thick forests there. Where I grew up, that pack is gone. I never saw them again, and Mera made sure they wouldn’t come back. She enjoyed hunting them and it gave us all the closure we needed.

We will live with those horrors forever, but know those horrors meant this peace was possible.

No wolf, fae or half wolf will ever starve or be sacrificed to the gods. A future I never thought was possible is, and we suffered enough for it. Our pack is loved, happy, and there has been a burst of new mate bonds over the last ten years. What was rare, is not anymore. I glance at the stone star and moon sitting on either of my wolf’s stone's shoulders and hope the gods see it one day when they look down. I know they were with me in the end, when I almost gave up and I will worship them until my time to join them with my mate comes.

Hopefully that isn’t for many, many more years.

A pregnant, sparkling wolf with bright crystals glowing in the light walks past me and yaps once, making me smile. “It is today, right?”

I blink, focusing on Em. She is watching me, understanding without saying a word. “Yes, it’s a shame you have that exam, but I’m sure she will tell you everything later.”

“I’m excited to see her after the exam,” she hugs me tightly before leaning back, seeing something over her shoulder that makes her sharply stand. “See you later, mama.”

She grins at me before running off. No doubt to the fae boy that she’s been hanging out with. I’m not surprised when I turn, seeing the dark-haired boy waiting by the door to the student building for her. Honestly, I think he’s particularly brave. Lazuri, Elias and Rune are very protective of her, just as much as I am, and they have successfully scared every boy off so far with one conversation alone with them. I think that he’s her mate, this boy. There is a bond between them that almost sparkles.

But only time will tell.

I walk straight through the buildings, past our home and through to the melting snow-covered hills behind in the distance. There aren’t many people around this early, but I make sure to say hello to everybody as I pass, speaking briefly with some of my friends. My mates are waiting, all three of them at the top of the hill, watching the training of the new shifters. “I knew you’d be watching her all morning.”

I step up in between Laz and Elias, both of them reaching out to touch my back or hand. Elias winks. “She never told us that we weren’t allowed to be here to watch. Only that we would embarrass her if we tried to help her.”

“I admire how she wants to be the same as the rest of the class,” Rune agrees, proudly watching with so much light in his eyes.

Lazuri laughs. “I’m telling her it was your idea to wait here all day, then. She has glared at us five times.”

“The glare is cute,” Elias kisses my cheek. “She looks just like you when she glares.”

My heart is bursting with happiness as I stare down at the line of children, especially at my nine-year-old daughter. Our nine-year-old, the heir to the pack and the daughter of hope, as the pack call her. I watch as she stands near the front with her friends, her long black hair falling down in two braids I did for her this morning. Her dark olive skin is covered in sweat from training all morning and she has three bracelets on her wrist that glitter in the light. Presents from her fathers, each one spelled with fae magic to stay on her as she shifts.

She is every bit of us. She smells like us, too. Like somehow our souls all bound together to make this beautiful child. I don’t know what hand the gods had in her creation, but I know she is special.

I thought maybe we lost her after the war. That I was too injured. But the gods protected her. Eight months later, she was born healthy and screaming at the night sky. This beautiful, amazing girl that we have is our reward. Kris. There was no other name, no one else that we wanted to honour when she was born. My mates knew her name too before I’d even suggested it. She’s every bit what her aunt would have been if she survived. There is not a day that goes past that I don’t miss her, but I feel like her soul was reborn in my daughter somehow. She has the same sass, the same love of dresses and loves to wind her father’s up.

It’s really, truly beautiful to see. We all watch our daughter, wondering what her first shift will be like. “I can’t believe she’s shifting into a wolf for the first time. It feels like she was just born and placed into my arms only yesterday.”

My mates hum in agreement, looking at me lovingly. I haven’t gone into heat again, despite the hope that I would so we could have another child. Maybe one day.

Her fae power will come in today, and we already know it does not matter if she’s not powerful. We’d love her, regardless.

We all watch with a bated breath as the teacher, Beta Mera, demand echoes in the wind. “Shift!”

Our beautiful daughter swirls in a mist before a sparkling black wolf appears. She’s made of black crystal fur, a wolf like I’ve never seen before. Her power radiates around her, all the way to us, and I know it hits the city next.

The world feels her power.

I feel it tread all the way through my bones as it explodes out of her. Every wolf nearby shifts with her, only to bow their head until she’s standing in a line around a circle of them. I know the whole pack has bowed at this moment. She looks up at us, at her parents, and I grin at her before bowing too.

I know my mates do too, without looking. She’s an alpha female and a very powerful fae- who will be both queen and alpha female one day.

Our daughter lifts her head to the sky and howls loud, calling us to run and shift with her. I shift along my wolves, who run down the hill, with Rune flying above them, laughing in joy. Only then do I feel a familiar pang in my gut, a need to nest and be ready.

Joy floods me as I lift my head and howl.

Being an omega was worth fighting this vicious world for.
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Shadowborn Academy bonus read…





CHAPTER ONE

The moonlight bleeding through the trees create flickering shadows that dance around me. I should be afraid of them like all the other children are, but I’m not. These shadows are safe. They’re not like the ones watching me from the treetops, waiting to snatch me off the ground. 

No, these shadows are different. 

They’re my friends. 

The faeries hiding in them follow me like they always do when I come into the Enchanted Forest. I can’t see them but I can hear them giggling and whispering in my ear. They flick my dark curly hair over my shoulders and play with the ribbons on my light blue dress, then the frills of my white socks with the little bunny rabbits on them. It’s their way of saying hello and it makes me giggle as I skip through the forest, humming to the song Mama always sings to me before I go to sleep.

Mama and Papa warned me not to follow these faeries. They said they’re not like the rest and I’ll be in deep trouble if I ever go out to play after dark. That’s when the faeries come out. They sing to children like me and promise us things beyond our wildest dreams, but nobody ever sees them again once they follow the faeries into the forest. Mama said it’s because they gobble them up for supper. I don’t believe her. I mean, how horrible would that be? I don’t think we taste very nice. 

Pitch said the real reason the children don’t come back is magical. 

He told me that they grow wings and go to live with the faeries. He said I can do that, too, once I make my wish. I’m so excited. I can hear him singing to me and I start humming along to his favourite song, the one about the raven and the wishing well. I follow his voice, excited to play with him again and eat snacks and tell each other stories. No one else can see or hear Pitch apart from me and the faeries. Although we’re the same age, he doesn’t look like any of the boys from my village. He’s extremely pale with glowing amber eyes and long ebony hair that sways around him like the shadows do in here. I know he’s different and that’s why I like him. 

That’s why I’m following him. 

Now that it’s my eighth birthday, Pitch is going to let me make a wish in the well he sings about. He says only special humans—the chosen ones—get to make a wish here. Sometimes he says funny things like that and I don’t understand him. All I want is a pair of shiny blue shoes, the same ones as my dolly. Pitch says the faeries are going to give me them and then I’ll finally have the same outfit as my little dolly. 

The faeries guide me to the edge of a clearing which is bright from the moonlight shining down. I wave goodbye to them, even though I can’t see where they are, then I continue humming and skipping after Pitch. 

I can see him now, sitting on top of the well, and my heart soars as I race through the clearing. Once I reach the well, he lifts me onto the stone with him. It’s wide enough that the two of us can stand together without falling into the hole. 

“It’s time to make your wish,” he says, and my stomach fills with butterflies. “Are you ready to be born again?” I don’t know what he means by that; I just want the lovely shoes. I nod anyway, and Pitch smiles at me. “Then close your eyes.” 

When I do this, I hold my breath, too excited to breathe. 

My heart feels like it’s going to burst out from my chest. I feel dizzy and sick and excited. 

“Do you remember what we talked about?” Pitch asks quietly. “What you do once you make your wish? It’s very important that you don’t forget that part.” 

“I won’t forget,” I tell him firmly, peeking through my eyelashes. “Can I say it now? Can I make my wish?” 

He giggles and lets go of my hand. “Go on, Corvina. Make your wish and make it count.” 

I let out an excited squeal, then I scrunch up my little face and think really hard because I don’t want to mess this up.

—Hello faeries! Please can I have the same shoes as my dolly? You know, the sparkly blue shoes with the pretty bows on the silver buckles? I would like them very much. Thank you.— 

With my wish uttered, I open my eyes. Pitch is gone just like he said he would be and I’m alone on the well. I look down into the tunnel of darkness stretching before me. A loose pebble falls away from the edge and drops into the well. It takes forever to splash through the water at the bottom, and I gulp, my palms turning sweaty against my dress. 

For my wish to come true, I need to go down there. 

Pitch said he’ll be waiting for me and that the faeries will even give me wings so that I don’t hurt myself. I’ll be just like the other children who followed the faeries into the woods and lived happily ever after. Maybe I’ll even be able to see my friends, Bella, and Michael and Agnes. 

We’ll all be faeries together, like we used to talk about. 

I turn around and spread my arms out like wings, smiling at the thought of seeing my friends from school again. Taking a deep breath and holding it in my chest, I close my eyes and fall down into the well, praying that Mama and Papa were wrong about the faeries, and about Pitch, the monster hiding under my bed…

Before I plunge to my death, I wake up with a gasp for air, crutching my thin bedsheets in my hands. Pitch wasn’t waiting for me. There was nothing but pain and misery at the bottom of that stupid well and my innocent ass didn’t know any better back then.

I fell into magical darkness, and as everyone here tells me, that’s when I became a shadowborn. 

But that’s not the part that haunts me every night in my dreams. Oh, no. It’s what happened after the pain and misery—after I drowned in all the magical water, my eight-year-old body absorbing it like it was sugar and I was a starving kid. When my heart started beating again and I opened my eyes, I lay floating on my back as the moon drew closer and closer to me. I remember crying and thinking I had been turned into a bug instead of a faery, but it was just the water healing my shattered bones and floating me up to the surface. 

The second my feet touched the earth again, my power exploded and I destroyed everything in a five-mile radius, including all the people in the houses.

Including my parents. 

And the only living thing was me, covered in ash, lying on the forest floor as the sun rose into a blood-red sky. 

Talk about a birthday to remember. 

After that, I was picked up by the Shadow Wardens, protectors of the magical world, and thrown in a shadowborn foster home with all the other children that are like me. Only they didn’t kill hundreds of people and not one of them in here see their powers like the curse it really is.

“You having those dreams again?” Sage asks, sitting up on her bed next to me and staring at me, the moonlight highlighting her beige skin, curly pink hair that isn’t at all messy even though she just woke up. Sage Millhouse is the only bit of this foster home that I've ever cared about and I'm certain it's the same way for her. We came here on the same day, two scared kids who wanted nothing more than to escape this hellhole and the new powers we have. Sage got her power the way most of the kids here did, by being bitten by a shadowborn in their animal state. One bite is enough to infuse any soul with shadow magic, and all it took for Sage was a bite from a fox in her garden.

The fox was never seen again, and Sage nearly died, only to survive and be taken from her parents to come and live here.

The foster home is full of those stories, and it's the main reason I don't talk about my past.

"Always." 

It’s all I need to say for Sage to get off her bed and head out of the room. I follow her, the old wooden floorboards creaking under my barefeet with each step. Sage holds the timber door open and we head outside into the garden. The cool air is refreshing for only a second before it's nothing but cold nipping at my skin.

"Ready?" I ask her as I stare up, the darkness and shadows comforting me like they always do. 

Sage doesn't reply, though I’m unsurprised as she isn't one for words. That’s why I like her. I watch her bright purple eyes as she disappears in a cloud of black smoke. The darkness. It’s become a blanket of sorts to people like us. As the blackness fades away, there is nothing more than a hawk sitting on the ground, its lavender eyes staring up at me. I grin as I close my own silver eyes and do the next best thing in the world.

I let the darkness take me, creating me into something more. 

Something so much better than I already am. 

My body disappears into the darkness but my mind always stays, loving the comfort as I shift into a raven and follow Sage into the skies of Blackpool.

Read more here…


Bonus Read of Shadowborn Queen
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The shadows are my prison… and I can’t escape.

I’m Izora Dawn, and I’ve been locked away for something I didn’t do. But that’s what they all say, right?

When rumoured only the dangerous survive Shadowborn Prison, I know I have no choice but to fight for my life. Luckily my short time at Shadowborn Academy, home to those with dark magic seducing their souls, has taught me how to do just that.

Survival is what I’m known for in this world.

Seduction is what I’m best at.

I figure the quickest way to escape this prison is by seducing the sexy new governor. With a handsome Shadow Warden watching my every move, an alpha inmate eager to protect me, and a hunky teacher from the academy desperate to free me...I might actually get out of this alive.

But in the shadows lie secrets that hold the walls of this prison together.

And no one can escape them.

Not even me.

Shadowborn Prison is a crossover spin-off to Shadowborn Academy. You do not need to read the latter to follow this series. One is for sure—not even the shadows can be trusted in this Enchanted Forest...


Preface
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CREATED BY THE ZORYA SISTERS, SELENA AND DANICA, GODDESSES OF THE MOON AND SUN, THE ENCHANTED FOREST IS A REALM WHERE DARKNESS THRIVES AND LIGHT CASTS THE BIGGEST SHADOWS OF ALL. IT’S ALSO WHERE SHADOWBORNS ARE OSTRACISED, KINGDOMS FIGHT FOR DOMINANCE, AND THE DARK AND LIGHT FAE PLAY WICKED GAMES. THE RULES HERE ARE NOT FOR MORTALS—THEY’RE FOR THOSE WITH MAGIC IN THEIR SOULS AND DARKNESS IN THEIR HEARTS…


Bonus Read of Shadowborn Queen
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“Do you know the difference between light and dark fae, little one?”

The man towers over me, his face covered by the shadows lurking within the room. A panicked reaction grips me as I try to recall who the gruff voice belongs to and why I can taste blood on my lips. Where in the name of Selena am I? The stabbing pain in my head feels like someone has split my skull open, forcing my thoughts to pour out and leaving only hazy remnants. One moment, I was at Shadowborn Academy, partying with my friends who won this year’s Tryouts, and the next…darkness.

I try to move my arms, but they’re strapped down beside me on the metal table. I kick my legs out, but they, too, are trapped. My heart thrashes against my ribcage as I struggle to move or recall anything beyond the fleeting glimmers in my mind. What the hell happened? And who the fuck is this creep leering down at me?

“I know that the light… and dark fae… are all batshit crazy,” I scream at him, fruitlessly trying to break the bonds, “and I want nothing to do with them!”

I twist my body like a fish swept onto the sand. The leather straps merely cut into my wrists and ankles, and someone else chuckles in the darkness. An icy shiver snakes down the length of my spine. I shoot my eyes around the room, seeing nothing in the inky blackness but sensing more than one pair of eyes on me. The scent of bleach and an inexplicable sweetness invades my senses. It clings to the back of my throat and stings my eyes.

“Let me go! Let me go, you twisted fuckers!”

A blinding light pierces my eyes, blocking out the person above.

“The difference between light and dark fae,” he answers in an almost droning voice, “is that a light fae cannot be simply created. Light fae are said to be only born and they are the true creatures of magic. Dark fae can be easily made from a human or shadowborn with an evil heart.”

Everyone in the forest knows this, so why is he telling me?

“Telling the poor girl fairytales isn’t going to make this easier,” a smooth, deep voice replies, right before a door slams shut.

I flinch at the booming noise across the room.

“I guess you’re right.” The man leans back, his shadow blinking in the light. “But she isn’t just any girl, and I suspect she will survive this treatment. Won’t you, Izora? I will be disappointed if you die on me. I’ve researched your bloodline long enough that I am certain you should survive this and become something incredible. Are you ready to be reborn, little one?”

Reborn? Die? Bloodline? My head swims with the words.

“What are you going to do to me?” I choke out, a tinge of fear crawling up my throat, threatening to strangle me. I summon my dark magic, the magic I’ve trained for years to learn to control, but nothing happens.

True panic kicks in, snatching the air from my lungs, and the fear tightens its grip. I let out a strangled scream and continue to thrash despite my inability to move. A hand presses down hard on my chest, pinning me to the table, while another yanks my head to the side to expose my neck. A sharp needle pricks my nape. I snap my gaze up, delving into a pair of gleaming green eyes. Those eyes are all I remember once the pain takes over.

My bones break and shatter, my heart clenches, my lungs clamp together, and my veins pulse with an agony that is like nothing I have ever felt before. It’s like every little part of my body is being ripped open and shredded apart. I scream until my throat gives way, and then I silently beg for death. I beg for my parents to save me. I beg for Selena, the Goddess of the Moon, to spare me.

But no one comes, and the pain doesn’t stop.

My heart thrums in my ears like a train racing off the tracks, louder and faster, about to explode under all of the pressure. And then power like I’ve never known surges into my body, filling me with warmth. A blinding white light shines around me, and a smile touches my lips as all the bindings holding me down disintegrate into dust.

I sit up, looking around at the six males in the room, each of them wearing lab coats.

The one who was leaning over me steps back, his eyes glazed with tears of joy.

“You’re a light fae,” he says, seizing his colleague’s arm. “It worked. It finally worked!”

The pain I felt before is now gone, replaced by a growing strength that heals every torn vessel in my body. I feel like I’m trapped in a dream as I slowly turn my head to see the most breathtaking white wings fluttering behind me. Their beauty is almost otherworldly, and they feel so utterly natural and painless attached to me. It’s like they’ve always been there. Always been a part of my being, rooted in my soul.

Entranced by their beauty, I reach out to touch them. The snowy feathers are like silk between my fingers. So beautiful. But why… why did they do this to me?

I don’t notice Green Eyes approaching me. It’s not until he places a hand on my shoulder and everything in the room turns nuclear white. The walls crack and tumble and the floor caves into the earth. Dust invades my senses, and the sharp copper tang of blood infiltrates the air, but not once do I feel any pain or sense the blood is my own. It’s like the whole world is crumbling at my feet. And yet, I can see the moon, so beautiful, so close, nestled in the inky-black sky. Only then do I let myself fall, praying that the goddess herself will catch me.
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