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      This book takes place in a fantasy realm, not a direct analog for our medieval period, but there are some similarities. It is not our world at all. You may notice some anachronisms and speech patterns that don’t exactly fit with a medieval setting. Lets chalk that up to creative license!

      

      Triggers

      This book has a LOT of triggers, so be aware.

      It deals with upheaval and destruction due to war, so the stories of people have suffered include rape, murder and assault. This is not addressed in any detail though.

      The process by which Reavers are created from men and boys was described briefly and includes implied brutalisation, but it doesn’t happen on the page.

      There is a lot of discussion of motherhood, which can push some buttons, including a reflection on the abuse Darcy suffered. There is an early stage miscarriage.

      In one scene young boys and men are training to become soldiers and the process turns into a bullying scene.

      A significant character dies in the book.

      Several characters are executed.
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      I gripped my swords tight in my hands. Too tight, Nordred would’ve said. When they sliced through the air, I wasn’t flowing with them, my muscles were clenched too hard, my heart beating too fast, but I couldn’t seem to stop. I shifted across the training room floor, hacking at everything that seemed to fight for space in my head.

      As if I could just cut the memories out of there.

      Slash.

      Dane talking to me in the marketplace on the way over to the temple, quietly informing me about power exchanges and how he wanted my surrender. But of course, I couldn’t hold onto that strange little moment that promised so much, but was yet to deliver. Rather than peel his clothing from him and reveal every inch of my prince, I had his nakedness thrust at me the moment I walked into our suite.

      Slash, slash.

      Malia lying there naked next to him.

      I sucked in a breath at that mental image, it feeling like my swords’ blades were slicing through my own flesh, so I moved faster, trying to outrun the pain. I spun in a series of swift leaps, swords out, cutting through the air and the memory with it.

      Weyland tipping my chin up, then feeding me his cock, that mocking smile faltering the moment I did. Him grabbing Axe’s weapon from the air to defend my honour against Kris. Plaiting his hair into braids on top of the tor in Bayard, then him, collapsed onto the bed, his hair a fallen flag of blond strands, spread across the pillow. And her, Leia, snuggled up into his side with well practised ease, her hand on his—

      I was pushing myself harder, harder, and there was a danger to that. I wasn’t wielding practice weapons now, but real cold steel. They were hard, impervious, just like I wanted to be, viciously carving through the atmosphere in the room and everything that came with it.

      Axe in the bath, holding me against his body, just cradling me there as he washed me clean. But then Axe snoring loud enough to wake the dead, the dark haired bitch from—

      I stumbled then, all the momentum of my movements too hard to maintain, and that was bad. As I came abruptly back to the room, I realised something. I was moving too fast, the world was just a blur, because I’d wanted that. I didn’t want to see, hear, think, or feel. I just wanted to fucking fight. It’d taken everything I had to sheath my swords and walk out of the queen’s bedchamber. If I’d dispatched her then, as my soul screamed for me to do, it would be seen as murder.

      People could kill each other with impunity, in Grania as well as Strelae, you just had to do it in the right way.

      So I’d stalked across the town of Snowmere, running up the steps to the now quiet temple and into the Wolf Maiden’s training room and I’d gone through the motions, trying to lose myself in the savage music of my own body as we prepared for what we knew was coming.

      The queen had orchestrated a sexual assault on my pack, on her own sons.

      She’d made sure to do it on the night I took my first mate, hoping to drive a wedge between us.

      She’d drugged them or cast some spell, making each man think the woman he was with was me.

      But they weren’t.

      Those girls, those greedy, misguided, stupid, bloody girls had been prepared to pose as me in the hope they’d at least get to fuck the princes, or better, have the men claim them as their mates and that’s what had my fangs aching in my mouth.

      They are MINE.

      But all that passion had no place on the training ground nor on the battlefield. Nordred had told me over and over, that you were the most effective when your head ruled, not your heart.

      “Darcy!”

      The masculine shout matched my own yelp of fear as I felt myself fall. I forced my fingers to relinquish the swords, sending them flying away from me before I went crashing down onto the sprung wooden floor.

      I landed hard, my breath driven out of my lungs, my head jerking back as pain, more pain blossomed inside me, a carnivorous flower that threatened to eat me whole. I wanted to cry out, to suck oxygen in and to scrabble away as I saw those boots appear in front of me, but instead, all I could do was lie there and hurt.

      “Shh shh…” His voice was gentle and soothing and torn with an emotion I knew all too well. He lifted me up into his arms, a familiar warmth that made me hurt so much, more rushing through me, right before it took the physical pain away.

      But in some ways that was worse.

      My head no longer ached, I was no longer sore between my legs and my lungs could fill and empty without issue, but meeting my body’s many needs left me to face the only one remaining: the ache inside my heart.

      Gael couldn’t heal that pain.

      “Darcy?” His voice was soft, so soft, a cloud I wanted to just sink into, but Gael, he wasn’t alone.

      “Darcy?”

      Dane’s voice, it took me a while to recognise it. All that cool, calm assuredness was gone and instead, there was… a twin to my own agony. No, worse. It wasn’t my mother who’d cast her spell over me, manipulating me with everything she had to force me to do her bidding. I forced my eyes up. I didn’t want to. I wasn’t ready to. They called us two souled, and right now, my beast was a ball of snarling fury, wanting to rip and tear everything around her. But I did it anyway.

      Gael looked at me with eyes too wide, his skin too pale, his fractured eye fairly glowing against it. He blinked when I met his gaze, then reached out, stopping when I flinched, then moving much slower to press his fingers to the scar he’d left on my neck. That’s when I let out a sigh. My spine sagged, tension slowly leaching out of my body, never to return, it felt. It was then that I laid my head against his shoulder and he tightened his grip on me, sheltering me against his chest. My eyes fell closed for a second, just breathing him in.

      “Congratulations are in order, brother?” Dane said, trying for sincerity, but the words came out stiff.

      “Don’t try and deflect. None of you met us at Weyland’s house as planned and when I woke up, Darcy was gone and so were her weapons. She’s… aching. She hurts so fucking much, and the last time I saw her, she was ecstatic,” Gael replied.

      “Mother,” came Axe’s grunt. “Fucking whore.”

      “Axe,” Weyland said.

      “No, the epithet stands,” Axe insisted. “We didn’t make it back to Weyland’s house because we were drunk. On the night, on the success, riding the wave of the people’s outrage. But mostly we were drunk on her. On Darcy.” My name was said much softer and somehow that made it harder to hear. “She was in my arms last night, curled up against me, nestling against my chest like she is against yours now, brother. Her mouth was on mine.”

      My eyes screwed shut at that, as if that would stop me from seeing Axe and the interloper kiss, even if he was doing it because he thought it was me. My brain wouldn’t let it go, the fact it wasn’t me. That someone else had taken what was mine.

      “She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me as the crowds started to cheer for change,” Weyland said, my eyes screwing tighter. “I felt on top of the fucking world. We were doing something, actually doing something, and Darcy was there with me, right by my side. She touched me, pulled me closer, her mouth on mine…”

      “I forgot everything.” That was Dane, his voice like ashes. “I forgot the plan and the need to stir the people. I forgot about being a prince, about being my father’s son. I forgot everything but being with Darcy. She was there, next to me, pressed against my side. I smelled her scent in my nose and felt her breath on my skin and I couldn’t think of anything else but her. It was the happiest moment of my life and…”

      The sound of his voice breaking, that’s what had my eyes opening again. I wanted to shy away from all of them, take fur and run the hell away from this place. My father’s keep, the castle, because places of power seemed to be nesting grounds for serpents who viciously struck out at any and every thing that might be a threat to their power, but that’s when I had a realisation. I forced myself to look up, first at Gael, my mate, the other part of my soul, but then to the other parts as well.

      Dane looked wrecked, well beyond what a hangover might do to him. There were shadows in his eyes as well as under them, making him look pale and drawn. Then I shifted focus, unable to look too long at that pain.

      Weyland tried for his usual cocky smile, but when that fell to pieces almost immediately, it felt like my heart broke. He should never look like this: wan, clammy, but also torn in two. He was always self assured, confident and I saw the urge to put on that mask rise, but he couldn’t. It was then I felt my breath stutter in my chest, at the sheer destructiveness of their mother.

      And then there was Axe. None of the brash warrior who’d sat me up on Poll’s back was here right now. His braids were half unravelled, an externalisation of what had been done to him. He raked a hand through his hair, perhaps in response to my attention, but his fingers snagged on the knots there, resulting in an explosion of curses from him.

      “Do you have a comb?” I asked.

      “What?”

      Dane blinked, stepping forward, then stopping himself when he actually heard it. He frowned slightly, then looked at the others helplessly.

      “Of course, you’ve got one, pretty boy,” Axe said as Weyland pulled one out of his pocket.

      “Maybe I started carrying one when I saw how keen our mate is on…”

      Our mate, that was the sticking point in Weyland’s reply, all the heat fading from his voice, but not from his eyes. He swallowed and then held out the comb, an olive branch of sorts. I took it, not letting myself think too much about the action until I had the fine piece of carved bone in my hands. I smoothed my fingers over the polished white surface and then gestured to Axe.

      “Sit down.”

      He moved to do that where he was, but I pointed to a spot on the floor close to me, unable to look at any of them once I’d done so. My gaze was downcast and demure in a way that Linnea would have loved, but Axe did as he was told, settling down in front of me.

      I could smell him: his musky scent soured slightly with that of the ale he’d been drinking last night and as I lifted one section of his hair, I caught the faint floral scent of her. My hand tightened around his hair, not pulling it, just gripping it, taking possession of it. But I forced my fingers to loosen, to lay the hank over his shoulder and then I began working. Smoothing out his hair, finding the knots and then combing them free. Axe’s hair turned from snarled and messy to smooth and silky before I went to work on the next part.

      “I’m going to kill your mother.”

      The quiet was what drew the words out of me. The others had sat down too, circling me, surrounding me like a pack would. This seemed to settle the other half of my soul somewhat, the grooming helping as well. We were reclaiming what was ours, what she… she’d tried to take from us, so every stroke reaffirmed that.

      “I challenged her, in her bedroom, as she lay between two men who weren’t the king.”

      “You did what?”

      My focus was jerked up by Dane’s abrupt question and that treated me to the sight of each man’s response. Weyland grinned, sharp and bright, the first sign of my mate’s true nature returning. His fangs flashed and his eyes burned as he stared at me, nodding slowly in approval.

      “Did you?”

      There was something wild in Axe’s eyes as he looked over his shoulder. He searched my face for evidence that this was real, true and then his eyes widened when he saw the conviction there.

      “Mother…” Dane didn’t say her name with any kind of love or longing. My destroyed mate was gone, and the prince was back, one who was working out what we were doing, where we were going and how best to get us here. “If you challenge her—”

      “Not if. It’s done, Dane,” I said, grabbing more of Axe’s hair and going back to work. “Don’t make the mistake I made.” Separating the strands, so I had a sizeable chunk set aside and then sliding the comb through the ends. “Don’t think she can be reasoned with. Don’t think the myths they tell us about motherhood, about being parents, are true.”

      I paused for a second, that painful ache inside me feeling like it just grew and grew, as all the evidence I had to support my words came rushing up.

      “Some people are broken. They bring a tiny, little, vulnerable child into the world, raise them knowing that all that child wants is to be loved by their mother and father and…” I blinked then, my eye sockets beginning to ache, just like my heart did, but I wouldn’t let tears fall, not for my parent and not for theirs. I straightened up then, meeting the prince’s gaze eye for eye, knowing that all his careful machinations had a place in what we were about to do. “And they don’t care. They love something else too much. Power, authority, the sound of their own voice, drink, land, something. Something more than us.”

      A growl began in my chest, containing all those weird echoey sounds it had when Axe was hurt in the fight in Bayard.

      “She assaulted you, each one of you.” My focus shifted from Dane to Weyland, then Axe, and finally Gael. “And she’ll do it again and that can’t stand. I’m taking her down. End of story.”

      I expected a fight. A ‘Darcy, you’re not thinking about…’ I knew this wasn’t a wise direction to take, but I was on this road and I refused to step aside from it. I’d do it with or without—

      My train of thought was abruptly stopped as arms wrapped themselves around me, so many arms that I couldn’t keep track of which belonged to who. But I didn’t need to. No matter what had happened, what Aurora had sought to do, we were still a pack. My fangs ached as I felt them clasp me closer, harder, wanting to sink my teeth into each one of them and claim them as mine, just to throw her mistake in her face.

      But I wouldn’t allow anyone to rush us, not even a bloody queen.

      And for a minute, just one perfect minute, I felt perfectly attuned to each man. My fingers ran along their chests, their arms, buried themselves into their hair, my lips trailing after them and they did the same. I felt a burning need to reclaim every inch of them back as mine. To obliterate the scent of those girls and to replace it with my own.

      Of course, we couldn’t just do that, could we? We’d set wheels in motion and they were about to start rolling.

      “If we’re going to do this–” Dane started to say.

      “Gods, brother, shut up. Just for a minute, shut the hell up,” Axe grumbled. He fished me out of the group and pulled me hard against him, balling me up until I felt like a tiny thing against his chest.

      And right then, I was exactly where I wanted to be. I wanted to feel small, sheltered, protected, because somehow, I knew what Dane was going to say would slice harder than the edges of my blades. Axe stroked his hand through my hair over and over and then he spoke.

      “You did the right thing. You’re right. I knew she was determined to find what she decided were suitable ladies for us to marry, but I never thought… If I’d known she’d go this far, what she was prepared to do, I’d have executed her for a witch before the moon rose.”

      I looked up then, seeing Axe stare down at me, the absolute certainty in his eyes helping consolidate one in me too. I nodded, then watched his eyes slide to my lips.

      “I should’ve known it was too easy. We’ll work our way towards each other, taking steps both convoluted and complex, I fear, but I have to believe we’ll keep taking them. I was drunk, on beer, on success, but mostly on the elation of being with you. That was the ammunition my mother sought to use against me, but she has no idea what mayhem is coming her way.”

      I moved then, putting my hands to Axe’s hair and adding in the small plaits he wore at his temples, taking the tiny metal clasps from the old ones and setting them to the ends before nodding. He watched me with total fascination right up until I was done.

      Well, almost.

      I put my fingers to his lips, tracing the full shape, knowing someone else had kissed them until they were slightly bruised and puffy, but it was my touch that had him sucking in a breath, his eyes blazing blue. Then I leant over slowly, in little halting movements, before pressing my mouth to his.

      He didn’t try to force things beyond this most chaste of kisses, just kept me cradled in his arms until finally I drew away. Weyland reached for me next, with a hesitancy that hurt, so I threw myself against him, wanting to cut through the discomfort. He grinned, but that quickly faded when I did the same for him. Neatened his braids with the practised movements of a lady’s maid, but when I was done it was his hands that surged into my hair. He dug his fingers through it, as if the sheer weight of it pleased him and then he moved forward, tilting his head, eyes burning into mine with obvious invitation.

      If I didn’t kiss Weyland, Aurora won. But more than that, I denied myself something I wanted, needed, more than anything else. So I took his mouth like it was mine, like I was the only one who’d ever have the taste of him and going forward, I swore that that would be the case. But when we finally pulled away, we both looked sidelong at Dane, who sat there, perfectly contained, and yet somehow falling apart all the same.

      “Come here, my mate,” Dane said, holding out an imperious hand, his voice cool and controlled. “Come to me. Choose me.”

      He wouldn’t let on how much he needed that, even as his gaze burned into me, wouldn’t haul me from Weyland’s embrace, even as his brother let me go. Choice, always, but once I made my decision? I slapped my hand in his and then was yanked out of Weyland’s grip and into his.

      “I didn’t know,” Dane murmured into my shoulder as he plastered my body against his. “After what happened to Gael, I’ve watched every single one of those fucking bastards, so I thought I knew what was coming. I… I didn’t. I didn’t see this, work out what she was up to. Mother never lets anything go, so I should have. I should have, Darcy!”

      And that’s when I pulled back to stare at him.

      “Is that how it works?” I asked, blinking now, a single tear falling free. “Is that what you do? You spend all your time trying to work out what the hell your fucking family is going to do and you strive constantly to try and mitigate the worst of it?”

      Dane didn’t answer, not right away. He wanted to. I could see his throat work, his tongue flick across his lips, but the words didn’t come, so I looked to the others. Gael looked grim, just as grim as he had when I met him, a hardness I hadn’t wanted to see returning to his expression, but then his focus slipped to his brothers. Axe was flushed, the muscle in his jaw flexing and Weyland’s eyes just dropped to the floor, his fingers worrying the seam of his boot.

      “Is this how you live?” I asked in a much smaller voice and then Dane nodded. “But not anymore. Dane, you have to see that. With everything that is going on, both here and outside the capital…”

      “I know,” he replied simply. “I knew it when we went to Wildeford. I thought we could take things slower, more cautiously, but…” He got to his feet then, hauling me up with him, the others following suit until the five of us stood there as a pack. “So you challenged Mother in her bedchamber?” Weyland chuckled at that, but Dane shot him a censorious look. “She’ll deny that and try to move against you and soon. We need to find Mother Aeve.”

      “And what would you need me for, young wolf?”

      We all turned to see the priestess had arrived, and she stood a short distance away, her hands resting on her cane, some of the Wolf Maidens clustered at her back.

      “Darcy, my mate…” Dane paused to glance down at me and for a split second, his eyes softened. “She has challenged my mother, the queen, to a duel to the death this morning.”

      “Has she indeed?”

      There were a lot of things in Aeve’s expression, but surprise wasn’t one of them, which made me think of Pepin and her wolf headdress for some reason.

      “Then we must be off to the castle,” the priestess continued, “before anything rash could take place. Hopefully, the queen will remember her lore. A duel to the death can only happen under the dark of the moon, because it is a rite sacred to the Morrigan. It also ties the lives of the two challengers together until such time as the goddess can make her ruling on who should survive. If one should die beforehand…?”

      Aeve was an older woman, but she was well preserved, a strange kind of serene beauty shining through despite the effects of age. But right now, it was hard to see it. She smiled then, her teeth flashing in the morning light streaming in through the windows, her eyes glittering. She looked like a death’s head for a moment, the bones in her face almost pushing through the skin.

      “If one dies before the challenge can take place, both die. One does not rob Lady Death of the opportunity to make her choice. Now, let us be off. The castle will just be beginning to rise after the night’s frivolities. A perfect time for the challenge to be officially witnessed.”

      And at that, we were left to stare at her ramrod straight spine as she strode away.
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      “Ah, so that’s where the little outlander got to,” Aurora purred as we walked into an immense dining room. The distance between the doorway and the very long table seemed too far and not far enough as she smirked. “She snuck into my chamber, my king, and laid a blade against my throat. I have a cut right here.”

      She pointed to the tiny wound, the trickle of blood having been left to dry there.

      “I sent my men to bring the little wench to justice, but she scurried away like a rat to her hole.”

      “And you didn’t see fit to deal with the threat yourself?” the king asked.

      Aurora had been smiling like the cat that got the cream, so it was a lovely thing, to see that fail. Her smile sputtered out like a wick lazing on the surface of molten wax. She glanced across at the king from her seat at his right hand, and so did everyone else here. Not a full court, that was for certain, but enough people to serve as a witness. Cutlery was laid to one side, fingers wiped on napkins as they waited to see what was about to go down.

      “Well, no, I wasn’t going to dignify—”

      “Dignify what, Mother?” Dane had come to the training room looking like a wreck, but there was none of that now. He stepped forward, placing his hands on the back of the empty chair at the end of the table, the wood creaking as his grip tightened. “What did Darcy say that didn’t merit a response?”

      “I—” Aurora said, her smile scrubbed so thoroughly from her face it was as if the king himself had slapped it off her.

      “Be aware that this is a holy day, my queen,” Aeve said, moving to take her position by Dane. “We celebrate the Maiden, the Mother, and the Crone, for her gifts and to acknowledge her power.”

      In other words, don’t lie.

      The priestess nodded slowly then and Aurora, she did the same, though much more reluctantly.

      “The outlander has challenged me—” the queen tried to say, but the twittering that went up around the table stopped her mid sentence. I took my place at Dane’s back and people noted the way my hands wrapped around the hilts of my swords. “She challenged me to a duel to the death,” Aurora finally ground out.

      I’m not sure how I expected King Ulfric to respond. With anger perhaps, to be bristling with a need to protect his mate, as mine did right now. But Aurora wasn’t his mate, and he’d left his true mate back in Grania, so in the end, that was unlikely. Instead, I found a pair of steely blue eyes seeking and holding my gaze. I felt seen for the first time, and that wasn’t an entirely pleasant thing.

      While Dane looked like Aurora, Weyland was the son that looked the most like his father. But with a crown perched on his carefully brushed golden hair, it was hard to see any of Weyland’s humour or sweetness in him. He seemed to evaluate me, having overlooked me before, searching for what it was that would make me think to challenge his queen and earn the loyalty of his sons.

      But he’d never know that.

      “Then you must meet this challenge,” Ulfric said, glancing at his wife long enough to see her go pale, then her jaw firmed. “At the next dark of the moon?”

      “At the next dark of the moon,” Mother Aeve confirmed with a nod, before surveying the table. “It goes without saying, of course, that the life of the queen and the life of Darcy are now one until Lady Death has her time to make a ruling. Any harm that comes to Darcy will be visited threefold on the queen.” There was a low murmur of protest from the end of the table, but that was soon hushed. “And if Darcy is killed, then the queen will be executed on the duelling grounds.”

      “And vice versa. Of course, Mother,” Ulfric said, inclining his head. “Everyone assembled here is familiar with the laws of duelling.”

      “Though perhaps they need a reminder about the laws surrounding fated mates?” Dane snapped, instantly killing the fragile peace Ulfric might have established. “Mother Aeve, what is the punishment for trying to get between a pack and their true mate?”

      The priestess shifted where she stood, seeming to understand that she was becoming a political bone for the wolves of court to tussle over. She let out a little sigh and then replied.

      “The gods themselves create the bonds between men to form packs. Skada, the wolf god, gifts them to those of us lucky enough to bear two souls. He determines which men will become stronger, better by association, and he finds fated mates for the worthy. I am not a priestess of the male gods. I cannot speak for them.” Aeve surveyed the table with a world weary eye. “But I know what a sacrament this bond is.”

      “A sacrament my brothers and I will fight to honour,” Dane said, jerking his belt knife out and slamming it down into the finely polished wood tabletop. I watched a small crack form, sliding up, a fault line now in what was a perfectly smooth finish. “I’ve never harmed a woman before. That’s a point of pride for all of us, but I’m willing to swallow that pride if necessary. Witchcraft was performed last night, to try and fool my brothers and I into believing we were with our true mate, seeking to ensnare each one of us in a mate bond that goes against the will of the gods themselves.”

      I caught the moment Dane’s head jerked sideways and so did Malia. She went pale, her hand going to her mouth, perhaps to stuff back the plea that rose there.

      “Malia, daughter of Jael, you will not speak to me or my pack and especially not my mate again. You will not occupy the same room. You will not be present at court when any of us are. If you see any one of us at the market, you will turn around and leave your coin unspent, only to return when we are gone. This is the price of your continued existence.”

      “But Your Highness…” an older man beside Malia began to say, evidently her father.

      “Go! NOW.”

      Dane’s bark forced a yelp out of more than one person around the table, but none more than Malia. I tried not to hate her. In my mind, I knew she was just a pawn. A vicious, nasty little pawn, but she was just a symptom of the sickness infecting this whole bloody place. I’d hoped Strelae would be better, more enlightened than Grania, and in some ways it was. But its core was rotten, just like my own country and she was evidence of that rot. I watched her go though, demure as a Granian maid, setting aside her napkin and pushing back her chair, swiftly scurrying out of the room.

      “Brother, you are kinder and more benevolent than I feel I can be,” Weyland said, moving to the end of the table. He found Leia’s eyes in seconds, her hands tightening around her cutlery, as if that might save her. “Brack, send your conniving little wench of a daughter home to your estate. She can moulder there until such time she’s summoned again.” He grinned then, teeth flashing. “Something I will personally make sure will never happen.” Silence reigned over the table.

      “Well, you heard my son,” Ulfric said. “Go, girl!”

      She was up and out of her seat, despite the dark looks her family sent our way, her mother rising to follow after her.

      “And you may as well go too, Raina,” the king said to the dark haired girl that had tried to capture Axe. “Your little ploys have failed and now you must live with the consequences of that.” He leaned forward, resting his head on his hands and staring at us. “We all must.”

      I watched the last girl and several others leave the room, running away on little bunny feet and that went some way towards settling me. Of course, that’s when the queen spoke.

      “And what about you, bastard?” Her eyes bore straight into Gael’s, her voice pure acidic amusement. “No girl you wish to banish? Not threats you wish to make?”

      But Gael didn’t rise to the bait, he stepped over it without a thought. I looked up at him when I felt him appear beside me, the feel of his hand sliding up to claim the nape of my neck more reassuring than anything else today. He seemed to note that, sparing me a slow, assured smile, right before he turned to face his stepmother.

      I wanted to maintain a tough facade, to stare down the bitch who’d tried to tear us apart, but all of that resolve dissolved as soon as his thumb brushed across the bite mark he’d left on my neck. A full body shiver passed through me, my traitorous body having had a taste of the pleasures of the flesh and was whining for more. So I couldn’t focus on her, the king or any of the other vipers in this pit, not when I felt Gael.

      “No, my queen,” Gael replied, the amusement, the smugness radiating from his voice. “You got your wish. I have everything I’ve ever wanted, right here, right now. My mate.”

      They’d called me that so many times before. Initially, it was a prison sentence, then some title made incomprehensible by the differences in our cultural backgrounds. But now I wore that label with more pride than either monarch did their gilt crowns. I was his, Gael’s, and he was mine. That knowledge beat strong and true inside my heart and to be honest, that’s all I wanted to deal with right now.

      But we would never be allowed that choice.

      “And the woman you pushed me towards will see you in the ground, come the waning moon, false queen.”

      Aurora was up on her feet in moments, a riotous growl forming in her chest, right up until the king’s hand shot up and dragged her back down again. I watched her blink, saw the way his fingers bit into the flesh of her shoulder, burrowing hard in a way I understood all too well.

      Feeling empathy for your enemies is always a difficult thing. You hate them so much they become inhuman things, all care for their wellbeing gone, but right then that hatred sputtered. Did he hurt her often, the king? Did he stripe her back with a birch branch or his stout leather belt? Did he create his very own ladder to heaven across her perfect white skin?

      “I should’ve killed you when you turned feral,” Aurora snapped back. “Many told me I was a fool to let you live.” Her snapping blue eyes shifted then, meeting mine finally and that’s when she smiled. “I’ll settle for taking the thing you love the most. The sounds of your screams, bastard, as I slit the outlander’s throat will be music to my ears.”

      I was supposed to be intimidated by this, to imagine her standing over me, her hands tugging my head back to press her knife at my throat, but I wasn’t. Going through what I had with Linnea and Father, the callous approval by the priests of their barbaric behaviour had hardened something inside me. I didn’t know if I would prevail or she would, but I knew this. The fight needed to happen. We needed to resolve this issue once and for all, because no matter what I built with this pack, she would always be there, looking for ways to unravel it.

      So if the only way for us to resolve what burned between the five of us was to execute the queen, so be it.

      I smiled then, not bothering to splutter out protests or threats. I didn’t need to. I’d meet her on the duelling grounds and then we’d know who would be left standing.

      “I could say something about wanting to watch my mate tear your arrogant hide to shreds, but I won’t,” Gael replied. He pulled me closer, our bodies fitting together like two puzzle pieces. “You’re a rabid dog, gone mad with your own lust for power, and it's beyond time you were put down. C’mon, lass, there’s no need to expose you to this shit any longer.”

      So we walked out, Gael’s arm around my shoulders, the rest of the pack surrounding us like an honour guard until we got to the stables. The smell of hay and horse and liniment was both welcome and painful, because I instinctively looked around for Nordred as soon as we came through the door, even as I remembered he was gone.

      But to where? And why? He’d been there, a solid presence, all my life and now…?

      “We should hole up at my manor,” Weyland said. “We can’t stay here. Mother—”

      “We all know what she’ll fucking do,” Axe growled. “She’d poison half the palace and the temple too, if that’s what it took to save her hide.”

      “Hole up, yes,” Dane said, moving to grab his tack and then fed the bridle over his horse’s head. “At your manor, Weyland?” He turned and blinked at us. “Send word to Gerald and Lola and have them meet us at the old citadel.”

      “You knew…” Weyland said, staring at his brother. “You’ve planned for this?”

      “I plan for everything, you know that,” Dane replied mildly, then turned back to his horse. “I bought the old citadel, the one that was the core of Old Snowmere, before it was enlarged. I did it through a series of agents so the transactions couldn’t be traced back to me. I’ve been working on restoring it for some time, and now we need to make use of it. We will have somewhere secure to wait until the moon’s phase shifts. Somewhere to reconcile what has happened.”

      He looked at me for just a moment, but that momentary glance seemed to slice straight through me, making me feel so very naked I was glad when his focus shifted.

      “I knew at some point our backs would be against the wall. Father has raised us to take over from him but…” His lips thinned. “We need friends at court, allies and many of them. We’ve done a reasonable job of stirring up the people, but we need powerful friends too. Now we go about forming those alliances, because after Darcy defeats our mother, it’s time for us to make our move and claim the throne of Strelae.”
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      We stopped our horses on a road that had been going slowly up the side of the mountain for some time and that’s when I saw what Old Snowmere must’ve been like. The houses we passed were small and rundown, as this was obviously not a part of the city that was popular with the rich and powerful anymore. It was an afterthought, a remnant of the city’s past and that made it perfect for our needs.

      The citadel was set apart from the rest of Snowmere by towering walls and an actual moat. I blinked at the sight of it, a fashion in castle building that had long fallen out of favour. The land around the citadel was barren rock, but in that a thick channel that had been cut deep and within it, water lapped. Dane caught my awestruck expression, smiling after he put his fingers to his mouth, a harsh whistle cutting through the air. The sound of clanking iron alerted us to the fact the drawbridge was being lowered.

      “Brother, you were always a dark horse,” Axe said with a sharp grin. “But this…”

      “This is defensible, even with a small number of us,” Gael said and then kicked his horse forward. Our beasts’ hooves clattered as we rode across the wooden platform.

      “Exactly my thought when I bought it,” Dane said.

      

      There was a curious emptiness about the place, I thought, as we entered a large courtyard, the buildings of the citadel looking down at us through the slender arrow slit windows. But we weren’t alone here, several stable boys appeared to take our horses from us when we dismounted.

      “Your Highness,” a man said, bustling forward before bowing deeply. “You’re here to stay?”

      “You got my note, Fenster?” Dane asked and the man nodded. “Then yes, for the foreseeable future. Fenster is the chamberlain of the citadel,” he told us, nodding to the man who bowed again. “He will follow your orders as if they were mine.”

      “Then the first one is we need a hot bath. More than one, if possible,” Axe said, rubbing at his temples. “My head aches, my gut feels like it's been kicked by a mule. Whatever the hell Mother gave us—”

      “Was enough to incapacitate three two souled warriors,” Weyland finished grimly. “You know that, don’t you, lass?” His eyes searched mine and he took a single step towards me, but not daring to come any closer. Where was my pushy golden haired boy now? “Mother, for all her wisdom, had to hit us with something hard to make us believe her lies, but that same potion or magic… “

      “We couldn’t get it up, or I couldn’t,” Axe said, eyeing the others and they nodded. “Damn near fucking killed me. You were there, with me and—”

      “If you could have some food sent up to the main suite,” Dane asked his chamberlain, “that would be most appreciated. And if we have any tincture of willow bark?”

      “Of course, Your Highness,” Fenster replied, seeming to sense he was being dismissed for this very personal conversation. “We have all the medicines you requested. I’ll have everything sent up when ready.”

      “Perhaps we should continue this conversation in our new chambers,” Dane said, leading us into the building.

      It was grand and yet rough hewn, the citadel. I could well imagine this being a working castle, one ready to defend itself against its enemies at a moment’s notice, all the former occupants of Snowmere safe behind its walls. But our steps were the only ones on the stone stairs as we climbed upwards and that’s when I saw more evidence of human touch. Tapestries on the walls to soften the stone and block windows, stopping the icy breeze from flowing in and burning lamps hanging from the walls. Then Dane stopped before a large door, twisting the knob before holding it open.

      They let me go first, and I felt their eyes on me as I stepped into a bedroom that had to have been built for a king… or a queen. A queen, I decided as I walked in, one of the many wolf queens that had ruled Strelae. She would’ve slept in this massive bed, set up on a platform and strewn heavily with rich bed coverings and thick furs, she and her pack. And that’s when I turned to face them.

      “Queens reigned from this room,” Dane said, coming closer as he confirmed my suspicion. “They slept here, birthed their children here, nursed their babies on that bed. They made decisions at a domestic and state level here. I purchased the place, thinking it the only truly defensible place in the city left, but when I met you…”

      He frowned as he lifted his hand, ready to reach for me, and fearing what would happen when he did.

      “I wasn’t thinking of you when I bought it. I couldn’t. I had no way of knowing who or what you were, of just how precious. I am not often surprised, lass, but you manage to do it every damn time.”

      His hand cupped my cheek and as soon as he touched me, he was drawing me closer, until our foreheads were almost touching.

      “You went to our mother’s chamber and challenged her alone?” There was a growl to his voice and a strange kind of desperation. “Do you know how mad that was? She could’ve turned on you in a second, dispatched you where you stood, or had one of those likely lads she was bedding do so. She’d have written you off as some feral wolf that needed to be put down, your challenge never heard.”

      “No, she couldn’t. I woke her with one blade to her throat,” I replied, just as intent, my teeth locking down as I said the words. “I had another sword out, ready to take out anyone that was with her. She’s been allowed to do as she pleases, to try and break people like a spoiled child would a doll.”

      I looked over his shoulder then, saw all three of his brothers standing there, with different evidence of her cruelty on each of their faces.

      “It will not stand,” I swore.

      “I know, but—”

      “No, Dane, it cannot happen again. If we have to bring anyone who is good and right and put them behind this wall to keep them away from her, we will. I’ll fight her, I’ll kill her.” My voice distorted then, my wolf pushing at my skin, wanting to come through. “And I’ll free us of her malignant influence.”

      Men were the saviours, that was what I had been taught, so when Dane’s eyes fell closed, I saw something I hadn’t expected to see. The cool mask cracked, just for a second and there was relief. The scars Aurora had left on Gael were easy to see, but right now, I wondered how many more subtle ones had been left on her eldest son.

      “I’ll never try and stop you from doing what you must,” he replied finally, his vow delivered in almost a whisper, his mouth hovering over mine. “But if you care for me at all, tell me what you have planned. I won’t try and steer or correct you, but if I’m to survive this, if we are…”

      “You need to plan for those eventualities,” I said, staring up at him. “You need to because you need control.”

      I watched his eyes flare a bright and brighter blue as he studied me closely and that’s when I knew I was right.

      “A very large part of me wants every single person I love jumping to my tune, so I can ensure they get everything they want and need. I know I can’t have that, not without crushing the very thing I love. But give me this, please, lass. Give me the information you have. If you don’t, I’ll just go looking for it, digging for your secrets until I’ve revealed every single one.”

      Gods, part of me wanted to hold out on him just to see him try and he saw that as my spine straightened. His eyes sparked as I stared him down, no doubt a mulish expression on my face. What would it be like, to go toe to toe with such a man? To test myself against him and see who was found wanting? The challenge was there, so close I could almost taste it in my mouth.

      But not yet, not today. We had fought a major battle and walked away, so now was the time for regrouping and recuperating.

      “Well, if you were given control of us now, for just the remainder of this day, what would you want to do with us?” I asked.

      He smiled then and like Gael, those hard worn grins were all the more precious when they came. I loved Weyland and Axe’s easier smiles, but there was something about this which had my fingers twitching, wanting to trace the curve of his mouth.

      “Sweat,” he replied, forcing me to blink. “Willow bark for the pain—”

      “Gods, that stuff tastes like shite,” Axe grumbled. “I’d rather a tankard of cold bloody ale.”

      “And heat to force out whatever toxins we were fed,” Dane continued, oblivious. He moved then, pulling away only to grab my hand and lead me to an adjoining door, the others trailing along behind us.

      

      “Gods, brother, I could kiss you right now,” Weyland groaned, moving over to one of the long stone benches in the room and I didn’t understand why.

      It was a cool space, hewn from the rock itself, with only a slender slit of a window for ventilation and it had that cold, mineral smell of a cave to it. But Weyland grabbed a sack full of reddish hued stone and then poured them into a large metal frame set in the centre of the room. That’s when the magic happened. The stones sparked as they tumbled and then almost instantly began to glow cherry red. I took a few halting steps forward, holding my hands out, and sure enough, waves of heat hit me.

      “Ember rock,” Gael said by way of explanation. “Don’t get too close. That stuff gets bloody hot and stays that way for some time.”

      “Dragons made it, back when they roamed the earth.” I watched Axe undo the clasps of his jacket and then pull it off before doing the same to his shirt. “The stuff isn’t rare, but those people that have a supply hoard it like gold because it’s a heat source that never stops.” He swept his hair off and over his shoulders, then took a seat next to Weyland, closing his eyes.

      Because the room was steadily filling with heat, chasing away the dank cold, something that was only exacerbated when Dane walked over and doused the stones with water. Steam, like the smoke from a dragon’s snout, filled the room, forcing a fine sweat to break out over my skin.

      “This is a sauna, lass,” Gael said, placing a hand on my shoulder and I felt the weight of every finger. “It’s brilliant in the winter months for chasing the cold away.”

      “And just as good in the summer for sweating the poisons out,” Dane said, stripping down to just his trews, like his brothers did.

      I felt the shift of Gael’s thumb across my skin, the warmth of his presence, different to that of the steam and then there was them. Lazy eyed, the three remaining brothers settled back against the stone wall, their bodies a picture of power at rest. Part of my mind wanted me to see it again, the shift of those girls’ hands over my mates’ frames, to remind me of what had just happened.

      And the other part?

      The wolf inside me wanted to reclaim each one in the most primal of ways, by raking my fangs and claws across their skin.

      “We don’t have to stay,” Gael said, one of Dane’s eyes cracking open at that. “We can find a room and bed down for a while, catch up on some sleep.”

      He could feel the heavy drag of my body, now that all the adrenalin was leaching away, everything we’d been through in such a short period of time feeling like a palpable weight pushing me down.

      “Is that what you want?” I asked him, looking back over my shoulder.

      “Don’t ask me that, lass,” Gael said, his eyes burning bright. “I feel like I’m filled to the brim with every damn thing I want, and it’s all going to come spilling out…” His breath came out in a harsh hiss. “But that’s not what you need. You discovered my brothers… You had an attack.”

      “What?”

      All three men’s eyes had flicked open at that, but it was Weyland that snapped the question.

      “And there was no one there to help you. Nordred didn’t come.”

      “Nordred’s gone,” I replied, reaching down and unbuckling the swords my master had given me and tossing them onto a nearby bench. “I don’t know where, but he left these for me, because he knew.”

      “We best find out if he has actually left,” Dane rumbled. “Because I’d like to ask your horse master some questions. Quite a few, I suspect.”

      “But the lung sickness?” I rubbed at my sternum then, my focus shifting to my chest. “I think it’s gone. When I saw the six of you…” I swallowed, trying to moisten a mouth that had gone bone dry. “When I traced the way your bodies lay on the bed, the ways you intersected—”

      “Lass…” Axe tried to get to his feet, to stop what was coming out, but I shook my head.

      “But it was either breathe or die and I chose to breathe.” I nodded then. “I’ll always choose to breathe.” My eyes jerked sideways, seeking Gael’s, my mates. “What would have happened if the rest of the pack had met us at the pub? What did you have planned?”

      “Planned?” Gael looked almost pained then, something big and intense rising behind his eyes, fighting to get out. “Gods, Darcy, I wish I could say it was all as neatly set out as that.” He shifted closer, blocking out the room, the other men, so there was only him and the sound of hissing water hitting the ember stones. “We dance to your tune, love. We want everything you’ve bloody got to give, but not before you’re ready to give it.”

      His hand slid down my cheek, his thumb brushing across my mouth and when my lips parted, it surged forward, seeking the slick of my tongue.

      “The bloody queen probably did us a favour of sorts. We’d have been drunk, on beer, on the crowd’s responses, on the support of the people, but most of all.” He removed his thumb and then leaned over, ready to kiss me, but stopping himself. “We’d have been drunk on you, Darcy, like we have been since the moment we met you. It’s all gone out the window, every plan, every thought, every scrap of bloody sense. We’d have fallen on you like wolves, ready to devour every inch.”

      For a second, I just stared, the sound of my heart racketing around in my ears, but then I stepped free of my mate.

      Gael’s face fell, I caught that, just as I saw the moment hope flared hot and hard again. I kicked off my boots, stripped off my belt, my jerkin and then my trews, leaving me standing there in just a shirt, when I returned to him. My mate’s breaths were noisy in my ears as I unbuttoned his jacket and pushed that off his shoulders, then tugged his shirt free and up over his chest. He was forced to take over because I wasn’t tall enough to get it over his head and then he was done. My hands hovered in the air, ready to touch all that bare muscle when I heard a small grunt behind me.

      When I spun around, each of the men had leaned forward now, arms resting on their knees as they watched me closely, watched us to see what would happen next. I moved closer, taking up a spot on the stone bench a hand’s span away from Dane, my legs tucking up against my chest.

      “So we just sit here and sweat?” I asked in a far smaller voice than I’d hoped for. I was threatening queens only hours ago, and now all of a sudden, I was a meek little mouse again, startling when Gael sat down on my other side.

      “You let the heat take all that’s bad inside you and pull it out. You let it purify you,” Dane informed me before reaching over and pushing my knees down.

      I was forced to lean back then, Gael and Dane’s arms resting along the back of the bench as I closed my eyes and let a long breath out.
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      After spending some time sweating out everything that had happened to us, we then took turns plunging into baths to wash all the grime away, leaving us scoured clean. Then I got to sleep in the very place queens had in Strelae for countless centuries. This… the feel of them as they got into bed beside me. The dip of the mattress. The shift of the blankets. The sounds of their sighs, then, finally, the press of their bodies. It all settled me in ways nothing else could.

      Gael was at my back, his hand against my stomach, holding me close, and even though I felt that frantic pulse set up beneath his palm, my eyes were heavy. He let out a long sigh of contentment and then pressed a kiss to the back of my neck before settling down. But Weyland? He resisted the pull of sleep for a moment, staring across the pillow at me and this gaze stopped me from taking the last step into sleep.

      I reached across, grabbing his hand, shivering slightly at the way it ramped up the pulses inside him and me, and he seemed to need that. Some of the shadows in his eyes faded as he caught the way he made me respond, would always make me respond. Because I made him feel the same way.

      I moved my hand then, sliding it across his bare chest, feeling the satiny smooth skin across hard, hard muscle, going down, but not too far down. His cock… my mouth… the burst of his seed in my mouth… I could feel, remember it all, my throat swallowing reflexively in response and he seemed to know exactly what I was recalling. He shifted then, wedging me hard between his body and Gael’s and that’s when I could relinquish my hold on consciousness. I could no longer see the horrors of this morning, not when we were like this.

      

      “There you are.”

      Her voice was soft and rich, brimming with a kind of loving affection I found myself turning towards like a flower does the sun. That’s when I saw her.

      Hazy and golden, bright light fanned through her reddish blonde hair, making it hard to see her face clearly. But her smile? I saw that, felt that, more radiant than any sunlight. She stroked her hand across my cheek, her eyes shining with the most perfect of loves. One that would never end, from the moment I was born, until I was on my deathbed.

      “Mother?” I said, knowing somehow this was her. She nodded slowly then.

      “Yes, my darling Darcy.” Her fingers combed through my hair, tugging gently at the knots until it fanned across her thighs, because I lay across her lap like I was a small child again or perhaps she was so much bigger. A massive, gentle presence, her back, her body sheltered me from all that was hard and hurt. “My beautiful girl.” I nestled in at that, content in a way I’m not sure I’d ever felt, willing this to last forever.

      And for a time, it did. There was just her, smelling of lavender and lemon, her fingers stroking, stroking, lulling me further and further into this strange subspace, where time, reality, the world, even my very self didn’t really exist. I was just contentment, a personification of a feeling that seems so very simple, right up until you re-experience it. But after such a long time bereft of this, of being safe, secure, held, my soul seemed to gobble it up, gorging on the feeling so it could be digested later at leisure.

      Then she spoke.

      “I knew it would be like this,” she said. The words were just sounds right now, her tone still soft and even. “She showed me how it would be if I bore you, my beautiful daughter. I saw my life and my death.” A little snarl formed in all this peacefulness and I frowned slightly. “But she showed me your life. I was to bear a queen, which for some women would be enough of an incentive, but I needed much more than that. I was a duchess and I saw first hand how hollow a title was, so she made me see.”

      I shifted then, slowly, resentfully, like a small child being woken to get ready for the day. I stared up at her and she stared back, those blue eyes flaring bright.

      “She showed me what was to come, all of it. What that bastard… What the duke would do to you. What Kristoff…” She let out a little sigh and with it went all of the softness. The golden light that had wreathed her head darkened then, seeming to swirl and roil like a storm in the making. “I know what’s coming.”

      Tears pricked her eyes and I reached up, ready to brush them away. I didn’t want this. I wanted my mother. Sweet and gentle, soft as the down on a bird’s breast. But when I reached up, I saw just how far away she was from me. Distant as a goddess, and just as remote, she stared down at me now, a picture of maternal suffering.

      “I didn’t want this for you, Darcy. I begged, pleaded with her for another way, but…” Her lip trembled as she bit back a sob, something she would have mastered living under my father’s tyranny. “You’ll know when it comes, my love, and when it does, know that I love you. I will always love you.”

      Of course, that’s when she began to fade, whisking away everything I’d ever wanted, needed. I got to my feet then, striding after her, then running. But no matter how hard I tried, I got no closer, every moment of trying, needing, wanting, longing putting her further and further away.

      “Mother!” I shouted as she began to fray like a well worn piece of cloth. “Mother!”

      I jerked awake and so did my mates at the sound of my cry cutting through the air.

      “Darcy?” Dane rasped, his voice corroded with sleep, but I couldn’t answer him. My eyes filled with tears and as they slid down my cheeks, my throat closed over.

      “She had a nightmare,” Gael explained, wedging me in tighter against him, but it was his hands in my hair that killed me because they felt just like hers. “Shh, love. You’re safe here, with us.”

      I wanted to believe that. Gods, how I wanted to. But as I shook off the remnants of the dream, coming back to a strange room, the sun much lower in the sky now, I heard the harsh caw of a raven outside the slender window.
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      “We can start moving people into the citadel,” Dane told Pepin.

      After we’d eaten and dressed again, he’d suggested we check in with her to find out what kind of impact the news of the Reavers had had. So now we sat around one of the tables inside the strange complex within her house, but my focus wasn’t on her response. She talked to Dane, the others, about the rush of support, the beginnings of a movement to demand the king deal with the issue. My attention was on her, tracing the narrow shape of her face and seeing another overlaid over it. She noticed this, winking at me, before explaining further and that’s when I straightened up.

      “Are you going to tell them or am I?” I asked, and that’s when the world stopped.

      It was the quiet that got to me first, forcing my eyes to flick around the room to work out why, and it became immediately apparent. Pep grinned, her teeth way sharper and shinier than I remembered. Perhaps because now there appeared to be a shadow across her eyes, even though she wasn’t wearing a headdress.

      “What…?” I gasped out the word as I stared at everyone else, frozen still like statues, mid conversation or step. The whole world had paused. Everyone but us. “What did you do?”

      “You’ll need to narrow that down,” she said, her eyes twinkling. “I’ve been nursemaiding a future queen, stirring up a rebellion and managing the sudden influx of refugees to the city.” She stopped to take a sip of her beer. “Which ‘what’ do you want first?”

      “How about what you are?” I snapped.

      “You know,” she said, setting the tankard down.

      “The M—” I shook my head definitely, not even able to finish that ridiculous statement, even as I saw evidence of her power around me. “The Maiden?” My voice was flat now, my scorn evident.

      “One part of the triple goddess,” she replied. “The one not so tied down with responsibilities. My godhead sits lightly on me, so I can be a lot more… hands on in my interventions.” The smile faded then and the seriousness of her expression made the hairs stand up on the back of my neck. “We’re all intervening way too much nowadays, as you know.”

      When she stared into my eyes, I wonder if she saw the same golden headed raven, just like I did.

      “We’re out of balance, were thrown out of balance when the humans came with their patriarchal pantheon, trying to push out our worship.” Her teeth snapped together then as a low growl trickled between them. “As if we would just lay down and accept that. But it’s not them that is the problem, it’s her.”

      “The Morrigan…”

      “Granny isn’t exactly the sweet old lady she usually is,” Pepin continued, “ushering people from this life to the next.” Her fingers traced the ring of condensation her tankard had left on the table. “They always liked to tease her, work her up into a frenzy, those Reavers.”

      “You knew them from before?” I asked, then realised how stupid that sounded. She was a goddess, right?

      “I’ve known everything from before, and the Reavers? They’re tied to this place, just like your pack is. Just like all of the so called two souled are. You’re all on a collision course and only time will tell who comes out on top. I’m hoping it’s you, just quietly.”

      I stared at her as she winked, like this was no big thing.

      “But how…? Why…?” I swallowed, then drew myself up to my full height, glaring at the other woman. “If you’re a goddess, what the hell do you need me for? Put a bloody stop to this!” My eyes jerked around the room, taking in all the refugees who were sitting at their own tables, nursing beers to assuage their pain. “Stop the Reavers!”

      “Granny didn’t elevate the Reavers,” she said, as if that explained anything. “She didn’t draw them out of the primordial ooze to create chaos and mayhem. They brought her forth. With their antics, their sacrifices, their destruction. They feed her power and so, she rises, leading them on to more and more. I get pretty dances and girls running around the city ‘catching’ men they want to fuck.”

      She snorted then and shook her head.

      “So we elevate you and the Mother. We revive old rites or create new ones…” My suggestions trailed away as Pepin just stared at me.

      “And how does that work? Each side cheering for their gods like knights at a tourney? Power generated through prayer, pleas or savage rites?” She shook her head resolutely. “We’ve been out of kilter for too long, since the old queen went across the border and we won’t find peace until she takes her place on the throne. She is the answer to everything you seek.”

      Pepin watched my fingers stray to my hair, as if I could feel the heavy weight from my dreams there again, the massive cloak dragging on my shoulders, then she nodded.

      “Questions won’t help you, Darcy,” she said in a much more terse voice. “You have a job. Now do it. Claim your pack, put the queen on the throne and restore the equilibrium. Everything else is just a distraction.”

      It had been tempting to dismiss what was happening as some kind of psychotic break on my side. To sit here talking with a ‘goddess’ like she was some woman at the pub beggared belief. But the easy way she was able to wave away everything I’d seen or heard? She couldn’t have appeared more like a deity then. I blinked, staring at the tabletop but only able to see the tiny worn little doll, half trampled in the mud.

      “Just like that,” I said through gritted teeth.

      “As simple and as difficult as that,” she replied, and that’s when the noise of the room began again.

      “I was thinking that perhaps—” Dane started to say.

      “Everyone needs to be moved to the citadel,” I said in a grim voice, only looking up when I was met by silence. My mates all stared at me, frowning slightly at what was for them an abrupt change in mood. “Everyone we care about and want to protect needs to be housed there.”

      No matter what was going to happen, we needed to protect our people first. From Ulfric and from the Reavers.

      “I was about to say exactly that,” Dane said, but he watched me closely. “I know you have quite the set up here, Pepin, and we’d need to be circumspect about how such a large number of people are moved through the city.”

      “I know a way,” Pepin said with a smile. “And it’d be a good thing. More people need to be brought in. The Reavers went quiet over the festival period, but they’ll start up again. I can’t house everyone here. This was always just a stopping place for smugglers, not a barracks.” She stared at me as she spoke the next few words. “You’re building your power base, readying yourself for the challenge and making sure there’s no loose threads for the queen to pull before you face her down.”

      “You’ve heard about that?” Weyland said, shaking his head, his fingers wrapping tight around his tankard. “It’s not a good thing, to curse your own mother but—”

      “Bugger that,” Axe declared, downing the rest of his beer, then wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. “We always knew what she was capable of.” Eyes turned to Gael who faced down the attention with a steady gaze. The evidence of the queen’s cruelty was displayed openly now, almost as a badge of honour. “We just didn’t care enough to do anything about it because it didn’t affect us and for that, I’m sorry, brother.”

      He threw his hand down on the table, leaving it out for Gael to take or leave, but he leant in and clasped arms with his brother.

      “There’s no need,” Gael replied. “She’s the woman that bore you. It’s only natural to want to take her side.”

      For a moment, there was just quiet and as my eyes flicked around the table, I felt like something was happening here, some shift. I moved then, pressing myself into Gael’s side and he wrapped his arm around my waist, smiling down at me before kissing the top of my head.

      “The apology is warranted,” Weyland said, the strain evident in his voice. “Being in her presence for more than a few minutes today sickened my stomach, but you…”

      “We won’t need to deal with Mother, not again, not unless you want to,” Dane said. “Now, about the transfer of the refugees…”

      We all watched Dane then as he hammered out the details with Pepin and I’m sure the others wondered exactly what I did. What game was he playing and how long had it been in play? Had Dane been working on this since Gael was hurt? Before? Who had brought Gael to court? Who had patched him up when all of Snowmere turned their back on him? Questions, so many bloody questions and whenever I got an answer, more appeared.

      Questions I pondered on the ride back to the citadel. This would be our last night alone within its walls because the refugees would begin to arrive in the morning. And that just brought up yet more questions.

      Where would we put them? Did we have enough food and would we be able to keep providing for that many people? What about the injured or the maimed? Children without parents or worse, parents who’d lost their children. My head seemed to fill and keep on filling on the entire ride until abruptly, it was over. I blinked and found myself still on my horse’s back in the citadel’s stables.

      “C’mon, lass,” Gael said, his tone gentle, but his hands? They reached for me, hauling me down from the saddle and that’s when the other questions rose.

      Weyland was putting away the saddles, Axe seeing to the feeding of the horses but Dane, he watched me with his brother with a hungry expression, one I hadn’t expected to see on his face. And Gael?

      “You’re alright?”

      It was more an assertion than a question, but I couldn’t focus on the words, my attention caught by the low huskiness of his voice. Raspy, deep, resonant, and feeling like it vibrated all the way through me, all concern for others was shoved aside for this.

      He looked down at me with a gaze that seemed to go on forever, like there was nothing more he’d rather do, but that changed when my fingers rose up. I traced the mark I’d left on him, dark pink and savage with it and his expression became the same. His hand jerked up, not to pull mine away but to cover my hand and press it harder against the mark, his lips falling open. His woody scent filled my nose, making my head swirl and my mouth water.

      I wanted him.

      I wanted him in ways it seemed were too hard to put into words, the many, many layers of that need set on top of each other. I wanted his warmth against my skin. I wanted the flare of those eyes burning into mine. I wanted the tensing of his shoulders, the tightening of his grip, but mostly I wanted the way he tugged me close, burying his nose into my neck and sucking in my scent, like it was the only air he could possibly breathe.

      And I wanted to feel like this, caught up in him, Gael overwhelming my senses forever.

      Because the minute we pulled apart, we had a problem. The rest of the pack had stopped what they were doing, freezing midway by the look of Axe, the feedbag hovering in the air. Their eyes shone just as bright, their focus just as intent as they watched their brothers with me.

      “Food,” Dane said abruptly, breaking the dense silence. “Fenster will have prepared us some dinner.”

      All he got from his brothers were a few low rumbles, but Axe and Weyland turned to follow him up the stone stairs into the citadel proper, while Gael held me back. His lips were on my neck, his chest pressed into my back as his hands began to roam.

      “It’s not bread and stew I’m hungry for, Darcy,” he told me in a voice that was part growl, his teeth nipping at my neck, making me shiver in response, before he pulled away.

      Food wasn’t what I hungered for either, I realised as I watched him precede me, which brought up the most pressing question. How did I lie in that massive bed with the entire pack, when I was mated to only one of them?
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      Dinner was a subdued affair, but not for the reasons you’d think. I’d found three of my mates in bed with other women. I’d challenged a queen to a duel to the death. The men had severed their relationship with their mother, we’d discovered that Dane owned a whole bloody castle and… There was a hysterical edge to my thoughts, but they were quickly crowded out by this.

      I watched Gael’s hands move, long fingered, strong palmed, things that did everything with a kind of economical briskness I couldn’t look away from. I catalogued every nick and scar there, then the way they grasped the bone handles of his cutlery. But when he set them down abruptly, I jumped, because he got to his feet and scooped me up in one arm and grabbed my food with the other, placing both of us before him. Food on the table and me on his lap.

      “Eat, Darcy,” he told me, his deep voice making me squirm. “I can feel what you want, what you need, but you must eat first.”

      “Fuck Mother,” Weyland growled, watching the two of us intently. “If she hadn’t… If we didn’t…”

      “But we did,” Dane replied with a deliberate calm. “So Gael’s advice is apt. Eat, because we’ll have a long hard day ahead of us tomorrow.”

      As I sat perched on Gael’s lap, my hands finding my utensils, I felt curiously exposed, because it felt like everyone watched me the way I had watched my mate.

      “Eat,” Gael prompted again. “I’m not above feeding you like a child.”

      My fork stabbed into the slices of meat I’d put on my plate, my knife slicing across it at his highhanded words and that’s when he laughed. I focussed on eating my meat and my vegetables to the sounds of Gael’s chuckles, because I knew he bloody would hand feed me if I didn’t.

      

      For me, some of the tension had leached out by the end of the meal. A fire crackled merrily in the grate, so I was warm, full and very comfortable nestled down in Gael’s arms. Fenster had sent up this complex confection of cake, cream, fruit, and nuts that had completed the meal nicely and I was basking in the afterglow.

      Then Gael had to ruin it.

      “We need to talk about how this will go,” he said, a raspy edge to his voice letting us know how intent he was. “I claimed my mate last night. By rights I should’ve been abed all day, just learning her and all her responses.”

      “And you want to do that now,” Dane said in a flat voice. His gaze flicked to the other two of his brothers. “There are no shortage of beds. You could take one of the other bedrooms as yours, Gael, until such a time as we work out the nature of our bond with Darcy.”

      “No,” Weyland snapped.

      “Brother, they can come back… afterwards and sleep between us,” Dane reasoned. “Our bonding time as a pack can continue.”

      “No,” Weyland reiterated. “I mean yes, everyone needs to sleep in the same bed. I don’t think I could sleep if you didn’t.” He frowned slightly, pressing a finger to his brows as if to smooth this away. “I…” He let out a little huff of breath and then collapsed back against his chair. “Please don’t punish us by locking us out from this. You don’t have to touch me. I won’t even touch you, not if you don’t want me to.”

      It was the pleading that did me in. Not in a whiny way, not like a child. Instead, it was this quiet desperation that had me stiffening.

      “Damn you, Weyland,” Gael growled. “You don’t have to, lass. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to. It’s been a long day, a hard one. We can just sleep—”

      “But we can’t, can we?” I answered and was met by silence. “I can’t. We can’t unring that bell.” They’d been careful, understanding, waiting for me to get to a point when I was ready to pursue a relationship on a physical level, but something had changed. The slide of Gael’s hand over my spine had a different meaning, because now I knew exactly what it was capable of. “I’m not going to be able to just lie there beside you and sleep like I was your sister.”

      “If it’s at all relevant, I’ve never had sisterly thoughts about you, lass,” Axe rumbled.

      “Perhaps you won’t,” Dane said. “Then that puts you in a very different position. One where you must be clear about what you want and don’t want, even as that changes from moment to moment. It was always going to be the way of things, having four mates. We wouldn’t always fall upon you like starving wolves, taking you as a pack.”

      Dane’s tone was cool, almost cold, so why did I shiver at the mental image he created?

      “Even when we are all fully tied to each other, there will be times when you reach for only one or two of us. It isn’t the same as experiencing the pleasure with you, but don’t think we would not get anything from being in the same room as you seek your bliss.”

      “So…” My words were there, all ready to be said, but I didn’t, not yet. “You want to watch.”

      “Every damn thing I can,” Weyland replied, his tone harsh. “I always do anyway. When you lay beside me, I watched you sleep. When you’re on the training ground it felt like I fought with you because I traced your every move with my eyes. I watch you drink, eat, sigh, laugh, cry… Today, I watched your heart break and then you put the two pieces back together and forged ahead. It’s not enough you’re so fucking beautiful my eyes ache with it, but you’re strong too. So fucking strong. I’ll always be proud any moment I’m by your side, but none more than when you share your love with my brother.”

      Weyland spared Gael a glance then, over my shoulder.

      “You were always the best of us, so it makes sense she would come to you first. Take your mate, brother, tend to her in a way I can smell she needs. No one will try to take that away from you, not while I’m here.”

      I was turned around then, every other man fading away as I faced Gael. My legs straddled his and now our bodies were pressed against each other, I could feel that he needed me, just like I needed him. I frowned slightly as I trailed a finger down the side of his face, feeling the prickle of his stubble.

      “Tell me you want me,” Gael asked, his tone urgent. “Tell me you want this. I’ll do whatever the fuck you want, if you just do that.”

      I smiled then, just for a second and then answered him the best way I could. I pressed my mouth to his, just to get the feel of him, but that was never going to be enough. Once I felt the soft surface give, my mouth was nipping at his, wanting the texture, the taste. His hands surged up and into my hair, raking across my scalp as he pulled me harder against him into a brutal kind of kiss. Lips, teeth, tongues, fangs, it was all a big mess of sensation until finally we drew away panting.

      “Yes…” I said finally, though to what, I wasn’t entirely clear. “Yes, I want you. I’ll always want you, won’t I?”

      “Gods, I hope so, Darcy,” Gael growled.

      “Because there’s this ache inside me…” His expression fell then and I remembered the first time, the pain, the blood. “Not that,” I corrected, “a need. When you’re not with me, when I can’t feel you, it hurts.”

      That was a quiet little admission, one I was almost ashamed of, but Gael transformed as a result. His grin was bright, his hands gripping me tight as he swung me off his lap and into his arms as soon as he was standing, then over to the big bed that sat on one side of the room.

      “I can bloody walk,” I grumped. “I have done so for quite some time.”

      “Hush,” Gael replied, his fingers going to the lacing of my jerkin, but then he paused. I nodded quickly and he worked fast then, undoing the bindings and pulling the garment off, then moving to do the same to my blouse. His pace slowed then, as he revealed one inch, then another of me, and it was like the first time all over again.

      Would he always look at me like this, with a reverence I felt entirely undeserving of? Would his fingers smooth slowly over the sensitive skin of my collarbone ten, twenty years from now? The fact I could wonder that, that I knew I would find out, filled me with a kind of pleasure I’d never thought I’d experience. He caught my spreading smile, a brow rising in response.

      “What?”

      “I was just wondering if you’ll look at me like this when I’m old and grey,” I replied.

      “Gods, lass…”

      Gael hissed that out before his lips slammed down on mine, our clothes feeling like they just fell away, no longer needed here. But when it was just me and just Gael, naked as the day we were born, that’s when I remembered we weren’t alone. I nestled into his body, but peered over his shoulder to watch them.

      Axe shook his head and then let out a huff of breath, stripping down to just his trews before throwing himself down on the bed. He patted the space between his legs, then gestured for me to come closer.

      “Lie here, my beautiful. I’ll hold you as Gael does his level best to make you scream, eating your sweet little pussy.”

      “How did you know that’s what I had planned?” Gael said, taking my hand and drawing me closer.

      “It’d be what I’d do. Not sure if she’d be able to remove my head from between her legs with a pinch bar.”

      But despite Axe’s jocular tone, I crawled onto the bed with some trepidation.

      The room was suddenly crowded, and not just with the four men. Our baggage, our individual histories roiled in the air around us, along with all of the rubbish I’d been raised with. My assumptions of how it would be between me and my husband, it never ever allowed for this. But I had to trust Axe’s willingness, the way he laid my back against his chest, cradling me against him until he reached down and hooked my thighs over the broad expanse of his. Axe then slid our legs open, revealing my most intimate flesh to the room.

      “Look at him,” he urged. “Look at the way Gael stares at you. His beast is riding him.” And sure enough, I could see just that in the slow crawl of my mate across the bed, something lupine in the way he moved. Or was it in the blue fire of his gaze? But as Gael approached, Weyland removed his clothes, all of them, pulling back the covers to lounge some distance away from us, but I was left with the knowledge he did so naked. Then there was Dane.

      He looked drawn, his eyes too bright, his skin too pale as he held himself in the exact same spot. Even as Gael gripped my ankle, turning it slightly to press a kiss there. But Dane followed his brother’s slow progress, seeming to watch every single kiss Gael placed as he worked his way up the length of my leg. He didn’t break until Gael reached the soft skin of my inner thigh, when his brother paused, breathing me in.

      “This is a needy little cunt, lass,” Gael said in a dark tone. “You shouldn’t have let yourself get this way.” But before I could reply, he slid a finger through my folds and that made my back arch.

      Somehow, I’d managed to ignore this all day, but that one movement drew my attention rudely back to my body’s needs. Because I did need him, I felt that twist like a knife in my guts, my gasps of pleasure/pain filling the room. Gael was right. My body, my heart wasn’t primed to endure the trauma of discovering the queen’s tricks, it was for him.

      “Gael…!”

      I ground out his name, it feeling like a great hungry wave rose inside me, one that was about to come crashing down on me.

      “You need me.”

      My fingers clawing at the bedspread, my spine arching up against Axe’s chest, surely that communicated that clearly enough? I couldn’t force the words out, especially when I looked down to watch Gael lick his finger clean with all the narrow focus of a cat with a saucer of cream.

      “Hold her, brother,” Gael ordered. “The first one’s going to hurt. I should’ve been tending to her all day.”

      “Then you better get right on that then,” Axe replied. His arms were like iron bands, cutting into my flesh, but somehow that bone deep sensation was exactly what I needed.

      “Axe…” I cried and he just nuzzled his nose into my neck.

      “I know, I know. You’ve needed this for some time, but you’re too damn good at switching off from the demands of your body. Put your hand on Gael’s head.”

      “What?”

      “Guide him where you need him. He knows, like any good subject, he knows what his queen needs, but sometimes it feels good to reach out and take what you need.”

      As if of its own volition, my hand shot out and when I gripped Gael’s warrior braids, his eyes rolled up to meet mine, full of dark intent, a slow smile forming. But not for long. A fire had been lit inside me and as if doused with pitch, it roared up too hot, too bright.

      Did I drag Gael closer or did he lunge for me? I couldn’t tell. All I knew was I was split lewdly open, exposed to the room and then my mate struck.
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      Hands under my thighs, keeping me where I was, a tongue flicking out and parting me. A ragged groan from my throat as it slid upwards, then flicked over what ached the most. His lips locked down on that, sucking lightly that sensitive bundle of nerves and right when my breath was coming out in rapid little pants, fingers were forced inside me. The sounds I made were strangled garbage, words unable to be formed because all I could do was feel.

      Gael was piercing me, splitting me open, forcing me to admit him. To put aside the trauma of today and be here. And I couldn’t have been more present. I felt every push of his fingers, stretching me, readying me for what was to come, but not before this. His suckling was quite gentle but my response was not, great waves of pleasure ripping through me, coming faster and faster until his fingers crooked up and pressed hard against something I didn’t even understand.

      I didn’t need to. Bliss flared bright, ramping up, up, up in a way that didn’t feel possible, even though it patently was. And that’s when it happened.

      “Come for him,” Axe urged. “Come for your mate.”

      I was helpless to resist his command. A golden, perfect pleasure that was strangely familiar filled my body and right then, I never wanted it to stop. There was no pain, no irritation, no boredom and definitely no betrayal here, only this. My eyes snapped open, and I stared at the way the shadows on the ceiling flickered due to the breeze caressing the candle flame, unable to do anything else when Axe spoke.

      “Good girl.”

      I might have hated those words before this, but right now my defences were down and they washed over me like warm water. They swallowed me up and let me fall limp against his chest as he stroked his hand through my hair. But the rush of sweetness was pushed away as Gael rose, his fractured eye searing into mine as he wiped his hand across his chin, removing the glistening evidence of what we’d done, then licking his fingers clean. But it was the smile that killed me.

      None of the dark, dour man was here, nor the loving mate. This was the wolf. He let his eyes run all over me in a way that was eminently possessive and I knew why. I was his, I knew that now, the throb of the bite on my neck and the one between my thighs making sure that was clear. So when he leaned over me, I reached for him and when he covered my body with his, I craved that, right up until he pulled me up and off Axe’s body and down onto his.

      “You can ride a horse, milady,” he said as my eyes widened, my hips straddling his. His lips twisted into a slow smirk. “Now ride me.”

      “I…”

      Some of my ardour cooled then. I felt awfully exposed for one, my eyes flicking around to see every man’s eyes on me.

      “Don’t look at them, look at me,” Gael said and there was something to that. He’d meant it as an affable thing if his tone was to be believed, but he hadn’t been able to maintain it. A hunger rose, forcing the smile to fade and something else to rise. “Just me, Darcy.”

      So it was just Gael who had my focus. I looked down at him with a question in my eyes, not at all sure what I was doing. The priests had obviously never spoken of something like this and when I’d spied on people having sex, it was always him taking her.

      “Take your pleasure from me,” he explained. “Use me to get what you need. You’ll be able to control things from this position, how fast we go and how deep.”

      I remembered then that swollen knot and thought I understood what he meant.

      “And what about you?” I asked, hating the waver in my voice.

      “I’ll have your hot little cunt around my cock.” The grin was back and twice as bright, right up until I shifted, grasping that cock by the base and then slowly easing myself down on it. “Yes, Darcy…” His words came out a desperate hiss now, his fingers digging into my arse as I moved. “Just like that, love.”

      Any anxiety I might have felt left the moment I felt him enter me. Just like that, indeed. No matter how I was trained or raised, there was a part of me beneath all of that, an instinctual creature, and she knew this was good and right. The pleasures of his mouth were a sweet thing, but this? I had been aching all day, dismissing it as the after effects of being mated for the first time, but now I learned the truth. I needed him, deep inside me, that ache transmuting into a feral kind of pleasure the moment he slid home.

      “That’s it,” he said as I sobbed out my relief, one of his hands snaking down to rub against that little bud of nerves. He groaned as my body tightened in response. “Gods, but you unman me. I feel like I can’t last.”

      “But you will, brother,” Dane said, and I felt him crawl onto the bed. “This is our mate and you must service her well.”

      “That I fucking will,” Gael growled. “Ready, my love?’

      Was I? I couldn’t tell, unable to muster conscious thought. My hands planted themselves on Gael’s chest and I found myself arching my back, drawing his length out of me, only for my hips to snap back down. Gods, feeling full of Gael was one thing, but by moving it felt like I was reminded of exactly what was happening in much greater detail.

      Nerves came alive, embers that had been simmering away deep in my pelvis flared to life. Just as I did when I was training, where I felt my way through a fight sequence and followed it through, my body knowing what to do, I felt a sure sense of what was needed. Deeper, that was my first thought.

      “Yes, love,” Gael gasped, somehow able to hear my thoughts. “Take as much of me as you can.”

      Harder. I knew what to do now, my hips moving with a rolling motion, grinding against that bulbous knot. More.

      “Always more,” Gael growled. “It feels like I can never get enough!”

      His hands clamped down on my hips and he met me stroke for stroke. Something flared deep inside me with each pulse. Our thrusts were short now, as if we couldn’t bear to pull away for long, and so they came faster and faster. I felt her inside me as I moved, my wolf stretching her paws and running with all she had and as I stared down at Gael, as I got closer and closer (but to what?), I bared my fangs. This wasn’t sex. It couldn’t be. No Granian would want something as savage as this. Because as we strove together, we were joined.

      The bed shifted, and they moved in, forming an honour guard of sorts, though a libidinous one. I couldn’t seem to stop staring, taking in Dane’s lean body and Axe’s heavier one, Weyland grinning the minute he caught my eye. Because I was ending the day as I began it, with them naked before me, but this was oh so different. I discovered them, each and every one, my eyes raking over the way their bodies paid homage to me and only to me. I stared into each one of their eyes but when I got to Weyland, his hand slid down. Over his taut stomach, past a nasty scar on his hip and then I watched his fingers close around his straining shaft.

      “All for you,” he told me, part promise, part temptation. “All we have is all for you.” And as his hand swivelled up and down his length, it felt like something was being reclaimed.

      Would it have been like this last night, if everything had gone to plan? Would they have watched me claim their brother just like this? Would they have listened to my sobs of pleasure and joined them with their own? Would they have moved closer, just like they did now, sheltering me with their bodies, narrowing my focus down to just this?

      “Gael…!”

      I yelped my mate’s name, my fingers becoming claws as they dug into Gael’s chest. He leaned into the pain, seeming to read it as pleasure. “Darcy…” he panted, “Darcy…!”

      We were making love, but the way a wolf loves has claws and fangs. I snatched my hands away, the fingertips covered with his blood and then I shoved them into my mouth, his taste bursting on my tongue.

      I was burning, twitching, coming, and Gael was right there with me. I heard his strangled shout, felt him shove up as hard as he could and that’s when it hit us. Fire, the sweetest of fire, it can burn you to a crisp or it can reduce all the dross to ash and leave you to step free.

      So we did.

      My mates groaned, hard and wanting, hands on their cocks, working them in time with our pulses, when they erupted. Perhaps I should’ve been horrified. Perhaps I should’ve dragged up the memory of this morning, holding it close to my chest to keep me safe, but right now, I couldn’t. We were joined together by pleasure, one pack, one heart, one body, one soul, and when their cum hit my skin, I smiled. I rode the waves of bliss right up until they finally fell away and then I collapsed down onto the bed.

      Bodies covered mine, hot and sweating, but I couldn’t think of anywhere else I wanted to be. Whatever this was, it felt like it was an exorcism of sorts, a warding away of the queen’s evil, and so I snuggled in tighter. But finally, after my heart rate had slowed and so had theirs, I mumbled, “I’m going to need another bath.”

      “In the morning,” Weyland rasped. “Give us this for tonight. Smelling you marked with our seed…”

      “If I have my way, I’ll outlaw baths for you,” Axe told me. “You’ll stink of us, warning off every bastard who thinks to look twice at you. We’ll paint your skin over and over, telling the world who you belong to.”

      I chuckled then, having no intention of submitting to whatever primaeval urge that was, but liking the sentiment just fine. Mine, my heart beat. All mine.
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      Helping the refugees seemed an entirely natural impulse, right up until they began to arrive.

      We emerged from our sleep at first light. I was sticky and hot, pinned to the bed by so many big bodies, but somehow I couldn’t find it in myself to complain. We were together and right now, I was painfully aware of how precious that was. But Gael woke first, ever vigilant, and when he saw my eyes were open, he pushed the others off me. Then he kissed me, slow and soft, just to feel me rather than rouse me, before we were all forced to get up and get ready for the day.

      So here I was, blinking, freshly washed, despite Axe’s protests, dressed in simple, clean clothes, standing in the courtyard of the citadel when I heard the sound of voices.

      “You’ll take the single women,” Dane said, right as the first people came walking into the open space. “See them housed, clothed, then find out what else they need.”

      “What?” I yelped. I looked around frantically at the others. While I was a duke’s daughter, Linnea was the one who ruled the roost, not me. People indulged me or tolerated me, but that was it. I stared then at the tired and battered faces of the people as they filed in, saw the way they eyed the place suspiciously and I could hardly blame them.

      “And the families,” Weyland said. “We’ll look after the single men.”

      “There’s women that’ve been raped, beaten, brutalised,” Gael said, staring out at the growing crowd with a forbidding expression, but his anger was for them, not at them. “There’s every likelihood that at least some won’t want to be within five feet of a strange man.”

      My heart sank as I considered his words, but I couldn’t deny their truth.

      “We’ve always known that you are a queen,” Axe said, shooting me a smile. “Show them.”

      Before I could argue, Dane stepped forward and silence fell instinctively over the crowd.

      “Friends, we’ve brought you here to provide you with what you need in the short term. We have rooms, food, shelter and clothing ready for you and your families.” There were small murmurs in the crowd at that, but Dane forged on. “It’s not enough. What you deserve is your homes back.” More murmuring then, and I watched people shift restlessly, many clasping their wives or their children closer. “You should be able to live on the land your forefathers did, to raise crops and cattle, to build a life safe from the ravages of Reavers.”

      At the sound of that name, the mood in the crowd shifted, becoming cold, sharp, fragile as broken glass.

      “We can only give you some of that today. The citadel is a safe place. These walls will protect you. These people,” he nodded to the men and women he obviously employed ringing the courtyard now, “they will do their best to keep you from harm, as will we. Now, rather than bore you all with promises you have no idea we can keep, let’s get everyone settled. Single men will come with me and my brothers and we’ll find a place for you to bed down in the left hand wing of the citadel and single women and families will follow my mate, Lady Darcy, into the right hand side.”

      Right. We all had our orders, and now we just had to follow them. I blinked, then straightened my spine, plastering on the social smile Linnea had forced me to practise and then moved, hoping that would help.

      At the least the first part was easy. Women and families peeled away from the main group, following on my heels as I walked over to the entrance on the right hand side. Out in the courtyard, it hadn’t seemed so oppressive, but as soon as we began to file in, the hallways filled. It felt like there were so very many of them.

      People displaced, people in pain, and I found myself pausing, then taking a shuddering breath. It felt almost palpable, that pain, like I could reach out and touch it. But I didn’t want to, that was the problem.

      It was different at Wildeford. I’d run in, swords drawn, ready to fight any and all who’d torn that poor little dolly from a child’s grip, but my blades were useless here. I turned around then, seeing wary eyes and calm ones, some that looked creased with exhaustion. All I could do was try and help another way.

      “There are rooms all along here with lockable doors,” I said, gesturing to the nearest ones. “Some are larger suites, probably better suited to families, so they can stay together. Others are single rooms for those on their own. There are clean bed linens in each one, and pillows and blankets. Once we’ve gotten everyone situated, I’ll take you to meet the chamberlain, Fenster. He’ll find you clothing and shoes and whatever else you might need.”

      “And what if there’s ‘singletons’ who need to stay together?”

      The older woman’s voice cut through the silence and I blinked as she shouldered forward. She stared me down, her back ramrod straight, her hands clasping a worn shawl around her shoulders.

      “I lost my man, my babies, but I’ve been looking after these young lasses.” Her eyes slid sideways to a pair of drawn faced young women who nestled into the older women’s sides. “You want them to go into an empty room alone, left to cry their eyes out each night with no one to hear them?”

      “Well, no—” I started to say.

      “And how long will we be here for?” a man said, his wife and children looking up at him. “It’s all very nice of His Highness to give us a place to stay, but this is no life, living off the charity of others. We’ve got crops to replant, land to clear, houses to rebuild.”

      “Only for the bloody Reavers to raze to the ground again,” another woman said with a censorious shake of her head. “That’s the solution we need, not this. What’s being done about that, I want to know. We went and spoke to all those people on the night of the festival and for what?” Her eyes slid to me and when they did, they sparked with anger. “You lock us up here, nice and safe, but what of others? There’s no rhyme or reason to those bastards. What’s to stop them from doing the same to other towns?”

      My heart raced then and my breath sounded noisy in my ears. Their words hit me hard, but these were not tangible things I could fight off and part of me knew I shouldn’t, couldn’t. So I had to stand there and take the hits, something that felt implicitly wrong. I frowned slightly, then smoothed that away. What right did I have to be cranky, I thought, as I frantically tried to formulate a response.

      Something that would soothe people, I felt that hard. Children were growing fractious or worse, closing down altogether, their haunted little eyes just staring at all the adults. Then there were the women who had a dead, empty look about them which made me stiffen. That only came when you were beaten down so many times you stopped wanting to get up.

      You stopped wanting anything at all.

      Others began to grumble, talking amongst themselves, their voices rising, rising, swallowing me up with their discontent and I was powerless to do anything about it.

      I was such a bloody child. I’d blundered into this situation with a bunch of good intentions and not much else. What did I know about helping people twice my age? How could I help any of them? My heartbeat slowed then, the heavy, heavy beats drowning out everything else until finally my lips moved.

      “Nothing,” I said, in just a normal conversational tone, sure my belated response to the question would be drowned out, but oddly silence fell over the crowd again.

      “What?” the older woman said.

      “You wanted to know what’s stopping the Reavers from attacking other towns?” I replied. “The answer is nothing. We went to Wildeford and saw the devastation there. We helped those people come back to Snowmere and saw them housed in the barracks. We went to the king and…”

      My voice faltered then, my eyes dropping down to the flagstone floor, not able to look them in the eyes when I said what came next.

      “And he didn’t see it as an issue.” A shocked sucking in of breaths was the only response. “There was no attack on Snowmere, so he didn’t seem at all worried about it.” I jerked my eyes up, forcing myself to face these people down. They deserved that. “We expected he’d mobilise the army. We assumed he’d at least be sending people out there to protect those on the lands of the nobles, but…”

      I wasn’t helping. I was doing the very opposite. I was forcing traumatised people to confront yet another terrible reality and that hurt me inside. But I didn’t know what else to do, because I was woefully unprepared for this. I’d assumed they’d be grateful for a warm bed, but of course, people needed more than that. They weren’t animals to be kept clean and well fed. These were people with lives they wanted to get back to, who were used to being in charge of what they did and how they lived and that had been taken from them.

      “We need to find a way to make the king understand,” I said, trying to swallow the lump forming in my throat and failing. “But how we do that? I think that’s something we will all need to work on together.”

      The older woman nodded then, a brisk, sharp thing and she left her girls behind, stepping into the gap between me and them and holding out her hand.

      “I’m Annis, milady,” she said.

      “Gods, just call me Darcy,” I replied, taking her hand and shaking it. “My father was a duke, but he was a brutal bastard with it. I’ve renounced my title, my family, everything…”

      My words came tumbling out in a big mess, but Annis smiled then.

      “Darcy then. Let's organise people according to the village they’re from. People need to be near familiar faces, know that if they cry out, there’s someone they know close who’ll come to their aid. But something needs to be done for those that have no one. These poor lasses were all that was left of their village and they’ve had no one at all to care for them.”

      I nodded as I saw the girls in a fresh light. I’d felt overwhelmed by the crowd here, but I could now imagine how alienating it must be for them too.

      “Perhaps we should all sit down at lunch, once everyone has found a room to their liking, and talk through what you actually need in the short term,” I replied. “The goal is to get you back to your land, your homes, and to help you rebuild. But until then? How can we help you heal? What do you need to do that?”

      “A wise plan,” Annis said, then pulled away, bustling back to her charges with all the pluck of a mother hen. “Come, my loves. There’s a room in here that I think will be just perfect for us.”

      A queen, Axe had called me, but I couldn’t have felt less like one. I was floundering like mad and I had to wonder how the hell this would’ve worked if Annis hadn’t extended a hand to me, because as soon as she opened a door and claimed a space, others went and did the same. Though as the hallways cleared and people found a place to call home temporarily, I wondered.

      All the sources of authority I’d been exposed to in Grania were dictatorial and high handed. You did as my father or the church said, or faced dire consequences. So what was the alternative? Was it this? Finding people with strengths you didn’t have, ensuring they had a voice, and then throwing your support behind it.

      I was about to find out.

      I waited for everyone to find a room, assisting some who struggled to find something that fitted their circumstances and then it was done. I stood in an empty corridor, only the muffled sounds of the people coming from behind closed doors for company until Annis emerged.

      “Let’s find those princes of yours,” she said, taking my arm and tucking it in hers. Suddenly I was beginning to wonder if I was going to become another of her lost lambs. “Something needs to be done. You know it and I know it, so let’s make sure it’s done right.”
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      “This isn’t a simple problem, so there are no simple answers,” Dane said once Annis and several other refugees joined us at the table we were sitting at. Everyone had come to the massive dining hall for the midday meal, but some were focussed on things other than food.

      “That may be,” Annis replied primly, “but I’ve always found a difficult situation is one best tackled with small steps, rather than just left to fester.”

      “No one’s suggesting that,” Dane said, but he stopped when my hand slid to his thigh and gave it a squeeze. He looked down at me, his eyes scanning my face, looking for reasons why, but then he nodded. “But let’s get a better understanding of the issue at hand. Tell us what you can and then point us to anyone else you think can add to the conversation.”

      

      Nothing they told us was new. We’d heard tales of rapes, murders, wanton destruction. We’d seen it with our own two eyes, but it was different hearing people tell their stories. Either in halting, short bursts of words, or in flat monotones, just getting it all out. Each tale was like a boil, being lanced over and over and the diseased pus leaked over all of us. But in all of that, a pattern emerged.

      “They’re getting closer,” Weyland said, going pale, his eyes burning bright.

      “They’re nibbling away at Strelae like a squirrel would an apple,” Axe rumbled, his brows pulling down hard. “Father doesn’t want to send the troops, thinking the Reavers aren’t a threat? He’ll have them down on all our heads in weeks, if these reports are correct.”

      “And where will these lords and ladies be then?” a man called Ned said. His grin was slow and savage. “Happy enough for us poor bastards to go under the knife, but when the wolf is at their door?”

      I blinked then, able to hear the rustle of a raven’s feathers in my ears.

      “We need to mobilise,” Weyland said. “We need to take control of the army ourselves. Bugger Father, I’ll challenge him myself!”

      “A challenge without the court’s support is a sure recipe for anarchy,” Dane said through gritted teeth. “You think I don’t want that?” His eyes jerked to Gael, to the scars across his face and the man himself stiffened as everyone else followed suit. “I’ve been dreaming of the day we face him in a challenge.” All the cool bled away from Dane’s voice and something else emerged. Something true. “Living under their rule. Living with their bullshit—”

      “Well, well,” Annis said with a slow nod. “It looks like we do understand each other after all.” She turned to the other people at the table, who all nodded in their agreement. “So you have seen first hand their stupidity and you’ve had to live with it for longer. Holing up in this place is only going to be a temporary measure. Someone must do something about saving Strelae, before there’s nothing left to save.”

      “Darcy becomes queen,” Dane growled, his claws digging into the tabletop. “Since the last true queen went across the border into Grania, queens come and go without changing the power dynamic of court.” He glanced at me. “When he sees you, sees what you really are, he’ll all but shove Mother off the edge of a cliff to get to you.”

      My eyes fluttered as I was forced to accept a reality I’d somehow overlooked. I’d thought I was taking out a threat, but the king…

      “You want me to…” I grabbed my mug and downed a great mouthful of tea, the liquid burning its way down. “But you’ll... You’ll challenge your father and Dane will become king.”

      “We’ll never leave you to Father’s tender mercies,” Dane promised me, but it was the wrong kind of promise. He didn’t agree with my statement, didn’t seek to reassure me. “You are our mate.”

      “But…” I barely breathed the word.

      “But challenges to the king come in two forms. When he’s willing to step down, a competition between all the eligible packs takes place. This is usually during a time of peace, because it's a long and protracted process and the king and his pack must work hard to keep order until a successor is declared,” he replied, those blue eyes boring into mine.

      “Or?”

      “Or revolution. Bloody, violent revolution,” he said. “Because a full frontal assault destroys confidence in the existing king, in the acceptance that he has the right to rule over us all. The court is already a cesspool of unfettered ambition, where fighting for your place is more important than your lands, your source of wealth, your people…”

      Dane paused then, taking the time to meet each one of the refugees’ eyes. The moment of silence stretched on as he bore witness to that injustice.

      “But if we challenge Father now, it gives every single one of those venal bastards the excuse they’ve been looking for to try and grab power for themselves. We don’t need division right now, we need unity.”

      There were rumbles of discontent all around the table, but there was no real edge to it. Dane described a reality we were all familiar with, even if we didn’t want to be.

      “But a queen, she has power, even if she’s never really exercised it in the recent past.” Dane’s focus shifted to me and now I knew exactly how Gael had felt, because everyone’s eyes landed on me. “There’s nothing in the constitution to show that her powers have become limited since the last wolf queen abdicated.” He grinned then, the first moment of lightness this morning, it felt. “I checked. The queen was the power in this land, not the king. She had a pack of consorts to support her, protect her, but…”

      “You could direct the army,” Axe said, obviously warming to the topic.

      “You could deploy them to protect the outer villages. You could organise an actual refugee camp within the city.” Weyland said, his words getting faster and faster. “You could—”

      “And to do that, she has to kill your mother.”

      Gael’s words were a splash of cold water on all this fervour, and not for the first time did I think he was the right person to take as my first official mate. I looked across at him, seeing past the scars and his eye, to the man beneath. He knew what this meant, this kind of brutality and as he took my hand and squeezed it, I knew he didn’t want this for me. Because for his brothers, this was a largely academic issue. They’d fought on the battlefield and probably killed men doing it, but they hadn’t faced the unique brand of domestic terrorism that is family violence.

      But he had.

      Because when you strike out at them, finally standing up for yourself and pushing back, you hurt yourself. My father didn’t deserve to live. I wanted to say he was nothing to me, but… Even if I didn’t miss the man himself, I mourned the loss of the idea. Of having a father who might stand by my side right now, be a reassuring presence. Tell me I was strong, strong enough to bear this. Prove to me that I could. I shook my head slowly and then let out a sigh.

      That sword at Aurora’s throat. It’d felt so bloody perfect, right in that moment. The steel was an extension of my will and when I cut her, made her bleed, I felt like I was going some way towards cutting her poisonous influence out of our lives. But now… I should’ve known this would come at a cost. Everything always did.

      

      “Your Highness,” Fenster said, approaching Dane’s side. “A contingent from the Wolf Maidens is here.”

      I frowned at that, then turned around to see Selene, Ayla, and Orsha walking into the dining hall, making a beeline for us.

      “I like what you’ve done with the old place,” Selene said, sketching a mocking little bow for Dane. Her keen eyes seemed to take in everything and everyone, and that made me bristle.

      “And what can I do for you, Alpha?” Dane asked her.

      “As you know, the Maidens are sworn to ensure the safety of each monarch,” she replied.

      “Yet I see neither my mother nor father here.”

      “No, but during a challenge, Queen Aurora and Darcy are both potential queens. We’re here to ensure Darcy’s safety up until the dark of the moon.”

      A light flashed in Dane’s eyes, then he smiled.

      “You’re here to train with my mate.”

      “If that’s what she requires of us, then of course, that’s what we will do,” Selene replied in an overly conciliatory tone before winking at me. “Until the challenge takes place, we are her servants.”

      “You need to train with them,” Dane said, real urgency bleeding into his voice. “You are obviously skilled with blades and bow, but that’s not the same as a duel. None of this will matter if you fail, you know that, right?”

      “Because your mate will die by another’s hand, just as many of our people have?” Annis said.

      Dane stared at her then with an intensity I would’ve found difficult to bear, but she did.

      “Just so, Annis. So we must work together to find a viable solution with the resources we have. Darcy needs to work with the Maidens to ensure she can get us access to more.”

      I rose then, feeling an invisible weight on my shoulders as I did so, but was it the crown I had dreamt of before, or something else? Selene’s hand replaced it, landing on my arm and giving it a squeeze.

      “You’ll be fine if you train with us. There’s no predicting the outcome of a duel—”

      “But you’re fast, skilled, and strong,” Ayla said with a welcome smile. “And some of that is more than Aurora can say.”

      “Queen Aurora,” Selene corrected mildly, steering me out of the hall. “We show respect until such time the goddess has declared one of the queens the winner. In this case, respect manifests in the form of making sure you are prepared for the final duel.”

      “Something others of your number are doing for the queen?” I asked, glancing up at the Maiden’s alpha.

      “Other members of our order,” she agreed with a nod. “Junior members with little experience, but Maidens still.” As I stared, she smiled. “Up until recently, the queen of Strelae was the alpha of our pack, the one who would lead us into battle in Strelae’s defence when required. It’s a practice that has fallen out of favour, but we are determined to revive it.”

      “I could lead a force of you against the Reavers?” I asked, my breath catching in my chest. There weren’t that many Maidens, but for some reason in my head I could see another great mass of wolves, this time at my back, not the Morrigan’s.

      “Being queen isn’t enough of an honour for you?” Selene asked, then snorted. “No, I don’t suppose it is. Some people see all the ills of the world and do their best to look past them. They have to, to survive. But not you.” She glanced around then. “And not your mates. Change is coming, I think, and you can be sure the Maidens will move with it, whatever the goddess decides.”
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      “Axe?” I said when we arrived at what appeared to be the citadel’s old training grounds. Someone had updated it though, putting in new targets and dummies, with new racks of practise weapons.

      “I can’t stay in there, talking fucking politics,” the big man said, ambling forward, but his focus shifted to the Wolf Maidens. “And I also don’t trust Selene and her pals not to let you fall into battle fever. That’d suit Mother just fine.”

      “The Wolf Maidens remain apolitical,” Selene said sharply.

      “No one’s apolitical, not anymore,” he said, uncharacteristically grim. “When everyone’s life’s on the line…” He shook his head, then bent down to detach a wooden axe from the rack and then swung it around experimentally. “All I’ve got to bring to the table is brawn anyway. Dane will run circles around the lot of us, with his plots within plots.” He moved then, falling into a loose fighting stance. “I’ll just cut down whatever’s in your path, lass.”

      “Including me?” I asked. I grabbed one of the other axes, it felt strange in my hands. Battle axes were seen to be a primitive weapon, something only wargen would fight with, but as I tightened my grip on the haft, I felt something shift inside me.  My wolf, she bared her teeth, not caring that everyone around me was a friend of sorts, or at least not an enemy. I was a wargen, two souled now, so perhaps it was time I embraced that.

      “Cut you?” He tried for his usual smile, but something intense rose in his eyes, stopping that from happening. “I could never—”

      “Perhaps you should,” Selene said, stepping forward, her arms crossed firmly. “We all should. Sparring with fake weapons is one thing, but an actual duel.” Her eyes caught mine as she continued, staring into them as she spoke. “Your adrenalin is up, but not the fun kind that has you moving like lightning across the training grounds, pushing you to showier and showier demonstrations of skill.”

      She snatched up an axe of her own and as she prowled closer, I felt my body ready itself. A lesson was coming and perhaps it would be one I wouldn’t like learning.

      “Only one of you will walk away from this duel. This is about survival and your beast knows that in ways you don’t.”

      And it did too. I felt my wolf plant her paws hard inside me, her muzzle pushing out, a snarl rumbling in her chest.

      “Instincts you’ve never experienced will rise. Kill or be killed. Do it fast, do it decisively, do it any way you can to make sure you’re the one that walks away from this.”

      Following her lead, Ayla and Orsha plucked their own weapons from the racks and approached.

      “I thought this was a training session?” I said, a waver I did not like in my voice.

      “There’s no way to practise for what’s to come,” Orsha said, lifting her sword.

      “There’s only living that experience. Becoming the hunted…” Ayla said. “Or the hunter.”

      As if on some unspoken command, the three of them lashed out then and that’s when the problems started. There were too many weapons coming my way to block. I had picked a bloody battle axe, something I had no idea how to wield. I couldn’t rely on muscle memory, on all the different drills Nordred had forced me to practise, over and over. So while my axe flashed up and blocked Selene’s blow, Ayla’s and Orsha’s stabbed into me brutally.

      “Gods…” I gasped, pain flaring hard, each wound competing for my attention, but I couldn’t dwell on that. This wasn’t the lesson. It had only just begun.

      “A shield, Darcy!” Axe shouted and as I looked away, I copped a blow from each Maiden, more pain blossoming hot. But I caught the heavy shield he threw my way, shoving my arm through the armband, even if it was too loose and then dragged the bloody thing up.

      Success! Their weapons clattered against the hard surface, jolting me, but otherwise leaving me unhurt. I focussed on that, on holding the barrier up between me and them, on loosening my axe arm and getting ready. They began to fan out then, knowing that a full frontal assault would likely meet the same result. So they hunted as a pack, forcing me to split my focus between the three of them, never able to give my full attention to any one of them.

      Is this what it would be like? I wondered, my heartbeat thundering in my ears. Would my eyes dart around the duelling grounds, trying to watch for, anticipate the queen’s every move? Would I never get that split second of peace when I knew what to do, striking out with a certainty I’d come to rely on? Would I be forced to react, react, react, my shield coming up, my axe barely used, because in a few short minutes, they had me totally on the back foot? Because I’d stupidly chosen an axe, but hadn’t it been an impulsive decision that got me here in the first place? Killing the queen, as if that wouldn’t have consequences. Consequences I’d have to live with, the best of which would have me weighed down by that damn—

      “Get out of your head, lass!” Axe shouted.

      He sought to re-energise me, but instead threw me off. The Wolf Maidens leapt then, each slamming their weapons into my arms and legs, not pulling their punches for a second. The girl yelped, a high pitched sound of pain, but the wolf? She was not like me. She would never have borne my father’s beatings as I had and she wasn’t about to take one now.

      My head threw back, revealing my vulnerable throat to their blades, but I couldn’t seem to stop it, or the long, mournful howl that escaped. But before the women could capitalise on that, I moved.

      A weapon was just a weapon, an extension of our will and I knew what I wanted, needed to do. I twisted the axe, feeling the heavier heft of it before sending it crashing down into Ayla’s pretty face. Blood spurted, I scented that, but I moved then, faster than light, away from her and onto the next. I dodged Orsha’s blow and then thrust my shield up to catch her weapon, using the lip of it to jerk it away from her, leaving her arm outstretched and vulnerable, something I quickly exploited. I slammed my axe into her ribs, forcing her breath out, then her back before moving onto Selene.

      This was the one I needed to beat. In my eyes I saw her waver. Red hair, dark hair, Selene and Aurora flickered in my mind until finally I saw her. That arrogant sneer, those cold blue eyes that had spoken to me about joining the Maidens and serving her, even as she planned the assault of her own sons. She struck out once and I deflected it. My shield was up and in her way before she even got the next hit in. I blocked, blocked, blocked, finding, seeing the rhythm in her and meeting it with my own and then I grew sick of pushing her back.

      She was alpha and that couldn’t stand. It wasn’t personal, wasn’t the result of avarice or ambition. Somehow I just knew that her title was mine and I needed to take it. I knocked her sword away with one blow, then her arm when she raised her claws. I slammed my shield into her face when she snarled at me and then I raised my axe and sent it hurtling down.

      “Don’t hit her!” a masculine voice shouted. “You’ll fucking kill her.”

      My arm went limp, as if the bones inside it had been ripped free and instead of smashing into a now kneeling Selene, the axe fell uselessly to the ground. And the alpha? She stared up at me, a strange kind of light in her eyes.

      “That,” was all she would say as I helped her to her feet. “Whatever the hell that was, bring that to the duel.”

      “Alpha…” Orsha said, rushing over to Selene’s side.

      “I know,” she replied, then looked back at me. “You beat the alpha of the Wolf Maidens. I knew it was a matter of time, but…”

      “When you’re ready, you will lead us,” Ayla said as she joined us.

      “That was so damn close to battle fever I’m not entirely sure it wasn’t!” Axe snapped, striding over. “You’re supposed to be sparring, not ganging up on Darcy.”

      “We’re preparing her,” Selene insisted. “You know more than anyone what the queen will do. What she’s already done.”

      Axe straightened up then, his eyes flicking to me and back again.

      “You heard about that?” he said in a much more subdued voice.

      “Mother Aeve informed us when she told us about our new duties. We’ve been told to keep an eye out for future infractions.” Selene looked back at the citadel wall. “I admit, if I was going to choose anywhere in Snowmere to wait things out, this would be it, but…”

      “Your mother won’t let this go,” Orsha said, almost embarrassed by her words. “We’ve guarded her for some time. We’ve heard her talk about what she wants and the lengths she’s willing to go to…”

      “I know what my mother is capable of,” Axe rumbled and then reached for me, pulling me against his chest. I just couldn’t work out if it was to comfort me or him.

      Not me, I decided, because something dark with sharp fangs had risen inside me and bringing Selene to her knees hadn’t totally exorcised that. I took a moment though, shifting so my back was to the women, pushing my face into Axe’s chest, just feeling all that muscle in such a broad expanse.

      He is a suitable mate, she said to me. Big, strong. He will rut us long and hard and give us strong pups. Take him to bed now, then come back to fight these wolf women. I could feel her panting against my neck, her mouth opening into a savage approximation of a smile. We must beat them all to take the position we need, then they will know we are the one worth following. I snorted and went to pull away, but Axe’s hand held me where I was, just for a moment.

      “Don’t go too deep,” he said. “If you do, it won’t matter if you take Mother down or she does you. You’ll be gone, Darcy, never to come back.” I stared up at him, knowing my eyes must be glowing bright blue too now, from the way the sockets ached. “I know as well as anyone the temptation there. The feel of your body. The way your weapon slices through everything and everyone in your path. It’s power, love, pure and simple, and it rushes to your head, just like any other kind, taking away your inhibitions first, then your sense of self, then your bonds, your relationships until all that’s left is blood and fire.”

      This was supposed to be some kind of cautionary tale, I could tell that from his tone, but that wasn’t what I was getting from his words. I saw what he said, my body, my weapon perfected somehow, knowing exactly how to move, how to evade being hit, while dealing devastating damage.

      I knew this wasn’t real. Nordred had knocked me on the head often enough to beat that into me, but that didn’t stop me from trying. This time, this time, I might achieve it, and that’s what had me pulling away, picking up my weapons and my axe again, before facing the three women. Ayla’s face was a mess of blood, her nose having obviously been hit, but she flicked the blood onto the sands and grinned through her ghastly mask, grabbing her own shield now as well as a sword. As did Orsha and Selene.

      “Again?” Selene asked with a cock of her head.

      “Again,” I confirmed.
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      By the time the sun began to get low in the sky, the four of us were exhausted.

      “C’mon,” Axe said, scooping me up into his arms when I went to return my weapons to their racks. “Fenster or someone will see to them. You’re going to hurt, my mate, a lot, once your muscles cool. Into the sauna for you.”

      

      “What happened?” Gael snapped when he saw me. “What did they do? If those bitches are in league with the queen—”

      “No bitches, no league,” Axe replied in a soothing voice. “Our mate worked hard, damn hard today and now she’s starting to feel the after effects.”

      And as if summoned by his words, the pain hit. With a searing intensity that far outstripped anything the three women had been able to do to me, my muscles staged a rebellion, spasming, my breath coming in short sharp pants that drew Gael across the room, Weyland close behind him.

      “Gods, Gael,” Weyland snapped, “do something!”

      “I am,” my mate shot back, shoving up a sleeve as a blue light formed on his fingers. I wanted, needed those flames against my skin. Anything to stop the ache. But as Axe carried me into the sauna and Weyland rattled the ember stones, startling them back to life, Gael unbuttoned my shirt and jerkin and then placed his hands against my skin.

      “No…” I moaned, knowing I needed this, but not wanting it either. Because as always, the pain got worse before it got better, making my vision white out with the intensity of it, a strangled cry escaping my lips. I slumped in Axe’s arms. Gael hadn’t managed to wipe it all away, but I could finally take a full breath.

      “You were neglecting yourself again,” Gael said in a low, tense tone. A small smile formed, even as he shook his head. “You’ll do the queen’s work for her, and then where will I be?”

      My mate seemed to realise he had an audience for this moment, his eyes flicking from one brother to the next, but he forged on.

      “I’ll come with you when you train,” he told me. “I’ll be by your side, take the pain away regularly so it doesn’t get this bad.”

      “No…” I said the word gently, then tried to soften the blow by reaching for him, but he flinched when my hand touched his cheek. “She’s going to try her best to beat me bloody, if not kill me outright. Nordred taught me to take a hit, but not this kind. Not in such rapid succession, over and over, the pain building up on top of itself.”

      One of the things I’d learned as a child, copping all those beatings, was to ‘go away.’ Not be here, not be present, not see and feel and hear what was being said. Not watch my father’s face turn into a bestial mask as he turned on me. It was useful in the short term, but in the long? Well, apart from robbing me of the richness of reality, it was this. At some point, I had to come back again and when I did, everything I’d been pushing away came rushing in. As it did right now.

      “Gael…”

      The bond with him was less a sweet thing that tied us together, than a need that gnawed at my guts, creating a kind of pain he couldn’t assuage, because it wasn’t physical. But it wasn’t just him. As he moved in closer, dropping down to his knees so he could stroke my face, a deeper yearning clawed at me. I turned then, burying my face into Axe’s chest, clawing at his shirt when it got in the way, but also dragging Gael’s hand with me.

      “What is she…?”

      “She needs us,” Gael replied in an awestruck tone. “Like we need her. I think because her defences are down, she’s starting to feel it.”

      Was this what they felt when they met me? Gods, I had a newfound respect for them. I closed my eyes tight, just feeling, breathing in Axe, then Gael, and finally Weyland. I needed them like air, like my next shuddering breath, and it wasn’t so much in a sexual way. Sex was a symptom, not the cause. I let out a little whine, my wolf shifting restlessly inside me. Neither of us was sure how to deal with this.

      “Hush…”

      Weyland’s voice carried all the weight of his alpha bark, but this was the softest of lashes. It took away a need to think or fight, to wonder what the hell was going on and let me do this. Just be, just feel, just let them in. Gael hit me first, hardest, all his worry and anger and frustration and need, that all settled until it became this. Just a deep, throbbing sense of him within me. My mate.

      When he was with me, he could take a full breath, I sensed. When he felt my skin under his fingertips, he could allow himself to feel.

      “Just so, lass,” he told me, reading my damn mind again. “Every scrap of me belongs to you, my love. All of it.” His hand rested possessively along the back of my neck

      The others took longer to filter through. Axe loved holding me like this, I got that. He felt like I was so small, and finally, finally he could be the one to look after me rather than me thinking I needed to do everything myself. I felt his arms tighten a little, even as the others shifted closer, wanting to hold on to this moment. To breathe me in, to take great lungfuls of my scent into him and that was something I understood.

      I was getting the same. Smoky, woody, and eminently masculine, it helped settle me as much as Gael’s touch. But there was more. The impulse to hold me and keep holding me forever. To press my body into his so it left an imprint, because in his heart, he felt like I’d already left one. I dared a look upwards then and those blue eyes stared into mine. Axe smiled, just a little, something incongruously soft on the big man’s face and then he leant down and kissed me.

      There was no urgency in this. The time wasn’t right for that, but it was to make this connection. For my hands to go around his neck, as he had imagined me do the other night, my fingers to grip his braids and to just hang on as he claimed me in the gentlest way possible.

      I didn’t take a breath until he finally pulled away, my eyelids fluttering at the flush of sensation that came with that.

      “I’ll get you a robe,” Weyland said, smiling down at me. “You can get out of those clothes and warm your muscles up, keep them from hurting. Then I’ll take a look around this draughty old pile for some liniment. Our old nurse used to rub the bloody stuff into us.”

      “Gods, old Nursie…” Axe groaned. “When we were young men, I was beginning to feel like the rub downs were for her gratification, not ours.”

      Their voices faded away. Exhaustion hit me like a ton of bricks, my body having decided it was done for the day. It was the kind of tiredness that precludes sleep, even the effort of becoming unconscious too much. So when Weyland returned, drawing me out of Axe’s arms, I wavered on my feet until Gael stepped up to steady me and I let them. Just like I let them strip me off and then bundle me into a plush robe. Then I sat back against the stone benches, steam wreathing around our heads and just was.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      “Where’s Dane?” I asked when we sat down at a table in the dining room. I’d gotten dressed in some proper clothes and the room was teeming with people, but not my mate.

      “He’ll join us if he can,” Gael said, helping himself to a potato dish that looked like it’d been created with lashings of butter and cream.

      “You’ll find things changed now,” Weyland explained, pushing a platter of meat towards me and not looking away until I took some. “You had his undivided attention for longer than I’ve ever known him to focus on anything, but our brother?” He looked around the high vaulted ceilings of the hall. “He’s a planner. Always plotting.”

      “Which is why Father would’ve always made him heir, even if he wasn’t the eldest,” Axe said, then took a big bite from his chicken leg.

      “He works long hours and we aren’t always privy to what he’s doing,” Gael said with a nod to my plate. I picked up my cutlery and cut into the meat, then took a bite. He watched me too closely, then seemed to realise what he was doing. “But no matter what he’s working on, it will be to the betterment of us, of all of us.” He looked around then at the crowd, a steady hum filling the hall as people had conversations, filled their bellies and even shared a laugh or two. “He’s never steered us wrong yet.”

      “But he must eat too,” I replied.

      I ate my own food in a series of economical movements, that feel good sensation of a full stomach making me feel even sleepier, but I pushed past it. I grabbed a spare plate then loaded it up with food, ensuring there was a wide selection on it before I got to my feet.

      “You’re going to feed our brother?” Weyland asked, that devilish smile letting me know that this simple gesture had another meaning within Strelae, as always.

      “I’m going to take him a plate. He’ll miss out—”

      “Oh, I would love to be a fly on the wall for this,” Axe said, then reached for another chicken leg. “But the food here is too good.”

      “How will you find him? He’ll go down to the kitchens when he’s ready,” Gael started to say, but I shook my head, then flagged down Fenster as he passed by.

      “Do you know where Prince Dane is?” I asked him.

      The man took in me and my plate with a quick look, then nodded. “This way, milady.”

      

      But as I came to stand in front of a heavy wooden door, the timber crisscrossed with thick bands of black iron, I wondered at the wisdom of this. Should I have asked the others what this meant to two souled men? But standing around hesitating wasn’t going to help me in any way. I was tired, Dane was no doubt hungry, so I decided to make this all a lot simpler and just knocked on the door.

      “Come in,” came the muffled response.

      He didn’t look up when I entered, his head bent over a sheaf of documents, his quill in hand.

      “Fenster, if you could bring me some wine, I’d appreciate it greatly.”

      He sounded distracted. Calm, polite, but focussed on something else, so when I didn’t reply, that didn’t seem to concern him. When I drew close, then put his plate before him, he jerked back to stare at me.

      “Darcy…”

      I’d had my name shouted, delivered as a terse aside, or used as some kind of curse, so hearing it said in such a reverent tone was still something I was adjusting to. I put his plate on one of the few empty places on the desk, not daring to shuffle the papers out of the way.

      “No wine, unfortunately,” I said. “I didn’t think of that. I brought food though.”

      I offered him the cutlery I held, but his hand went around my wrist instead, pulling me closer as he pushed his chair back, his quill slotted back into its holder. I let out a little yelp as I was laid across his lap, just as I had been with his brother only hours earlier.

      “You brought me food.”

      “Well, yes. It was very nice food and if you’ve had a long day like I have, you need to eat. I wanted to make sure you did, that you were able to have a decent meal…”

      He reached up and stopped my burble of words with a finger to my lips and then when I was silent, he drew it across the seam of them until they parted. The tip slipped forward, ready to surge in but something prevented him.

      “You cared enough to notice I was gone.”

      I pushed his hand away then, straightening up from where I was perched.

      “Of course.”

      “And your first thought was for my wellbeing?”

      Dane was always so utterly unflappable, so this slight shift in mood was telling. Those intent eyes, ones that searched my face, seeking to record my every micro expression, they betrayed an intensity I wasn’t used to being directed at me.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I asked finally, feeling out of my depth, but plunging in anyway. “Isn’t that what you do for us?” It was my turn to study him now, watching the way his jaw flexed under my steady gaze. “Isn’t that what all of this is about?” I waved airily at the building around us.

      “Yes, but that’s different.”

      He was closing down again, packing everything up behind his mask, but I wasn’t about to let him.

      “How is it different?”

      “It’s just what needs to be done. Someone has to, so why not me?”

      His eyes strayed back to those papers. He wouldn’t toss me off his lap. No, he’d keep me where I was, holding me, keeping me close, but mentally he’d be off again, back to plotting and it was hard to fight that. The rest of the pack and I, we were lumbering from one disaster to the other, but Dane? He seemed to know these things would happen, to be prepared for any eventuality and we couldn’t help but be grateful for that.

      So that’s what I decided to be.

      I scrambled off his lap and caught the minute flash of pain that came as a result before Dane schooled his face smooth again. He leaned forward, picking up a piece of paper, ready to start reading again when I removed it. I set it gently back on the pile to the sound of his huff of breath and then put his plate before him as I went to stand at his back.

      I was frankly intimidated. Dane was the one I’d explored things with the least and his little display in the markets, when he described what he’d like to do if I gave over my control, it still had my mind racing. But I couldn’t do this with that dominant man in mind, or the prince, so just as I had to shuffle through several versions of myself, I searched for the Dane I could connect with here. He jumped when I smoothed a hand over his shoulder and that had me flinching back, but not for long. I’d copped a flogging from the Wolf Maidens all day. I could do this.

      He let out a little sigh when my hand returned, my caress firmer, more sure of itself and I was rewarded by his head sinking down slightly. “Eat your food before it gets cold,” I ordered and he snorted in response, right up until I sank my fingers into his hair. I dug them into his scalp, feeling the satin slip of his dark locks through them as I sought the muscles beneath.

      “Gods…” he hissed, “I’ll do whatever you bloody want if you keep doing that.”

      “Then eat your dinner. I’ll massage you as long as you finish everything on your plate,” I said, affecting a motherly tone.

      “I think you might find I’ll draw out the process like a child facing down a plate of boiled turnips,” Dane said, but I just laughed. He picked up his cutlery and began to make headway through his meal as my thumbs pressed into the curve between his shoulders and his neck.

      

      Things came undone when I started to work on his shoulders. His shirt and my fingers seemed to snag on each other so he set the utensils aside and then whipped the garment up and over his head without too much of a thought. They were so casual with their nakedness, something I was still acclimating to and he realised this.

      “I can put it back on,” he said, looking back over his shoulder as I just stood there, hands hovering in the air.

      “Ah, no, it’s fine.”

      But fine wasn’t the way I would describe the way his skin felt when I finally went back to touching him. Hot, satiny, and all too male, that was definitely more accurate. It was ridiculous of me to baulk at this. One thin layer of fabric could hardly make a difference.

      Except it did.

      Because as I touched Dane, it wasn’t hard to imagine my hands wandering further, mapping every inch of his body, not just his shoulders. I could fill in the blanks now, because thanks to Weyland and Gael’s tutelage I knew a lot more about the male body, but that just forced my questing mind on. How was he the same as them and how was he different? Did he respond to me as they did? Was he hard, straining against the front of his trews, ready—?

      The train of thought was abruptly curtailed when the plate was set aside, shoved away along with piles of paper. Dane got to his feet and turned, grabbing me around the waist and then depositing me on his desk in the space he’d cleared.

      “Do you know what you’re doing?” he asked with a low growl.

      “What?”

      “Do you know what you’re doing to me?” As if to emphasise his words he leaned in, eating up the space between us. I could feel him then, how hard his body was as it wedged itself against mine.

      “I…” My voice sounded like a little girl’s, high and breathy, so I swallowed hard and frowned. “I think I’m still working that out. I don’t know you, Dane, not like I do the others.” I lifted my hand then and traced it down the hard line of his breast bone. “But I’m trying to.” His breath came out in one shuddering sigh as I trailed my fingertips lower.

      His hand snatched mine away and shoved it behind my back, his much longer fingers able to circle both wrists and hold them locked together.

      “Give me some parameters to work with,” he said, his eyes burning into mine. “Tell me what you want and don’t want before things escalate. I won’t hurt you, won’t rush you, but…” A low growl trickled out from between his teeth, his eyes inhumanly blue as he stared. “You have to know how much I want to take things further.”

      Well, I did now. For a second, I just watched him hover above me and that’s when I saw the mask crack.

      “I tasted heaven the other night,” he said. “Your lips were on my lips, your hands were on my body, your skin touched mine.” A confusing tumble of emotion swelled in response to this as I saw both his desire and his sadness. Because everything he’d felt wasn’t with me. “I thought for a moment, just a moment, that it’d all come together. That somehow I’d managed…” He leant back then, his frown forbidding.

      But it wasn’t me he was censoring, it was himself.

      “I feel like I’m holding myself back by a string every time I’m in your vicinity, Darcy, so forgive me if I need some rules to work with. I have to keep from tearing your damn clothes off and gorging myself on you like the starving wolf I am.”

      Part of me wanted that. The rebellious part that when someone drew a line in the sand, I wanted to step over it, no matter what the consequences were. Another part wanted to see exactly what was simmering inside these strange men who claimed me as their mate. What would they be like, if they weren’t always worrying about me? How would they act if they finally saw me as their equal? But there was a truth to their tentativeness. If it’d taken some prompting to sink my fingers into his hair, it’d take more to…. I blinked, then looked up at Dane and refused to look away.

      “You said you wanted to restrain me, take control?” He just stared back, not bothering to answer because we both knew this to be true. “Well, that’s not going to happen tonight.” A slow hiss of breath whistled between his lips as he finally let it out. “I need you to sit down in your chair and put your arms behind your back.”

      My words were crisp, slicing through the air and he seemed to feel every single one of them. His head jerked to one side as he studied me and then he let me go. I missed the firm weight of his fingers around my wrists, making me wonder at that, but I didn’t get long. He collapsed into his chair, slouching like an indolent king on his throne, and perhaps that’s what he was.

      “Behind your back,” I said, pushing his knee with my toe.

      He smiled then, really smiled, and that’s when I saw the resemblance between him and Weyland. The same cocky twist of his lips, the same challenge in his eyes, but I’d never seen that in Dane ever. He locked his arms around the high back of his chair slowly, as if making a show of his compliance, the muscles straining as a result.

      “Now what?” he asked, his eyebrow sliding upwards.

      I slipped from the table, moving closer, stepping between his splayed thighs.

      “I don’t know you, Dane. You’re remote, untouchable in ways the others aren’t. I can’t exactly work out why. You’ve slept beside me, stroked me until I…” I let out a little gasp, an echo of the pleasure I felt as his hand pressed into my pelvis, washing through me. “But even despite that, you’re an undiscovered country to me.”

      He watched me shift, closing the gap between us until I could feel the heat radiating off his body.

      “I think I want to change that.”

      “Then come forth and explore me,” he replied, staring up at me. “I have always been and remain, yours. You just have to crook a finger and I’ll come running.” His smile widened. “Maybe I will even if you don’t.”

      But the smile faltered when I pressed my fingers to his lips, his gaze becoming intent, focussed. I wanted to replace my hand with my mouth, to dig my hands in his hair, rip open his trews and—

      Dane had told me to identify some rules for a reason and it wasn’t just to contain him. It was to keep me from making stupid decisions too and he nodded when he saw me realise this. But then he tossed his head back, his hair sliding over his shoulders, baring his neck to me, and that’s when all sense went out of my head. My hand whipped out and wrapped around that muscular column and all Dane did was glance up at me, like this was no big deal.

      “Try anything you like, lass,” he ground out. “I think you’ll find that I can take it.”
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      “A Granian woman,” I told him, “she’d get beaten within an inch of her life for daring to grip a man by his throat. The priests would be egging the man on all the way.”

      “I’ve always thought that Grania was run by fools, but never more than now.”

      I could feel the vibration of his words through my palm. His jaw inched upwards, forcing the muscle harder against it. Men like Kris would see Dane’s behaviour as some kind of shameful submission, a womanish display, but it wasn’t that at all.

      He relinquished nothing, not one iota of his power or dominance, not as he stared into my eyes, not even when they fluttered half closed as my hand slid down. I touched him and he allowed it, gracious as a prince.

      I ran my hand along the line of his shoulder, the muscle tensing there, but was that from discomfort or from giving me a show? He smiled then to let me know. So I traced the lines of all that beautiful muscle, letting my fingers curl inside the hollow of his collarbone, my thumb dipping into the space between them, then smoothing out over the hard curves of his bicep. I followed the snaking vein that led down his arm, trailed my fingertips across his ribs, then up to circle around the flat medallion of his nipple. Dane let out a hiss, the small bead tightening.

      “Sensitive?” I asked.

      “Not usually, but apparently I’m doomed to be inordinately so when you’re touching me. You unman me.”

      “Unman? What does that even mean?”

      He tried to answer me with words, but his lips fell open as my fingertips teased his nipple. Just light brushing touches, I couldn’t help but do it again when he responded so intensely. It was like I was touching him somewhere far more intimate, his brows creasing, his breath coming in short little bursts, then a groan when my other hand touched the opposite one. And that’s when he broke.

      His arms came whipping around, grabbing me by the waist and dragging me down onto his lap, so I could feel exactly what effect I was having on him.

      “There are two wolves inside us men,” he growled, his hands going to my scalp, sinking his fingers into my hair. “One wants to protect, to serve his mate until he has nothing left to give.”

      “And the other?”

      A little waver snuck into my voice as I watched his eyes flare bright.

      “The other is a hungry beast, who just wants to satisfy his ravening needs and doesn’t care for any of yours. Unmanning is the point where the man fails and the beast wins. I become selfish, greedy, impulsive…”

      His words faded slightly in that moment as I stared into his eyes. My prince. Each one of them had earned the title, but somehow Dane epitomised it. Always noble, always responsible, leading so we had someone to follow.

      But at what cost?

      I moved forward, slowly now, and pressed my forehead to his, my lips ghosting across his.

      “And is the other wolf ever let off the leash?”

      My question was a quiet one, little more than a whisper, but I heard his ragged groan in response.

      “I don’t know how, Darcy. I’m fucking terrified of what will happen if I do, of how I’ll act.”

      I pressed my lips to his, and his arms locked tight around me. His scent filled my nose and his taste, my mouth. Dane came rushing in. But it wasn’t just the sensory things, though they came first. It was him. Dane’s… soul for want of a better word, beat like the wings of an eagle, hot and hard and desperate. But this eagle had his wings clipped hard. And I quickly worked out why.

      The room, Dane, his mouth and mine, they all fell away and were replaced by this, a memory.

      

      We were in the castle. I recognised the architecture and the tapestries on the wall. And her. I would now recognise Aurora anywhere, even if she looked considerably younger then. That beautiful face, so like Dane’s and yet utterly different. Dane’s couldn’t screw up into a mask of viciousness, not like hers did.

      “Little bastard…” she said, prowling closer to a young man I knew had to be Gael. He was much lighter in build, his body had that lanky, half grown look of a boy moving into manhood. But even so, his fists balled and his arms bunched at the approach of the queen, his chin jerking up as his lips thinned down. “I’ve heard you’ve been getting above yourself again, thinking you’re fit company for princes of the blood.”

      I saw then a stiff and pale Weyland and a just as stricken Axe. Their eyes slid to Dane, who stood there, pinned to the spot. They watched him, but he watched his mother with a kind of dread fascination.

      “Father said we had to accept Gael,” Dane’s disembodied voice said. “I thought that was sufficient to keep him safe. Mother always obeyed Father. He was the only one who could compel her. When Gael was brought home, when he was brought to court, Father watched her go white as a ghost, her teeth sinking so far into her lips her mouth ran red, but he still recognised Gael as his son.” I heard his sigh. “I underestimated her.”

      “I told you to stay clear of my sons,” Aurora continued. “It’s bad enough to have to see the evidence of my husband’s betrayal every day, but for you to act like you have a place beside my children?” Gael just stared at her mulishly, not looking away for a second. “What did I tell you would happen?”

      “Mother—” Dane started to say, taking a step forward, but Aurora just hissed at him.

      “Not now! It’s bad enough you dragged this bastard here to my home!”

      “You brought Gael here?” I asked.

      “I dreamed of my brother, over and over. I went to Mother Aeve to get her to explain it to me and that’s when I worked out who and where he was.” Dane’s voice was clipped now, his words rushed. “I went across the border with some of Father’s men that I trusted and I found him.”

      For a moment, as Aurora came to stand over Gael, all I could hear was the ragged rasps of Gael’s breath. The queen clicked her fingers and a handmaiden stepped forward, with what looked like a hunting dog on a lead in tow. That’s when the hairs stood up on the back of my neck.

      “I couldn’t see how a two souled boy could stay safe in Grania,” Dane said. “Everything I’d heard about your people led me to think Gael would be shot and killed before he even made it to adulthood, or worse. When I left, I assumed Strelae was a safe place for him. How could it not be? It was for us…”

      “What did I say would happen if you continued to disobey your queen, bastard?” she snarled and somehow, some other version of myself sank her claws into the back of the wooden chair, as if that would stop what was coming.

      “Mother…!” Weyland said, stepping forward, his brow wrinkled, his eyes pleading. “Gael is one of us. He is part of our pack!”

      “That was the death sentence,” Dane said in a flat voice. “So many things died this day.”

      “Mother, you can’t!” Axe said as the queen grabbed the dog’s leash and then hauled it close, dragging it up so high the dog’s paws scrabbled at the floor.

      Gael stood perfectly still, not betraying what was going on inside him but for one thing. His eyes dropped to the dog, its piteous cries forcing a sob out of my throat, but not his. A single tear fell from what was a perfect eye, but that was it.

      “Answer me, bastard!” she snapped, dragging the dog higher, its whines turning to gurgles as the leash bit into its throat. “Answer your queen.”

      “Weyland and Axe, they tried to stop her, but I didn’t. Our parents were different with them, allowed them more latitude. I was the eldest, the leader, the heir. I had been groomed to be king since the moment I was born, and I have always been an apt student. But this is when I, we, learned the truth about our family, the people who ruled over us and all of Strelae.”

      “LET HIM GO!”

      Gael’s voice thundered through the room, even with a boyish reediness to it. The queen, her fingers went lax, loosening her grip on the poor bloody dog, but not entirely. She tried to rally, to fight the whip crack of dominance throbbing in his voice, and that’s when Gael really frightened the queen.

      She would’ve hated him anyway. He was evidence of everything she despised. True mates, pack bonds, all the bloody things that seemed to stop the two souled from becoming bullying monsters. But this partial compliance wasn’t enough for Gael. The dog was yanking on his leash frantically now, seeming to know his life was on the line and so did Gael. Claws formed at the ends of his fingers and he swiped out, slicing through the leather like it was butter, freeing the dog.

      “Run, boy!” Gael ground out, his throat clogged with tears. “RUN!”

      The dog didn’t need to be told twice, careening out of the room like the devil was on his tail. But Aurora, she recovered, lifting her arm, revealing a neat slice through the diaphanous fabric of her dress and then through that, a thin red line, beaded with blood, across her perfect pale arm.

      Her other hand jerked up and that’s when Dane started to scream, storming forward, hands outstretched, fur sprouting across his arms, claws snapping out, ready to step in and—

      Her claws raked across Gael’s boyish face, blood blossoming immediately, right as Dane launched himself at his mother.

      “I couldn’t protect him. I brought him to this bloody place, where everyone treated my brother like he was dirt, everyone but us. We kept him with us always, tying us tighter than four brothers have a right to be. We had to be vigilant at all times, keeping an eye out for direct attacks and subtle ones, and we did so knowing he was in this situation because of me.”

      The memory faded and I was glad for it, feeling a need to pull away from Dane, not wanting to be sucked into more pain and yet completely unable to, so instead, we shared it.

      “It’s not your fault,” I said in a wobbly voice, so I tried again, gritting my teeth to change my tone. “You didn’t… She did, and I need my bloody swords.”

      “You can’t go running up to the castle, weapons in hand,” he said in a terse voice. “You’d be handing her everything she needs.”

      I paused, staring down at him.

      “You know what this feels like, don’t you?” I blinked, seeing him in a whole new light. “You’ve felt the urge to wipe the woman that bore you off the face of the earth and you’ve had to resist that.”

      “Strelae needs a queen,” he replied with a dark look. “Mother Aeve made that much clear, but not a lot else. Somehow, in some way, when a queen sits on the throne, she affords the country some kind of protection. That’s why we lost to your ancestors when our queen went across the border to sue for peace. We could’ve fought. We could’ve held you off, but…”

      “But?”

      “When I went to Aeve that night, after the others had gone to bed, Gael whimpering in his sleep. When I threw myself down at her feet and the goddess’ and begged for forgiveness, she told me this.” Something shifted in the man then. It was almost as if he grew in size and when he spoke, I heard the caw of a raven from somewhere far outside the stone walls. “That my brothers and I, we had a true mate and that I wouldn’t be king, doomed to repeat my father’s mistakes.” He stared intently at me. “That we would be consorts to a queen. A true queen of Strelae. One who would right the wrongs of the past.”

      “No…” I whispered, going to pull away but he held me still.

      “That I needed to prepare for her coming, because she would be beset on all sides by challenges.”

      “No, Dane…”

      “That she would move like lightning, her weapons an extension of her iron will and I would know her by the taste of her blood.”

      I planted my hands on his chest, feeling that pulsing, throbbing sensation that always came when I touched these men, but now it was so much more. Great waves of pleasure, of need beat inside me, a tide that was driven by the moon’s pull, not me.

      “Gods be damned, Dane!” I snapped and finally broke free, stumbling back.

      “One of us will care for you,” he said, as he followed me, tracking me like the wolf he was. “One of us will protect you. One of us will keep you from spiralling out and away from us, from your very humanity and me?” He tilted his head to one side, looking down at the table then and all that paperwork. “My job is to clear the way for your rule. Mother Aeve told me this that night and I’ve worked as hard as I can every day since to make it happen. You’ll take down my mother, you’ll take the throne, you’ll usurp my father and then you’ll lead us into battle, to fight back the Reavers and any else who seek to drag Strelae down.”

      That gold headed raven, she appeared then in my field of vision, cawing her response to his words. Was it a cry of derision or a call to arms? I couldn’t decide. And I wasn’t going to. I stumbled towards the door, ready to go running back to that room, that big bed, where I’d slot myself in between my other mates and try to forget everything Dane said. But when I reached it, his hand slammed down beside my head.

      “A wolf protects,” he said, not letting me look away for a second. “And that’s what I’ve been doing. I will always protect you,” then he jerked his head over his shoulder, “even from bullshit like that.”

      I had a choice right now, I could feel that. I could stay here and he would show me everything he was working on, and all of those plots within plots that the others spoke of.

      Or I could walk away and leave him to it.

      My muscles shook with the effort of holding myself still, because everything in me wanted to run, run, run. I took a shuddering breath and then…
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      I stayed. I didn’t want to, my feet dragged as I followed Dane back to his desk, but he sat down and pulled me onto his lap. Once I was settled, he drew over a small map of Strelae and began to explain.

      “I know why my forebears chose to retreat to this part of the country,” he said, tracing a line across the Eaglefell mountains. “Apart from the capital being based here, we were fighting a war and giving the enemy our greatest mineral deposits would not have been strategic. At the time, I think they would’ve assumed they’d have sent your people packing well before now and this wouldn’t have been an issue, but Strelae is now a land locked nation. We have the mountains on one side, curving around one border of the country and then we have Grania”—his finger followed the ragged red line that separated our countries—“on the other. We’re sandwiched between the two. In theory, it works well. Most invaders would come by sea or across the Granian borders here at the end of the mountain range.”

      “But not the Reavers,” I said, wriggling a little when I saw that sea of wolves in my mind again. “They’re coming across the mountains.”

      “They’re coming across the mountains,” he agreed. “In recent memory, that’s seemed like a ridiculous idea. The mountains are high, the air thin, the terrain treacherous. No sane commander would take their force through there. So we’ve done little to protect that area, focussing all our soldiers and the garrisons on the border with Grania.”

      “And now we’re jammed between two hostile forces,” I said.

      “Just so. But in some ways it’s even harder than the cold war we’re stuck in with the Granians. I know where their soldiers are. I know how many the Granians have, what kinds of weapons they’d bring to any fight and in what number.”

      “That seems like a lot of classified information in the hands of a Strelan prince,” I said, peeking over my shoulder at him and he grinned.

      “I have my sources.” When his eyes met mine, they twinkled. “Your father’s men need someone to point their bloody lances at, and I’ve provided that.”

      But any amusement we might have felt soon disappeared as we considered the map.

      “We don’t know where the Reavers are based or where they’ll attack next,” I said, feeling my heart sink. Horrors like Wildeford were hard enough to bear, but being unable to prepare to fight the next attack was far worse.

      “We know approximately,” Dane said with a sigh, but as he traced the entire curve of the mountain range, we both seemed to deflate. “Most of the tiny little mountain hamlets are gone now and they’ve started attacking the estates. I’ve tried to alert the lords in question to this fact, but with the way Father’s court works, most don’t care. They need their lands and the wealth from them to ensure their place at court, but once here, the battles really begin.”

      He settled back in his chair, taking me with him and I curled in against his chest in response.

      “Every day, the noble families of Strelae must wake up and prove that they deserve the accolades and privileges bestowed upon them, or some other aristocratic family will challenge them in a duel. They don't dare go back to their estates, so abstract threats to their power bases don’t compare to the very immediate ones of court. They can’t split their focus, not for a second, which keeps them right where Father needs them.”

      “Divide and conquer…” I said.

      “Exactly. When their ambitions are turned against each other, they are kept away from him. He rules for as long as he remains unchallenged—”

      “So you need to challenge him.” I shifted on his lap, turning to face him. “Dane, can’t you see? If you take him down—”

      “Then I’ll be king and you’ll be my consort,” he said, his lips thinning. “It won’t matter what you do and how you do it, you’ll be forced to perch on the arm of my throne, be seen as nothing more than a means to bear my children. My brothers will fade into the background, unimportant. That’s not how we work and it’s not how we will be our strongest.”

      He shook his head slowly.

      “We can’t solve the problems of the past by following the same processes. At least not Father’s.” His fingers worried the edges of the map. “We also have a more immediate problem. One that will become a very real threat for all of Strelae.”

      Of course there was. I let out a breath, steeling myself for what was to come.

      “While the nobility remains myopically focussed on the capital,” he said, “the people who provide us with the food and fibres we need to eat and clothe ourselves with remain unprotected.”

      I felt a cold sensation wash over me.

      “Reavers are destroying farmland now, not just small holdings. The generals have been trying to get my father to mobilise the troops, to begin the defence of our country, to secure our food supply.”

      I just stared at him as he spoke all those bloodless words. Food supply, small holdings, mobilise troops. They were all abstract concepts, things that didn’t live and breathe, but people did. I saw past the words immediately and then realised now why Dane was locked away here.

      “People are going to starve.” My eyes flicked to the partially uneaten food on his plate, and part of me wanted to squirrel that away somewhere, save what remained. Then I thought about the embarrassment of riches that had been spread out over every table in the dining hall. “We need to cut back. People can eat bread and porridge, perhaps some vegetable stew to go with it. What?”

      He smiled up at me, then shook his head slightly.

      “You understand the problems we face, just as I thought you would, but before you put the citadel on half rations, I need to show you something.”

      He leaned over, sorting through the papers before drawing one forward, but my attention wasn’t on the paperwork. It was on the way his body was forced to lean into mine, hard and unrelenting. But when he passed me a sheet of paper, he looked at me expectantly.

      At first I struggled to work out what I was looking at. It was a tally sheet of sorts and the numbers there… I’d never seen so many zeros in the one place. But as I scanned the list, I saw familiar names. Root vegetables, pumpkins, wheat, barley, lentils, beans… When I forced my eyes up, when I stared into his eyes I saw something both impossibly strong yet fragile there.

      “Dane…”

      I gasped his name because while nothing on this list was an especially romantic gesture, it was a gift, a tremendous gift.

      “These are food stores. Your food stores,” I said in a low voice.

      “The people’s food stores,” he said and there was a stiffness about his voice then, but real emotion vibrated there. “If my fucking father won’t secure things for our people, I will. It’s all stored in here. I’ll show you where tomorrow, but…”

      I lost track of his words as a sudden realisation hit me. I glanced around the room as if seeing it for the first time, the old mortared stones having been here for so long, countless chamberlains and consorts having sat exactly where he was now, working on the nation’s finances. But somehow, for some reason, this castle had been abandoned and a new one had been built, where his father sat on the throne. But…

      “You’ve created another seat of power…” I was still testing the idea in my head, but when I looked at him, his grin was quick and unstudied, one of the few spontaneous expressions he allowed himself. “You’re not going to challenge your father. You’re going to undermine him completely.”

      “For you.”

      He stared at me openly then, willing me to see it, and I did. I really did. I watched his lips move, heard his words, but I felt like I’d been dropped headfirst into an ice cold mountain stream when I did.

      “You’re a queen, Darcy, one from a long lineage that ruled this country justly, saw our people grow strong. One who will weld us together so we can beat back anything that seeks to threaten us. Your strength will become our strength.”

      Well, if that was Dane’s master plan, it was all for naught. I was glad he’d seen to take measures to secure food for the people. The thought of children starving, of people watching their loved ones wasting away made my breath catch in my chest, but the rest? To make this a power base… for me?

      I slipped off his lap then, even as he tried to stop me, but my feet needed to move. I paced back and forth, back and forth, my boots making a sharp little sound at each step. But it wasn’t enough, not to quell what was inside me.

      I was born to take over the domestic management of a keep. Father and Linnea had seen that I received a suitable education to do just that, to become some lordling’s wife, so I had a working knowledge of history, geography, of household economics, as well as the more womanly pursuits such as embroidery and dancing. But this… I shook my head and once I started, I couldn’t stop.

      “Darcy…”

      I shied away, knowing where he was by instinct and jerking back before he could grab me. His face fell as his hands did and I watched that cool, calm mask re-situate itself.

      “That’s what you’ve based all of this on? The survival of Strelae?” I asked, my voice a quavery mess. “On… me? You have to know what madness that is.”

      “I don’t know that. I don’t know that at all,” he replied much more evenly. “The queen would return, that’s what we were all told. Father always asserted it was an old wives’ tale, one to try and reassure us that the glory days of Strelae were not over, but I…”

      He swallowed hard, then straightened up, it feeling like he loomed over me.

      “But I saw you, Darcy. In my dreams, in visions. A queen who would ascend to the throne and bring us back to glory and I would be by her side.”

      Like most women in Grania, I’d grown up surrounded by the opinions, the ideas of men. They told us what it was to be a woman, each message slightly different, depending on their predilections, but the thing that couldn’t be ignored was the absolute right they felt in projecting these ideas upon us. Woman was made to serve man, and so they worked hard to shape us into exactly the right kind of servant. Be graceful, be quiet, be demure, be dainty, be whatever the hell they wanted, and I hadn’t realised what a weight that was until we went across the border to Strelae.

      That’s why I’d felt like I was shuffling through so many different versions of myself, because out from under the monolithic pressure of masculine opinion in Grania, I’d finally been able to consider what I might want to become.

      So to hear Dane’s words, to hear the fervour in his voice, it was a betrayal of sorts and one that hurt all the more for its unexpectedness and I jerked physically in response, the weight of his expectations feeling like actual physical blows.

      I wasn’t ready for this, for someone else to put their idea of what I should become upon me.

      I didn’t want his visions, his ideas, infecting mine.

      We needed a way out of this situation. Strelae was my home now, better or worse and I’d seen enough of its people not to want it to suffer but…

      Queen?

      As soon as I heard the word, I felt that heavy weight, pushing me down, muscles in my neck straining to keep my head up, the drag of the ermine robe making each step harder to take.

      But I could push past that.

      I whirled around and strode, no, ran towards the door, jerking it open and not feeling like I could take a full breath until I did. I went careening out into the hallway to the sound of Dane shouting out my name, consulting each direction before sprinting off.

      Where was I running? I didn’t know and it didn’t matter. I got lost in the pump of my blood, the thunder of my heart, the rasp of my lungs. I ran down one corridor, then another, going left, right, straight with no real rhyme or reason. But as I ran, I heard it, heard her.

      The rustle of wings as the wind streams through them, the harsh caw reverberating out across the treetops as she flew over a forest. And between the trees, I saw them, those fucking running wolves. They sprinted, mouths slavering, their legs pumping just like mine did, but their jaws, their fangs were matted with blood and gore and all they wanted was more. I slowed then, seeing the dark stone walls in front of me in the gloom, and them. They were swarming now, coming running up a hill before massing on a rise, panting as they stared down at the valley below.

      See what’s coming… a rasping, whispery voice said inside my head.

      This place, the next one they would attack was no Wildeford. I saw the spread of paddock after paddock of livestock and crops, but that wasn’t all. Houses attached to the small holdings dotted the landscape, smoke rising lazily from their chimneys, then more again, more closely packed together, the closer they got to the grand manor at the centre of it all.

      “Darcy!”

      My hand shot up, holding Dane off, having no idea how he’d found me, but unable to care about that right now. I didn’t see him, I saw them. All the people who were about to face a Reaver attack. The gold headed raven rose up then in my field of vision, cawing out her challenge to me and that’s when I realised what this was.

      It was day in the vision, whereas here it was night. This was either a memory somehow, gifted to me by the Morrigan or it was a foreshadowing of what was to come. I studied the landmarks, trying to store away every little detail. The river that snaked through the valley and the design of the manor, it possessing a distinctive pitched roof, the building forming a T shape.

      “Darcy—”

      “No,” I snapped when the vision faded away. “Where is this?”

      I hurriedly described the place I could still see in my mind, adding more and more details before it faded.

      “That’s Aramoor,” Dane said, his face going pale. “That’s where they’re going to attack?”

      All I could do was nod weakly.

      “Lord Walter isn’t a complete idiot. I’ll be able to talk to him, see if we can mobilise some men.”

      But as the vision finally disintegrated, I saw one last detail, one that struck fear deep into my heart. A familiar face emerged from between the buildings of what I assumed was Aramoor.

      “Nordred?” I whispered.

      “Time to ride or die, lass,” he told me, before everything went black.
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      We’d returned to our bedroom and slept fitfully. I had no further visions to plague me. Well, not of the gifted kind. Instead, my mind raced, able to fill the gap left by the vision, imagining over and over exactly what the Reavers would do when they hit the town. I twisted as I saw the beasts tearing through flesh like butter, slashing open cows and ripping the throats out of sheep, before turning to much worse prey. My fingers tangled in the sheets as I saw dark wolf men approaching women and children, blood dripping from their claws.

      “Shh…”

      Dane pulled me tight and something strange happened. I usually felt waves of physical pleasure when any one of them touched me, but this was different. Rather than something that set my nerve endings afire, leaving me panting for them, a warmth flooded into me, much more like sinking into a hot bath. My fingers relaxed, my muscles unlocked and so my breathing evened out. Comfort, that’s what Dane was sending down our bond, pure unadulterated comfort. The weight of the day hit me hard then. It had been such a very long one.

      “Sleep…” he whispered. “We won’t get much, but we must snatch what we can. Aramoor is a good day’s ride from here if we go hard.”

      My body seemed to accept his advice, even if my mind wasn’t entirely on board, but sleep came anyway, swallowing me in its depths.

      

      “Lord Walter—” Dane started to say.

      We’d hurried over to the man’s suite as soon as first light came.

      “I got your message, Your Highness,” a big, gruff man said, getting to his feet and bowing to the princes. “How reliable is your intelligence?”

      “Very, milord.”

      “Damn it all to hell. I can’t leave here now to deal with this. I’ll send a bird to my steward and tell him to stay alert.”

      The man seemed curiously satisfied with that train of thought.

      “The information we received indicates that the force likely to attack will be much larger than your own men can handle,” Dane said. The five of us clustered closer to him. “If something isn’t done, it’ll be a massacre.”

      There was something satisfying about watching Lord Walter go pale. Before he seemed slightly irritated by everything we were saying, but not now. He sank down into his chair, staring at his desk.

      “All of your people will be slaughtered like sheep,” Dane said, his tone curiously gentle, which just seemed to make the horror of his words seem all the worse. “Your crops burned, your cattle killed, the manor your family has maintained for time immemorial will be razed to the ground.”

      “This is these Reavers I’ve been hearing about?” Walter asked. “It’s all anyone can talk about when I visit an alehouse. I thought it all scuttlebutt but the man who supplies my wine introduced me to his cousin who lost his entire family…” His brows jerked down and then his focus shifted back to us. “And what’s your father doing about this? He’s the one who commands the army. He needs to send them in.”

      Dane grinned then, a perhaps impolitic response, but he couldn’t seem to help himself.

      “Perhaps he just needs to be asked?”

      

      “Reavers?”

      King Ulfric slouched on his throne, a slow smile spreading across his face. He rested his temple on one finger, but I couldn’t pay too much attention to him, it was her I stared at. A cat can look at a queen, right? Well, I stared her down, meeting those icy blue eyes, unable to unsee those finely boned hands and the way they brutalised a boy and his dog.

      The king looked around though as he smirked, looking for similar responses. There were some mocking titters from the peanut gallery, but many more were silent. Deathly so. The king’s smirk faltered then and he straightened up as a result.

      “And what has this to do with my sons?”

      “Father, we were the ones who alerted Lord Walter to the threat,” Dane replied.

      “Did you, indeed?”

      “And we want to ride out with a contingent of the army to ascertain whether or not this threat is a real one. I understand your concern. The Reavers have been a bogeyman used to frighten children for so long. Surely if we see things with our own eyes, we can provide you with an intelligence report you know you can trust.”

      “No,” Aurora said, her face screwing up. “No, send a small scouting party, but not my sons. This is—”

      “Hush.”

      As Ulfric raised an imperious hand, the queen’s mouth snapped shut.

      “You wish to ride out to meet an armed force that seeks to raze Aramoor to the ground?”

      There was wonder in the king’s tone as well as suspicion, but as he spoke, something odd happened. He scanned his sons as if seeing them for the first time, searching for something, but I wasn’t sure what. But once he’d inspected them, his gaze came to rest on me.

      I didn’t want this. There was something leonine about Weyland, with all his golden beauty, but in the king I was much more conscious of a big cat’s claws. They were sheathed right now, as he looked me over oh so closely, and I couldn’t work out why. But as the king sucked in a breath, ready to deliver his verdict, a man rushed into court.

      “Your Majesties.” He dropped a hasty bow, a piece of paper clasped tight in his hand. “I apologise for barging in like this—”

      “What is it, General Rath?” Ulfric asked.

      “We’ve just had word of a possible attack. A force of unidentified wargen have been spotted just outside—”

      “Aramoor,” the king finished for him.

      “Why, yes.” Rath looked around him then. “This news has already reached you?”

      “It has,” Ulfric replied. “Ready your men. You’ll need an advanced guard to move out immediately, not too weighed down by weaponry either. They will ride out with my sons and they’ll need speed rather than might. The others can follow behind, but you’ll need to pack light. The attack is expected to happen…?”

      The king looked to his heir, and I could see this was not a position he liked finding himself in.

      “Late afternoon, Father,” Dane replied, a picture of deference.

      “Then you must go, now.”

      We all dropped down into a deep bow and then turned and fled the court, the sounds of the queen’s complaints in our ears as we left.

      

      I felt a sense of jubilation, right up until we escaped the castle.

      “Darcy must stay here,” Axe insisted. “She can stay with Pepin until we return.” His head jerked around at the sound of feminine laughter. “And speak of the devil…”

      “Pepin can’t babysit your mate because she’s coming,” the woman herself said, appearing at his shoulder. I opened my mouth to have my say, but Pep pipped me at the post. “And so is Darcy.”

      “Onto a battlefield? Where we face innumerable foes all intent on raping and pillaging everything in their path?” Weyland said, his eyes flashing. “You can’t be serious.”

      “She’s completely untried,” Axe continued. “This isn’t practise swords and dummies, it's an actual battle.”

      “Something that none of us have truly faced,” Gael said. He never really raised his voice, yet somehow everyone fell silent when he spoke. “The skirmishes with those Granian idiots aren’t anything to go by, not really. This is an armed force. Is it an organised one? A disciplined one? We don’t know, but it's certainly one the likes of which we’ve never faced. All we can do is go into this fight relying on the experience and skill we’ve built up over the years and hope that’s enough. If Darcy wants to ride with us, she does.”

      “She’s also right here,” I snapped. “And as far as I know, I didn’t swap my father for any of you to become my lord and master. No matter what you think or feel, I make my own decisions.”

      “We just want—” Weyland began in a placating tone.

      “The end of that sentence better be ‘to follow what your heart knows to be true’ or so help me, I’ll never put your cock in my mouth again.”

      Weyland shut up then so quickly the others burst out laughing.

      “So you’re with us?” Dane asked, putting a hand on my shoulder and that was a confusing thing. On the one hand, it was a comforting weight, on the other, it was an oppressive one. I couldn’t help but wonder if this too, was all part of his plan to make me queen.

      But I couldn’t worry about that now. As soon as I’d woken up this morning, I’d leapt out of bed, feeling an urgency to get moving that would not be denied.

      “Of course, I’m with you,” I replied. “But everything will be for naught if we stand around arguing. Let's get to the barracks and be off.”

      

      We rode over to the barracks to collect the advanced guard that was going with us. Thankfully, Dane had insisted we bring food, water, provisions, and weapons with us when we went to the castle. When we entered the barracks yard, we trotted into chaos. Men saddled horses and gathered necessary items, women thrust bundles into their husbands’ and sons’ hands, reaching up to give them one last kiss before they left.

      Because some of them might not return.

      I’d been swept up in the feeling of urgency that rode me, but in this moment, that bled away. What we were about to do, where we were about to go, people might not walk away from it. The Reavers, there were so damn many of them and they were so terrifyingly vicious. My horse, Arden, shifted underneath me, the tension in my body bleeding into his and that was only about to get worse.

      “Darcy!”

      A familiar young voice had my eyes jerking sideways and I saw Del loose himself from Lannie’s grip, Jan following hot on his heels as he plunged into the crowd. The two of them wound their way through the throng, as slippery as weasels, though I admit my heart was in my throat as I saw them slip past soldiers and stomping horses.

      “Del!” I shouted, sliding from my saddle, right as someone looked ready to collide with the boy, but he grabbed his sister’s hand in his and yanked the two of them out of the way. “Gods above—”

      “We had to come,” Del insisted. “Lannie said we shouldn’t but…”

      If I’d been caught ruminating on what might meet us at Aramoor, it was nothing compared to the ghosts that haunted the children’s faces now and I was instantly shamed by them.

      “I’m glad you did,” I said, then impulsively I surged forward, collecting each child in my arms and holding them tight.

      It would have been easy to make them symbols, poor little mites orphaned by an alien force, but they weren’t that. They were kids, living, breathing, despite everything that had been thrown their way and gods, they were resilient with it.

      “You’ll come back,” Del demanded when I pulled back, no question in his tone. “I told Jan you would. She got worried when she heard people were riding out, but I said no. Darcy will do it. Darcy will stop those fucking Reavers—”

      “Del…” I said, raising an eyebrow at the curse word.

      “She’ll keep us safe. She has to,” he told his sister earnestly. “She’s the princess in that story. She’s got the two swords, and she’s got the gods on her side.”

      I stood there, aghast at the certainty in his tone. With all the innocence of a child, he’d laid a burden on me, sure I could carry it. I possessed no such confidence and for a second, all I could do was stare, unable to come up with a soothing response.

      “Darcy,” Dane said in a sharp voice. “We need to get going.”

      “Stay safe,” I croaked out. “Heed Lannie.”

      The woman herself appeared, looking flustered, but she nodded to me as I swung myself back in the saddle.

      “May the gods watch over you, milady,” she said.

      

      But before we could leave, another contingent arrived in the crowded courtyard and for me, they were a welcome sight. Mother Aeve came with several other priests and priestesses in tow, if the regalia was any indicator, but it was the women at her back that had me smiling. The Wolf Maidens filed in on horseback, Selene at their head.

      “You are about to ride out in the defence of all of Strelae,” Aeve said, her voice cutting through the noise and bringing with it a quiet. “Let us pray for a moment, before you depart, for it’s with the gods’ grace that you will either succeed or fail.”

      I glanced around, saw that everyone around us bowed their heads, so I did the same out of respect.

      Aeve intoned the words, ones I had a feeling had been recited many a time before, as soldiers rode out in battle. But the fact that generation after generation of Strelan warriors had heard these exact same words was little comfort for me. I was a transplant, the very thing soldiers had fought against all those years ago when my people first invaded this land. But as she spoke of the three aspects of the goddess, the maiden, the mother, and the crone, something else came forth.

      I felt like I was slowly being filled with a golden light I had only dreamed about before. But with that radiance came the memory of my mother’s words.

      “You’ll know when it comes, my love, and when it does, know that I love you. I will always love you.”
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      “Thank the gods!” a man wearing a well tailored jacket and trews rushed forward as we rode into the manor grounds, but any grand appearance he might want to effect was ruined by the state he was in. His hair stood up at odd angles on his head, his skin besmirched by dirt and blood. “The king sent you. You’re…” His voice trailed away as he spotted Dane and the rest of the pack, hurriedly sketching a bow. “My apologies, Your Highnesses, I had no idea—”

      “You’re facing an incoming invasion,” Dane said, getting off his horse and handing the reins to a stable boy.

      “You’ve heard?” the man asked.

      “No, we’ve seen it. We had a vision last night, and it showed Aramoor being completely decimated.”

      “Decimated…” The man swallowed hard then. “We’ve been taking in the injured and displaced all day and the tales they tell…” He shook his head and straightened up. “Highness, they speak of Reavers.”

      The man, he wanted us to tell him otherwise, to laugh at such a silly idea, assure him that the bogeyman didn’t lurk within the forests beyond.

      “That’s what’s coming and they’re worse than any story you might have heard,” Dane replied and that’s when the man’s face fell. “We need everyone inside the manor gates. There’s no time to save animals or crops. Anyone who’s handy with a sword will have to come and help defend the helpless.”

      “My lord has his guards here and there are others who are likely to want to fight.”

      “Well… I’m sorry, I didn’t get your name?” Dane said.

      “Jarvis, Your Highness, I’m Lord Walter’s younger brother and steward.” He tried to sketch a bow then, but failed. He was on edge, we all were, staring up at the treeline on the hills beyond.

      “Well, Master Jarvis, we need everyone who can fight outside the walls and those that can’t inside. Now.” Dane’s eyes flicked up to the sky and mine followed them, studying the sun’s position. He looked to me with a question in his eyes.

      “Soon,” I said, feeling none of the certainty of before. I was tired and wired, every muscle locked down tight, ready to be deployed with explosive results, but they had been all day during the arduous gallop. “I can’t say when, just soon.”

      “I will organise this at once, Highnesses,” Jarvis said with a nod to the two of us before scrambling to do just that.

      His shouts rang out through the manor grounds as we all dismounted. A stable lad took Arden’s reins, but not before I stripped his saddle of all my weapons. Daggers in my boots, swords at my hips and a bow and arrow recently borrowed across my back, but when I turned around, I found I had an audience.

      Weyland and Axe stood there regarding me, arms crossed, forbidding expressions on their face.

      “Oh, this will be good…” Pepin muttered with a grin.

      “You should stay here,” Axe said. “Bad enough that you’ve come out this far, but you could perch on the walls, use that bow of yours to take down many a Reaver. We saw no arrows at Wildeford, so we can assume they don’t use them.”

      “You’d help with the defence of the manor and if we fail…” Weyland’s voice trailed away as he blinked, like he was only considering this possibility for the first time. “If we fail, you’ll take Arden and hightail it out of this bloody place.”

      “Wolves run towards a fight, not away from it.” A firm feminine voice had us all turning to see Selene and her Maidens had arrived. She ran her eyes down my body, seeming to note each weapon with an approving nod. “I told you to have a care with Darcy. She’s not a girl to quiver behind a closed gate.”

      She turned around then at the sound of women doing just that, talking rapidly with their menfolk as they were hurried inside the walls, their voices growing louder and higher pitched as they went. Pepin seemed to watch every single one of them as they rushed in.

      “Darcy’s a wolf and a wolf hunts. She’ll fight with us,” Selene said in a tone that allowed for no arguments.

      But she got them anyway.

      “She’ll stay with us if she’s mad enough to go beyond the wall,” Axe blustered.

      “She’s also got a mind of her own.”

      Everyone fell quiet at Gael’s comment. He regarded me steadily and the expression was a complex mix of fear and pride. I nodded then, wanting to rush over and bury my nose in his neck, to drive out everything but my mate, but I couldn’t. Not yet.

      “I’ll fight with the Maidens,” I said. “They’re sworn to keep me safe.”

      “And they better,” Axe growled. “If this is part of Mother’s schemes…”

      “And you’ll be by my side, my pack,” I said, my voice wavering slightly at that, emotion I hadn’t acknowledged rushing in. I’d wanted to fight, to become a knight, just like my father’s men, but right now every single bloody awful thing they’d told me about the realities of war hit me. Blood and shit, that was the most common response. “I keep getting told we’re stronger when we’re working as a pack, so we’ll stay together.”

      “Well, it’ll put an extra fire in my belly to take these bastards down,” Weyland said with a rueful shake of his head, but when he looked at me, I blanched at the very real pain in his eyes. “Nothing can happen to you, Darcy. Not a single scratch. By the goddess—”

      “Let’s save our blasphemy for later, shall we?” Dane said, appearing beside his brother’s shoulder. “The rest of our soldiers should arrive in a few hours, but we may not have that long. We need to get outside the gate, set up a shield wall and dig in. We may have minutes, hours, we don’t know, but we must be prepared.”

      And with that, any debate was quelled and replaced by action.

      

      Men streamed out of the gates, even as women and children struggled to get in. Hysteria was starting to build, I could see that in the way their eyes were too wide, their mouths pinched. Mothers ushered children forward in gentle tones, but the shake in their voices betrayed them. We emerged out into the main street of the small town, Dane leading us further down to meet a cluster of men already standing there.

      “We need to form a line across the entrance to the town,” he ordered, and people scrambled to do his bidding. Some men had swords and bows on them, but others just held pitchforks and the long knives that people used to cut down vines and weeds. Not a terribly impressive force, but this was all we had, so we needed to make use of it.

      “Find what you can,” one of the officers that had ridden with us said to the poorly armed men. “Tables, chairs, crates. Create a blockade, something to try and slow the bastards down. Our goal is a simple one. Do whatever we can to stop them from getting past the gates.”

      He didn’t need to explain why. Everyone’s eyes strained to take in the host of women and children still being hurried into the manor. The people of Aramoor had seen evidence of what the Reavers would do with the refugees. And those were the ones who could walk the distance to make it here. We scanned the treeline then, imagining what destruction had been left in their place of origin.

      

      “Don’t stay behind the barriers when they come,” Pepin said.

      A strange kind of silence had fallen over the valley. Everyone who was supposed to be inside the gates, was. Then there was us. It felt like the fields, the animals, even the trees themselves held their breaths, just like we did.

      “Shut the fuck up, Pepin,” Axe growled, “Darcy, come stand here.” He dragged me over until I was squarely between the four of them and they closed around me as a result. The feeling of their bodies pressed into mine, of their shields locked tight in front of me was both comforting and constraining.

      “You get a pass for that, being a prince of the blood,” Pepin shot back and when she grinned, her fangs flashed in the afternoon sun, but then she turned back to me.  “These Reavers, they fight in wolf man form?” I nodded. “Then they’ll be able to punch through these crates with little effort. The barrier won’t keep you safe, so keep that in mind. Only She can.”

      “Religious fervour is no bloody protection either,” Weyland snapped, then his eyes jerked down to me. “We’re your pack. We’re put on this earth to keep you safe. Stay with us, stay behind us…” And that’s when I stiffened. My gaze hardened and he at least had the wit to see it, something rising inside me that always did when someone did this. Underestimated me, chided me, put me in a little box for my own protection.

      “How many Reavers have you faced, Weyland?” I asked, my voice hard.

      “Well, none, but—”

      “Then we’re all inexperienced in this.”

      I had more to say, so much more, my chest puffing up, the words forming, but then my head whipped around. Selene caught that, as did the other Maidens, their hands going to their bows the moment mine did.

      “Look lively, lads!” she shouted. “We’ve got company.”

      “Draw your bows!” an officer shouted, but I didn’t pay much attention to that. Instead, my ears were trained on the sudden rumbling sound.
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      Their feet, I realised as I held my bow at the ready, not a tremor in my arms as I did so. My mouth kissed the string, my focus narrowed down on the shaft of the arrow and where it would go. I shifted my aim as dark shapes began to mass at the treeline and that’s when I heard it. A long, drawn out howl, strident in its tone.

      “A challenge, is it?” Selene said, the excitement clear in her voice and that was infectious. She heard the Reaver wolf’s declaration, and she was sure she was up to meeting it. I took my eyes off the arrow for just a second to meet hers, and she grinned. “This is what we were born to do. No matter how the battle goes, we go forth with purpose. We do this for Strelae.”

      “For Strelae!” the Maidens all shouted, the men joining in belatedly.

      “She’ll have them all battle mad before the fighting begins,” Weyland grumbled.

      “You know what to do,” Pepin told me in a much quieter voice, not bothering to draw her weapon. “We can prevail, if you can find the strength inside you.”

      I just blinked for a second, unable to decipher her words and then there was no time to. My focus snapped back to my arrow, my body feeling like it was filled with a strange kind of energy. Everything else dropped away, the shouts, the men, the Maidens, even my pack. I was right back on the moors, eyeing off a stag I was about to take down. But this time I felt a certainty that I hadn’t possessed then.

      As I watched the beasts come racing towards us, I saw something else overlaid upon them. The muddy footprints leading into Wildeford, the doll crushed in the muck, the mass of limbs, humans turned to meat, and then them. Jan and Del, the bite he’d left upon my shoulder aching as I held the bow steady with what felt like little effort. All the other solutions we’d come up with for the Reaver problem had felt messy, weak compared to this. I watched the wolves as they came closer, tracking their every move, and when the first one came into range, I let my arrow fly.

      Perhaps I should’ve paused for a second. These Reavers might be monsters, but they were men as well, and I’d been taught that every life was sacred to the gods. But I sent up no prayer for their soul, not when the arrow sliced through the air, its aim true, and definitely not when it went slamming into the wolf’s chest, the animal’s legs giving out seconds later as it fell to the ground in a messy tumble. No, it was a dark prayer to the goddess herself that I muttered under my breath as I reached for the arrow, Pepin’s eyes sliding sideways even as she drew her own bow.

      Which was probably what summoned her.

      Her eyes widened just for a second, but I didn’t pause to see why. I grabbed another arrow, nocked it and then shot again. I wasn’t a woman, a person, two souled. I was just an eye and a set of hands and a bow. Nordred had told me over and over about this state, but when it came, I was completely unprepared for it.

      A golden light filled me, driving out all thought, all feeling, just this. I was a machine made for taking out obstacles and I did. Reaver after Reaver went tumbling into the dirt as a result of my shots, my arrows cutting through their flesh with ease, but I just kept reaching for more arrows, shooting, shooting until finally… My fingers searched my quiver for more but found none, and that’s when I knew it was time to transition.

      When I tossed my bow and quiver aside, I felt strangely lighter. As I drew my sword, I heard the silvery sound of so many doing the same, letting me know I wasn’t alone, but it was the feel of my men clustering closer that brought me back to the battle.

      “Keep Darcy safe!” Dane snapped, all of his alpha bark in his voice. “No matter what happens, we keep her from harm!”

      And just like that, their shields went up, forming a wall in front of me, one I stood behind with my swords hanging uselessly at my sides.

      “We’ll keep the bastards back, lass,” Axe said with a roguish grin. “Don’t you worry.”

      Worry? What was inside me, it didn’t have time for worry. My body thrummed with a strange energy, one that was itching to be deployed, something the Maidens seemed to understand.

      I saw Selene step up further down the line, Axe and Weyland cursing as she did.

      “Don’t do it…” Weyland muttered, his eyes on the woman, but whatever she did, it didn’t seem to make him happy. My eyes flicked back towards the battlefield, catching the moment the wolves stopped and transformed into the half wolf, half man form Reavers apparently favoured. “They’ll go berserk, just like them.”

      But when my focus flicked back, I found I couldn’t look away, despite the Reavers increasingly loud howls. Fur sprinkled across her body and she seemed to grow somehow as a result. That golden light inside me, it flared harder, brighter as Selene loomed above us, a picture of glorious strength.

      “Don’t do it, lass.” My eyes jerked sideways to see Gael at my shoulder, his shield raised to cover the both of us. “Don’t get caught up in their bullshit. You’ll get lost in battle fever and you won’t come back.”

      Was that what this was? This seductive golden light that seemed to fill every crack inside me, having me grinning despite the fact we were fighting a war. He frowned at that, then started to say something, but Selene’s voice cut across it all.

      “Selene, stand down!” Dane ordered. “If you and your pack turn rabid, you’ll kill us just as easily as them!”

      “Don’t tell me what I can and can’t do, princeling,” she growled, her voice now so much deeper. “You don’t know. You men have lost your way, but not us.” But her head jerked around to the rest of the Maidens, because they were her true focus. Each one had shifted now, into the half wolf form, each woman now wearing the head of their beast. “What does a wolf do?” she asked them, the question holding a ceremonial weight.

      “She hunts!” came the cries of the other Maidens and somehow my mouth formed the same words, knowing them somehow.

      “And what does she hunt for?”

      “The throats of her enemies!” we all said, smacking our swords against our shields. Gael was protesting, Weyland was saying something else, but I couldn’t seem to hear it, not now.

      “Well, you wolves better be bloody hungry, because there’s more prey here than we need, strictly speaking,” she said with a wild grin. “But my pack will take these bastards down, every single one of them.” That light inside me glowed all the fiercer, swelling, swelling at the sound of her voice. “No child dies today, not while we stand. No mother and no wife. The Wolf Maidens protect. That’s what we do.”

      “Incoming!” Gael snapped.

      Their shields locked tight together because I knew the wall of them was only as strong as the weakest link, and I waited behind it.  The Reavers drew closer, lumbering now at a much slower place, but with it came an explosive power. I planted my feet into the earth, feeling like they took root there, never to be moved. My fingers tightened around the grips of my swords and I squared my shoulders. We were pack and we would hunt.

      

      I saw Pepin’s point as soon as the bastards hit us. In wolf man form, the barricade was cut through like a hot knife through butter, and they slammed into our shields, a feral snarling mess. I jerked back as the first few appeared, their slavering jaws provoking that instinctive response. But if I was unprepared, my men were not. They stabbed into open jaws and skewered through eyes, leaving the bastards to fall back, only to be replaced by others of their numbers. But this was my fight as much as theirs, that golden light brightening as I stepped closer. Weyland yelped a warning at me, my sword went up and straight into the throat of one of them. The Reaver’s mouth vomited blood as I jerked it free and then stabbed into the next one.

      “First kill, lass!” Gael shouted before dispatching his own. “Knew you had it in you.”

      But while he might celebrate my victory, the others did not. They seemed to surge closer then, straining against the might of the Reavers pressing against their shields, putting everything they had into keeping the bastards back.

      And me with it.

      I needed to fight, to stab, to slice, my body trembling with that need. But they made no space to do this. They were clustered too close, their own strikes hampered by the way they clustered around me. I heard their grunts, saw their strain, but it was the first shout of pain that shifted things for me.

      “Fuck!” Axe snarled as claws ripped a bloody swathe along his forearm. His axe went slamming into the neck of the Reaver, half tearing the beast’s head from his shoulder in response. But I didn’t watch the Reaver die. It was Axe’s blood, too red, too bright in the late afternoon sun that had my attention.

      They were fighting like dervishes as I stepped closer, the golden light inside me transmuting now. A slow, steady beat throbbed in my ears, the light becoming a fire. My teeth ached as they became fangs, my fingers fought to hold onto my swords as they became claws. But one finger reached out, following the dizzying blur of Axe’s arm as he slashed and cut, the tip finding the furrows the Reaver had left, slipping through the blood. His eyes jerked down for a second, long enough for a Reaver to lunge at him, but he beat them back, watching me as my finger disappeared into my mouth.

      Yess… A voice hissed in my head. Now we will come to understand each other. You’ve danced with my granddaughter, been coddled by my daughter, and now you’ll know me. Maiden and mother… she said with a snicker, her words coupled with the sound of fluttering raven feathers in my head.

      Lady Death? I asked, but was that her title or mine?

      I licked my lips, tasting blood, his blood in my mouth when I did so, that metallic tang unlocking something inside me. I threw my head back, a ridiculous thing to do on a battlefield. It revealed my weakest point to my enemy, but somehow I knew I would remain untouched. I let out a howl then, one that felt like it reverberated all the way through the valley and with it came answering howls.

      They would not break our line, I thought. They would not win this day. That beat hot and true in my heart. My pack wanted to protect me, but they couldn’t, I knew that now. So I raised my swords, forced my mates to give me ground and stabbed and stabbed and stabbed.

      The trouble is the Reavers felt just as certain. And that’s what this was, a battle of wills. The Reavers were determined to slay the innocent, we were just as determined they wouldn’t and for a time, I thought we had the upper hand. I skewered my sword through Reaver eyes, slashed throats and at claws tearing at my shield, but I did not waver, that golden light seeming to strengthen my arm.

      But then I heard a scream that cut through it all.

      I looked down the wall and saw a Reaver surge up and over a human’s shield, his jaws open before he snapped them around the man’s head and then tore it from his shoulders.

      The light faltered when I saw the fountain of blood that followed, then flickered when the men next to him just stared, letting the shield wall break. This was no longer a battle, but now just open melee fighting.

      “Fucking hell!” Dane snarled. “Protect Darcy!”

      But if they did that, women and children would die. My eyes slid around, behind us, to the road that led up to the manor gates. We wouldn’t be safe in our outrage, coming in after an attack had happened and helping the victims back to Snowmere. If anyone died today, it would be entirely our fault.

      “No, Darcy,” Pepin said, appearing in my field of vision, blood smeared across her face and as I stared, I saw a shadow of her wolfish mask. “You know what to do. You’re the queen. Act like it!”

      I couldn’t understand the words, but the intent, it struck something inside me like a bell, the sound of it resonating outwards. I tossed aside my shield to the sounds of my men’s anguish and drew my other sword.

      “Darcy!” Weyland said, daring a glance back at me, his eyes so wide and blue. “Don’t do it. Do not succumb. You won’t come back, love and—”

      His lecture was truncated by a crushing blow heading his way from a Reaver that towered over him, the claws coming slashing through the air, ready to connect with his—

      “NO!” I screamed, the sound of it echoing all through the valley.

      Fur prickled across my skin, my mouth filled with coppery blood as my fangs snicked down. A high pitched groan was stifled in my chest as a fire flared to life inside me. My swords were tossed aside as muscles shifted, bones cracked and then there I was, just as I needed to be. I vaulted over Weyland’s shoulder, meeting the Reavers blow head on with my own. My fangs were like surgical knives, slicing through his arm, the offending limb falling helplessly to the ground, but I paid it little attention. I stood before my pack, arms out stretched, claws at the ready.

      “You fucking bastards!” Axe shouted and then something happened. His shield was tossed away, something I’d been told explicitly not to do over and over, his axe and another he snatched from the ground in his hands.

      “Brother!” Dane snapped, all of his alpha command in his voice. “Keep in control. Don’t let the frenzy get to you.”

      But how could he not?

      We couldn’t fight like men, not with an enemy like this. These beasts truly were the wargen that Granians cursed back in my homeland. They were savage animals and sometimes all you can do is meet that savagery blow for blow.

      

      “Yes,” Selene rasped, appearing beside me. “You understand. You’re the queen, so lead us”

      Frenzy was exactly what was happening, had to happen, I could see that now. Whatever they called battle fever, it tugged at my consciousness, sidelining everything extraneous and just focusing on this.

      The strength of my arm, somehow the muscles moving harder, faster, to hack into the Reavers, strengthening rather than tiring. The sway of my body, moving to some unseen savage beat as I dodged attacks and replied with my own. The shift of my feet, shuffling, shuffling, never still, because that provided the enemy with a static target. I danced around them as the beasts lumbered about, getting up and under their guards, stabbing into their weak spots before jerking away as their bodies toppled on the ground. And when I did, they did too.

      The Maidens, the dance they had taught me back at the temple, this was what it was about. We moved as one, the pack of us, performing the steps, dancing around our foes, then ripping the throats out of them for daring to stand against us. Strike for strike, blood for blood, we cut a bloody swathe through the Reavers closest to us and that’s when I caught Gael staring.

      He looked at me like I was a goddess and utterly alien, all at the same time. I found my place by his side, snarling when a Reaver threatened to take my mate by surprise, dispatching the beast before he could lay a claw on him.

      I watched the Reaver land like a sack of spuds on the ground, his lifeless eyes staring up into mine.

      Now you understand me, that eldritch voice said inside my head. And you won’t find me as gentle as my daughters. I looked across to Pepin who dispatched her foe with a slice of her daggers, then stared at me as the blades dripped. But you’re not the only potential vessel I have. My head jerked up at the sound of a raven’s call and that’s when I saw him.

      He was the face of this savage horde. Where all around him, the rest of his men wore the face of a wolf, he just wore the skin of one. Tanned grey fur made up a ragged cloak, but his black leather armour was well made and fitted him well. He smiled when I caught sight of him, something that had my guts turning when I did. But as he nodded to me, he held out a hand and with a flutter a familiar looking bird alighted.

      She was a raven, but not the raven I’d seen so often in my dreams. The feathers at her crown possessed a golden sheen, one that shifted every time she moved, making the similarity apparent, but her skull was firmly situated below her feathers. And he, this… thing, he scratched the bird under her formidable beak while death and destruction rampaged around him, like a lady might her lapdog. Screams didn’t affect him, nor did his men falling at his feet, their claws desperately trying to keep their guts in. If anything, he smiled wider. Then he threw the bird up into the air to the sound of its sharp caw and we both watched it lazily fly across the battlefield.

      I am an old woman, she said and at the sound of her voice, my consciousness was yanked from my body and along for the ride, but I remember what it was like, having suitors flocking to my door, bearing gifts to try and turn my head. I find I require much darker, weightier gifts now to get the same effect.

      I could see what he was offering. The whole town was visible from this height as we flew closer to the manor, we could see all the vulnerable people huddled there. Children curled into the sides of their mothers, wives with their heads buried in their hands at the sounds of the battle beyond, but one old woman caught my eye. She looked up as we passed by, performing some complex little movement, as if to ward us away.

      But she needn’t have bothered. We flew beyond that, over and fields beyond and that’s when I saw them.

      The Reavers we were fighting? There were way too many of them, but they were just the advance guard, designed to keep us occupied while the real troops rallied. Because there in the trees massed man after man, each one with eyes that burned as they eyed the unprotected rear wall of the manor.

      I’ll kill them all, I promised fervently. Every single one of them, until there’s not one Reaver left. Just leave the vulnerable alone.

      Show me, was all she would say in reply, my consciousness slamming back into my own body, right in the middle of the battle.
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      “This is just a feint!” I shouted to my mates as I came abruptly back to my body. My heart went to my throat when Dane’s head whipped around to look at me. A Reaver launched himself at him, but Weyland stepped in, stopping the beast with his shield and then stabbing his sword into the Reaver’s chest before shoving him off. “There’s more,” I said, my voice breaking on the words. “So many more coming.”

      “Steady,” Pepin said, appearing by my side.

      “There’s masses of them on the other side of the valley. While we’re distracted here, they’re going to sweep in undeterred.”

      And at that, my gaze swept across the mess before us, to the commander beyond. He caught my eyes with his, staring, smiling before nodding to me and then striding up to where his horse waited, pulling himself up into the saddle before wheeling away, his Reavers going with him, as obedient as dogs.

      “When will the rest of our troops arrive?” Axe asked, his face falling, because he knew the answer, just like I did. They’d be here when they arrived, and no sooner.

      “We have to fall back,” Jarvis said, wading through the mud of the churned up battlefield now. “Try to hold them off inside the manor walls.”

      But the walls weren’t that high. There were so many Reavers and they’d easily sacrifice a lot of their number to either pull the wall down in spots, or find a way over. Then it would be open slaughter. The first real signs of exhaustion began to hit me, my arms shaking as I held my swords, but as I looked back at the manor, as I heard the far off howls, I knew I had a promise to keep.

      “We have to kill them all,” I said.

      “I understand the sentiment, lass,” Dane said, being oh so reasonable for a man covered in blood and gore.

      “No, you don’t understand,” I said, my voice sharp as a whip crack, and everyone fell silent then. The survivors of the battle clustered closer and so did the Maidens until I faced down the group of them.

      You know what to do, Pepin had said, and she stood there now, staring at me, willing me to work it out. I kept being put in impossible situations and everyone just expected me to find a way, but I couldn’t. So I moved then, coming to stand before her and that’s when quiet fell over the land.

      “Why don’t you just tell me?” Pepin just stared at me as I snapped my question. “If I’m the one to turn the tide, tell me what to do and I’ll do it.”

      “Because you’re either her or you’re not,” she replied with a flat look.

      “What?”

      “There are many girls walking around in Grania with some of the old queen’s blood in their veins, but you’re the most promising,” she replied, her arms crossing her chest. “That’s not enough. Strelae needs a queen, a true queen, and today, we find out if you’re her. This is a test, Darcy, one you can’t afford to fail. Live or die. Reavers or queen. If you demonstrate the capacity, I can help you, train you, but first you have to show me.”

      “And if I can’t?” I asked, tears forming in my eyes, ones I hastily brushed away.

      “Then you die, everyone in Aramoor dies and then we start again with another girl.”

      As the world reverted back to its normal state, all the ire and the determination seemed to bleed out of me, the crushing weight of my own inexperience forcing my sword points into the ground, my hands clinging to the hilts to keep me upright.

      “It’s alright, lass,” a gentle voice said, and then I felt the weight of Weyland’s hand on my shoulder. As it was joined by others, by Dane’s, then Axe’s and finally Gael’s, his fingers prising mine free of the swords and then gripping my hand, I felt that golden light flare harder again.

      “You’ll know when it comes, my love, and when it does, know that I love you. I will always love you.”

      My mother’s words from my dream echoed in my head, a memory or part of whatever these strange visions were, I didn’t know.

      And perhaps I’ll see you soon, Mother, and you can explain what the hell this was all about, I thought, right as I straightened up.

      

      A long howl from the other side of the manor told us what was coming

      They were many, we were few. We had something we dearly wanted to protect, but I was willing to bet that the commander was waging a strange war with the world, feeding the Morrigan with all of the sacrifices he wantonly took. Bloated with her power, he raised more and more Reavers and they ravaged the land to gain more. The Strelans said they conducted rituals where precious things were burned to honour the crone, but he was willing to give her every single living thing in the world.

      But his men.

      “If we’re to have a hope of succeeding,” Selene snapped, “you know what we must do.”

      “We can’t go berserk!” Weyland snarled. “We give into battle fever, we’ll kill everyone ourselves, including the women and children. We won’t know friend from foe, just becoming mindless killing machines.”

      “But we used to use the berserk state, didn’t we? We fought the Granians like devils without losing our minds,” the Wolf Maiden shot back.

      “But we had the queen leading us then…”

      Axe’s retort started out strong and then trailed away as he turned to stare at me. I found myself taking a step away from him and the rest of the pack.

      “We have a queen,” Dane said, and there was a rumbling response from the soldiers around us. They were too tired, stretched too thin to be polite, so they eyed me suspiciously, especially at the reverent sound of their crown prince’s voice.

      “No,” I said, then more firmly, “no, Dane, I—”

      “So we do this?” Wonder crept into Weyland’s voice. “What if she’s not ready? What if this is too much?”

      “Hasn’t Darcy already shown us what she can bear?” Gael’s hand slid up under the matted strands of my hair, rubbing against the nape of my neck. “You don’t know what it’s like yet, brother. You think you do. You think you’re there with her now, but you’re not. The night Darcy and I became mates I saw it so fucking clearly. There are no guarantees with anything, and the higher the stakes, the more terrifying that is. Falling in love, letting her into your heart so bloody absolutely”—my eyes slid sideways then, daring a glimpse over my shoulder to catch the moment that my mate’s face became utterly radiant— “that you know any attempt to pull away will tear your soul in two. You can’t do anything other than jump in, just as we do now. We need to fight the Reavers on an even playing field and we’ll do that by finally letting the battle fever have its head.”

      A quiet fell over the group now, but Gael broke it by continuing.

      “Feel it, brothers.” His instructions were for everyone, not just our pack. “Feel that yearning inside you. Something powerful, something dangerous, a thing that burns like wildfire inside you, ready to flare higher and out of control. They want to tear Strelae apart.”

      Growls came in response to that.

      “They want to burn everything we’ve built to the ground, in an attempt to earn the Morrigan’s favour.”

      More sinister snarls.

      “They want to tear everyone and everything you love to pieces and will laugh as they do so.”

      That, that was the thought that dropped like a burning hot coal inside us, tinder to the flames he was trying to fan. And in me, in all of us, something caught alight.

      I straightened then, stronger, taller, harder, my hands becoming claws again as they gripped my swords and then I stared off into the distance where the Reavers ranged. They should’ve just attacked, taken the moment we had given them to press their advantage, but something stopped them. As if in answer, I heard a slow snicker inside my head. I jerked my swords from the ground, raising them with what felt like a deadly intent.

      “For Strelae,” I said, my voice breaking, cracking, as I was caught part way in a shift between woman and wolf. “For Aramoor. For the people who need us within those walls. And because those fucking bastards need putting down like rabid dogs!”

      That came out almost as a howl and I wasn’t alone. Roars joined mine and when I turned back, I saw that every man that could had shifted into the half wolf form and more besides.

      Some clawed at their muzzles or stared at their hands as they transformed, a process that was obviously new, but I couldn’t bear witness. Whatever time we’d bought, it was coming to an end, now.

      “This wolf pack hunts!” I snapped and with it came a strange energy.

      My words were more than just an articulation of my thoughts. Instead, as soon as they escaped my mouth, they became a living breathing entity. One that grew and grew as they floated in the air, my command lashing every single one of them, driving out doubt and indecision, confusion and pain and leaving only this.

      One of the reasons why I loved to train so very much with Nordred, and why my father allowed it, was the quiet it brought. Both externally, as I stopped asking questions and pestering people endlessly, but also internally. It was like for once there was a moment of perfect peace, where my insides and outsides settled. Strange that that would happen while wielding weapons, yet it did. When I had a bow in my hand or swords, I could lose myself, lose all my worries and pains and just be. A sharp cutting blade, slicing through the air with perfect precision, an extension of my will.

      Which is exactly how I felt now.

      The manor, the people inside, they became abstract concepts now, things I knew I needed to defend, even if I didn’t remember why. And as I sprinted across the earth, running through buildings of the town at first, then the fields surrounding the manor, I threw my head back and howled, some irrepressible need burning inside me. But others joined in my call to arms, howling with me and that’s when I understood something about the other side of my soul.

      She howled to declare her intent, her presence in the world, and most of the time it was out into an open, empty sky, into a darkness that watched, but did not answer back. But sometimes when she cried out with her very soul, something cried in return. My mates talked about being a pack a lot, but it was only now that I really felt like I was a part of that, each one of my mates striding forward, catching up and then matching my pace. We ran together to face imminent doom, but we did so together.

      And then they came.

      How many Reavers are there? I thought as I saw them stand at the treeline; the commander on his horse, waiting there with them. But I already knew that, having seen enough of them in my dreams to cover the world. For a second, I felt a pang, not of fear or a need to run away, but of the sweetest kind of pain. We were utterly outmanned, but if we were going to go down in a fight, I was satisfied that this was the one to fall in.

      “For Del…” I whispered, seeing the boy’s face, feeling his arms wrapped tight around me as I raised my swords, as another howl from the Reavers readied them. I gripped the hilts of my swords tight, heard the clunk of shields being dropped to the ground as our people massed at the rear wall of the manor, and then they came.

      Like a sea of fur, they ran down the slope of the valley, shifting into half wolf form as soon as they were close. Some leapt into fields, slashing open frantic cattle, or gutting bleating sheep, but the rest zeroed in on us. No one needed to give a command, to say a bloody thing, because somehow, we all knew. Protect, save, it throbbed inside us like a heartbeat. But when the Reavers got closer, we began to move, stepping up to this wall of savage beasts, ready to meet them head on.

      “I love you,” Weyland said. “I don’t care what Gael says, I know how I feel and if we are doomed to move onto the next life, I want you to know that.”

      I just stared for one heartbeat, catching the moment when those blue eyes were jerked away from mine, when he donned his wolfish form in preparation, just before the Reavers hit.

      

      Everything Nordred had ever taught me made sense now. What they called the berserk state or battle fever was deceptive. It made it sound like untrammelled savagery, wild swinging limbs and devastating rakes of claws and there was some of that. But there was so much more. It was an absolute certainty that burned within, that extinguished all fear and doubt in me, and in the others. I could lead them, I knew that now. All they had to do was follow me and we would prevail.

      So we did.

      I felt my troop’s claws as well as mine, tearing through the Reavers with a speed and precision they couldn’t match. They were rabid things, feral things, with no real intent but to kill. So we moved around them, dodging, weaving, our paws moving with dancer like grace around the beasts, right as we tore them in two. Every burst of blood was a baptism of sorts, every tear of flesh a prayer, and she agreed.

      Yesss… the Morrigan hissed inside my head, something I would later wonder at. Surely the Reavers were sworn to her service, more than we were? But she egged me on and therefore my entire company, slashed and gutting, biting out throats and slashing open faces, stabbing our claws into guts and watching those bloody innards spill out onto the ground.

      But the Morrigan was an indiscriminate goddess, one the commander of the Reavers was finding out and I was about to. A scream cut through all the others and my head jerked sideways.

      Somehow I knew this wolf man was one of ours, because right as a massive Reaver drove his claws into the other’s kidneys, stabbing, one, two, into the other’s sides, his cry cut straight through me. Whatever they called the battle fever flickered then, a flame being beset by harsh winds, threatening to blow it out entirely. Because my claws slapped down on my sides. Just as my certainty was theirs, his pain was mine, right as he dropped to the ground.

      

      His death was all that saved me from an agony that had me bent double and the relief I felt was tainted by guilt. He lay there, this man, who’d run into battle with me, staring up at the sky now, empty eyed. But as I heard the rustle of raven feathers, felt the cold kiss of death, my hand slapped over my throat. My breath gurgled, my oesophagus filling full of fluid, right as I turned around.

      A Reaver had torn a man’s throat out. He held that small patch of skin, all that had been keeping the man alive, thrusting it upwards, like an offering to the gods themselves. And with it came a roar, right as the victim fell forward into the earth, his life blood gushing out.

      “Don’t pause,” Pepin snapped, “don’t waver.” Her wolf headdress was in place now, the Maiden by my side. “You can carry them through.”

      I couldn’t reply, my breath being sucked in through a throat that started working now, the other man’s pain fading away, but it was quickly replaced by others. I let out a sobbing breath as I felt claws score me, teeth savage me, beasts tear at me, all to get to the prey they actually wanted, and that’s when I felt like a bloody idiot.

      I’d ignored this, the pain, the maiming, the death, as I swept everyone forward and into this battle. I’d promised them a glorious death, but there was nothing glorious about dying. It was dirty, painful, stinking fucking shit and no way to end a life.

      “Darcy…” The edge of desperation to Pepin’s voice grew then, taking on a frantic whine, which made me wonder. What could scare a fucking goddess? But such theological musings were not for here, not for now. I stared out at the battlefield, searched the forest for signs of our troops that were yet to arrive, but just saw trees, yet more Reavers and death.

      “No,” I said, like a small child faced with an unfortunate reality. “No…” I said, whimpering as I felt yet more pain blossom inside me as more of our men were struck down. Everyone’s pain was mine, every single slash.

      In my mind, I was right back in my father’s room, bent over his bed, my back bared, as he tapped the birch brand in his hand. There was both the pain of each strike as he slashed the branch across me, but that was outmatched by the greater psychological one of knowing more were to come.

      “No, no, no,” I whispered frantically as a Reaver slashed Selene’s face, sending the Maiden stumbling back. My mind bucked, pulled, like an unbroken horse on the end of a lead rope, resisting this bond, this pain. “No!” Reavers stampeded in number towards my pack, fighting out there on the vanguard, Maidens by their sides, everyone I knew in this fucking country and everyone I cared for, ready to become grist for the mill.

      I was going to get beaten down again, after everything we’d been through together. No, I thought, as I looked across the battlefield, we were. For the sin of not just lying down and dying before these bastard Reavers, we would be executed with a ruthlessness that left me breathless.

      I stared at the sky then, unable to bear watching the sight of more men being ravaged for my sake and as I did so, I watched a flock of ravens wheel. I heard her snicker in her head, her dispassion matching that of the birds. It didn’t matter to them which ones of us died, just that we did and then they could feed. I heard her snicker, the cruel laughter of an abusive parent when it occurs to their child that the violence that had been levelled at them was only the start.

      We would die and that would feed the Reavers power, more than if we’d just stayed snug in the walls of Snowmere. Everything we’d done had made the situation worse. The people of Aramoor would have had a quicker death if we’d just let them tear through. Now, angered by our resistance, they’d make it hurt.

      “NO!”

      My voice became far more than just a sound generated by my vocal cords. It spread out across the field and as it did, everything changed. Each person froze as they were, Reaver and our people alike, but that wasn’t enough for me.

      Whatever power I possessed, it often felt like a fire burned inside me, and right now, it transformed into an inferno. A small part of me worried at that, at what I was burning as I stepped forward, weaving my way across the field, seeing for myself all of the pain I’d felt. But as I did so, the wounds on the flesh of my people closed. Skin turned smooth, blood flaked away and they were whole again.

      But that was only part of the problem.

      The Reavers would only rally, ready to tear us asunder, and when these fell, others would rise up to replace them, falling upon us like an unstoppable wave of terror.

      Then I remembered. A wave might crash onto the shore, but it was sucked backwards, out to sea again before it could return.

      “GO,” I shouted, my intent clear, and as soon as I said the word, the Reavers here turned like obedient children and did just that. Some of our people took a step too, wavering on their feet, but as they returned to themselves, they stopped from going anywhere.

      Or at least I think they did.

      The edges of my vision darkened as I scowled fiercely at the Reavers’ backs, not willing to blink for a second until every single one of them had quit the field.

      But the gods had other ideas.

      “Well done, my queen,” Pepin said, appearing at my side, her arm wrapping around my waist when I faltered, but that wasn’t enough.

      “Darcy?” a masculine voice shouted as the world began to go black. “Darcy!”

      I tried to answer him, I really did, but the blackness had a hold of me and it wouldn’t let me go. Not when he scooped me up into his arms, nor when he held me to his chest.

      No, she had me right where she wanted me now.

      Time to ride or die, Nordred had said. As an impossible coldness tore through me, it felt certain which one this would be.

      Well done, little queen, the Morrigan said with a wicked chuckle, right before I fell forward into the endless darkness.
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      There I hung, in a darkness so perfect it felt impossible to imagine anything else. No thoughts, no feelings, just endless, endless nothingness. So when his voice came, it felt like the entirety of existence stuttered.

      “Come on, lass,” he said, his voice raspy and careworn. “It’s not like you to go hiding. Where’s my brave girl?”

      But right now, whatever I was, it rebelled. I resisted his words, his cajoling tone. I resisted those terms, that knowledge of me. I was nothing, this was nothing and there was a peace to that. We aimed for, strained towards… nothing. We were just perfectly empty, dark and still, until he spoke.

      “Those likely lads of yours, they’re half mad with grief and half with fear. You took them over the edge with you, lass, as you had to, but now it's time to bring them back. Come back, Darcy.”

      The command of his voice was a silken rope, wrapping itself around me and hauling me up, up, up.

      “Come back to your subjects, my queen.”

      The darkness fractured and my eyes flicked open and for a moment all I could do was suck in breaths and blink. Then the hazy mess before me resolved itself and I just stared.

      “Nordred?” I said, the words, the act of speaking, feeling strange.

      “Just so,” he said with a patient smile. When he helped me sit up, that’s when I felt the paralysing weakness inside me, my muscles barely able to share the burden of holding me up.

      “She’s awake?”

      The door slammed open, the handle burying itself in the soft plaster of the wall, but that brought him in. Gael stormed over, his eyes blazing, his jaw locked so tight I swore I heard his teeth crack. But I couldn’t pay any attention to that as he fell down beside my bed, onto his knees.

      “I don’t know what the hell you did,” he growled, his voice a perfect snarl of menace, “but you’ll not be doing that again. You might’ve healed everyone else. One of the commander’s saying the lumbago that’s plagued him for years is gone now. But the cost…” His hands went to the edge of the bed, creeping towards mine, then turning to claws, digging them into the mattress. “Darcy, you were gone. I’ve been able to feel you inside here…” His spare hand went to his chest, leaving red marks behind as he raked it across it. “I’ve felt you inside my heart since the moment we met on the moors. Until then.”

      He stared at me now, taking everything in. The way Nordred was forced to help keep me upright, the no doubt dazed expression on my face. Something pulled at me the minute Gael walked into the room, drawing me towards him even if I could barely move. But what strength I did have was spent getting closer to him. He let out a half huff, half sob, surging in and tearing me from Nordred’s grip and into his arms, wrapping his body tight around mine. As he buried his nose in my hair, I felt a deep throb inside me and as I collapsed against his chest, light began to flicker inside.

      Somehow, by some means I didn’t understand, being in Gael’s arms was filling me back up, replacing whatever was lost and driving back that endless biting cold with this. A warmth that felt like a fire on a cold, sodden day or a big, steaming hot mug of cocoa. My fingers moved first, digging into him to hold him where he was, though he did not seem to be in any rush to let me go, then, as I felt stronger, I hugged him back.

      “Stay like that, lass,” Nordred said, patting my shoulder before pulling away. “They are your power base, literally. They’ll be wanting to pass you around, hold you tight and do whatever it is men and women do to remind themselves that those that they love still breathe. Let them, because it will strengthen you.”

      “Pepin…” I gasped, knowing that I needed answers, so many of them, but Nordred just shook his head as he paused in the doorway.

      “Plenty of time for that when you’re replenished,” he replied, then stepped aside as the others rushed in.

      

      “She’s…” Weyland could only say that one word, his skin milk pale as he regarded the two of us. He came closer in a series of short little steps, as if he daren’t get any closer. Then he was on the bed, pushing his way into my side until Gael was forced to share me between them.

      “She’s weak and needs us to refuel her,” Gael said, settling me down into Weyland’s arms. I felt that same rush of light as he did so, but not as fast or as intense. In some ways that was easier to bear, because this process? It was like moving your leg after sitting still too long. The blood came rushing back in, feeling like pins and needles as it did.

      “How…? What do we do, Gael? She was cold as ice and just as stiff when we brought her in here,” Weyland said in a great rush. “She looked…”

      “Well, she doesn’t now,” Gael replied. He brushed a thumb against my cheek. “Her colour’s coming back.”

      “What happened?” came another sharp voice. “Gods above, Darcy…”

      “Touching her seems to be strengthening her,” Gael explained, right before a powerful set of arms wrenched me from Weyland’s grip.

      “Then give her here,” Axe growled.

      It felt like everything he said, did, vibrated through me, those usual pulses of electrical pleasure different now. They were like the sun beaming down on a field of wheat or blood rushing back to chilled extremities. Slowly but surely, I was coming back to life.

      Which begged the question, what had happened?

      So I asked.

      “You fainted,” Dane said, appearing in my field of vision, trying for calm and failing. “You were cold, stiff, your pulse could barely be felt.” He frowned slightly then. “Whatever you did—”

      “What did you do?” Weyland asked. “One minute I’m fighting for my life and the next there was this golden light.”

      “I don’t know,” I replied, snuggling down tighter in Axe’s grip. His hand stroked my hair reassuringly.

      “We need to work that out. Whatever it was, it was bloody dangerous,” Dane said. “You healed us, but for what? The Reavers attacked again, twice as determined to obliterate us and if Nordred and his troops hadn’t arrived…”

      “Nordred’s troops?” My forehead wrinkled at that.

      “He didn’t tell you?” Gael said with a smile that made the light in my chest flare brighter. “Your horse master has been out raising an army for you.”

      

      Something we got to see ourselves when I was able to get to my feet. I was still wobbly, so Axe scooped me up again. They did love to carry me around.

      “I can walk,” I protested.

      “No, you can’t,” Weyland shot back. He stared at me speculatively and it felt like he could see just how tired and weak I felt. “And you won’t, not for some time. Not until you’ve had something to eat and some rest.”

      “But Nordred…” I started to say, “and Pepin…”

      “These are the troops Nordred brought,” Gael said, throwing out a hand to gesture to the men, so many men, camped out in the fields beyond the manor. “The rear guard we brought is here too.”

      “And no one’s seen hide nor hair of Pepin,” Dane said with a shake of his head. “I think she’s alright. She does this sometimes, sneaks off and sees to her own business, but…”

      I thought of her words, of her assertion that this was all a test and then wondered if I’d passed it.

      “Aramoor is safe for now,” Dane continued in a much more even tone. “And Master Jasper wants to show his appreciation for that. He’s ordered a banquet of sorts. They’ve meat to spare, what with the animals slaughtered by the Reavers and while some is being dried or cured for later, he’s had some prepared for all of the town to share. To celebrate surviving the battle before the clean up of the bodies begins tomorrow.”

      As if summoned by his words, I heard the sharp caw of ravens as they no doubt fought over corpses left to rot in the fields. Darkness had fallen, protecting me from the sight, but I knew they were out there. I couldn’t dwell on that, not when I was hit by the rich scents of food cooking as I was brought inside and that’s when an awed quiet fell over the hall. Hundreds of people, soldiers, civilians alike, sitting cheek by jowl on long trestle tables laden with food, they quietened to a man when we entered. Then a man got to his feet, staring at the lot of us before sparing us a nod, then putting his hands together to clap.

      At first his hands were just a single percussive sound, filling the hall strangely, but they were soon joined by others. People murmured, chairs scraped across flagstones as they too got to their feet. Axe set me down on my own two feet, but kept a firm hold of me as I wavered in the face of the growing sound. More and more rose and so did the sound, becoming a harsh waterfall of sound that felt like it washed over my skin, making it hard to take a full breath.

      I didn’t deserve this, I felt that keenly. Fathers, brothers, husbands, had died today. If Pepin had taught me to use whatever power lurked inside me, if I’d been able to protect people from the start. If I wasn’t left to just blunder my way through—

      “Steady, lass,” Nordred said, appearing by my side, beaming at the crowds, but shooting me a warning look when his eyes slid my way. “Let them have this moment. It’s as important to them as the sight of those Reavers turning tail and fleeing.”

      I’d always followed his advice, so I wasn’t about to go changing that now. I just stared at the people here, trying to smile, nod, put on a gracious mask that befitted their accolades and stuff my guilt down.

      “Come on,” Axe said finally as Jarvis ushered us over to the high table.

      “Highness,” he said to Dane, pulling out the chair at the head of the table, but he shook his head, looking to me. Axe brought me over and sat me down in the chair, my elbows going to the table for support. “You must tell us what happened,” the steward said, his eyes bright as they flicked from one of us to the next. “One minute it seemed defeat was certain and then—”

      I fidgeted then, feeling a kind of discomfort I hadn’t felt since sitting at my father’s table and Dane took note.

      “I understand your curiosity, Master Jarvis,” Dane said in a smooth voice. “But I fear we don’t have the answers that you seek. It was as if the gods themselves reached out and touched us…”

      Jarvis blinked, then nodded, a more solemn expression replacing his keen interest.

      “Of course. Let us all thank the gods for allowing us to prevail today,” he said, clasping his hands under his chin, everyone moving to do the same. But when I did, I heard that rustle, that flutter as I did so. And did I smell the sickly sweet stench of death coming in through the windows? It was difficult to say. All I knew was that my gut roiled as I closed my eyes in prayer, wondering at what else was to come.
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      Last night we’d eaten a subdued meal, our table curiously quiet even as everyone else seemed to have a raucous good time, enjoying the fact that they still lived and breathed. We’d made conversation, drank toasts when they were made, but there was something quiet and still about us, a mood that grew more prominent when we returned to the room we’d been assigned.

      I’d fallen into bed, unwashed and still dressed and the others followed me down, curling around me, that familiar pulse of energy working hard now to refuel me. Because I’d tapped reserves I didn’t know I’d had, something warned me, and they needed time to replenish.

      I dreamed again of Reavers and ravens, hearing the Morrigan’s harsh caw as we settled down in a tree to stare down at the forest. Reavers sat there en masse but in far worse condition. My eyes drank in every wound, every injury, the gory sight somehow balm for my soul, because I knew we had left those marks. But the commander, he looked up, finding us in the trees with unerring accuracy, then performing a strange little movement with his fingers, which seemed to banish us. I dropped down, deeper and deeper, into a place beyond dreams.

      

      When I woke up, we went and found Nordred.

      “So what the hell is going on?” Dane asked my teacher the following morning.

      “What specifically did you want to discuss?” Nordred replied, setting down his mug of coffee and fixing his eyes on me. “You look better today, lass.”

      “Don’t play coy,” Weyland snapped. He bristled with irritation until I set my hand on his forearm. His eyes slid back to me and I saw some of the tension ease in him. “You know what we’re asking.”

      “About Darcy,” Nordred said, then he nodded slowly. “Always about Darcy. What has Pepin told you so far?”

      Everyone’s focus shifted to me then. I took a seat at the trestle table and the others did the same.

      “That she’s the Maiden,” I said bluntly.

      “What?” Axe jerked back as if slapped. “That can’t be. She’s a canny little thing, got her fingers in too many pies. She has to be working a scam.”

      “She’s the Maiden,” I reiterated. “I’ve seen it with my own eyes. She said that yesterday was a test for me. I’d either succeed and prove myself to be the queen you’ve been waiting for or… There are other girls in Grania who have the queen’s blood. Perhaps if you’d met one of them first, you’d have felt—”

      “No,” Gael said, stopping the conversation cold. “Just you, Darcy. Just you.”

      I nodded in response, then surged on.

      “She wouldn’t tell me how or why, just that I had to ‘show that I was worthy’ or something,” I said, my teeth gritting. When I looked around the table, I saw my mates looked similarly unhappy. “It was a trial by fire, but for what and why?”

      “I couldn’t train you for exactly this scenario,” Nordred replied. “I couldn’t find Reavers to set you against, so you knew exactly what to do. Your father hampered my efforts beyond measure as it was. Because of him, I couldn’t even set you against someone, to see what real fighting was like.”

      “But we left my father’s keep,” I replied as I straightened up, fixing the man with my gaze. “We left some time ago.”

      “And you were recovering from being beaten within an inch of your life. From striking back against those that sought to hurt you.” I flinched then, seeing Linnea as she slammed into the wall, my father as I turned his hands into a broken mess, never to be repaired. “And how was I to prepare you for this, Darcy? What could I tell you? Would knowing what was to come have helped you on your ride over here? Would it have strengthened your arm?”

      “It might’ve helped us prepare for every eventuality,” Dane said in a tight voice. “A test implies a situation that could be passed or failed. What would happen if we failed? We could’ve died yesterday, correct? Don’t you think we deserved to go into a situation knowing that?”

      “But you did,” Nordred shot back, his eyes shining bright in a way I’d never seen before. “You ignored that fact in the way all soldiers do, otherwise they’d be unable to do their job. You go into a fight, you’ll either emerge unscathed, hurt or dead. That’s the same for you, that’s the same for everyone who went to fight. I hid nothing in that regard.”

      But then he seemed to master himself, slumping back in his chair and when he looked at me, I saw real pain there.

      “I’ve been through this before, so many times, with other girls, other descendants of the queen. It’s my curse that I’m destined to watch every single one of them find their power and…”

      I understood now his reluctance. My muscles tensed, my body wound itself tighter, ready to do battle again, but I couldn’t work out where to direct my swords, so I just forced a long breath out myself.

      “And each one has failed,” I finished for him. “Some way, somehow, they’ve failed.” Nordred nodded. “In what? Becoming queen?”

      “What the queen was, her role in this country was something that people now would find difficult to understand,” he replied. “She wasn’t the mother of princes or a consort of the king.” His hand tightened around his mug, the knuckles going white with the effort. “The worship of other gods came later, but before the rest of the pantheon came here, there was her.”

      “The goddess…” I said in a near whisper.

      “The maiden, the mother and the crone,” Nordred said, and there was a ceremonial air to his words. “The queen shifts between each of the phases in her lifetime. When she is young, she is brash and will fight with every breath she has for her country. When she is grown, has found her pack and formalised the bond, she cares for and nurtures her lovers, her children, and her people. And when she is old, she uses her wisdom to guide them and the new queen, so the cycle can begin again. Until it was broken.”

      He stared at the wooden tabletop for a moment, tracing the sweeping lines of the grain.

      “The last queen, Eleanor…” I watched his Adam’s apple bob as he swallowed hard, then surged on. “She was the mother of Strelae when she stepped down and went across the border to the Granian forces. Her eyes were filled with tears for every one of her subjects who had died in the fight, but more.” His eyes flicked up to meet mine. “For all the subsequent ones who would die still. In the interest of saving her people, she sacrificed herself. An uneasy peace was struck and the war ended, but…”

      Nordred’s eyes wandered now, looking out at the hall.

      “There have always been Reavers,” he said. “Men whose second soul has all the ferocity of a wolf, coupled with that of a man as well. Nothing soothes him, settles him, but blood and death. Old queens, back in the very beginnings of Strelae, would keep some of them caged up, ready to unleash on enemies when needed, but most recognised them for the liability they were. Those men affected were counselled, trained, worked with to try and control their nature or…”

      I saw in my mind the flash of my claws, then my fingers curled tight as I felt the memory of slicing them through Reaver flesh.

      “Or they were put down,” I said flatly, receiving a nod from Nordred.

      “There has been no one to curtail Reaver numbers,” Nordred said, “and their commander… Usually Reavers are an erratic, instinct driven force. Easy to put down because of their lack of discipline. But these… Their number cannot be explained by the stepping down of the queen alone. We would have heard tales of Reavers before now, if there had been this many roaming Strelae.”

      I saw then the desolate, arid plains that had appeared in my visions, the world reduced to dust as the wolves ran across it.

      “Whoever commands their number, he is no rabid wolf. He has a plan. He has allies.”

      “The Morrigan…” I said.

      “What?”

      “The Morrigan,” I repeated. “I could hear her when we were fighting. He feeds her death and destruction, and she grows more powerful. More powerful than the other aspects of the goddess. Pepin said that they were out of balance, the different aspects of the goddess, that ‘Granny’ was no longer the gentle usherer of souls into the afterlife.”

      “And so you see the challenges ahead for all five of you,” Nordred said. “Usurp the pretender queen. Take the throne. Rally Strelae for the fight that’s coming or…”

      “Or?” Dane said sharply.

      Nordred smiled then, but his eyes went wide and staring. “Civilisations have risen and failed so many times over. When our people first came here, the goddess already resided in Snowmere, and she will remain long after we’ve gone. This could be the beginning of something or the end. We don’t know, but I do know this…” He blinked then, coming back to the conversation. “I’ll train no more potential queens. I’ve been gifted an extended lifetime to do just that, but my time now is done.”

      He got to his feet and looked down at the lot of us.

      “I’ll keep about my business, collecting up young men and training them to fight, so when you take the throne, you’ll have the best army I can muster as my last gift to you.”

      “But that’s it,” I said, my voice breaking as I said the words. “You won’t stand by my side and advise me on what to do if I manage to take the throne. You won’t train me anymore.”

      Leaving the keep, walking out on my broken father, none of that had hurt, not like this. I stared at the man, only able to take in small parts of him at a time. Those big, broad hands that had gently shifted my body until it took the right form, that broad chest that I’d flung myself against, sobbing too many times and those eyes that seemed to see all of me, right the way down to my soul.

      Just like they did now.

      “You want me around because none of the people that should’ve cared for you did, Darcy,” Nordred said, “not from any real need. You proved that yesterday. You’ll find Pepin in the city and when you do, you’ll get her to train you. She’s the one with the lessons now, lass, not me. I’ve loved every single one of the girls I’ve helped train, even if they were in my care for mere days or weeks, but…” He smiled then, the lines around his eyes creasing. “But none more than you. You’re the spit of Eleanor, with all of her pride and strength, and more besides. I’ve taught you everything I know. Trust in that, in yourself.”

      When he pulled away from the table, I wanted to scream, and when he ambled away, my nails dug into the table top. I choked back a shout, one where I begged, pleaded for him to stay. But I didn’t. In the past, this would’ve been the moment when my chest tightened and my lungs seized, not letting air in or out, but not now. I didn’t get that relief. I was forced to keep breathing, one breath after the other, and just keep going, and with it came a pain that dazzled me.

      “Darcy…”

      My eyes jerked up at the sound of my name and when they did, I stared into Gael’s eyes, a world of understanding there. I was tired, weak, not feeling like I was up to anything that Nordred just described, which was why I did this. I launched myself at my mate, wrapping my arms around him and burying my face in his hair, just breathing him in with great noisy gulps as the tears came.

      

      We left a day later, after helping bury the dead and doing our best to repair some of the damage.

      “But what will happen if the Reavers return?” Jarvis asked us as we readied ourselves to leave. He cast an eye over his shoulder as he voiced his fears, as if checking for eavesdroppers.

      “We don’t make the decisions,” Dane said flatly, but then he put a hand on the man’s shoulder. “Petition my father for a permanent station of soldiers in Aramoor and send a bird to the barracks if another attack looks imminent.”

      Jarvis wasn’t happy with our answer, but he didn’t realise we felt the exact same way. We had until the dark of the moon until we could actually step in and do what was needed, but right now that felt like much too long a wait.
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      We rode for the rest of the day, returning back to Snowmere as the sun began to set.

      “I need a bath, a bottle of ale and Darcy, and not necessarily in that order,” Axe said, shooting me a smile as our horses ambled in through the gates of the city.

      “You’ll get that, afterwards,” Dane said, met by our chorus of groans. “We need to present ourselves at court.”

      “No, Dane—” I started to protest, but he looked over his shoulder at me.

      “Yes. We have arrived back home as conquering heroes. We must press our advantage while we have it. I promise to pour hot water over you for hours, letting you soak until you become a prune, afterwards. And anyway, I have a present for Father that must be delivered today.”

      We got no further explanation and so were forced to direct our horses towards the damn castle.

      

      The answers came quickly though. The court was sitting down to eat the evening meal in the grand hall, the room filled with people. An audience, I thought darkly, feeling my heart begin to race, my eyes straying to the sack Dane carried. As did many others. People paused as we strolled in, the men’s spurs jingling with every step we took, forming a somewhat ominous beat. The king’s attention was entirely on a pair of young beautiful women sitting beside him, right up until he heard us.

      “My sons have returned!” he said in a voice filled with bonhomie. “Sit, eat, though perhaps a wash and a change of clothes is in order first?” His nose wrinkled for effect.

      “No need,” Dane replied, setting the sack on the empty space at the end of the long table. “We won’t be staying. I thought you might like news of the attack though, Father, before we retired for the night.”

      “Ah, yes, these Reavers…”

      Ulfric’s voice started out smug and amused, but I watched that expression fade as Dane presented his ‘gift’ to his father. Canvas was peeled away and my hand went to my nose as the stench became apparent, people around the table gasping in response. Because Dane’s fingers were buried in the thick fur at the base of a Reaver’s skull, the beast’s severed head viewed by all of the court if the growing silence was anything to go by.

      “Yes, Father, the Reavers,” Dane replied. “I know we have been taught to believe them to be an old wives’ tale, but it was no creature of gossip that my pack and I met in the fields outside of Aramoor. There were hundreds, perhaps thousands of these beasts amassed there, ready to tear everyone apart. We fought as best we could, despite being critically outmanned, and I fear we would have been slaughtered to the man if it hadn’t been for my mate.”

      Eyes, too many eyes slid my way then and I found myself taking a step backwards as a result. A warm, hard body stopped me from going too far, heavy hands landing on my shoulders, pinning me to the spot. Damn you, Dane, I thought furiously. Damn you.

      Because I’d spent enough time around my father and his fellow border lords to know what this was. Loyalties shifted, and he who could rely on the support of his fellow nobles possessed a power that could not be amassed any other way. The power of influence. And right now, Dane was seeking to build ours, putting a very real threat on the table, literally, and in a public forum. Ulfric’s lips thinned down at that and he regarded the severed head, then his son, before his eyes came to rest on me.

      I didn’t want this. I didn’t want the sudden flare of dislike in the queen’s eyes as a result and I definitely didn’t want the cool blue eyes of the king looking me over carefully, as if seeking evidence of what his son spoke of. I regretted not crying off, retiring to the citadel with a headache or some kind of womanly complaint, of not hiding away. Because I wavered under Gael’s grip, the strength I’d managed to rebuild having been used up on the ride back home. But when the king finally looked away, I let out a sigh, deflating so much I felt like I’d fall to my knees.

      “Aramoor still stands?” Lord Walter asked in a tight tone.

      “It does, milord,” Dane replied. “There were some casualties. Some crops and stock that were damaged or slaughtered, but your manor is intact.”

      “Thank the gods…” the man muttered under his voice, performing a little ritual gesture with his hand.

      “Of course, Master Jarvis did ask me what was going to be done going forward. He was distressed to see us leave, quite rightly fearing what would happen if the Reavers chose to return to complete what they started, because the manor is largely unprotected.”

      “My king?”

      Walter’s question observed the basic niceties, but little else. There was real steel in his voice when he prompted his liege.

      “We will need to convene a meeting of the nobles likely to be affected by these incursions in the morning,” Ulfric replied in clipped tones that reminded me so much of Dane. “Now, this… spoil of war needs to be removed. Your point has been made, son. The stench is strong and I’m fairly sure every person here has lost their appetite.”

      “We will return in the morning then,” Dane said, bowing just enough to show respect but no more. He then turned on his heel, marching out of the hall without a by your leave.

      We followed hot on his heels, not saying a word until we got free of the damn castle, but when we reached our horses, I turned on him.

      “Bloody hell, Dane, do you think you could’ve warned us about what you were going to do?”

      He answered by closing the gap between us, his body pressing mine into Arden’s stall, his hands going to my wrists.

      “No, I can’t do that. You’d have argued, complained or wanted to pull away. It’s not in you to want to make a scene in front of the court.”

      “I was wondering when the old Dane would make an appearance,” Weyland said with a grin. “Now the gloss is off the lily, you get to see what a manipulative, pushy bastard he really is.”

      I jerked my wrists free then used my hands to shove Dane away, something that just made him smile.

      “So nothing I say matters?” I snapped.

      “Everything matters,” he replied in a much softer tone. “But Weyland is right. My eye is always on the prize and now, you know what that is. I won’t stop.” His eyes bore into mine, not blinking for a second. “Not until you have everything and you’re sitting on the throne.”

      “And you’re the queenmaker, lurking behind it?” I asked, tilting my head to one side to get a better look at him.

      “There’ll be no lurking,” he replied with a shake of his head, a grin spreading across his face. “I’ll be standing by your side, sword at the ready, with the rest of my brothers.”

      I was greeted by a chorus of grunts at that, the men clustering closer at Dane’s pronouncements, and for just a second, I couldn’t feel the stables or smell the horseshit around us. Instead, we were transported somewhere else, somewhere so completely different my mind failed to imagine it fully. I just felt that heavy weight on my head again, right before I shook it.

      “So we’ve made a spectacle of ourselves, made it so the king can’t ignore the Reaver problem,” I said. “Now what?”

      “I can take care of this part, lass,” Axe said with a wide grin. “It’s something I specialise in.” The others groaned, which had my eyebrows jerking up but he forged on. “We get so heinously fucking drunk they have to carry us back to the citadel in a handcart.”

      I just snorted, then shook my head, even while realising the idea had a curious appeal.

      “I think a long bath and some sleep would be a much better option if we’re to play with Father’s pit of vipers in the morning,” Dane said.

      I grinned then, stepping away from him and into his brother’s arms, Axe chuckling as he pulled me closer.

      “Take me to the pub, Axe,” I said, smirking at Dane. “Let’s get pissed.”
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      “Gods, why does beer have to taste like shit?” I asked, as I took a big mouthful from my tankard.

      “Try this then, love,” Weyland said, pushing a much smaller glass my way brimming with a dark liquid.

      “Whiskey? Dear gods, get this woman some food to line her stomach with before you start her on hard spirits,” Dane said.

      I eyed the glass. Father loved the stuff but never let me touch it, saying it was no fit drink for a woman. I grabbed it and then sniffed it experimentally.

      “It won’t bite you,” Weyland said with a slow smile. “That’s for me to do later. But if it’s too strong…”

      I heard his mocking tone, my brows pulling down in a scowl, right before I tipped my head back and downed the contents in one mouthful.

      Oh, gods… I tried to croak out something, anything, feeling the harsh burn flare hot inside me, transforming my reply into a frantic little squeak. But apparently this was hysterical, the men at the table chortling in response and others nearby turning around to join in. A heavy hand slapped down between my shoulder blades, forcing a barking cough out and with that, the warmth dropped down lower, setting my stomach afire.

      “What the hell…?” I finally squeaked out, my hands slapping down on my abdomen.

      “It’s got a bite to it, but once you get used to it, you come to crave its fangs in your skin,” Weyland said, holding up his own glass before downing it, then pouring more for the lot of us.

      I eyed the glass suspiciously, scarcely able to credit his words, and Dane noted this.

      “You don’t have to, lass. Whiskey’s a bastard of a drink.”

      “Let me guess,” I replied, shooting him a dark look. “This advice is ‘for my own good’. Don’t queens drink whiskey?”

      “Now you’ve done it,” Gael muttered, then winked at me. “Drink what you like, love. I’ll hold your hair back when you end up vomiting.”

      And at that romantic declaration, how could I resist? Cheers went up around the table as I knocked back the shot, the burn nowhere near as harsh the second time around.

      Or the third.

      Or the fourth.

      “Are you trying to inflict alcohol poisoning on our future queen?” a female voice asked. I looked up blearily, my head feeling awfully heavy now, but for quite different reasons.

      “Selene!” I said, after blinking for way too long, trying to work out who stood before us.

      “Alpha,” she said, dropping down into a deep bow.

      “You have to tell her to rise,” Dane said, and I did so with a rapid wave of my hand.

      “Why?” I asked him as she took a seat at our table.

      “Because she’s acknowledging your dominance over her,” he said before my head swung Selene’s way.

      “Is that why you’re calling me alpha?” I asked. “You’re the alpha.”

      “No,” she replied, “you are.”

      “No, you are!” I said, then started cackling, this conversation somehow inordinately funny.

      “No, my queen, you have shown yourself to be the alpha of the Wolf Maidens the moment you turned the tide in the battle,” Selene said in a low voice. I watched her eyes dart around, as if she feared who might hear her. “Each one of us grew up with tales of what the true queen used to be able to do with the Maidens at her back. You are the only one who can use us as a force to defend Strelae.”

      Of course, that was the moment I let out a large burp. It came and kept on coming, my eyes going wide as I slapped a hand over my mouth, trying to hold that gaseous explosion back.

      “Well, she’s not leading anyone anywhere now,” Gael said with a chuckle. “You’re here to ensure she’s safe?”

      “Now more than ever. A heads up about what you’re likely to pull next time would be grand. We heard about the kerfuffle up at the castle and I came down here to watch your mate’s back,” she told my mates.

      “While I don’t want to doubt your loyalty,” Dane replied, casting the Maiden a sidelong look, “I don’t alert anyone to what I’m about to do.”

      “Not even us,” Axe said, raising his tankard and we all did the same, clinking the porcelain receptacles together. “Here’s to fucking surprises. May they never bite us on the arse.”

      “To surprises,” the others said.

      

      I couldn’t tell you exactly how I ended up balanced on a tabletop, sword in hand, but here I was.

      “This seems a slightly extreme way to decide who you’ll dance with, love,” Weyland said from his perch on the nearby table. Both our swords were drawn and people had jerked themselves away to a safe distance, then started cheering the two of us on.

      “He’s just scared of getting his bollocks cut off!” Axe shouted. “Put the pretty boy on his arse, then come dancing with me!”

      “Where you’ll mash her poor little feet under your big clod hoppers,” Weyland said, but when his attention shifted, I lunged forward.

      “Whoa!” My centre of balance was completely shot and when I struck out at Weyland, I went careening across the tabletop, kicking glasses and plates aside as I went.

      “You don’t have to throw yourself at me,” Weyland retorted, grabbing me and setting me to rights before stepping closer. The noise of the pub seemed to fall away at that, leaving only him. “If you want me, I’m yours. You know that.”

      His low purr of a voice felt like it slid tangibly across my flesh, making me shiver, luring me nearer and nearer, seeking the heat of his body.

      “Don’t let him suck you in with smooth words!” Gael called out with a grin.

      My sword whipped up at that, and Weyland groaned. He fell into a fighting position, seeming much more stable than me, but something inside me was determined to make a good showing, though gods knew why.

      “Brother, we are going to talk about your cock blocking at length,” Weyland said, before raising his sword.

      I struck out as quickly as I could, which felt all too slow. My head was filled with molasses, my body moving like it was stuck in a barrel of it, and Weyland blocked my blow with ease, then tossed my blade off his.

      “You’ll be dancing to my tune tonight if that’s how you fight,” he said with a mocking grin, “and that might not necessarily be on the dancefloor.” That knowing tone, that cocky smile, drew a low growl from me. I moved without care or caution, aware I needed to shift my limbs, get them moving in a way that would knock that smile off his face, but while the mind was willing… I went cartwheeling forward when my foot caught on a bottle of beer.

      “Bloody hell, this needs to stop!” Dane yelped, lunging for me as it felt like I was about to faceplant off the table, but something inside me yanked me back, my centre of balance reasserting itself. I stood on the edge of the table, arms outstretched, a sloppy smile spreading across my face as cries of amazement around the room reflected my own.

      “Beat the bastard back!” Selene shouted, raising her mug to me. “A wolf doesn’t submit, it hunts!”

      My head jerked up at that, her words tapping into some other part of myself that wasn’t affected by drink. I prowled across the table top towards Weyland and it was then his smile faltered, something else hotter and more immediate blazing in his eyes.

      “You’re coming for me, lass?” I was supposed to be cowing him, fighting for his surrender, but he tossed his head back, staring in a way that said anything but. “Nothing would please me more.”

      And so he raised his sword, holding it firmly now in front of him, his body turned on its side, providing me with a smaller target to hit. I lifted my weapon then nodded in recognition before I attacked.

      My sword whistled through the air and the audience pulled back further, seeming to see there was a real risk now. But while I was moving like lightning, Weyland was blocking just as fast, never swiping at me, but countering my every strike.

      So I moved faster.

      I felt a familiar burn in my arm as I did so, the noises, the shouts from the crowd dying away, morphing into one big hazy mass. But not him. I was exquisitely attuned to Weyland’s moves, the tension in his body as he held himself ready, but the looseness in his legs as he shuffled, shuffled across the tabletop. I was ready to strike, harder, faster, when I saw his tongue flick out, collecting the small beads of sweat forming on his lip.

      My grip almost softened, my sense of purpose almost faltered as I watched it move, as I caught the moment his lips glistened, then curved back in that insolent smile, full of challenge. A small growl formed in my chest as I slashed my sword through the air, but I wasn’t sure why. Did I want to wipe that smile off his face or did I want to replace it with my own? But moving closer, coming within his orbit, even if I had to fight to get there, that felt good and right.

      Mine, she agreed, the other half of my soul, an impatience tangible in her growl. And we were going to claim what was ours tonight, she made that clear. She was forced to wait in the background, watching me engage in all of my incomprehensible human rites, but not now she’d been given her head. If trumping our mate was what was required for her to get what she needed, then she would do whatever was required to make that happen.

      Which prompted what came next.

      That strange feeling of fire that flared and died down inside me in ways I didn’t understand, it roared up now, blasting everything else away. Alcohol was burned out of my system, my conscious mind coming back online with a rapidity that made me blink. It fired my limbs, hardened my muscles, then directed me to where I needed to go. Weyland seemed to sense something had shifted, his sword point dropping, his eyes widening and that’s when we pressed our advantage.

      We almost cut him with the first slash, only long honed reflexes preventing that with an ugly twist of his wrist. But any sense of wonder he might have been experiencing was shoved to one side as his focus narrowed. When he grinned now, I saw his fangs flash, my sword moving faster, faster as his followed suit. “Yess...” he hissed, even as I saw him struggle to keep up. He laughed even as he fought to protect himself, the sound wild and unfettered, right up until the tip of my sword scored the back of his hand.

      “Fuck!” he snarled, dropping his sword with a clatter, inspecting the cut to see how bad it was, but I couldn’t seem to focus on his wellbeing. My own weapon fell to the tabletop, and I stepped over it and all the other paraphernalia, closing the distance between us.

      My hand went around his wrist, my fingers feeling the wet stickiness of the small trickle of his blood, right before I brought the cut to my mouth.

      What would Father or Linnea have thought about this moment? What would Kris? I stared up into Weyland’s eyes, his smile scrubbed away and replaced by an open mouthed look of wonder as my tongue flicked out, swiping the cut clean.

      I blinked as it hit me, the fire inside me burning, burning, until there was nothing left but the part of me that ached for Weyland. As his blood, his taste rushed into my mouth, he came with it.

      He wanted me, that was clear. A slow, dull ache usually in the pit of his stomach, a pain he seemed to rush towards rather than flinch away. It reminded him every day he was alive, of his want, his need of me. His love. I almost jerked away when I felt that. it was like the heavy weight of the crown from my dreams, a responsibility, an honour surely I didn’t deserve. But his hand went to the back of my head, tangled in my hair and held me where I was.

      “That’s it,” he told me in a low tone, just for me. “Get your taste of me. Because I carry yours with me all of the time. From the last kiss, there’s a constant sweetness in the back of my throat to remind me that it happened. That it might happen again.”

      I lifted my head then, forced to lick away a small drop of blood from the side of my mouth and he watched every second of that.

      “Can it happen now?” That was a plea, yet there was nothing plaintive in his rasping tone. “Can I have everything I’ve ever wanted or needed, lass? Can I have you?”

      I didn’t know how to respond, caught in the blue fire of his eyes as I was, but then she moved inside me, forcing my neck to unbend, to let my head fall forward in a slow nod, right before he jerked me close.

      My ears were full of the sounds of shouts and cheers and the crash of breaking crockery, but everything else was him. Weyland. He beat hot and hard and true in my heart. Somehow he’d weaselled in there, even if I hadn’t seen it coming. I was swept up into his arms and out of the pub, Dane handing the publican a pouch full of gold for our destruction. Weyland put me on the pommel of his saddle, swinging up behind me and something settled inside me as I felt his body press against mine.

      “I shouldn’t race my horse through the streets of Snowmere at night,” he told me, his voice a ticklish buzz in my ear. “There might be potholes or obstacles that will hurt my Boulder, but I can’t fucking wait any longer and I think you feel the same.”

      As the horse moved restively underneath us, his hand slid down, coming to settle low on my pelvis.

      “Weyland…” I gasped at the vicious clench of need.

      “That’s what I thought,” he said, right before he snapped the reins and kicked his horse into a canter.
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      “Weyland!”

      We heard Dane’s shout from the courtyard but we were already in the stables, sliding down from our horse’s back. A sleepy eyed stableboy emerged and took Boulder from Weyland as he rushed me inside the citadel walls. Dane called his brother’s name again, but that just made Weyland grin, his grip on my hand tightening as we ran down one corridor, then another in the near darkness, until he found an open doorway to an unused bedroom.

      He snatched the key from the lock, then paused, his smile fading for a moment. His fingers dangled the key, an offering of one thing and another. I plucked it from his grip just to see that grin reappear and then when he pulled me inside, we locked the door behind us.

      “Shit, it’s bloody cold in here,” he said, as if seeing the room for the first time. “Maybe I should find Fenster and…”

      His voice trailed away as I pressed a hand to his stomach. I watched his eyes, glowing in the dark gloom, and caught the moment when his pupils blew wide.

      “We don’t need anything,” I told him. “Just each other.”

      “Gods, if you knew how long I’ve waited to hear you say that,” he groaned, right before he wrapped his arms around me, picking me up and slotting my body against his, my legs wrapping around his waist as he pressed me against the cold stone wall.

      The rough texture of it bit into my back as his teeth sunk into my lip, testing their softness before sucking the bottom one into his mouth. Mine parted wider, forcing him to pull away, his tongue sliding into that gap, seeking the taste of me, just as I did him. But right as the kisses bled into each other, our breath coming in noisy pants, he pulled away.

      “Tell me you want this,” he asked. “Can you do that? We shouldn’t have been drinking, not before this. I—”

      “Weyland.” At the sound of his name, he stilled, staring down at me. “Nordred said you were my future. He was right, wasn’t he?”

      “Wherever you go, whatever you do, I’ll be there right by your side. I know my brother has plans, big plans, but if you wanted to turn your back on the lot, to ride to some Granian port and jump on a ship, I’d be there with you.” His big hand dwarfed my face as it stroked the way down my cheek. “I’ll always be with you.”

      The other side of my soul, she chuffed at this, a sound of eminent satisfaction.

      “So be with me,” I said, not able to put everything else I was thinking or feeling into words, but of course, I didn’t need to. Whatever welded me to them, it seemed to carry with a knowledge of what I was experiencing that I was yet to understand.

      “Yes?” I watched Weyland’s grin widen, but his brow creased and that wariness hurt. I could see then what impact holding out had taken upon him. “Tell me yes, Darcy, if you’re serious, because by all the gods—”

      “Yes.” I heard the suck of in of his breath. “Yes, Weyland. I’m yours and you’re mine and I need you to show me just how much.”

      With that prompt I was wrenched away from the wall, carried over to the bed, and then laid across it like a Granian bride might be on her wedding day. But this was no loveless marriage where I was instructed to honour and obey. This was something much deeper, wilder, and more long lived. Because if we did this, nothing, not time nor experience or even other people would tear us apart. So I went up on my elbows as I lay there and watched my lover, my mate pull his shirt up and off over his head, revealing all that golden perfection.

      He smiled, seeming to slow down his movements in response to my fascination. Because my eyes followed his hands as they slid down his body, taking their time to go to his belt, his biceps flexing as they did.

      “Lass, I think you’d find there’s not a lot I wouldn’t do to keep you looking at me like that,” he rumbled.

      But his words broke the spell I was under. I shook my head and then went to unlace my jerkin when he reached out. He pressed me back against the bed and then knocked my hands away.

      “Let me. Just… let me.”

      I got the feeling that meant a whole lot more than getting undressed, but I nodded, flopping back down on the bed. But any relaxation I might have felt was driven away as he pulled off his boots, then undid his belt.

      Each man was a picture of muscular perfection. There was no softness on them, none but that which resided inside each one but I found my mouth falling open as the perfectly taut hips appeared, a severe V of muscles leading my eyes down. He stripped his trews off, then straightened up, just standing there for me to inspect. But while my eyes hungrily scoured his body, his hand slid down, wrapping around his hardness and then giving the length of him a few tugs.

      “Gods, love, now you see what you do to me. Every day and every night, I’m hard, wanting, for you.” And right now, I could see exactly how much. His knot was swollen and hard at the base and when his hand slid upwards, a small bead of liquid formed on the taut crown. My tongue slid across my bone dry lips, remembering that taste. “No, don’t do that,” he groaned. “Not this time. I kicked myself for not taking my time and tasting you after last time and I won’t make that mistake again.”

      And so he subjected me to the singular torture of removing every bit of my clothing as I watched his golden body move over mine. I shivered as the cold air bit into my skin but he just smiled.

      “I’ll warm you up, don’t you worry.”

      And he did just that. My hands tangled into the silken strands of his hair, as his mouth created a burning trail across my body. My neck arched as he kissed down its column, leaving little nips on the sensitive skin there before fitting his teeth on the mark Gael had left.

      “Weyland!” I gasped.

      “Want to leave my own mark on you, Darcy. I need you to walk around this bloody city with everyone knowing you’re mine.” As a promise or a threat, he found an unmarked patch of skin and sucked it into his mouth, raking his fangs across it until my nails dug into his back. “I want you to claim me too. I need your bite, the sting of your fangs burying themselves into me, right when I do the same for you. You can do that, right, can’t you, lass? You can take what’s yours, once and forever.”

      I tried to wrestle him down, flip him over so we could do just that, but he grinned down at me as his muscles locked tight, his hands slapping down on my wrists, pinning them.

      “Don’t think I don’t want that too. My queen on the only real throne she needs, riding me, using me for her pleasure. But right now, you’ll have to excuse your poor subject.” He kept me exactly where he wanted me as he placed kisses along my collarbones, then wended his way lower. “I’ve been staring at these beauties, thrust up by those bloody corsets or bound up by your jerkins. I’ve thought about them every time I took my cock in hand, stroking it as I imagined kissing you.”

      Any response to his words was choked back as he brushed his plush lips across my tight nipple, ripples of the sweetest pleasure blossoming inside me at his touch.

      But it wasn’t enough.

      This was a small, subtle thing and my growl made clear I needed so much more.

      “Your beast is rising?” he asked, staring up at me along the line of my body. “Your need? Does it claw at you, Darcy? Like a wild animal trying to get free?”

      “Yes!” I snapped at Weyland, my fangs lengthening.

      “Do you feel its teeth biting into you, chewing a great hole in you that it feels like nothing will fill it? Nothing but me. Because that’s how I feel about you, Darcy. I need you like my next breath. I need your scent, your taste, the feel of your body against mine. I want to feel your tight little cunt—”

      Claws formed at the ends of my fingers, and I silenced him when I dug them into his shoulders and then dragged him down on top of me. For a moment, I just held him. Mine, mine, mine, my savage little heart beat.

      “Take it,” I rasped. “Take everything you need from me.”

      “You’ll regret saying that,” he replied, his voice full of dark promise. But then he shifted in my grip, pulling free enough to refocus his attentions on my breast, circling the nipple with the tip of his tongue and I found I had no regrets at all.

      Not when he flicked the aching point and not when his claws pricked the swell of my breast, grasping it right before his mouth sucked the nipple in. I definitely didn’t regret the ungainly groan that escaped my mouth, my breath coming in pants as long, slow suckles sent waves of pleasure through me. As if to up the ante, his hand went to the other, pulling roughly on the other nipple, but that only provoked the fire inside me to burn higher and higher. He switched sides, seeming to wait until one breast was an aching mass of pleasure before bestowing his attentions on the other side. But when he finally pulled away, I was a sweaty mess.

      I rolled up as far as I could, raking my hands down his chest and stomach, leaving red trails behind.

      “No…” he said, as my hand slid south, cupping around his knot, then giving it a squeeze, licking away the sudden spill of liquid from the crown. “No,” he insisted, “No!”

      His alpha bark was a sharp slap, but for some reason I liked the burn. I grinned up at him, feeling like my wolf soul was entirely in charge as we went back for more. His hand went to my hair, grabbing a handful and then holding it tight, forcing me either to rip it out by the roots to get more of him or to listen to him.

      “You think I don’t want my cock down your throat? I remember the convulsive little swallows you made as you took my seed like it was yesterday. But I said I wanted my taste and I meant it.”

      I was pushed back onto the bed with a whoosh and before I could rally, he picked up my hips, sliding down the bed to suck from what lay between them, like raising a cup to his lips.

      “You’re all wet and sweet…” he groaned, then I felt the lightning fast flick of his tongue, there where I needed it, then gone again. “You can’t think to deny me this.”

      I had no such thought or any other in my head as he lunged forward. He’d told me that he hungered for me, and now I knew the truth of that. His tongue felt like it mapped the entirety of my nether regions, claiming it and then remaking it anew. Because the pleasure that came from his ministrations was enough to have my claws shredding the sheets, my ragged cries filling the room.

      “Weyland… Weyland…!”

      “That’s it,” he told me, pulling away for just a second, but only to replace his tongue with his fingers. Two slid inside me, the stretch making me hiss, his thumb rubbing against the little pearl of pleasure Gael had helped me to discover. “Keep calling my name. Do it right as you come all over my face, Darcy. Rake your claws across my scalp, force my face deeper. Give me your pleasure, all of it.”

      Apparently, Weyland had some kind of undiscovered prophetic ability because when he bent back to his work, his lips closing over my pearl, that slow suckling motion driving me insane, he conjured a tide inside me, one that was pulling back, back, back with a deadly intensity I couldn’t seem to escape. My claws did scratch across his head and I did jam him tighter against me, knowing that the only way was through this. He pushed his fingers deeper, thrusting them harder, faster, the frantic friction drawing gabbling little sounds from me. But right when it all came to a head, when my heart stuttered and I experienced a moment of pure clarity, I screamed out his name.

      I didn’t hear his response because I was lost in mine. A cascade of the most perfect pleasures washed over me, swamping me in their delicious waves until finally I went completely limp.

      “That was good,” he purred, “for starters.”

      I felt like a broken doll when he collected me up, drawing me up and into his arms, ensuring my thighs straddled his. Those blue eyes bore into mine as he moved me, us, a familiar hardness pressing against my aching core.

      “This is it, love,” he said, his voice breaking on the words. “Tell me now if you’re not ready, because once we take this step…”

      I shifted then, having to use the arms I’d wrapped around his neck to move myself as I slid down his cock.

      “Oh fuck, Darcy…” he hissed. “Don’t stop. Don’t ever stop.”

      But I couldn’t stop and I never would, I felt as we held each other tight, then began to move. Together, it worked out, him thrusting up into me, my hips slamming down on his. Because every time we were joined fully, a burst of the headiest sweetness flushed through our bodies, our hearts, but we could only re-experience that each time we pulled away again. But the strokes got shorter, faster, deeper until Weyland groaned.

      “Gods, you’re opening up for me…”

      I didn’t know what that meant and couldn’t ask, my pants coming just as fast as our thrusts. But I did feel that hard nudge at the end of every down stroke. Something that promised so much more, if I could just manage to take him. Because the first time Gael had rutted me, the stretch was a painful one, but ever since then? My body had become conditioned to associate this feeling with so much pleasure. I was opening up for him, letting him in body and soul, and that required a stretch from the both of us. We had to make space for each other and keep that place open, even when every instinct told us to keep ourselves locked down. So as I worked my hips down over and over, as his hands wrapped around my waist, preventing me from getting too far away, as I felt an ache deep inside me build, something only he could assuage, our lips met for short little biting kisses until he jerked away.

      “Darcy! Darcy, you’re going to take my….”

      His knot, that’s what he was going to say, because deep down, that’s what we both needed. At first the stretch came and kept on coming, my heart rate speeding up as it felt like I stood upon the lip of a cliff. I stared into his wide open eyes, a mirror of my own as I was forced to work him in deeper.

      “Darcy… Darcy…”

      He kept chanting my name over the sounds of my groans, the tone ratcheting up right as a pinch set in, then another much less pleasant ache. His hand slid down between us, his nimble fingers working my clit, helping to reinterpret what was going on as pleasure.

      Until it really was.

      I felt his knot pop inside me, my body snapping tight, gripping him with everything I had.

      “Oh gods…” he rasped. “I knew this would be good but…”

      His mouth slammed down on mine because he wasn’t content with just piercing me through. There was a greediness about Weyland that saw him gorging on me. But as his hands moved, his lips plundered, I was the winner, feeling the fire reach its peak, the flames licking at my skin.

      “Weyland!”

      My snarl was the only warning he got as my fangs were bared in one second and then sunk into his shoulder in the next.

      “Yes! Yes! Yes!” he growled, before biting deep into the unmarked curve of my neck.

      What came next was almost indescribable, a messy tangle of feeling and emotion. Gael had crept into my heart, but Weyland, he slammed in with little trouble or finesse. I felt him so very perfectly in that moment, the referred pleasure of his orgasm and it burst inside him, the flex of his hips pumping me full of his seed triggering my own. My scream froze in my throat, the muscles unable to work as everything focussed down on this. My body clamping down on his with frantic little clasps, each one wringing his seed from his cock, filling me with a strange kind of bliss.

      

      That golden light, the same that filled me when I dreamed of my mother, as well as the more savage version that I’d felt on the battlefield. It rushed in now, filling me, us up until we couldn’t take anymore. And then as it exploded, leaving us to fall slowly, lazily back to earth, I found we were changed now. I opened my eyes to stare in Weyland’s eyes and he stared back, having watched me the whole time, smiling when he saw me.

      “Well, now you’ve done it,” he said, his smirk completely at odds with his words. “I’m locked down inside you for some hours now, until my knot deflates.”

      “Oh no,” I said, raising an eyebrow. “Whatever will we do?”

      We chuckled as he threw us down on the bed, our limbs locked together as well as our bodies.

      “I have an idea,” he informed me. “So many ideas.”

      So he showed me.
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      We fell asleep at some point, but it was the hazy drowse of someone who’s just found a lover. Where you couldn’t sleep too long or too deeply, because that took you away from the other person. So when I felt fingers between my legs, my eyes cracked open and when I looked down the bed, I saw Weyland at work.

      “What’re you doing?” I croaked.

      “Pushing my seed back where it should be,” he said with a boyish grin. “It’s a losing battle, but it’s one I’m willing to fight.”

      I shivered, feeling all too swollen and sensitive, but as I rolled over, baring my breasts to the cool air, I couldn’t find the energy to stop him. I hovered in this strange place of being overstimulated and not stimulated enough; the same fire, that seemed to always burn inside me when I was around my mates, flaring brighter.

      “You might be with child.” Weyland said the words in a much gentler tone. “You could be carrying Gael’s child already, but if you’re not…” I gasped as his fingers pushed deeper inside me, curling up against a now tender spot that throbbed like a bruise. But I couldn’t seem to distinguish between pleasure or pain as my thighs spread wider, amusing Weyland inordinately, “I want my seed to have a chance to take.”

      “A child?” I whispered.

      I wasn’t an idiot; I knew that was a natural consequence of being mated to a man. But while I knew it to be true, academically, I hadn’t applied that logic to myself somehow.

      “A child,” he said in a voice throbbing with satisfaction. “Any that you bear will be our daughter or our son. Each one of us will lavish our care and attention upon them, because they will come from us, but…” That lazy smile was back. “If he or she came out with a head of blond hair?”

      His fingers formed a dam at my entrance, as if to block any more seed slipping free.

      “My father always made sure a stallion covered his prize mares more than once, to ensure a mating was successful,” I told him. His head jerked up at that, his eyes finding mine.

      “Something you need, lass?” he asked me, fingers forgotten as he crawled over me.

      I locked my legs around his waist and then made clear the most effective way for me to be bred was through frequent and enthusiastic application.

      “I will never, ever get used to this,” he groaned, right as he sank deeper inside me.

      

      But when morning came, Weyland slept on, because he didn’t have strange instincts rousing him as sure as a shake to the shoulder. He reached for me when I went to pull free, trying to hold me where I was. I pressed my lips to his, waiting until his body softened, before scrambling away and leaving him to sleep.

      I didn’t want to. I felt that hard inside me as I stared down at his sleeping form, but I had to. His words about a child… My hand went to my belly, still smooth and flat as a maiden’s. Maiden… that was the trigger word. I pulled on my clothes and strapped on my weapons and then padded through a citadel starting to wake up, making a beeline for the training grounds.

      “I wondered if you’d turn up,” Selene said, her eyes sliding to the brand new bite mark on my neck. She wasn’t the only one. Gael was standing there with a sword hanging from his hand, already having raised a sweat in training.

      “Did he make sure you wanted this?” he asked, his words coming out in a flurry as he wrapped his arms around me. “He didn’t hurt you, did he? He took his time, made sure you felt right about this? If he didn’t, gods help him—”

      “Gael.” He went quiet and still when I said his name. “It was perfect, just like it was with you. He is my mate. You are my mate.”

      Something loosened inside him then, his lips finding the mark he’d left on me, his teeth fitting perfectly into the indents before he licked his tongue across it.

      “And your mate needs you, badly. Weyland’s not one to share, but he’s bloody going to need to…”

      And then it was my turn to freeze. I shot a look over his shoulder at Selene, who was watching on with a wry smile.

      “Maybe we should talk about this after training?” I said. “I’ll be here for a while. You can go and find Dane and—”

      “The prince stays here,” Selene asserted. “I have a theory and Gael here has volunteered to help me test it.” I frowned and pulled back from my mate whilst at the same time I grabbed his free hand with mine, rubbing my thumb across his knuckles. “If the old tales are true, your mates can augment your strength and vice versa. We’ll train you for the upcoming duel, but, Darcy…,” She stared at the two of us, inspecting us like she’d never seen us before. “You may have an advantage the queen does not. She is not King Ulfric’s true mate. She has political sway and a complex web of alliances to draw upon, but on the duelling ground?”

      Her smile slowly spread and when it did, I caught a flash of fang.

      “None of that matters. Only your strength, your speed, your fangs and claws.” Gael sidled in closer at that, his hot breath fanning across the sensitive skin of my neck. “And your sword. If you can draw anything from your mates to help with that?” She shrugged then. “Well, that can’t be helped, can it?”

      “So, how do we do this?” I asked, trying to focus on Selene, but Gael’s presence was a terrible distraction. He and Weyland had introduced me to these sensual pleasures and now I couldn’t seem to stop wanting them.

      Selene’s smile faltered at my question and she frowned slightly.

      “That’s the problematic bit. We know what the old queens used to be able to do. There’s plenty of records of their exploits. But how? They didn’t need us to train them. Mother taught daughter the skills the queens possessed, not the Maidens. But we lost that link…”

      Selene’s grip on her sword tightened.

      “So we must try to discover them as best we can, and I think that means putting you in real danger.”

      “Selene…” Gael growled, shouldering forward.

      Part of me loved him pushing his way into the gap between me and the Wolf Maiden, and another part of me wanted to smack him. The latter part won. I elbowed him in the ribs, catching him unaware, chuckling as his breath was forced out with a big oof.

      “When Darcy was in danger, when we all were,” Selene explained, “that’s when she tapped into whatever it was.”

      “A golden light,” I said, then shrugged. “That’s what it felt like. Or fire. The Morrigan was talking to me through it.”

      “What?” Selene said, and Gael let out a low hiss at that.

      “She was telling me that I was her daughter but I wasn’t the only one making offerings to her,” I said, although it felt really strange to say those words. I couldn’t deny my experience, but… I was used to Grania where the priests were the only ones supposed to hear the gods themselves and, even then, most people were not confident that it actually happened. Gods were distant, mysterious figures who looked after the massive forces that shaped our lives, like storms or war. “But she said it was through this experience, through battle, that I would come to understand her.”

      “Hm… With your permission, I would like to bring this information to Mother Aeve’s attention,” Selene said. “That…? There’s been no record of a queen doing that.”

      “But there is of her pulling power from her mates,” I reminded her briskly, grabbing my sword and then going for a shield. Selene’s sword slapped down on the wooden surface before I could pull it from the rack.

      “Real danger, remember,” she said.

      “You’re not going to slice and dice my mate like a side of lamb on a festival day,” Gael snapped.

      “That’s right, I’m not,” the Maiden replied. “But a few slices across her skin will push your protective instincts, if not hers. What if that’s the key? The queen’s consorts have to push their energy to the queen? You’d do that, wouldn’t you?”

      “Everything I have to give is hers,” he said in a dour voice. “As you know.”

      “Well, then…” Selene lifted her shield, making it clear just how uneven a fight this was going to be. “Let’s begin.”

      

      Whiskey was, indeed, a bastard of a drink, I found. My head throbbed as I fell into a loose pose, raising my sword, and my reflexes were dulled by a sleepless night of pleasures. So she got her first cut in pretty early, my teeth gritting at the white-hot pain burning across my forearm.

      “C’mon, lass!” Gael shouted, real urgency in his voice. “You took my bloody brother down last night. You can take Selene.”

      But it was the other taking of Weyland that I’d done, over and over throughout the night, that had me moving like an old woman. No fucking before battle again, I swore to myself as Selene nicked my thigh when I didn’t shuffle away fast enough. I growled at that, something rising inside me as a result, but it didn’t bring with it a golden light. Rather it was red-hot and immediate.

      The other side of my soul, she rose up, glared through my eyes at the Maiden and then bared our fangs.

      “Nice display,” Selene said with a smirk. “But you’ll need to do more than show your teeth. You’re a mess this morning.”

      I was.

      “I can’t see any sign of an alpha here.”

      I wasn’t.

      “I see a woman who, if she’s not bloody careful, will spend her time drowning in dick, and then come to the duelling grounds to be slaughtered.”

      I stiffened at that and, just then, Selene’s mocking smile became quite a different one, Aurora’s face transposed over hers. She let her shield sag, not even doing me the courtesy of treating me as a threat, adding further insult to injury when she tossed the shield away and held her arms out wide.

      “You want me? Come and get me,” she said.

      I lunged then, but my body wasn’t performing the way it should. Whatever I’d drunk last night, it seemed to have divorced me from that strange sense I carried with me of how to move and what to do. My wolf snarled, somehow even more irritated than me and that’s when it happened.

      My vision went red, my body turned to fire, but these were not the sweet flames Weyland had fanned last night. This was the destructive conflagration that tore through old wood forests, destroying everything in its path, and, right now, its focus was Selene. My strikes were wild, sloppy, with instinct pushing my limbs, not my brain. No, that was sitting there in my skull, quietly horrified at what the hell I was doing, even as my wolf exulted. Selene went skipping backwards at our wild attack, not in any real danger due to my lack of finesse, but if my sword had connected with her? The momentum behind it was forcing it to slice through the air with an audible whoosh, stirring something within.

      Temper those flames, Gael said, but not from the sidelines. No, his voice was a whisper inside my ear, then a cool hand directing my arm. You know better than to go mad on the training ground. You’re fast and skilled enough to remind Selene who is alpha. Let’s do this.

      I paused for a second, just staring at a concerned Selene before I took a breath and collected myself. I heard the chatter in the courtyard, the women of the citadel obviously having a washing day because the sun was shining. White sheets flapped in the breeze from where they were pegged on the line, as did shirts, skirts, trews and blouses. The women chattered amongst themselves and their voice felt like they multiplied in my head, others coming from somewhere to join them.

      I lifted my sword in salute to Selene, indicating that we would start this bout again and she nodded, doing the same. We flicked the blades away and then we began.

      Circle, circle, circle, my feet shuffled through the sand, always shifting. The speed, the surety had made a welcome return and my body felt like it was mine again. No, it was more than that. There was no burn in my thighs, no ache in my back as every muscle was used, keeping my body a moving target, one that dodged and blocked all of Selene’s attacks, parrying with ease. But that wasn’t all.

      I felt like I could see her now, what she was doing and what she was going to do, Gael’s more removed view of the proceedings adding to my own. Lethargy was shoved to one side and I felt a kind of mental clarity I’d never really experienced before, my mind as sharp as my sword. Between us, we caught the tiny little movements that telegraphed what Selene was about to do. The tiny lift of her shoulder before she struck, the slight twist of her ribcage in preparation. We were there before she even slashed out at me, so that we were already parrying her blow and then responding with our own.

      The first time I saw blood appear on her skin, my mouth watered. The second, my fangs snicked down. The third and the fourth came in rapid succession, her face falling as I slashed lightning fast, one long shallow cut, then another across each bicep.

      “Darcy…” she said in warning, but her voice shook when she said it, so it wasn’t very convincing at all. We kept dealing a flurry of blows, forcing her back.

      “Darcy!” The sound of her yelp was sweet, so sweet, especially when it was followed by a stumble, her footing failing and only her formidable reflexes stopping her from falling before us.

      “Darcy, for fuck’s sake!”

      We ended up with me standing over her, while she was forced half on her knees, her sword shaking as she struggled to hold me off.

      “You win, alpha,” she said, staring intently into my eyes.

      She was willing me to come back, to be the girl again. To be biddable and reasonable, and part of me resisted it with every breath. Yesss… came a creaky voice in my head and I was shown how this would go.

      Selene would fall before me, her throat slit, her body falling limply to the sand as all the blood inside her pumped frantically out. The light would die in her eyes and they would become cloudy and staring, as her skin turned white, then bluish. She would be gone and I would remain. I heard a raven’s caw as imagined all of that.

      I dropped my sword at that, thrusting the point into the sand and stepping away, my hands trembling. When I looked up, I found I had an audience. Not just Gael, though he rushed closer, his hands feeling right, so right when they landed on my skin, tugging me against his chest. But as his nose quested in my hair, his lips finding his mating mark and Weyland’s, I saw that at least some of the ladies had left their washday chores and had come over.

      Annis stepped forward then, a spokesperson for the group.

      “You beat down one of the queen’s Wolf Maidens,” she said with an attitude of awe. Her eyes travelled around the group standing on the outskirts of the training grounds. “Do you think you could teach some of us to be handy with a sword?”

      I let out a little snort, not of amusement, but of shock and some part horror. I felt completely out of control right now, the same kind of violent tide Weyland had roused in me last night here now. But this part of me bayed for blood, not seed. Then, as I glanced at each one of the women, seeing pinched expressions of fear and need, I realised something. They felt just as out of control.

      The Reavers had taken away from them that sense of wellbeing and safety we all needed in order to thrive, and nothing would bring that back until either every Reaver was dead, or the women felt competent enough to defend themselves.

      “Yes…” I breathed, striding forward and grabbing Selene’s hand, helping her up, then inspecting each wound I’d left, wincing at each one. “I can’t promise results, but…”

      I stared into the Wolf Maiden’s eyes then, part apology, part plea.

      “I think you’ll find that we are willing to help you discover ways to help protect yourselves.”

      Selene nodded to me slowly, her grip on my hand tightening, as if the two of us had just struck a deal.
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      “What did it feel like?” Selene asked Gael and I quietly.

      We’d lined the ladies up, got them practice swords and then got them started with some very basic strikes. Just as I had, they were forced to perform them over and over, building the strength of their arms and helping them develop the muscle memory of what to do. The grumbles coming down the line were familiar ones, because when I’d been starting out, I’d made them too. When you were ready to learn how to fight, often you wanted to go straight into heroic hacking and slashing, not lunging over and over with your sword outstretched.

      “I…” Gael’s voice trailed away. “It was like battle fever.”

      “That’s what it looked like,” Selene said grimly, but her focus was on the ladies. She stepped forward to help a slender girl of about thirteen hold her sword correctly, then moved away. “But you came back from it.” She glanced at us. “How?”

      “You,” I said, shooting her a sidelong look, then focussing back on the ladies. “I saw your face, saw the blood I’d spilled and initially that just drove me harder. I wanted it. Wanted your blood and your pain and to show that I was the best and you weren’t. I’m sorry for that.”

      “Don’t be,” she said with a smirk. “It’s a difficult mindset for any woman to take, but a queen? She can’t be dilly dallying around worrying about every bastard’s quibbles.”

      That comment just made me think of Aurora and her blasted machinations.

      “But then she made me see what was coming if I persisted. I saw you dead and bleeding out on the sand and that’s what stopped me.”

      “She, as in the Morrigan?” Selene asked, and her lips thinned when I nodded. “That needs addressing sooner rather than later. But what you saw, that can’t stop you when you duel the queen, you know that.” I did and indicated that. “Because she won’t stop. She’ll be fantasising about you being in the exact same position, and she’ll be surrounding herself with people who will be telling her that’s how it will be. If there’s anyone or anything that can give her a leg up in this fight, she’ll be looking. She’s coming to kill you.”

      And I wouldn’t hesitate when I met Aurora on the field. I stared at each woman in turn, cataloguing the ways they tried to perform the strike, all the ways they failed and all the ways they tried again. Each time those swords stabbed into the air though, I felt like I stabbed with them.

      “The goddess will decide,” I said and there seemed to a ceremonial weight to those words.

      “So she will,” Selene replied.

      

      The two of us walked around the women, correcting form and stopping people, demonstrating the right and wrong ways to do things before getting them started again. I saw a lot of the initial fervour fade. The ladies had clustered closer, chattering excitedly when we gave them practise swords, but we were losing that. A lot of what we did with a sword was boring, repetitive, and more of a science than a ferocious art. It was about conditioning their bodies to know what to do when faced with a threat.

      “I consider myself a strong woman,” one lady said, setting the tip of her sword into the sand. “I’ve gone out all day hoeing fields and planting potatoes with my husband, but this…” She shook her head, then looked speculatively at her weapon. “Perhaps I’m not made out for this.”

      “That’s up to you,” I said. “If you want to train, we’ll train you, but just as you couldn’t work all day in the fields as a small child, you won’t learn much about fighting in a day. You have built up muscles over time to allow you to work all day. You’ll have to do the same for fighting.”

      “And why should we, when the king has his army?” another woman said with a frown, walking over and putting her sword back on the rack. “Isn’t this the men’s job?”

      “It might be if you have a man,” Annis shot back. “Many of us don’t anymore. And some of us want to know what to do no matter what our marriage status.” Her jaw firmed and her eyes flashed. “I didn’t feel weak in childbed when I almost bled to death. I didn’t feel weak when my… when my Thomas died of the coughing sickness when he was but five.” Women murmured their support at that. “But when those bastards came into my farm, my home, and ripped apart everything they could get their hands on, everything we’d built…”

      She shook her head, then stood taller, seeming to swell in size.

      “Just as with everything else I’ve ever learned, I’ll have to take small steps to get anywhere with it,” she said, then raised her sword. “And I’m willing to take them as long as Lady Darcy and Lady Selene are willing to show me.”

      Some women followed the first one’s lead and set their swords back into the rack, shooting us an apologetic look as they returned to their washing, collecting up their baskets and going back inside. But others, they looked to us, wanting to learn the next step. Gael moved forward to sort out the mess they’d made of the racks, shoving weapons where they weren’t supposed to be, when he faltered.

      My head whipped around as I felt a tremendous wrench, not of my power, but his. He stumbled, one knee giving out and the other looking to do the same when I dove forward.

      “Gael? Gael!”

      I dived under him, his weight too heavy for me to take, and Selene rushed in to help. Although her putting her hands on him set my teeth on edge, I shoved that feeling to one side as we set him down on the sand. I fell down beside him, my hands fluttering over his body, his face.

      “Gael, what happened? Are you alright? Gael?”

      “What the bloody hell is going on?”

      The sharp male voice had the ladies skittering back and I gritted my teeth at that, but couldn’t respond. Weyland appeared by my shoulder and we both peered at my other mate.

      “Gael…?”

      “I’m fine,” he grumbled, throwing his head back, but when he tried to meet our eyes, his seemed hazy and unfocussed. All of the blue fire that burned there had gone out, leaving them flat and almost grey-coloured.

      “You’re obviously not. What’s been going on? Are you that hungover?”

      “Drawing power has a cost,” Selene said grimly. “I did wonder. They were fine after the battle, but you passed out.” I flinched, remembering that awful nothingness within which I’d hung. “It looks like the same here.”

      “Drawing power? What’ve you been up to this morning?” Weyland snapped.

      “Working out a way to use the natural advantage Darcy has in being connected to you two,” Selene shot back before turning to the women. “Lessons are over for today, ladies, but we’ll be here in the morning if you want to keep practising.”

      “I thought I’d be carrying Darcy out of here in my arms. I have to admit, I’m disappointed it’s going to be you I carry instead, brother,” Weyland said, his arm going around Gael.

      “Bugger off,” Gael snapped, seeming to focus for the first time. “Just help me inside and then we’ll…”

      Both of us went to support him as he started to get to his feet, but his knees gave out at first before he forced his legs to straighten. Slowly, but surely, we made it into the nearby stables, where we found a hay bale for him to sit on. Gael slumped against the wall, just focussing on breathing as the two of us fussed. I pulling his shirt up and out of his pants on the premise that when ladies fainted, people usually loosened their corsets. But when my hand slid across his stomach, Gael’s eyes flicked open.

      “That,” he said, putting his hand on top of mine and holding it there. “Just stay like that.”

      “What does that do?” Weyland asked, his voice rising. “What the hell have you been up to this morning?”

      “Selene said the queen used to use her consorts as a power source,” I replied, staring into Gael’s face and seeing the harsh lines there begin to soften. “She wanted to see if that worked. It worked alright. I went from hungover, tired and stumbling over my feet to better than ever. But at what cost?”

      “It was worth it,” Gael rasped, his eyes falling closed. His eyelashes were so long and thick. “That feeling of connection. I was in you and you were in me…”

      “That’s always the way, when we touch,” Weyland insisted, his hand landing on my shoulder.

      Gael stiffened then, letting out a little hiss before forcing his eyes open.

      “Not like that, brother. I’m still conscious of being apart from Darcy when we touch, when we’re together, but not then. I was her, skimming over the sand and cutting Selene down to size. We were going to kick her arse from here to Grania. We were strong, so fucking strong.”

      “And now you’re weak,” Weyland growled.

      “Not for long.” Gael arched under my touch, so I placed my other hand on his bare skin. “Yeah, that’s the stuff. I can feel it pouring into me. This golden heat…” His mouth quested blindly towards mine. “Got a kiss for your first and best mate, lass?” He grinned when Weyland made a rumbling sound of protest.

      “Will it help?” I asked, already leaning closer.

      “Never hurts,” he assured me. “Only when you pull away.”

      I felt the need to do just that, to taste my mate and reassure myself he was going to be alright, so I leaned forward and brushed my mouth against his.

      “Mm…” Gael murmured. “That’s the stuff. More of that.”

      “But what if it—?”

      Any protest I might have made was cut off as his hand shot up and dragged my head down, pulled my lips down to his. Then I couldn’t remember any objections I might have had at all.

      Something had happened to me and it’d multiplied exponentially with each claiming. They had always set my body on fire, but the marks on my neck throbbed now with a much greater intensity. I sank my hands into Gael’s hair, parting his lips with mine, and then my tongue went questing out, seeking his. He tangled his tongue around mine, then dragged me closer, so I was half climbing on top of him.

      “And how does that feel, brother?” Weyland asked in a dark voice, and we both turned, bleary eyed, to look at him. “It’s made you feel better, hasn’t it?”

      I could feel the evidence of this as Gael hauled me up and across his body, his arms wrapping tight around my waist. Weyland looked the two of us over with a look of satisfaction that surprised me. His hand reached out, his brother and I watching closely as he pushed it under the hem of my shirt and onto my belly. I sucked in a little breath as that electrical pulsing began, but so much deeper and sharper this time.

      “It’s like energy is passing between us,” I said between gasps. I’d become so much more aware of my body and it still ached from last night. So I felt every clench now, every twitch.

      “Is that what we’re calling it?” Weyland said, rubbing small circles across my stomach. “In the interest of research, is this helping you, brother, or hindering?”

      “Helping,” Gael ground out. “On the one hand, I feel a lot stronger.”

      “And on the other?”

      “I feel a need to use whatever strength I’ve got to please our mate.” Gael’s fingers plucked at my shirt hem, edging it up, slow enough that I could stop him, but I didn’t.

      “Gael, surely you should be getting some rest.” I was trying to be the voice of reason here.

      “I will. Right after I—”

      “There you are!” The two men let out long groans as Dane burst into the stables then looked around with a frown. “What the hell are you two playing at?”

      “A little game of hide and seek. You go and find something else to entertain yourself,” Weyland replied, “and I’ll hide my—”

      I pushed myself away from the two of them, jerking my shirt down, particularly when Axe came around the corner and surveyed the scene with a wide grin.

      “You need us?” I asked, almost scared of what terror we might have to face now.

      “Pepin’s arrived,” he replied, eyeing his brothers before looking back at me. “She says she’s here to start Darcy’s training.”

      “They were training all morning,” Weyland grumbled before sliding in against me. “Surely, too much training is not good for our mate.”

      “Darcy challenged Mother. She needs to train. And we’re due at a meeting with Father and the other lords about the Reaver situation,” Dane replied crisply. “I see congratulations are in order, brother.”

      I looked up then, just knowing Weyland would be preening, and he was. He nuzzled his head into my neck, brushing his lips across the new mating mark.

      “But if we’re to keep anything we hold dear, we need to deal with all of this,” Dane insisted.

      “I think I’m going to whisk Darcy away from the city when she takes my mark,” Axe said, fixing me with his gaze. “No Dane, nobody to interrupt us as I claim our mate.”

      I shivered at his words, knowing, feeling exactly how that would go.

      “Wise words,” Weyland said in a dark tone. “If you’d spoken them to me last night, that would’ve been much more helpful. There’s this little place about half an hour outside the city walls. Lovely soft beds…”

      “Are you going to be alright?” I asked Gael, then filled Dane in on what had happened this morning.

      “I will be,” he replied, “but you best keep a hold of me, just in case.”

      I watched Gael’s lips twist up into a cheeky smile that had me staring and staring, all the way until we found Pepin in the dining room.
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      “You’ve been testing your powers,” Pepin said when we reached Dane’s office. “That’s good.”

      “Before we get into what we have or haven’t done, don’t you think an explanation is in order?” Weyland said, helping set Gael down in a chair.

      “I’m the Maiden,” she said with a smirk. “One third of the goddess you celebrate on festival days. I’m the young part, the rash part, the bit that hunts.” And when she smiled, we saw her fangs there. “I’ve been forced to be much more responsible though, since the old queen went across the border, because she took with her a power.”

      Pepin’s eyes slid to me and they seemed to delve deeper and deeper into my soul.

      “I’ll explain, but it’ll be easier if I can show you first.”

      “Show us what?” Dane said with a frown.

      “Got the castellan’s keys on you?” she asked and he nodded. “Then I’ll show you why Snowmere was built here in the first place.”

      

      “Before there was a city,” she said as she led us down some steps into the basement of the citadel. “Before there was a castle, this place was a shrine. Our shrine.” We walked down some dark corridors, taking a lamp from the wall to illuminate our way. But after we’d travelled down a tunnel that looked like it’d been hewn out of raw rock rather than built with blocks, we came to a massive door. It was bound over and over with thick bands of iron that gleamed darkly in the low light. Locks covered the door in three places.

      “The keys, if you will?” Pepin asked, holding out a hand.

      “What’s behind the door, Pep…” Dane’s voice trailed away as he realised that name was only ever a ruse. “What do we actually call you?”

      “Pepin was what my mother called me when I was born,” she said with a small smile. “Things progressed differently for us than they do for you. Granny came first, then she gave birth to Mother, who then gave birth to me. Of course now, Granny’s trying to contract things back to the way they were.”

      She grabbed the keys from Dane’s lax fingers, undoing the locks in a series of swift movements, but as her hands moved, a golden light followed them. One that only multiplied once she pushed the door open. Because it revealed radiance.

      I stepped forward, something that drew comments then cries of admonition from my mates, but I couldn’t seem to stop. A hazy cloud of golden light drew me closer. And as I moved into it, I felt it, that wash of warmth, just like walking into a pool of sunlight on a cold day. It soaked into me, all the way down into my bones and lit me up inside.

      “This is…” I heard Axe’s voice beside me, little more than a gasp, then his hand took mine.

      “Gods, I feel…” Gael took my other side, then he let out a gusty exhale, but it was when he looked at me that I saw the difference.

      “Gael?”

      His eyes shone then, bright, bright blue, but it was more than that. His fractured eye seemed to absorb the light from around us, creating a gold filigree in each crack in the iris.

      “It’s…” His throat worked as he tried to explain. “It’s…”

      “It’s her power,” Pepin said, stepping forward.

      “By your logic, it’s yours as well,” Dane said, struggling for calm and failing.

      “I’ve always been granted greater freedoms due to my youth,” she replied, “but that comes at a cost. I have access to some of this, but not like she does. Anyway, theological musings are for another day. This is just the entrance to the complex. We need to go further in.”

      We followed Pepin like a band of lost lambs, walking through a golden mist until the space opened up.

      “Gods…” Weyland hissed, staring at the space and that’s all that could really be said about it, because the golden light faded somewhat in here to reveal a cave, the rocky walls covered in glittering spikes of clear quartz crystal. The crystals bristled all the way up to a ceiling we struggled to see clearly, the vast space having the air of a cathedral about it. Pepin walked up to one, pausing for a second before pressing her finger to the tip. Light pulsed in response, then rippled through all of the crystals, filling the space with light and that revealed... her.

      I stepped closer to the stone carving. It was massive, towering well over the two of us, her form worn down and abraded by elements that I couldn’t even imagine would make it down here, but there she was. A naked young woman, her limbs carved inordinately slim, a great wolf’s head where a human one should’ve been.

      “They used to bring us offerings here,” Pepin said, pointing to the variety of stone, and clay dishes that littered the ground by her statue’s feet. “Before the city, before the castle, this was a place of pilgrimage where women came to receive our blessings.”

      “And what did they leave?” I asked, feeling some sort of need rise inside me.

      “Food and drink, which was very nice, but not needed.” She shrugged then. “But that wasn’t the point. They gave us something precious, sacrificed it to us, and therefore the ritual was complete.”

      My hand went to one of my swords, pulling it free.

      “You don’t need to…” Pepin started to say but I pressed my finger to the sharp point until a bead of blood formed there. She huffed, but watched the blood fall, one drop, then another, then a final one, splashing into the stone bowl beneath the statue’s feet. I watched as her complexion changed, colour blooming in her cheeks, her eyelids fluttering. “You made your obeisance,” she said finally. “Blood for blood, remember.”

      Her eyes flicked to Gael and both of us flushed as a result.

      “Every maiden who takes her pleasure, with a man or a woman or on her own, and sheds blood the first time, she gives me my due.” She nodded slowly then. “It’s why the Maidens are so terrified of taking a lover. They think that holding out forever, staying always a maiden, shows me the greatest of respects.” Her mouth thinned. “But we all move on. We have to. We can’t stay maidens, not forever. Our bodies age, our experience changes us and the first flush of womanhood transmutes into something else altogether.”

      She jerked herself away from the statue then, striding through the space and down another tunnel, leading us further and further on.

      “If you manage to beat the queen, if you slit Aurora’s throat, then you’ll need to come here. The old queen dying? That was always part of the ritual, though it was usually on the battlefield or on her deathbed. It won’t matter,” Pepin insisted, standing in the entrance of the next cave, blocking our view of it to ensure we listened to her. “The pretender queen will be dead and the true-born one will take her place. I show you what to do, because it will need to be done, whether I’m here or not. Things are… changing. I may need to leave the city. The war, the fight, it draws me away.”

      She snarled then, her fangs flashing.

      “It’s what I was made for, to protect this land. But you…” Pepin stared at me, her eyes phosphorescent blue now, boring into mine. “Granny has her means to sweep through the world, to be either the gentle hand on your forehead as you pass, or the knife driven deep into your guts, taking you down screaming. But Mother?”

      She stepped away then, and we saw another cave, the same crystals crawling all across the walls, but this one was filled with a golden light, which swirled up, up, in lazy curls towards a point in the ceiling we couldn’t see, it was so bright. That light bathed a figure that was all too familiar.

      The woman in the statue was sweetly rounded, no longer the slender attenuated form of the maiden. Her hands cradled her stomach, holding its weight, protecting it, her downcast eyes seeming to endlessly regard the potential of her child.

      “Mother doesn’t walk in this world,” Pepin said as she gazed up at the statue, as if begging her to change her gaze and notice her. “She doesn’t need to. Every time a birth happens, a womb quickens, there she is. But mostly because the role is to be held by another.”

      I flinched when she looked sideways, her gaze settling on me.

      “What is a queen but the mother to her country? She can be an attentive one, anticipating what her people need and ensuring they have it, or she can be selfish, negligent, having produced a child yet mentally staying one herself. She can use that absolute power she has over her child, her country, and wield it capriciously, or…”

      Pepin turned back to the statue, staring at it as if again begging the woman for her attention. But the stone Mother was invested in the child that grew within her, not the one who’d grown and walked free, full of her own autonomy.

      “Or she can be fair and fierce in her defence of her children and in ensuring they grow strong and hale. She can make or break a family, a country, creating the foundation for greatness or hampering it with trauma.”

      When Pepin turned back to me, I shook my head and when she paced closer, I edged away.

      “No,” I said, like that would make a difference.

      “I know this isn’t what you want. You’re still my girl, full of vicious teeth and sharp edges, but you don’t have it in you to join my Maidens, virginity be damned. Because you’ve already reached for more. Mates bring too many other things with them. The potential of a child.” My hand slipped down, coming to rest on my stomach. “But more beside. You can’t stand alone anymore, with just your sword and your bow for company. You sought them.”

      “No. No, Pepin…”

      “You reached for more and took it and that sealed your fate. Which world would you want your daughter to live in?” she demanded, that dark wolfish headdress appearing from the shadows. “Grania, where its women are shackled to a wheel, for fear that they might rise up and know their own power? Where their backs are scarred for their ‘sins’?”

      “No!” My answer was sharper, more insistent now, because right then I could see a blonde-haired little girl or a brown-haired one with bright blue eyes, her chin jerked up, her mouth a thin line, as men, as priests approached her with a switch.

      “Or bring her into this world, where she’ll have freedom to love and live, but could have that snatched away at any moment?”

      I sucked in a breath then as the knife that had twisted in my gut the moment that I’d found Del and Jan stabbed deeper. My fingers clawed at my stomach, as if that other, lesser, pain could counter the one that swelled deep inside me.

      “Raped by a Reaver?” I groaned at her words, feeling the kind of twisting pain that came with my menses. “Torn apart after the fun is over, her body left to rot on the ground and feed the crows. All of her potential, her power, her love, nothing more than food for maggots.”

      “Darcy!”

      Axe swooped in, grabbing hold of me as the pain tore me in two. My hand slapped down on the cool stone of the statue, a sacrilegious act if ever there was one, but I couldn’t have stopped it if I tried.

      “What did you do, Pepin?” Dane growled. “What the fuck did you do?”

      “Blood for blood, Darcy,” she said to me, ignoring my mates as they drew weapons and strode forward. I couldn’t pay attention to them. I felt that heavy slither that heralded the beginning of my bleeding time, right as I sobbed out my protest. “You were wise to offer it to me, but you’ll find you end up giving it, either way. Return here with the queen’s blood on your hand and go through the only coronation that matters. Then there’ll be hope for the children you want to bear.”

      But right now, all I could do was grind my teeth as I was forced to deal with the death of that immediate possibility. I was bearing no one any child, not this month.

      “Damn you, Pepin…”

      I was swept up into a pair of arms. Axe, my mind supplied sluggishly.

      “I’m getting her out of here. There’s blood, too much blood.”

      

      “Not so much,” Annis assured them once I was wrapped up in the blankets on our bed, a bleeding cloth set between my legs. “It seems a lot to a man, I’ve no doubt, but she’ll be fine. I’ve made a brew for the pain. It tastes bloody awful, even with the honey in it, but it should settle the cramps, lessen the flow. I’ll sit with her if you like.”

      “We will do that, thank you, Annis,” Dane replied, his voice all cool command.

      “As you like, Highness. Call me if things get worse.”

      Then the lot of them crawled onto the bed, like a pack of wolves, but it wasn’t my blood they were after, it was me. I was hauled into one set of arms, another setting up position under my head, stroking through my hair, one last lot working on my feet. I hugged to my abdomen the hot stone bottle I’d been given, the warmth a pale imitation of the golden kind we’d felt in the cave. But one lot of arms was missing from the pile surrounding me as Dane set himself apart from the rest of us.

      “We need to mobilise, start testing loyalties, pull in every favour and alliance we’ve formed.” He stared at me with a deadly intensity that was too much for me to face right now. “Our queen is rising and we must make sure her ascension is as easy as possible. I won’t allow for any other possibility.”
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      The start of Dane’s strategy to gather alliances was to present ourselves at the meeting with the king and the nobles the next day. Dane hadn’t wanted me to come, the others more than happy to send him in our stead, but Annis’ bitter brew did the trick. The pain eased, with the flow slowing to something more manageable.

      “Are you certain you must be present?” Dane had asked me as I got dressed, then strapped on my swords.

      “Women do all manner of things when bleeding,” I said. “We don’t get to sit around waiting till the bloody flow stops. Plus, I need to see if that bastard is actually going to do something about the Reavers. We need to ensure he does.”

      Dane had just nodded sharply, his skin too pale, his eyes too blue as he grabbed his own weapons, strapping an inordinate number of them to his body. And so we strode into the meeting room, armed to the teeth and united as a pack, King Ulfric and the lords looking up when we arrived.

      “I don’t know that you were invited to this meeting, son,” Ulfric said, casting him a steady look.

      “As your heir and as witness to the Reavers attack, I just assumed you would want me present,” Dane replied. “Though it did take some effort to find out when and where it was being held. We did in the end, and that’s what matters.”

      “Well, I, for one, want an explanation of that stunt the other evening,” A blustery man clad in rich velvets and gold said. “That could’ve been any wolf’s head—”

      “It was far too big to be an ordinary wolf,” a gruff looking man said with a snort. “Must’ve been a long time since you’ve seen one in the flesh.”

      “So there’s Reavers among us,” another man said, holding out his hands to placate the others. “Let's just agree to that statement for the interim. There’s been enough reports from stewards and from the army.”

      “We’ve provided a map of all the attacks,” a man in uniform said, nodding to the map with a stern expression.

      “So where the bloody hell have they come from?” the first speaker said, staring at it.

      “From the mountains,” I replied, before I’d even thought to open my mouth.

      I flushed as all eyes in the room turned to me, making me want to scuttle behind Axe, to let him face them down, but a heavy hand was placed on my shoulder, keeping me in place.

      “What?” One of the men looked to the others. “Who is this woman and why is she—?”

      “She’s the mate of my sons and your future queen,” Ulfric replied, staring at me in a way I did not like at all. It was as though I could feel his eyes sliding tangibly over my skin, as if his hand did the same, and that made me shudder. “But I would like to know how you speak with such authority, Lady Darcy.”

      “I saw them.” I breathed out the words, because as soon as I said them, I saw the wolves again, swarming across the perilous mountains.

      “The girl is cracked!” The one who doubted Dane’s ‘present’ spluttered. “My apologies, Your Majesty, but this Granian girl—”

      “Where else would they have come from?” the general said, stabbing a finger into the map? “They would hardly have snuck over the Granian border, run past all of this fertile farmland and heavily populated areas to hit the mountain hamlets first. This isn’t a matter of conjecture or discussion. The data shows us clearly. They came down the mountains. And if anyone could be bothered to look in the peaks, I’m sure we’d find corpses mouldering there of those that didn’t make it over.”

      I nodded slowly and the general inclined his head in recognition.

      “They tore through the small villages on the outskirts of our country, and because they met little resistance, they’ve encroached further.”

      “They were building strength,” I added, not even caring how this news was taken. There would be some who would recognise the true threat and some who wouldn’t. I couldn’t change that. “Every bit of destruction, every death, every defilement. It helps strengthen them, makes them harder, faster, even more deadly.”

      “How does this chit know any of this—?”

      “Well, it’s not a thing without precedent, is it?” Dane said, his voice a sharp knife slicing through conjecture. “Our old queen was able to sense the dangers to Strelae and mobilise our forces to counter them.”

      Ulfric’s stare was unending, flicking from me to his son and back again.

      “You can’t claim that this… girl is of the ilk of our former queen?” one man spluttered.

      “She’s Granian and the princes are thinking with their cocks.”

      “The era of queens died when ours went across the border to sue for peace with the interlopers. The idea of one of them coming here to rule us…?”

      “But it was the intelligence report from Lady Darcy that had us moving on Aramoor to meet the Reavers,” the general replied. “We confirmed it by contacting the steward there by bird, but yes, it was her vision that alerted us to the attack, giving us enough time to get our troops mobilised.”

      “Really?” The man who turned to face me had a clear challenge in his eyes and Dane shifted forward then, as if to protect me from it. “Well, then we need just wait then, don’t we? Where will the next attack be, future queen?”

      Dane stared at me then, willing me to have an answer. And I knew that if I didn’t have that, he wanted me to keep my mouth shut, but I couldn’t. Whatever this was, whatever was going on, they deserved all the facts, even if it weakened our position.

      “I don’t know.” My reply was met with grunts of frustration and guffaws. “The ability to feel her, what she’s going to do, it comes and goes.”

      “Her? Which her do you speak of?”

      When I stared over their heads and at the big pennant hanging on the wall, the emblem of the Strelan royal house displayed upon it, the black wolf transmuted into something else altogether. The fur became feathers and the golden eyes became a skull.

      “The Morrigan…”

      “She’s god-touched!”

      That was exclaimed, breathed, said in a reverent tone or spat out like an insult, depending on which of them said it, but at least it was one thing they agreed upon. I felt a sharp stab in my pelvis, as if to remind me what that relationship with the goddess entailed.

      “Yes, well, if the Lady Darcy is not able to supply us with more divine wisdom, we’ll have to rely on good old-fashioned intelligence reports,” the king said, sitting forward. “The last attack was at Aramoor; and the entire host was driven away from there?”

      “I saw them in a forest somewhere,” I said, my mates muttering as I’d neglected to share that information. “I didn’t see anything in particular to identify where and he brushed me away when I saw them.”

      “He?” the king said.

      “They have a commander. He wore black leather armour and a wolf skin cloak. The Morrigan said he courts her openly. Every time he kills someone or destroys something, it's like the rites that people perform to her each festival day.” That started people mumbling. “He wins her favour with destruction and she gives him power.”

      “So more than one of you is god-touched,” Ulfric said. “And, arguably, he is more proficient in using his gift.” His eyes narrowed as he considered me. “Have the Lady Darcy taken to the temple. She can work with Mother Aeve to determine and refine any gift she might have, hopefully supplying us with more useful information.”

      “Father—” Dane started to say.

      “Dane stays, because he is next in line to become king, the rest of you will form more than enough protection for your mate, surely.”

      Dane stared at us for a second, then nodded slowly. Weyland muttered something darkly under his breath, but Axe just bowed to the table.

      “As you say, Father.”

      

      “Usually I’m bloody glad to get the fuck out of that room,” Axe snapped as we walked down the steps of the castle. “But not right now. Those fucking idiots—”

      “Dane will manage them, as he always has,” Gael replied, before moving to take my hand. “How are you, Darcy? It seems everywhere we turn, someone’s putting more on you.”

      I just stared mutely up at him, not wanting to open my mouth now and get myself even further in trouble.

      “Dane didn’t want us to warn you about what was coming,” Weyland said, putting his hands on my shoulders and massaging the tense muscles there. “You’d just been flogged within an inch of your life by your father and…”

      “And we were taking you from the frypan and into the fire,” Axe said with a frown. “Though even we didn’t realise how much.”

      “So what do you want to do now?” Gael asked me. “The king says Mother Aeve, but I’ll take you anywhere you want, out of the city even, if that’s what you need.”

      “But it won’t stop, will it?” My voice sounded harsh and grating, and Gael flinched in response. I glanced at Weyland. “Even if we ran across Grania and to the nearest port, getting on a boat and sailing off to gods know where, it wouldn’t stop. I’d still see it.”

      See her. See him. See the destruction of Strelae. All of that was implied in my words.

      “I think you will, lass. Dane didn’t know all of this, but he had an inkling. The queen was more than just the ruler of the country, she was the conduit for the gods themselves. She ruled through divine right, caring for the land as an extension of their will. The idea of that fell to pieces when the Granians came, but… She was the priestess-queen, the head of church and state, and she took that with her when she left.”

      “So now we need to find a way to get that ability back,” I said between clenched teeth.

      I didn’t want this, hadn’t asked for these strange abilities or to be visited by manifestations of parts of the goddess, but, just like my father’s brutality, it was coming my way whether I wanted it or not.

      “Pepin disappeared?” I asked.

      “Just turned into golden light when you collapsed,” Axe said with a nod. “Tricksy little rat. I knew she had some skills, but…”

      “Then we need to work out how the hell to control this,” I ground out. “This link to the Morrigan, the visions, all of it. If it's all going to be forced upon me, I want to know how to use it for good.”

      

      Mother Aeve was waiting for us on the steps of the temple when we appeared, and she smiled slowly, flashing a fang our way.

      “How can I be of assistance, young wolves?”
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      “What do you know of what’s been happening?” Gael said, shouldering forward.

      “I catch that which wafts my way on the wind,” she replied with an enigmatic smile. “And a little more from my own abilities.”

      “You… see things?” I asked, the words feeling stupid, clumsy, as I spoke them, but what else could I say?

      “Have visions you mean?” She nodded slowly. “Come inside. We don’t discuss such matters on the temple steps like a group of fishwives.”

      And so we were swept into the temple. But while my feet had me drifting towards the training rooms, she just shook her head and indicated we were to go to another part of the temple. We followed her and were ushered into what appeared to be her sanctum.

      The walls were covered with bookshelves and dusty tomes filled every inch of them, spilling into piles on her desk.

      “I’d apologise for the mess,” she said with a wave of her hand, “but that indicates a willingness to change that I don’t possess. The Crone has her claws in me now. It’s too late for such things.”

      “You mean the Morrigan?” I asked in a low voice.

      “The personification of women’s power over life and death,” she replied with a slow smile. “Because that’s our power.” She smiled then and the bones of her face seemed to push taut against her skin. I shivered reflexively. “Yes. I’ve been a girl for the Maiden, then Mother Aeve for petitioners, but now I’m shifting into the last phase of my life. Wisdom I can give you, but as always, it might not necessarily be the kind you want.”

      “Can you help me to see more visions of the Reavers and their commander?” I asked.

      “If it’s in you, you can find it, if you’ve the will,” she said, her hands crossing in her lap. “I cannot bring forth anything in you that isn’t already there.”

      I looked at my mates then, all of us seeking each other’s gaze at in frustration at not hearing what we needed to.

      “But I can teach you techniques to allow what’s in you to bubble up,” she amended, and that’s how we ended up in quite a different training room.

      

      This one was much smaller, an intimate space seeming even more reduced in size by the hazy loops of incense wafting smoke into the air. As we stepped inside, I’d been hit by the scents of patchouli, of amber and sandalwood, the floor of the room, soft and cushioned, giving under our feet as we walked in.

      “Sit, young wolves,” Aeve ordered. “As the pack that you are.”

      I didn’t know how to respond to that, but my men did. Axe took up position by my right hand, Weyland at my left, but it was Gael at my back who got the closest, his breath ruffling the small hairs on the back of my neck. We sat down then, clustered close.

      “Take each other’s hands, make a connection,” Aeve ordered, “then close your eyes.”

      I heard the muffled thud of her walking stick as I obeyed her, then felt the massive palm of Axe’s as he took my hand, Weyland doing the same on the other side. Gael’s hand slid up my spine, stroking the bumps of bone there.

      “Now, to open yourself to what lies within, you must become present. You think you are now, for where else could you be? You do not walk in the past, nor fly forward into the future. But in many ways you are. We dwell on past responses, assuming they will still hold true today, or our minds race ahead to tomorrow and beyond, looking, seeking a better future or a different one. To be present is to make yourself so very vulnerable, so that you abandon the lessons of the past in favour of trusting that you will do your best when you are fully present for the conditions of today, and you let go of your dreams for the future. You allow yourself to just be.”

      My brow wrinkled as I considered what she was saying: it all seemed important, yet I had no idea how to do what she said. She let out a long sigh, as if sensing that, then said, “Bring your focus to this room, this moment. What can you feel, smell, hear, taste and see? Focus on that.”

      The incense made sense now, because, as I brought my attention to it, I caught the wafts of the scent, growing smokier and more intense before being carried away by small breezes which I only felt now that I was focussing on the play of them on my skin. My lungs expanded as I took in a deep breath of it and when I exhaled, it felt like my breath had become perfumed. But as soon as I allowed myself to focus on the now, my awareness registered so much more.

      The press of my legs, my buttocks, into the soft flooring and the way it gave beneath me. The tension in my thighs as I sat cross legged, the hard soles of my boots as they dug in. The fluid length of my spine and the heat that radiated out from Gael’s touch and, at that, even more sensation.

      The calluses, thick and striating across Axe’s palm. The heat of his massive hand and the way it dwarfed mine. The small shift of his thumb, back and forth, back and forth, across the back of my hand, the firmness of his grip.

      Weyland’s grip was much tighter, as if he feared to let me go, and his fingers more restive, stroking down my fingers, turning the skin there sensitive under his touch. It created a referred flush of pleasure that radiated out from where he touched me, a sharp clench inside forcing me to gasp aloud. The moment my lips parted felt exquisitely, as did the little flutter of pleasure. Something that was only built upon as I focussed on Gael’s hand.

      I could loosen the muscles of my back under his grip, the burden of keeping me upright shared now. His palm slid up my spine, then down again and it felt like my focus rose and fell with it.

      “When we are here, now,” Aeve said, her voice cutting through the intense focus. “We can allow other things to come. What we need to know, what needs attention, what has been shoved aside in favour of what we think we need to attend to. Take a breath, young wolves. Take a breath together.”

      We did it all the time, synchronised or not, yet in this space the action seemed to take on a different import. When we sucked the smoke into our lungs, somehow each one of us aided the others to draw in more. And when we exhaled, that’s when it came.

      A vision of her.

      This wasn’t what we were looking for; it wasn’t showing us the place where the Reaver king had settled, where he would attack next. But it came anyway.

      

      She rushed into a palace I recognised well, though it looked brighter, newer than the one I knew. She hurried down the carpet-floored corridor, only slowing her steps when a group of other women came across her.

      “Majesty,” they said, sinking down into deep curtseys and she was by necessity forced to pause, only a small wrinkling of her brow indicating what that cost her. She completed her own curtsey, much briefer than theirs, and all of the women rose, letting her past. She picked up her pace then, not as fast as before, but still swiftly navigating the palace, coming to a room with massive gilt doors that she cracked open, before slipping in through the smallest of gaps.

      “There you are, Eleanor,” a man said, and that’s when I gasped. He was younger, so much younger here.

      “My apologies, brother,” she replied, before crossing the room to take her seat at the head of the table. But it wasn’t all the nobles clustered around the massive table that caught her eye, it was Nordred.

      Somewhere, some Darcy blinked at the sight of him. The same upright frame, those same blue eyes, but the skin around them was unlined here, his skin possessing the tautness of youth. Her fingers went to her swollen lips for a just a second before she tore her eyes away.

      “As I was saying,” the Reaver lord said, “these interlopers are becoming a problem. We sent troops down to the bay to drive them off, but they’ve proven remarkably obstinate.”

      “They’ll lose that resolve when they face down a phalanx of Her Majesty’s best men,” a man blustered. “Idiots. What the hell did they think they would do against the two-souled? They are weak, Majesty. We’ll gut the bastards and toss their bodies onto those blasted ships of theirs, then let the tide take them back to where they belong.”

      “But why are they here in the first place?” she asked, her eyes sliding around the table, looking for answers. “Callum, what have you found out?”

      “Not a lot, sister. The men that we captured don’t seem to speak the common tongue of our land,” the Reaver lord said. “They are entirely uncivilised.”

      “Execute those prisoners we have, then send the rest packing,” another man advised, a round of appreciative grunts from the table’s occupants making clear that they agreed.

      “We just… kill them for the temerity of coming to our land?” the queen said. “Surely we must ascertain their purpose. One does not summarily execute an offender without first investigating where fault lies.”

      Silence fell over the room, dense and forbidding, but the young queen straightened up and looked to Nordred.

      “What’re your thoughts, Nordred?”

      When I heard him speak, when I heard his voice, clearer and truer than the rasp he used now, I found myself hanging on his every word. Just as the queen did.

      “Attempts must be made to establish what these interlopers want. I can go to the bay and try to reason with them. My command of a variety of languages outstrips that of the average soldier.”

      “No…” she breathed, right as her brother spoke.

      “That sounds like a splendid idea,” Callum said. Prince Callum, I was willing to bet. “We can mobilise the troops, get our standing army ready and prepare our lads in the towns and on manor lands for what might come. It’s been a long time since we’ve fought off an invader.” His eyes took in every man there. “We’ve grown soft and lax with such a protracted peace time, but that ends now. Equip your men, drill them hard, because they may need to be deployed in defence of Strelae. Do not be the one found wanting if a fight comes.”

      The men around the table nodded and muttered their agreement, getting to their feet, obviously having been dismissed. But the queen paid little attention to that, her eyes on Nordred.

      “You can’t go,” she insisted. “I forbid it. You are my closest advisor—”

      “And a hurdle any pack wishing to compete for the queen’s hand must jump over,” Callum said bluntly, now it was just the three of them in the room. “Sister, you need to find your mates, and soon, if we are facing an external threat.”

      But she had. Somehow, I knew that. The way her lips thinned down and her fingers worried at the fine embroidery on her dress. Her brother seemed to ignore the signs in favour of what he wanted to see: a true queen, a brave one with a pack at her back. But instead, Eleanor seemed to stare pleadingly at Nordred in a way that was all too familiar to me, because I’d done the same.

      I knew that same feeling of comfort that came from having his steady gaze land on me, though I didn’t crave it in the same way as she did. For me, he was the father figure I’d never really had, but for her…? Her heart was full of him, but somehow a woman as powerful as her was unable to reach out and take him as hers.

      “I will put forward some more potential candidates,” Nordred said coolly, then got to his feet. “Her Majesty can peruse them as I travel to the coast.”

      He was being diplomatic, trying to embrace what was apparently a political reality, but the queen seemed to ignore the opportunity gifted to her. When he turned to leave, she went with him, asking him question after question in a hushed voice as they left. But Prince Callum didn’t watch them go for longer than a second, the irritation on his face smoothing away as he turned to face me.

      My breath sucked in and caught there, swelling my lungs, but I couldn’t exhale. I heard that rustle again, that caw, right before a raven flew in through the window, coming to land on his shoulder. Blue eyes and golden ones stared into mine, right before he raised a hand.

      “Seeking to collect some intelligence on me, little queen?” he said in a mocking voice. “You won’t find me, not until I’m ready.”

      And with that he made a dismissive little gesture and I was thrust back into the room abruptly.

      Our breaths came in noisy whoops, as we sucked air in and then expelled it vigorously.

      “The old queen’s brother…” Weyland croaked out. “He’s who’s leading the Reavers?”

      “Prince Callum?” Aeve said, her eyebrows shooting up. “And Nordred…”

      “It appears we’re all involved in a game that’s been in play for some time,” Gael said in a dark voice. “Except we’re all just pawns in their power plays.” I shuffled around until I was facing him and he stared at me intently. “Nordred spent all this time training you, honing you into the finest weapon he could produce.”

      “I’m just the latest one,” I added, my voice failing as I said the words. “He said he’d done the same for other girls. Others like me.”

      “The latest and the best,” Axe assured me, taking my hand and squeezing it. “Whatever the two of them were fighting over, you’ll still be the queen. One who doesn’t have to follow either path the two of them have set down for you.”

      “We have to tell Dane…” I said, squeezing back.

      

      And so we strode back into the palace, passing portraits of queens and their families over the years, as we made our way back to the familiar, gold-doored room. This time I stared intently at each portrait we passed. And there he was, in a modestly sized painting, just sitting there staring out at us.

      “The fucking bastard…” Axe growled. “What the hell would a prince of the blood be doing leading Reavers?”

      I blinked for a second, the only apparent reason quickly becoming clear.

      “To finish the job he started,” I whispered. “To eradicate the Granians.”
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      “What is she doing here?”

      Aurora had obviously caught wind of the meeting and had arrived sometime after we’d left. She gazed up at me with barely concealed dislike. My hands strayed to the hilts of my swords as I smiled back, enjoying the way her milky skin paled further.

      “She’s my mate and Gael’s,” Weyland replied in a clipped tone. “Of course Darcy is present.”

      “Yours…” The queen’s eyes narrowed as she scanned my neck, then Weyland’s, his hand sliding over to toy with my mark.

      “Whoever the girl has claimed,” Ulfric said, cutting through the death stares, “she’s the only link we have to whatever force drives these Reavers.” His gaze came to settle on us and I didn’t like that at all. “What have you discovered?”

      “The prince leads the Reavers,” Axe said bluntly. “Queen Eleanor’s brother.”

      “He was killed in battle,” the king said with a frown.

      “And maybe the Morrigan rescued him from that,” Axe said. I just stared at him as my mind whirled. Prince Callum should be hundreds of years old now, so what he said made perfect sense. It just hadn’t occurred to any of us. Axe smirked at me before turning back to the gathering. “He was intent on keeping the Granians out of Strelae”—little rumbles of approval came from around the table—“and the legends say he died in pursuit of that goal. Maybe Lady Death had other ideas.”

      Like sending him over the Eaglefell ranges, to whatever lay beyond that. Somehow I could see a battered and worn Callum doing just that, kept moving solely by the fire that burned inside him and the relentless caws of the raven that accompanied him.

      “And he’s back to finish the job?” Aurora asked in an arch tone. “Perhaps we should let him be, then. A few dead peasants is a reasonable price to pay for driving the usurpers out of our land.”

      My eyes darted around the room as I saw a bunch of the men nodding and mumbling their agreement, and that sent chills up my spine. I might not have any time for Father or Linnea, but the keep…? Every single person who lived and worked there, torn apart as if by a fox in a hen house. Because that’s what they’d be. Fat, soft, clucking chooks, thinking they were safe behind their stone walls…

      “But that’s not what will happen,” I said in a low voice. “Places like Wildeford and the other tiny hamlets. They tore through them, using that destruction to refuel themselves after their trek through the mountains. But Aramoor…”

      “He needs more men,” the general said sharply. “He has an army, but he’ll need a much bigger one if he’s to drive out the Granians. We need more information on what turns a man into a Reaver, because I’m willing to bet that there’s something pertinent there.”

      “Aramoor was a recruiting exercise, not a massacre in the making,” Dane said grimly.

      “Both.” Everyone turned around at Gael’s input, the queen leaning forward, a retort on her lips, but the king held his hand up for quiet. He then nodded to his son. “Kill the women and children,” Gael said baldly. “The weak and infirm. Reduce everything Lord Walter and his people have built in that area to rubble, creating a tabula rasa on which to build a new Strelae.” He blinked, as if considering his words. “Or a very old one, depending on how you look at it. Then turn every able bodied man into a Reaver to add to his number.”

      “He seeks to sweep through and decimate everything that has sprung up since,” Dane said in a hushed tone.

      “Why?”

      Everyone had been distracted, twittering to the person next to them about the various theories being tossed around the room, when the queen’s voice cut through the chatter. She stared at me balefully.

      “It’s been several hundred years since the queen went across the border. Then we have an outlander come amongst our midst, bringing with her a man who asserts that he is Nordred, the famed advisor of the young queen. And now we’re to believe the old queen’s brother still lives and is seeking to scour both Strelae and Grania clean. Why? Why now? Why in this moment?”

      And with that, everyone turned to stare at me, each set of eyes bringing with it their own baggage.

      Some looked me over with suspicion, others with interest, but only two mattered to me. Dane’s, full of pride and some wonder. If I had suspicions that he already knew all of this, they were now set to rest. Then there was the king. There was some of Dane’s coolness in his gaze, but the king’s analytical stare went far beyond his son’s.

      I’d felt both invisible and exposed since the moment I’d come to Strelae. I was just a girl in the Bayard market, then the prince’s companion. I was an obstacle to the queen’s plans and Malia and Leia’s when I came to court, but they never saw me. I was a nothing, not even worth a second thought as they moved to stomp right over me and get what they wanted. But in this moment, I felt seen in ways I did not appreciate, because those blue eyes seemed to delve deeper than his sons were prepared to go. They seemed to cut to the very core of me, right before he spared me a single nod.

      What he was about to say? I’ll never know. The general leant forward then, commanding the attention of the table.

      “What the Lady Darcy is may be up for conjecture, but I’ll say this. When she turned the tide for our men at Aramoor, she did more than draw on some unseen power. I’ve had men I’ve known for years find the other side of their soul.” Mutters started then as well as exclamations of surprise. “Men who’d shown no sign of being two-souled before this time.”

      The general straightened up, daring everyone at the table to look away.

      “It’s been an adjustment. Those affected have had to learn control that they would’ve normally learnt when they were striplings, just come into their dual nature, but with the assistance of Prince Dane and Prince Gael—”

      “Prince Gael?” Aurora’s tone was harsh enough to cut through stone and she jolted upright, her claws raking across the table top.

      “Hush,” the king said with barely a sidelong look, which drew my attention. I caught the moment when words failed her, when she cast her eyes up and down the table, looking for support. And when she didn’t find it? I saw the moment she slumped back in her chair with all of the expression of a sulky child, right before her eyes found mine.

      She hated me right then. Before she was angry, affronted, her pride bruised by me catching her off guard and putting a sword to her throat. But right now, if she’d been able to leap across the table and slash her claws through my flesh, she would’ve. But she didn’t, which was telling. Because she’d realised something the general was about to explain.

      “We have someone in our midst who can potentially change battle-hardened soldiers into two-souled killing machines,” the general said, staring up at me with the kind of intensity I usually only saw on my mates’ faces. “Someone who might actually turn this… war in our favour. If Prince Callum is transforming men into Reavers through a means we don’t understand—”

      “Lady Darcy may be able to do the same for us,” the king said, and then he smiled.

      I realised then why his stare put me so at odds, because that look, it wasn’t one I’d experienced this side of the border, but I had many a time back in Grania. It wasn’t the sweet possessiveness of my mates, and my hand reached out blindly for one of them at the feeling of awful coldness that came with the realisation. The king looked at me like I was a possession. A useful one, one that needed to be treasured, looked after, but still just a possession.

      Then the general drove the last nail in my coffin.

      “Right now, the person who needs to be protected at all costs is the Lady Darcy, because imagine what would happen if the Reaver prince gets his hands on her?”

      I couldn’t feel my face, my body, because everything went numb. And right as the thunderous beat of my heart pulsed louder and louder, I heard that sharp, acerbic caw cutting through the white noise inside my head.
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      Dane held things together until a decision was made. I would work with the soldiers in the army, it was decided, train with them and see if more couldn’t be awakened. I didn’t agree to any of that because I wasn’t given the chance. The idea that they would consult with me seemed utterly ludicrous to everyone at that table, or in the queen’s case, repellent. But as soon as was practical, Dane removed us.

      “What the hell was that!” Gael snapped as we stood in the stables. “Tell me that’s not what you were planning all along, brother.” He shoved himself into Dane’s face, fur bristling across his skin until he took a shuddering breath. “Tell me you didn’t just sell Darcy out.”

      “Do you think I’m capable of it any more than you are?” Dane bit the words off, stepping up to Gael and pushing back until I moved to split them up. Axe grabbed me, pulling me against him and shaking his head when I looked up at him. Dane chanced a sidelong look at me, but he couldn’t seem to bear to do it for long. “She holds my heart, too, just as she does yours.”

      “But who’s got your head?” Gael’s finger jerked up, poking his brother in the temple, something Dane batted away. “Where in your fucking labyrinthine plans was the point where you let us know what you had planned?”

      “I planned on keeping that little fact quiet,” Dane snapped, then pulled away from his brother, his hand going to his hair as he paced back and forth. “I asked the officers to hold that information back, but General Rath… He’s looking down the barrel of a guerrilla war and he no doubt is willing to sacrifice whoever it takes to ensure we come out on the winning side.”

      “Including me,” I said flatly, stepping away from Axe, squeezing his hand when he tried to stop me. “Of course he wasn’t going to stay quiet about that, and you shouldn’t have either.” I glanced at all of them then, one at a time. “What… what else happened that day?”

      “It was probably a result of healing everyone,” Weyland said, holding his hands out to placate me. “You healed so many other things, more than just wounds people received in battle. We have a theory that it healed… whatever was stopping the soldiers from reaching for their beast.”

      “There were some young fellas in the village who discovered that they were two-souled that night,” Axe said with a sheepish smile. “And a couple of girls. Selene was pleased.”

      “Well, as long as the future of the Wolf Maidens is secured,” I said, the hysterical edge to my voice apparent to all. I lifted a shaking hand to my brow, smoothing back my hair. “What...?” I stared at them now, needing an answer but not wanting it, not really. “What am I?”

      “The same as you always were,” Dane replied in a much softer tone, then surprised me by pulling his shirt up and over his head. “And perhaps it’s time to spend some time with the other part of who you are.”

      The wolf inside me, she manifested rarely, her feral instincts bleeding through in times of arousal, sexual or otherwise, but I would hardly say we were well acquainted. If the Strelans were truly two-souled, one ruled the roost and the other seemed to be deployed as back-up when needed. I watched Dane unlace his boots but looked away when he went to undo the ties of his trews.

      “You’re the heir to the trueborn queen. Eleanor’s daughter in every way,” Dane said carefully. “Probably the result of some intermarriage between the queen’s progeny and your father’s house. Perhaps from your mother’s side?”

      At that I blinked, seeing her, wreathed in all that golden light, as he said the words. But like a dream, when I reached for it, it slipped away.

      “But most of all, you’re who you always were. You escaped Grania and its ridiculous rules. You found the other side of your soul. You’re discovering your strengths every day, but sometimes we Strelans take fur, to let go of all of that and just be for a time. Can you do that with me, Darcy?”

      I saw it then in his eyes. This was an olive branch being offered and damn me if I didn’t want to take him up on it. I moved closer, stopping myself when his eyes widened, then muttered, “To hell with it…” and flung my arms around him. The way he slowly did the same to me, had a reticence to it that hurt me, that had the potential to hurt everyone else.

      “If you want this,” I whispered in his ear. “If you want this pack, if you want me… You have to let us in.”

      His grip tightened then, holding me hard against him with a passion that helped settle something inside me. Perhaps I was being terribly naive, but when he held me like this, it was hard to imagine him doing me wrong.

      “I will. I promise, I’ll—”

      “Best not make too many promises, brother,” Weyland said in a dark tone, then softened it with a smirk before pulling his own shirt off. “But this is one of your better ideas. I didn’t realise how much I needed this until you suggested it.”

      I watched him with rapt fascination as he skimmed off the rest of his clothes, then dropped down onto all fours. His head jerked back and let out a roar before everything changed. Where there was a golden haired man, now there was a massive grey wolf. Axe joined him not long afterwards and then Dane pulled away to transform as well.

      “Do you think you can shift?” Gael asked.

      The first time I’d done it had been with Selene and the Maidens. I felt strangely shy about doing it in front of my pack. I just grinned in response, all bravado that I didn’t really feel, but I felt all of their eyes upon me as I divested my clothes. It didn’t feel right, doing this in a stable, the horses curiously content with having huge apex predators in their midst, but my hands dropped down on the straw-covered flagstones, my fingers crunching through the dried grass becoming claws and then… Just like letting a breath out, she came. She jerked her head up, scenting the air, filling us with knowledge I had no access to about the horses here, the building, the people who lived and worked in the stables… and them… We eyed the four wolves who padded closer in one tight pack and then we growled before taking off.

      My legs were like springs, my paws barely touching the cobblestones as I ran off, knowing innately the way out of this stone jungle of humanity. I veered down streets, keeping clear of people who shouted as we passed, running, running until I came to Snowmere’s main gate.

      A howl cut through the air, warning me not to take another step. My pack, they didn’t like me taking off ahead of them. In the way of wolves, I could hear their fear and their anger, their dire warnings of what would happen if I disobeyed… But right now, I was not their bitch, to be chivvied and ordered around. I howled back my response, full of derision, and then took off at speed.

      There is something about getting lost in the machinery of your body. Just feeling your heart pump and your muscles work as hard as they can. I brought all of that power to bear, used it to careen across the foothills of Snowmere. There was no design to my journey, no end point in mind. I just ran, sucking the crisp night air into my lungs as the newly risen moon hovered above me. A much more slender sliver now, she marked the ticking away of the days before the challenge and the sight of it had my paws slowing.

      Soon I will choose a queen, the Morrigan said inside my mind, her voice the sound of old growth trees creaking in the wind. One to rule and lead Strelae to greatness. My heart swelled at that idea, my lungs working hard to suck in air. Or one to bring about the downfall of all. Either way, I will eat. Her chuckle had my hackles raising. Soon, little queen-in-waiting. Very soon.

      At that, my mates joined me, clustering in, nudging me with their heads, jostling me when they got close, snuffling at my fur. But once they had re-established contact, that’s when the fun began. The big dark wolf that was Dane came forward, tail wagging, his back stiff, his head raised high to provide an intimidating front. He stepped closer, rigid from all the tension in his body, my own muscles tightening in response.

      We watched his every step, our lips peeling back from our teeth, letting out a small warning growl, but right when he might have attacked, he dodged forward, getting in my space, as he thrust his paws out, head dipping down in a clownish feint, before dodging away.

      That, that jerking in and out of my space and then off again, had my body shifting with explosive power. I was off and after him and, being smaller and faster, I caught him, nipping at his heels before he wheeled around, meeting my bites with his own flashing fangs.

      Have you ever seen wolves dance? It wasn’t quite the graceful thing they tried to make the dance of the Maiden. Wolves are natural jesters, throwing themselves up and around their opponents in acrobatic but graceless arcs, dodging in and out of each other’s space, sometimes colliding. And so, snapping at the others’ faces, simulating violence but never degenerating into it, we engaged in a symbolic kind of fighting in which no one got hurt.

      This was an exorcism of sorts, one that actual wolf packs were forced to engage in. Tensions will form in any group of living breathing creatures, but those in a wolf pack needed to be resolved. They had to hunt, to survive as a pack, each member striving with everything they had to ensure the group’s survival, so petty squabbles had to be worked out in a way that didn’t harm the family unit. So they did it through play.

      All of the adrenalin, all of the fear and anger was worked through as we leapt and wrestled, until finally we fell apart, panting. Then like iron filings and a lodestone, we were drawn in again, our noses touching, our muzzles burying themselves into each other’s fur.

      And that’s when we came back to ourselves.

      “Gods above, my bollocks are freezing off,” Axe hissed as the cool night air hit our now human skin. “Come here, Darcy. I’ll cuddle up to you and show you the best way to stay warm.”

      “I’d intended to bring us to a cabin we keep out here,” Dane said, eyeing the moonlit landscape beyond. “We have clothes, a fireplace there.”

      “And you’ve had yet another lesson in how you can’t control everything,” Gael said, then softened his words with the kind of rakish smile I rarely saw on him. Being out here, away from Snowmere and all the difficulties going on in there, seemed to suit him well, making me wonder. If we did as Weyland had suggested once, sloped off to the nearest Granian port and just ran away… “But I’m pretty sure it’s that way.” He pointed off to the thick stand of trees to our left.

      “Then let’s get a move on,” Weyland said, cuddling in close, earning him a growl from Axe. “Gael, I don’t know how you’ve been able to bear it, being away from Darcy. The bond, it—”

      “I haven’t,” his brother snapped back, but when Gael’s eyes landed on me, they burned bright. “And I hope you got your fill of our mate last night, because you won’t be squirrelling her away like that again anytime soon.” I stared into Gael’s eyes, knowing what words were about to come, but my skin still prickled in response when they did. “You’ll need to learn to share.”

      “Share?” Just one word, but said in Weyland’s trademark purr it took on a whole other meaning, conjuring shadowy images inside my mind, where bodies, so many bodies, performed a whole other kind of savage dance. “Why, brother, whatever made you think I wouldn’t be open to that?”

      I jumped when Weyland’s hands landed on my shoulders, then shivered, finally feeling the cold when he pressed his face into my hair.

      “Then we should return to the citadel,” Dane said, his smile fading as the plotter, the prince, reappeared.

      “No, we’re not doing that,” Gael replied, staring at his brother evenly.

      “So, we’re…” Axe started to say, then let out a frustrated hiss. “You remember that I’m not a part of this, right? I just go and hit the things I’m told to hit.”

      I wanted, needed to say something. What they were proposing… What I was thinking about, as we all stood there naked, it weighed heavily on me even as it slid across my skin, leaving me panting lightly. They would fight this out, I knew that, would fight for their right to a place by my side, and suddenly that felt all too much for me.

      But not for the other part of my soul.

      I didn’t even have to go down on all fours before I shifted back to fur, my wolf weaving between the men’s legs before taking off in the direction Gael had indicated, my nose working, picking up the scent of man, before I howled my challenge to my mates. I dimly heard their shouts and curses before I put on real speed, sprinting towards the trees.
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      I rose up on my back paws when I came to the door of the cabin, catching enough of the faint scents of my mates there to assure me this was the right place. I scrabbled at the latch and, when it popped open, I padded inside a dark space, the dust making my nose itch. I sneezed once, twice, before walking through the cabin and seeing the massive bed. I jumped up and, in the manner of dogs, I turned around once, twice, three times before settling on top of the covers.

      “There you are.”

      Gael came first and my ears pricked forward as he appeared at the bed’s end in his human form, followed quickly by Weyland. When I was in fur, it didn’t seem to matter as much that they were naked, hard and wanting. My wolf eyes caught Weyland’s hand tugging at his cock, earning him a sharp jab to the ribs from Gael.

      “She found the place?” Axe asked, shouldering forward, and we stiffened then.

      He seemed to fill the room in a way the others didn’t and that had my wolf watching him closely. But it was Dane we should’ve attended to. He slipped in like a thief in the night, staring at all of us with those keen eyes of his.

      “And she’s not come back to skin,” he said, then looked at his brothers. “That should tell you something. Perhaps she’s not ready for this yet.”

      It was his tone that brought me back to myself. Dane was always caretaking, but he did so in a way that seemed to assume that he knew what was going on with us, but that we didn’t. I let out a little growl and was doing the same when I returned to my human form. He blinked, then looked down at me.

      “Stop making decisions for me,” I said.

      “See, brother?” Weyland flopped down on the bed beside me, the warmth of his body welcome in the cool room. He ran a finger down my spine, making me shiver. “Darcy is fine.”

      “You always think everything is fine if it looks like you’re going to get your knob wet,” Dane muttered.

      “And you are always controlling everything because yours isn’t.” Weyland tossed me a lazy look. “Perhaps you should take pity on the bastard, love. He might become a whole lot sweeter if he expelled some of what’s pent up inside him.”

      “Weyland, stop trying to force things,” Dane growled.

      “Dane, stop trying to control things,” I shot back. I shifted forward on the bed and, I admit, my feminine ego was stroked by the intensity of their collective gaze. “I have to assent to that, don’t I? That’s what you were attempting to teach me.” I held out my wrists, keeping them pressed against each other in a way he found oh so distracting. “That you can’t take control of me unless I give you permission?”

      “Yes.” Dane ground the word out, his eyes fixed on my hands.

      “Then I don’t give permission.” I jerked my wrists apart, and he winced at that. “You can’t control me, or this. You need to stop trying to move us all around like pawns on a board.” His mouth opened to protest, but I shook my head sharply. “I don’t give you permission to do that. You need to share what you’re planning and run it past the rest of us before you go and play your games.”

      “Gods above, if you can make that stick, then you’re even more of a miracle than I thought,” Weyland said, pulling me closer until I was tucked up against his body.

      Dane watched his brother kiss my shoulder, then stroke his hand down my side, catching every response I made.

      “You want to be a conscious participant? Go into everything with your eyes wide open?” Dane replied, his voice taut. “Then show me.”

      I stared at him as he walked over to a cupboard and pulled out a pair of trews, jerking them on before taking a seat in the chair beside the bed.

      “Give me control tonight,” he said.

      “What?”

      “Sometimes I will know better. I’ve been taught to navigate court politics since the moment I was born. Just as you have skills that I don’t, I have the same. I don’t divulge all the ridiculously tedious details I’m forced to keep track of, because I’ve not seen any indication that you or my brothers want that.”

      Dane surveyed the room with a defiant air, every inch the prince, even as he slumped bare chested in the chair.

      “Quite the contrary. Axe was schooled to see himself as a soldier only, trained to fight my battles for me. Weyland has enjoyed all the delights of court with little care for the power struggles that lay beneath, because his charismatic ways brought closer those I needed to influence.”

      “And what about me, brother?” Gael asked with a sardonic twist to his lips, an expression I wasn’t keen to see resurface.

      “Father keeps you around because you’re the only trueborn prince. You’re kept small, side-lined, to try and unconsciously prompt you to do exactly what Father wants.” Dane smiled then, but without mirth. “To legitimise my position every time you throw your support behind me.” He let out a small sigh then. “I learned Father’s lessons, and I learned them well, but for our purpose, not his.” His gaze returned to me. “Let me show you what it can be like, when you give me conscious control.”

      “Here, tonight, or all the time?” I asked him and then his smile became an actual spontaneous one.

      “Don’t tempt me with that idea, lass. Tonight, in this room. Let me control what goes on between you all and then perhaps you’ll see.” His focus shifted abruptly to the rest of the room. “You’ll see what the five of us can achieve.”

      “Under your guidance,” Gael said in a snarky tone.

      “Or yours, brother, if you’re willing to step up.” But Dane’s prompt went unanswered, and he nodded in response. “Then get on the bed if you’re in or step away from it if you’re out.”

      For a moment, there was just the quiet stillness of the night as we all looked at each other. Weyland wiggled slightly on the bed, shifting a little closer to me.

      “I’m exactly where I want to be.”

      “But perhaps not for long,” Gael said, moving to the other side of the bed and then positioning himself alongside me. His hand landed on my flank, feeling like it burned into my skin like a brand.

      Which just left Axe.

      It was strange to see the big man looking discomfited. He looked around the room furtively, then down at his brother.

      “Dane, I’m not there with Darcy, not yet.”

      “That’s not what I asked,” Dane snapped. “In or out, brother. If you’re out, go and grab some firewood because this place is cold as the grave. Or…?”

      Axe’s eyes swung towards us, taking in the way we were all clustered close, and the look of longing on his face broke my heart. I moved then, away from his brothers and to him, crawling on all fours to the edge of the bed before reaching out.

      His hand and mine linked and I drew him closer. I ignored the very frightening dimensions of his cock, not letting myself even look as I pressed a small kiss to his hipbone. His skin was hot, taut, and his hand went to my hair, digging in, keeping me just where I was for a few heartbeats before he advanced, driving me backwards. He moved to the back of the bed, then threw himself down onto it, the frame creaking as he did so.

      “Gods, don’t do that too many times, you big lummox,” Weyland said. “If the bloody frame breaks, it’s a long walk back home to find somewhere else to sleep.”

      “You’ve always felt cowed by my size,” Axe said with a chuckle. “Now I know why.”

      The banter was ready to start, the mocking back and forth that might or might not come to blows, but Dane’s voice cut through it.

      “Enough.” Our focus returned to him. “If there’s anything you don’t want, anything that will make you uncomfortable, you need to say so. Between now and when the sun rises, if you feel out of your depth, or on the brink of something that will do you harm, you need to say the word ‘Arden’.”

      “What’s Darcy’s horse got to do with it?” Axe asked.

      “It’s a word you wouldn’t normally say in this context,” Dane explained. “So you won’t moan it accidentally when passions are high. I’ll know that you’re saying it deliberately.”

      “Why not ‘no’ or ‘stop’?” Gael asked with a frown and Dane smiled.

      “Because people say those things, even when they don’t mean them.” His eyes slid over the four of us. “Because they’re caught up in that moment of too much and not enough. Using a different word forces you to come out of that sensual state and be clear about what you want and don’t want.”

      “So… clinical,” Weyland said with a grin.

      “Structure,” Dane insisted. “Something to keep you safe when you decide to step past the usual ways of lovemaking. Sex is always about power, but never more than now. Surround Darcy on the bed.”

      “I like this plan,” Weyland said, dragging me backwards and sitting me in the middle of the mattress and that’s when I felt the power thing Dane was talking about.

      The three men moved closer, shifting on their knees. They loomed above me, dark shadows in a room lit only by the wan moonlight coming in through the windows. Heat radiated off their bodies, creating a cocoon-like space, one I was locked down inside. My fingers dug into the bedcoverings then, because right at that point, I felt like all the stupid rumours about the wargen were somehow true.

      Back in Grania, women had spoken of the beastly Strelan men, about their animal appetites and proclivity for mating in packs. We used to shiver as we sat by the open fire in the sitting room, or in the kitchens, or out near the clotheslines, imagining just what that would be like. Wild men, ready to devour you, though was it with their mouths or with their teeth? We’d all theorised, some of the maids replying much more frankly than I ever could, correcting themselves when they realised I was there, describing just what the wargen would do if they caught a hold of us.

      The reality was so much more.

      No laundress could have described the taut muscles in my mates’ thighs as they knelt before me, or the rough cobblestones of their abdomens. None had known about those swollen lumps at the base of their cocks, nor had they anticipated their rapt stares.

      “The way you look at us…” Weyland rasped, his voice little more than a whisper. “I’ll never get used to that as long as I live. Now, your taste—”

      “Stop.” Dane’s voice had his brother pausing where he was. “Hands behind your backs.”

      “All of us?” Axe asked.

      “All of my brothers,” Dane confirmed, before turning to me. His eyes were twin flames in the darkness, lighting the way towards… what? We were about to find out. “Tease them, my queen. Make them hard.”
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      “Already there, brother,” Gael muttered with a sigh.

      “Make them ache for you,” Dane continued.

      “I know that feeling so fucking well, it feels like my balls will fair drop off,” Axe added.

      “Bring them to their peak, then stop,” Dane continued, ignoring their comments, his focus entirely on me. “Get them so damn close their cocks twitch and jerk in the air, ready to explode. But don’t let them, not yet.”

      “Brother, I don’t think I—” Weyland started to say.

      “Say ‘Arden’ or shut up,” Dane replied, cutting through his response. “All of you. You gave me control, so you’ll obey me until you opt out of this little game. Are you out, Weyland?”

      “No,” he ground out, staring down at me with a rebellious light in his eyes.

      “So how do I…?” I asked, shifting on the bed, confronted then with the evidence of just how much each man wanted me. It was both flattering and intimidating. I looked to Dane then, wanting, needing his guidance, but he just smiled.

      He seemed to relax in his chair now, a picture of indolence. His hand gave a little wave as he replied. “You know what they want, what they need, what will have them shuddering at your touch, longing for more.” My hand moved then as if by his direction, not mine. Weyland hissed when the first fingertip touched his stomach, the muscles bunching distractingly as a result. “They don’t need anything fancy or debauched. They just need you.”

      “Do you?” I asked, looking up then, meeting Weyland’s eyes, then Axe’s, then Gael’s. They didn’t reply in words, because that was the game, wasn’t it? Dane was forcing these big, strong warriors to submit to me.

      But he didn’t need to and I realised that was the point. I became exquisitely aware of the power dynamic on the bed due to Dane’s simple orders. They surrounded me, displaying all their strength and experience, which could’ve been intimidating, and instead he gave me control.

      Power I chose to exercise as I stroked my hand down Weyland’s stomach. His breathing picked up, a small hiss leaving his lips, and when I looked to the side, each man was watching me at play. My other hand joined the first, just smoothing them over Weyland’s chest and hips, glorying in the feel of him.

      “Yes, lass…” he whispered. “Gods, you make me feel so good.”

      “Is that allowed?” I asked Dane with a grin.

      “He’s giving you your due,” Dane replied, and something slightly melancholy crossed his face then. “I’d never deny you that, ever.” His eyes flicked to Weyland. “He’s already on edge. He just took you as his mate and the need burns hard in him. Stoke it higher, lass. Make him burn.”

      His words must’ve contained just a little of his alpha bark, because as soon as he said them, I moved to do just that. I rose up on my knees, still too short by comparison, but Weyland leaned towards me. His head hung down, his eyes following my hands as they swept up his chest. His teeth clenched when my fingernails scraped across his nipples, resulting in me going back for another sweep.

      “You’re reading his body,” Dane said. “Good. Everything you need to know is there.”

      Emboldened by his words, I grasped the tight beads of Weyland’s nipples and gave them a tug. He let out a gasp in response, his eyes dropping down and it was then I saw his cock jerk, a small bead of fluid forming on the end. I rubbed the sensitive points between the pads of my fingers, heard more pants, saw more fluid form and then slide down the length of him, almost as if the process was milking it out of him.

      But I knew something that would do the job so much more satisfactorily.

      I reached up then, grabbing him around the neck and drawing him down and when we kissed it was a hungry open-mouthed thing. This wasn’t a demonstration of love, or perhaps it was in the way wolves made it. With fangs and tongues and a hunger that wouldn’t be denied.

      “Lass…” His voice broke as I kissed my way down, scrupulously avoiding where he wanted my mouth. “Darcy, I’d do just about anything… I need… Please…”

      “How easily she breaks you, brother,” Dane said.

      “I don’t know about you, but I was broken the moment I caught sight of her,” Weyland rasped, then he stared down at me. “Are you going to put me back together?”

      I grinned then, flashing my fangs at him before I pressed a kiss to the front of his thigh.

      “Beg her to,” Dane said.

      “Please, love…” The first tone was so hard to hear, all his longing wrapped up in two words. “Please. I spend my days needing your touch and I thought that would get easier when we mated, but it’s worse. It’s like a dull knife, slowly slicing me in two and there’s me, pressing my flesh into the blade, wanting it to cut deeper. I need you, Darcy, so fucking much and I—uh!”

      I pressed my lips to the swell of his knot and his words devolved down into a grunt. I sensed the struggle in him, his shoulders shifting as he went to reach out, to guide my head where he wanted it, but was forced to stop himself.

      “If he touches you before I say so,” Dane warned, “then Weyland waits the rest of the night out, untouched and unsatisfied.”

      “I think I fucking hate this game,” the man in question growled.

      “Of course you do. You always have. You so rarely have to wait for what you want, instead you’re used to just reaching out for it and it miraculously appears,” Dane replied.

      “So that’s what this is about? Some kind of lesson?” Weyland twisted and looked back over his shoulder at his brother.

      “Everything’s a lesson if you’re paying attention enough.”

      “Which you do, brother.” Gael’s voice sounded rusty now, little more than a guttural grunt.

      At the sound of Gael’s voice I shifted towards him, which provoked a flurry of pleas from Weyland.

      “No, lass, more, please. I need more—”

      “We all need more, pretty boy,” Axe rumbled and so I found myself drawn to him. The massive expanse of his body was a completely undiscovered country for me. His eyes shone when he saw he had my attention and then he smiled. It faltered the moment I put my hand on his waist, all of those great slabs of muscles tensing, quivering like a horse about to race.

      “But I need—” Weyland said.

      “More than Axe?” Gael snapped. “You took my mate from me last night to claim her and I didn’t quibble.”

      Their voices rose, their squabbles becoming more and more heated, and that’s when I sat back on my heels and stared past them at Dane. He smiled then, in recognition of the harsh lesson I was learning, the one he’d probably wanted me to discern from the start. He’d put me in a position of power between his brothers, presented plainly their need for me and instructed me to stoke it higher, but to what aim? Each one of them dealt with the sweet pain of longing in different ways. Weyland, demanding and cajoling, Gael, attempting to bear it and do the best for everyone involved, and Axe, not feeling like he had a right to say anything at all.

      I’d thought this was a bed game, what Dane had planned, but instead I saw it was a much deeper one. He made clear the tensions within our relationship and he put me square in the middle of them, making me the one who needed to find a way to resolve them. He kept telling me I was a queen and he expected me to see to the needs of the first of my subjects as a form of training. I rose up then, naked, my skin prickling with the cold and then said one word.

      “Stop.”

      It shouldn’t have cut through the conversations, but it did.

      “Each one of you wants me, needs me.”

      There was no response, because one wasn’t needed. I was stating a fact. I reached out then and gripped Weyland’s cock, swivelling my hand up and down his length until his head fell back, lost in the sensation, then I snatched it away. I did the same to Gael, and his reaction was entirely different, totally focussed on me, only the small jump of the muscles in his face betraying what he felt.

      “But there’s only one of me and four of you.” Dane shifted in his chair then, his eyes widening. “I don’t know how Strelan women manage things when they’re mated to a pack.” Weyland went to open his mouth and say something, but I shook my head. “I’ll need to find my own way with it.” And so I shuffled around until I faced Axe, my untouched mate.

      I hadn’t learned him, not like I had begun to with Weyland and Gael, but I would start to now. I smoothed my hands up his thighs, struck by the way they dwarfed my palms, making me feel so tiny. I deliberately didn’t look up, not until the wiry hair of his legs gave away to the much smoother skin of his hips. I rubbed my hands up and down, feeling the jut of his hipbones before I confronted the reality.

      He’d told me he was bigger than the others, and that was true. I hadn’t been able to visualise how much more so. I glanced up to see that he was watching me like a hawk, waiting for a reaction to betray me. He was so much thicker and longer that I could scare believe it would fit. But being afraid wouldn’t help me, so I reached out and touched.

      “Lass…” One little word escaped in a desperate burst as I closed both hands around his throbbing length, then swivelled them down, as if remaking his body anew. “Gods, yes… That feels better than anything has a right to. Oh, fuck!” One hand slid over his massive knot, trying valiantly to cup it with my palm and failing. I gave it an experimental squeeze and he let out a helpless sounding groan as a result.

      Gael broke the game first.

      A hand landed on my shoulder blades, heavy and hot.

      “You do that too much and you’ll end up with a blast to the face,” he told me in a low voice, a chuckle coming from Weyland. “Axe is not known for his self-control.”

      “Always got a hair trigger,” Weyland snarked. “On the battlefield as well as in the bedroom, or that’s what the ladies tell me.”

      “If you ladies could shut the hell up,” Axe ground out. “I’ve been dreaming of this moment for so long and, I have to admit, you two weren’t in it, at least not like this.”

      “How did you imagine it?” I asked, staring up at him.

      “I…” Axe’s hand slid down slowly, so I could stop him if I wanted, then his fingers touched mine as they wrapped around his cock. He angled it down, into the space between us, so the head almost grazed my lips. “I don’t carry scenarios around in my head, not like Dane. I’d just get snippets. Little moments where you were with me and I was with you.”

      “And what did I do, Axe?” I asked, shifting closer.

      Axe watched my lips falling open, his eyes burning brighter as my tongue skated over my bottom lip.

      “I don’t have pretty words for it, not like the others.”

      “What did I do?”

      He shook his head then, his jaw muscle flexing before his focus returned to me. “You rode my face, drowning me in your slick, and I did my damnedest to suck down every drop.”

      “It’s sweet, brother,” Weyland said and then I felt his fingers slide through my folds, the brief touch making me shiver all over. A noisy slurp made clear what he did with his fingers after.

      “And then you turned around, grinding your cunt into my beard as you opened your mouth and swallowed me down.”

      Swallowed? More like just get my lips around the broad crown of him, but I managed that.

      “Good girl…” came one low growl.

      “That’s it. Not too much. Don’t choke on the big bastard. You’re doing so well.”

      “Fuck, this is what heaven feels like.”

      I replaced Axe’s hand with mine, doing my best to wrap my fingers around him and failing, then swivelling my palm in time with my short little head bobs. The fact I could take very little of Axe’s cock in my mouth didn’t seem to upset him one little bit. Quite the contrary, actually. Hands, so many hands, worked together to stroke me through this. Some rubbing across my back, others possessively claiming my hips, while a very familiar massive one cupped my chin, straightening the line of my throat a little, which allowed him to slip slightly deeper.

      “Just like that, lass. Gods, you make my nuts boil. You make me feel so damn good. Dane…”

      “Yes, brother.”

      “I’m not gonna last. I’m just not. No, lass, don’t play with my knot. That destroys—”

      Axe’s responses abruptly stopped as I tightened my grip on that swollen protuberance, ignoring Dane’s rules. But I think he always knew we would. The others coaxed me and encouraged me, telling me what a good job I was doing, and a hungry little part of my soul lapped it all up, just as I was about to do to Axe. I couldn’t take much of his length, but I could lavish attention on what I could, my tongue flickering convulsively all over the head, until I set up a regular rhythm, stroking the sensitive underside.

      “Lass, Darcy, you need to pull away or I’ll—”

      “Swallow him down,” a much firmer voice commanded. “Let him feel that convulsive little flex of your throat. You can do it, Darcy. I know you can.”

      I increased my pressure on Axe’s knot exponentially until finally the big man’s hand slapped down on my skull.

      “Fuck, here it comes!”

      Axe didn’t pin me where I was, but rather cradled me through the process as his cock unloaded, his groans filling the air. Jet after jet of cum filled my mouth, forcing me to swallow quickly or be overwhelmed. His fingers dug into my hair as his hips jerked along with each spasm, but when he was done, he scooped me up and into his arms.

      “Gods, Darcy…” He just held me then, nestling my head into his shoulder as I listened to the frantic thud of his heart, matched by my own. But as we both began to settle, he turned his head down to meet mine. “I still want the taste of your pleasure. Can I have that?”
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      “Ahh…” I replied.

      Dane was trying to make me a queen again and, as per usual, I was struggling to make the transition. Axe’s face fell as I hesitated, but for all the wrong reasons. I wanted to protest, to draw his chin up as it sank down, to bring his eyes back to mine, because it wasn’t him that was the issue. It was us. I blinked, the reality of what I’d stumbled into only just now bleeding through into my consciousness. Three men, in my bed and they—

      “You want that, don’t you, Darcy?”

      Dane’s crisp voice was a lifeline I clung to, as Gael’s arms went around me, his hard body pressed into mine. His mouth dropped, grazing each one of the bites on my neck long enough to make me shiver. 

      “You want to spread your thighs either side of Axe’s face, plant your hands down on the mattress and spare him just one look before you lower yourself down,” Dane continued.

      “Lower?” Axe’s voice grew rougher, coarser, as his eyes glowed bright blue in the dim light. “I’ll pull her down on top of me so fast that all I’ll be able to taste, to smell, is her perfume.” I shifted restlessly then, almost able to feel what he described.

      “But I…”

      I started to explain, then flushed, the customary shame surrounding a woman’s cycle roaring up to colour my cheeks. My eyes dropped to the bed, then to my thighs, checking them surreptitiously for evidence of my flow. I hadn’t even thought about it when we’d run out here, but now…

      “You’re not bleeding, love.” Gael’s voice was much gentler now, his hand sliding over my stomach. 

      “We would have brought supplies with us if you were, Darcy,” Dane said.

      “But I…”

      I didn’t explain the intricacies of my cycle, that it tended to be longer than normal bursts of bleeding, but with bigger gaps between. To be finished in a day or two was unheard of. 

      “But that’s not what stops you from riding my brother’s face.” Dane’s voice was crisp and clear in the cool room.

      “We don’t need to… I can…”

      Axe went to pull away, but my hand shot out to stop him and for a second, we both stared at my grip on him.

      “If you don’t want to do this, say ‘Arden’,” Dane said. “Darcy?”

      “Shut up, brother!” Axe snapped. “Not everything is a fucking game.” His massive chest heaved as he turned back to me. “You don’t have to listen to him… well, ever. Listen to me.”

      That big hand reached out and tipped my chin upwards until there was no escaping his intent gaze. For a long moment, he just stared at me before his hand traced the line of my jaw.

      “I’m willing to wait, for however long it takes. I want you to be ready.” His voice started strong, confident, but then inexplicably trailed away. “I want you to want to be with me. Not drunk, not tired, not under my brother’s spell. Me. I want you to want my touch.”

      He went to pull away then, figuring his job was done here, but my hand whipped out again, stopping him from moving.

      “Maybe…” My voice was just a tiny sliver of a thing, the sound of it drowned out by the hush of the trees outside, the cries of the night birds. “Can you kiss me first?”

      A small sound of pain, of need escaped him before Axe shifted forward, pressing me hard against Gael, wedging me between the two of them.

      “You never need ask, Darcy. My lips, my body, my breath, they’re all yours, love. I’ve been dying to kiss you every day since the moment I saw you bloody-handed and fierce on the moors on your father’s land.” Both hands lifted now to cup my jaw. “That little taste in the bathtub wasn’t nearly enough.”

      Power, that’s what I felt as Axe leaned down, his massive body blocking out the whole room, everything but Gael, and then I was the recipient of a very singular pleasure. Little kisses along the line of my shoulder at the same time as a hard, demanding one on my lips.

      I parted them automatically, letting Axe in, and he groaned his pleasure at that, his tongue surging and tangling with mine, though not for long. He seemed to want to taste me, sink his fangs into my lips, press our mouths together, searching deeper, harder, for more, until our lungs were fit to burst. Then he pulled away, pressing his forehead to mine as we panted, his mouth curving up into a smile, my own following suit until both of us let out a little laugh.

      “That what you were looking for, lass?” he asked, all that hesitation gone. This was the man who’d set me on his saddle before him and talked frankly about how my arse felt rubbing on his cock.

      “More…”

      He grinned at that, wild and free again. That didn’t stop him from giving me exactly what I wanted, kissing and kissing me until my lips stung. But when he went to pull away, my mouth followed his, and that made him smile all the more.

      “Not so bad now, love?” Gael asked, but I couldn’t seem to find it in me to reply. I twisted around, finding his lips with mine and tasting them too.

      That was the thing I was now discovering about having multiple mates. Each one had twice the hungers of a human man, I would wager, but they only had one girl on which to lavish them. So they drowned me instead in a sea of sensation until Weyland edged forward.

      “I like seeing this Darcy,” he told me as I looked up at him muzzily. “My mate drunk on pleasure. Can you spare just a little for me?”

      I was leaning over, offering my mouth to him without a thought, but the others just chuckled.

      “Golden boy Weyland, begging like an urchin for scraps.”

      “Not scraps,” he corrected between light little kisses. “Something to be treasured. That’s how it’s going to be, isn’t it, lass? You’re going to let your poor fool mates treasure every inch of you. Because that’s all we want to do; what this is.”

      My eyes jerked up to meet his, and he grinned then, all lazy and indolent like he usually did. Yet beneath that good humour was something much cannier, though it was easy to overlook.

      “We just need you to be ready for that, to receive the obeisance of your first courtiers, your best. To be worshipped.”

      “You always did have a way with fucking words,” Axe said, eyeing his brother with a combination of suspicion and a smile, but his attention slid back to me, as it always would. Whether I felt like I was worthy of it or not, whether I could understand the strange instincts that ruled them, this remained. A kind of pull between us that I could almost reach out and touch.

      So I did.

      I wrapped my hand around Axe’s head, forcing him to bend his neck to make that possible. But once I had a grip on him, I drew him down so his lips grazed my collarbone.

      “That’s it, lass,” Gael growled before he moved in earnest. He held me against his body, his hands unable to stop moving as his brother explored me. “Just let us in.”

      He made it sound like a voluntary thing, something I could pick or choose, but that’s not what it felt like. For me, it was a little like taking fur. I was reaching out for a part of myself I hadn’t even known existed. And when I did? I discovered who I really was.

      I listened to the hiss of Axe’s breath as he kissed his way across my neckline, but pretty soon that wasn’t enough for either of us. He let out a needy little grunt as his hand rose, cupping my breast, dwarfing it in his massive palm before his fingers sank into the soft flesh.

      “Fuck, lass…” he groaned, staring down at my hardened nipple before lunging for it, sucking the tip into his mouth, turning my body to fire.
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      “Come on, Darcy.” Gael moved me forward as Axe laid down on the bed, shifting us until I was forced to straddle that massive body.

      “Bring her closer,” Axe growled. “Need her.”

      “And she needs you,” Gael said. 

      “If you knew how much it’d humble you,” Weyland added, watching the three of us with heavily lidded eyes.

      “You feel it now, brother?” Gael asked, but Weyland’s only reply was a sharp nod. “You stop feeling only what you need and it becomes all about her.” His focus transferred to a radiant-looking Axe who reached for me. “That’s what this needs to be. Can you do that, brother?”

      Axe answered me, not Gael, his hands going around my thighs as I placed them either side of his face. He pressed a kiss to the sensitive inside of one and I shivered as I felt the brush of his stubble.

      “Give it to me,” Axe growled. “Give me your pleasure. Give me you.”

      I couldn’t ask questions, tease out what that meant because just like the beast I’d assumed he was back in Grania, he reached out and took. My hands slapped down on the bed, just as Dane had said they would, steadying myself for what was to come: a thick, insistent tongue, describing for me the terrain of my body, parting my folds with a lewd slurp.

      “She’s slick for you, brother,” Weyland said, coming closer, his hand sliding up my arm, Gael pressing in harder now, his hands covering my breasts, his kisses my shoulders. But that was just background noise to what Axe was doing. 

      I could feel his fangs scrape against my flesh as he struggled to burrow his tongue inside me, the flicker of it forcing me to jolt. I heard his ragged gasps when he pulled back, two thick fingers probing me before his tongue flicked over my pearl. He seemed to tease the poor thing with long slow licks, then a rapid barrage of faster, harder ones, which made my body shake with each bolt of pleasure.

      “Yes…” I hissed as I felt those fingers trace the entrance of where I ached the most. “Yes…” again when they dipped inside just a little. My body was forced to stretch to admit them and I realised I’d come to need that. I shifted above him, feeling an instinctual need to grind down, to pierce myself with him. But as I went to move, his arm around my hips held me still.

      Instead, I had to submit to him, to his blandishments and caresses, fearing and loving every second of bliss as it ratcheted tighter. My hands went to claws and they shredded the bedding as I panted out my need.

      “Stop teasing her,” Gael growled. “If you don’t give her what she needs, I will!”

      “You feel it too keenly, brother,” Weyland said in a much more careful voice.

      “Yes!”

      “You need her too much.”

      “Yes…”

      Everyone paused then, and I felt like I hung on the precipice of a cliff, unsure if I should jump off or fall back. I turned then, as much as my spine would allow, catching a blurry glimpse of Gael as he pulled back slightly.

      “Give her your best, Axe,” Dane ordered, every iota of princely command in his voice. “Push your fingers in and curl them to bring the place inside her alight, because once our mate has blessed you with her pleasure, our brother is going to knot his mate.”

      “Yes…”

      Gael’s last assent was deep and guttural and he surged back, fitting his body to mine. His teeth found my neck, digging into the marks left there, forcing me to squirm. All the remembered pleasure of when he’d given it to me rose up, twining with that which Axe wrought now. Those massive hands forced my thighs wider, opening me completely for him now.

      And he made perfect use of me. He lashed me with his tongue, slurped up my slick and then focussed that persistent tongue on my pearl. My spine tightened instantly, feeling a terrible pleasure building, right as he thrust his fingers in. I felt them shift, first delving deeper and deeper in the way Weyland had last night, in the way Gael had when he claimed me, but then their focus changed. Blunt nails raked across a place within which was sullen and bruised from the other night. But pleasure sparked from that like bone dry tinder thrown on a fire and I felt like I spiralled up, just another bright spark in the darkness.

      “Axe…”

      He groaned into me at the sound of his name, the vibrations setting my nerves afire. I called his name over and over and he increased his efforts accordingly. Faster, harder, it was like running in fur, my body fulfilling its primary purpose. To experience, to feel, to be awash with pleasure. To be with them. 

      It felt like my heart broke when my peak finally came. Pleasure rose and rose, but with it came a certainty it was all about to fall away. But not for long, my wolf-self countered, not with four mates. They would pass me from one to the other, pleasing me over and over until I became limp with it, the moment I was ready for such an experience. But I couldn’t think of that, not right now; only him.

      My eyes snapped open as the waves pounded into me, forcing my body to twitch and jerk in response and that’s when I saw Dane. He sat forward, hands on his knees, watching everything we did with eyes that burned so bright a blue it almost hurt to look at them. But it was his expression that was seared into my retinas. One of longing and desire, but more than that, because along with it came a special kind of pain I knew all too well.

      Love can be like a knife edge, cutting into you without mercy, but somehow you find yourself leaning into the blade, all sense of self-preservation tossed to one side as you throw yourself utterly into the feeling. I’d done that with Kris without really knowing what I was doing, full of the arrogance and stupidity of youth, and that had forced me to erect some barriers, but it was now I felt tangibly the sensation of those internal walls tumbling down. I would never have anything between me and my pack, I knew that now, and my eyes filled with tears, blurring Dane away as I realised that. And that was when he nodded in recognition.

      I pulled away from Axe, the aftershocks of what he’d done still sparking inside me as I slid down his body and then cradled his face in my hands. He looked wide eyed and shaken, staring up at me before my mouth came slamming down on his. I tasted him, me, and I didn’t much care, because this was us. All the deliriously lovely sense of certainty, that need and desire and love, filled me entirely. But it was that which then forced the two of us apart, because those bonds between us were being tugged by the one person who refused to acknowledge that.

      “Go to him, lass,” Axe urged, slapping my arse when I turned around. “He’s half feral with need of you.”

      “Darcy…” Gael ground out the word, his body crouched and ready to launch itself at me. “Come here, Darcy.”

      “Be gentle, brother—” Weyland started to warn but I held up a hand.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head, “don’t. Give me your need, Gael.” He let out a low growl at that. “Give me all that you’ve kept pushed down. Give me you, my mate.”

      “You’ll regret that,” he snarled as he shoved me back down onto the bed, his body finding its place between my legs, his mouth on mine. “Can’t be gentle. Can’t be sweet.”

      “Who said I wanted sweet?” I asked with an impudent grin and that was all it took.

      He reared up, more beast than man, though no fur pricked his skin. My legs were rearranged more to his liking, locked around his waist as his hand went to his cock. I gasped as I felt the first push of it, knowing just how that blunt intrusion would feel, even as my flesh felt too tender for such a thing.

      “Love the feel of you on my cock,” Gael growled. “Love how fucking slick you get. Love the way it feels when I sink down inside you.” My back arched as he began to do just that, my hands grabbing handfuls of the bed coverings. “But mostly it’s just you.” He drew back then, like an archer pulls back a string and he paused for just a second, staring down at me. “I need to feel you, all of you,” he insisted and while I didn’t understand the words, the sentiment rang true.

      “Then take me, my mate.”

      Breath stuttered in my chest as he drove himself deep, pulling back only to slam deeper. This wasn’t the careful lover of the night of our claiming, this was the wolf. His hands slammed down beside my head, his hips snapping as he pulled back only to give me more, until, finally, my legs locked tight around him, holding him where he was.

      I stared into my Gael’s eyes, catching every tiny response up to the moment his knot was pushed in. It seemed to take an aeon and a split second, my body forced to stretch, stretch around the bulbous protrusion, until I was sure I couldn’t stretch anymore. I let out a little whimper of fear, but he shook his head, that terrible expression softening.

      “You’re made to take me, lass,” Gael told me in a gentle tone. “Out of all the women in the world, there’s only you for me. Take me, love. Take your mate. Take all of me!”

      His bark forced my body to obey, the terrible pressure exploding into something else entirely as his knot finally wedged in.

      “Gods above and below…” Gael muttered a short prayer, his back arching as his eyes closed. “I’ve never… The feel…”

      “Beyond anything I’ve ever experienced,” Weyland said, his grin still situated, but all the cocky charm gone from his voice. “I swear I saw the whole pantheon of the bloody gods when it happened.”

      “Darcy?”

      There was a moment of self-doubt, of concern, on Gael’s face when he came back to himself, but I just smiled, slow and lazy-like. I felt… radiant. I stretched underneath him, testing our link and finding we were locked tight, with little movement possible. But with some experimentation, my hips rocked forward, then back again, great all-encompassing blooms of pleasure flowering.

      “Gael…” I loved the sound of his name on my tongue. There was this breathtaking selfish sense of possessiveness that rose in response, because he was mine. “Gael, I…”

      “I know.” I stopped moving for a second, my eyes going wide as he gazed down at me, a small smile forming. “I know and I’ll always know. You’re in my heart, Darcy. You are my heart.” 

      He grabbed my hand and placed it against his chest, forcing me to hang on right as his hips began to shift. That swollen knot rubbed, rubbed, rubbed against a place inside me that wouldn’t be denied, the pleasure building and building. But it grew far beyond my expectations, becoming this massive cloud and we hovered within it. We moved just to spur it on, just to fill him, me, us with it, our capacity for pleasure unending. But at some point, it became a much harder, more desperate thing, his hunger and mine growing, our lips curling back from our fangs.

      “You’re going to come for me, lass,” he told me. “I can feel it. You’re tightening around me, strangling my knot. You’ll squeeze everything I’ve got out of me, take everything I’ve got to give. Oh fuck!”

      That harsh expletive cut through the night air like a blade, as bliss tore through us, my whole body tensing as the sensation rose, rose and then everything came crashing down.

      I flung myself at Gael, the tiniest of gaps no longer permissible. I clung to his strong shoulders, wrapped my arms around his neck as I blindly sought the mating mark I’d left, then sank my teeth down.

      I am the sea… I thought distantly, as I was tossed around in waves of pleasure. The two of us pulsed together, him into me, me around him, until finally the tide quietened.

      We collapsed down onto the bed, each locked around the other, my head finding Gael’s chest, his body instinctively curling around mine. I felt sheltered, treasured, held close and… loved. That all too seductive haze of emotion that kept swelling long after the pleasure stopped, it clouded my mind, making me smile and then crane my neck to look up at Gael.

      “I love you,” I said, smiling wider as I said the words. “I love you, Gael.”

      I’m not sure what I expected in response, but it wasn’t his eyes going wide, a terribly serious expression forming on his face. He studied me so intently, a thin thread of fear started to pierce the warm fuzzy sweetness. I shifted then, feeling like I’d overstepped or blurted something out at the wrong time but his arms locked around me tight.

      “Truly?” Just one word uttered with a deadly intensity. “Truly, Darcy?”

      I’d been flogged by own father more times than I could remember. I’d faced down an army of rabid wolf warriors. Yet somehow this was so much harder. I had to relax the tense muscles in my neck, allowing myself the barest of nods.

      “Truly, Darcy?” he asked again, his voice a ragged mess, his eyes burning blue, then bluer, right before they went hazy.

      “Truly, Gael,” I croaked out.

      At that I was wrapped around with iron bands, held pressed so hard to his body that I could barely take a breath. But those that I could, I took them of him, his scent flooding my nose.

      “Love is a puny word, too small to encompass what I feel for you, lass. I feel like I need to develop a new language, something harder, fiercer, something ferocious.” He said the words against the skin of my neck, and it felt like he was marking me anew. “Nothing, nothing I’ve ever experienced prepared me for this, for you. I will always love you, Darcy, wolf queen, until the moment I die.”
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      At that, the three of us had fallen onto the bed into a messy tangle. Weyland had muttered dire threats about what he was going to do to me the moment Gael’s knot softened, but for the moment he settled against my back. Well, as close as Gael would allow.

      Something had happened in this night, something that unlocked a part of Gael he did not seem to allow out often. There was a selfishness about him, a possessiveness, and the wolf inside me was elated. She liked clear, apparent displays of affection, of connection, and Gael lavished them upon us. Kisses, little nipping ones all over my neck, then deeper, softer, sweeter ones on my lips. But at some point, the darkness rose and swamped the lot of us, allowing us some sleep.

      

      When I woke later, Gael had loosened his grip upon me, his knot having slipped free, which allowed me to note that Dane hadn’t joined us.

      He was a picture of a lonely prince, perched upon a much more prosaic throne, but he watched the three of us with an entirely possessive eye, something I could see more easily now. He must’ve collected some firewood and set a fire, the reflected light of flames flickering across his face. There was satisfaction there, some pleasure, but no peace. Not then, not when I rose from the bed, his brother’s seed slipping down my thighs, nor when I approached him, entirely naked.

      “Did it all go as planned?” I whispered, not wanting to wake the others. Gael had made a small sound of protest when I’d pulled free, but exhaustion had a stronger grip on him than me right now. “Did we perform as expected?”

      He held out a hand for me, bringing me closer as a king might his queen, and, in the end, that’s what we were to each other, weren’t we? Those blue eyes stared up at me from behind a messy fall of black hair, his other hand raking it away to get a better look at me.

      “Nothing you do is expected,” he said and then smiled at that, his expression almost beatific. “That’s how I knew you were the one I’d dreamed of. Malia, all the women at court, even Mother, I could see through their games with startling ease, but not you.” 

      He pulled me onto his lap, and somehow my body knew exactly where to go. We fitted together like a lock and a key, my head nestling into the curve of his shoulder.

      “And if I grow predictable?” I asked, the word delivered idly, some strange kind of calm settling over me, even as I felt something twitch beneath. “If you learn me, like you did those other women?”

      “That’s all I bloody want. Don’t you see that? That’s why I watch you all the time, why I strive to try and keep up.” A hand went around my neck, tilting my head back. “Your worth to me doesn’t come from your mystery.”

      “Then what does it come from?” I asked. 

      “From you,” he replied simply, his brow creasing slightly as he said the words. “Known or unknown or yet to be discovered, I think you’ll find me the most focussed and apt of students as I seek to discover more.”

      I pulled away then, gratified to see his hands reach for me instinctively, right before he smothered that gesture. But I turned to face him, placing my hands on the arms of his chair, my knees either side of his thighs. His eyes raked over my naked form before he dragged his focus up.

      “So why do you hold yourself apart from us?” I asked and he let out a sigh. He went to turn his gaze away, to stare at the wall, but I reached out and stopped him, bringing him back to me. His intense look was much more circumspect now. “You seek to control us, to ensure an outcome, but… That creates a distance.”

      “It doesn’t have to.” He blinked as he said the words, they seeming to have come out in a rush. “A power exchange can be… the most intimate of ways to engage another.”

      “Show me,” I said.

      “You’re sore. You’ve just taken your mate’s knot.”

      “So show me something that won’t hurt me.” I studied his face. Dane was beautiful, every inch the perfect prince, but those perilously high cheekbones and full lips, they seemed to hide more than they communicated. I wanted to prise off the mask he wore, see what lurked beneath. “Show me, Dane.” Some of my own alpha bark bled through into my voice and that seemed to be the key to unlocking whatever was holding him back.

      He grinned at my clumsy attempt at coercion, his eyes shining with a strange light I rarely saw him show. It was raw and unfettered, and that just had me wanting more.

      “Show me this intimacy, Dane. Show me how it would be.”

      His hand shot out, burying itself in my hair, but rather than a gentle caress, he used it to hold me very still. His grip was precise, not enough to hurt, but enough to make clear it would if I moved, so I stayed right where I was.

      “For your pleasure or mine?” he asked me.

      “I’ve probably had more than my share of pleasure,” I replied in a harsh whisper, my eyes sliding as far as they could towards the bed. “Make me give you yours.”

      “You do, just by being here, by asking—”

      “No, Dane, that’s not what this is.” I moved my hand, trailing it down the inside of his other wrist, the skin so much softer, smoother there. “Tell me how to touch you.”

      He stared into my eyes for what felt like an aeon, as if the mind that lurked behind those blue depths could see something in my eyes to help him to decide. His chin tilted up, the muscle in his jaw twitching just once before he let out a long, shuddering breath. His grip on my hair was loosened and both hands moved now, twining my hair into a rope before forming an impromptu bun at the base.

      “I like to see it all,” he said. “The line of your neck, the marks my brothers left, the shift of your head, your mouth. Your hair is beautiful and I would very much like to sit one day and brush it from end to end until it shines like silk, but not today. I need to read you, your responses.”

      I nodded, feeling the weight of the knot at my neck and the cool air on my skin.

      “Now, you seek to please me?” I nodded again. “Then start here. Present your mouth for me to do with what I wish.”

      I blinked, then frowned slightly, not entirely sure what that meant, and Dane just smiled. Watching me trying to work out what I was supposed to do seemed half the pleasure for him. I flushed at that, feeling a hot rush of frustration, irritation, then fear. I leant forward then, stabbing my face into his space and that’s when his focus shifted. He lifted his hand, stroking my cheek first, then sliding those fingertips down to my lips. He traced the shape of my mouth, the sensitive skin making my lips thin, before his thumb swiped across the seam of them. He nodded slightly as they parted, his thumb retreating and several fingers pushing in.

      “I watch this mouth near constantly,” he told me, slowly moving his fingers in and out of my lips in a way that was unavoidably suggestive. “These lips pursing, smiling, stretching into a grin, or going to a line. Your teeth sink into this bottom lip at times.” 

      His saliva slick fingers slid across it to underline his point. 

      “It drives me mad each time you do.” His own lips parted then, letting him suck in a deeper breath, flash his fangs at me. “I want to stop you instantly, bark and order at you to leave your poor lips alone, no matter what the topic of conversation is.” His eyes flicked back to meet mine. “Because if anyone is going to sink their fangs into this plush softness, I want it to be me.”

      His hand went to the back of my neck, drawing me closer, something I sought to help him with, but he gripped me tight, preventing me from moving. He was controlling this, not me, and I wasn’t going to be allowed to help. 

      “I spend so much time thinking about the way your mouth feels against mine and needing the taste, I wake up in fright some nights, sure I’ve missed something. Our downfall will be signed not by my father or mother, but by a pair of ruby red lips. I want to hold off, to deny myself this pleasure. You get enough from my brothers, all of my brothers, now we’ve had a little breakthrough tonight. They’ll be on your heels constantly now, wanting to suck on those pert little nipples, slide their hands over your skin, lap at your hot little cunt, so you won’t miss me. But I? I’ll be lurking in my office, thinking about your mouth.”

      His eyes burned into mine now with a deadly intensity.

      “Your lips part when you’re excited, aroused or upset. You take these rapid little breaths, shallow ones that make me want to bark at you to deepen them. They make you sound like prey, something that has my wolf on edge. He doesn’t know whether to hunt you or fuck you. Neither, I tell him, not me, not us. The others can see to your needs, but I’ll ensure your future. But then your tongue slides across your bottom lip.” Mine did just that, my mouth suddenly bone dry. “And all is fucking lost.”

      I was yanked closer, his mouth crushing down on mine with a brutality that sent strange thrills through my body. He didn’t move for a second, just feeling me against him before he shifted. His lips tested mine, forcing them to part, to admit him.

      “I tell myself that just one kiss, that will be enough. Just the one. What bad could come from a kiss?”

      His hands began to move restively then, digging into the base of my scalp, threatening to unseat the knot he’d wound there. 

      “But there can’t be just one, can there? Not for me. Because taking one.” He sucked my bottom lip, then abandoned it to pay homage to the top. “Leads to another.” His tongue slipped into my now panting mouth, teasing mine before pulling away. “And that leads to another. All that hunger I keep locked away, it comes rushing out. Take her, my body screams. Claim her, bite her, make her yours.”

      He nipped my lip hard enough to sting and then kissed it away, my hands moving now to wrap around his neck and that’s what forced him to freeze.

      “Hands behind your back. Do it, Darcy.”

      I was somewhat shocked to feel myself obeying him without question, the pose now creating a tension in my body. He was the only thing holding me up. Well, that and my abdominal muscles, but they were unused to supporting my body in such a way. He smiled then, as if he saw all of my uncertainty and discomfort and found some pleasure in that.

      “You offered to let me use you for my pleasure. That is a heady, heady thing, something that makes my mind race with the possibilities, but not here, not now. You need just a taste of how things could be, to see if this is something you can bear.”

      As I hovered there, under Dane’s control, but in ways I hadn’t anticipated, I started to think. What exactly would he want me to do? How would this—? He stopped any thoughts in their tracks as he drew my head down to the hollow of his collarbone. Dane loosened his hold on me then, setting his hands very deliberately on the arms of his chair.

      “Use that beautiful mouth of yours on me. Track your way down, slowly.”
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      In some ways, being given more control over what I was doing was disorientating. When he held me where he wanted me, forced me to do his bidding, I could stop thinking and just feel. But now I had to consider just what he meant and that forced me to strive in ways I hadn’t before. He’d delivered harsh worded odes to my mouth and suddenly I wanted to live up to each bit of praise.

      So I traced the shape of that elegant bone structure all the way out to his bare shoulder, then mapped the terrain of the muscles there, the tension under his skin letting me know I was doing things right. I burrowed my face into the slight hollow where his arm met his chest, then over the hard swell of his pectoral muscle until I found it. His nipple felt harsh under my lips, the outer ring crinkling as the tip formed a tight bead, one I tested with my teeth. I heard the rapid intake of his breath as I grazed my fangs across it, nudging the point with the sharp edges.

      “Darcy…”

      He was about to growl an instruction, bark at me to do his will, but somehow I knew what he wanted. What he’d created here, this strange crystalline mood punctuated by the slow, near silent snores of his brothers, my pack, it helped me read him in just the same way as he did me. I bit down, feeling his flesh dimple under my fangs but not break, my tongue sliding up to soften the caress.

      “Fuck, lass, I…”

      I struggled to hold the position with my hands behind my back, but I sucked in a great mouthful of Dane, tasting the salt of his skin, feeling his tight flesh resist the pull. But suck I did, harder and harder until I caught the faint taste of copper. Then I let him go, watching his chest heave, his own lips parting to drag breaths in. My eyes met his and even as I held myself contorted into the position he ordered, I felt it.

      Power.

      I provoked his reactions. I made his heart race, his chest heave. I caught his gaze and held it, not letting go for a second as I dropped my mouth lower. His abdominal muscles tensed and flexed as I kissed my way across each one, as if shying away from the attention and then seeking more. I followed the crinkly trail of hair that led down from his navel, but it was when I hit the waist band of his trews that his hand shot out.

      “Be sure this is what you want,” he said, his hand gripping my hair, preventing me from going much further. 

      But he didn’t want to, I could see, feel that. He wanted to use his hold on me to force my head down and… I moved then, as far as his grip would allow and nuzzled into his groin, forcing a sharp intake of breath from him.

      “Lass…”

      Just one word, one tiny little prayer, but it was everything, coming from Dane. I pushed my face harder into the rough fabric, rubbing my mouth along the swollen length of him.

      And that’s when he broke. He let me go, his hands going to the lacings at the front of his trews, the fabric parting with a welcome urgency. Then those long, strong fingers delved inside, gripping his cock with a kind of roughness I didn’t dare use. I moved my hands, ready to take over, but he just barked an order in response.

      “No hands.” 

      I locked my hands around my forearms, keeping them behind my back automatically now. Then he produced his cock, displaying the thick length to me, but holding me off when I went to take a taste.

      “Be sure this is what you want,” he repeated. Any gentleness in Dane was gone now, leaving a hard-eyed prince staring down at his impudent subject. His fingers slid up and down the shaft, forcing a bead of clear fluid from the ending. “I’ll try to be gentle, to not push you too far, but I can’t promise anything.” The free hand went to the back of my neck, his hand shockingly hot against the skin. “If that’s not what you want…”

      His words ended with a hiss as I ducked forward, sliding my tongue up his shaft, licking the skin I could reach between his fingers.

      “Little minx…” he groaned. “You’ll have your mouth full and you won’t be able to say ‘Arden’, so you’ll use your hands if you need me to stop. If you loosen your grip on your arms, I’ll stop right away, yes?”

      I nodded and then felt his hand tighten, guiding me closer until my lips hovered over the swollen red head of his cock. I opened my mouth wide in preparation, but he tutted his response. 

      “Too eager. You don’t think I’d just plunge myself down your throat, after spending so much time fantasising over what that mouth could do? Lick your lips.” I did just that, back in that timeless space where he made the decisions and I followed them. “Now purse them, as if for a kiss, but softly.” I adjusted the tension in my mouth, feeling my lips go pillowy, slick and soft. “Good girl. Such a good girl. Now, you’re going to brush them across the head of my cock, soft as a butterfly’s wing.” 

      I was pressed closer and the moment I touched him, he groaned, his hips bucking upwards, a spectacular loss of control for him. I smiled, then went back again, just swiping the softness of my lips against the hardness of him. 

      “Gods, it’s fucking better than I dreamed.”

      I liked his voice, deep, growly and utterly destroyed, so I pulled away to lick my lips again, pressing against his hand before going back for more. My lips parted slightly now, the swollen head pushing between them, despite what he’d asked me to do. I slicked the head of his cock with my saliva, polishing the already taut surface until it gleamed, salty fluid oozing from him to help the process. He tried to keep his head, praising me in frantic little bursts, his tone trembling as he struggled to keep it even until finally, he pulled me away.

      “I want you to spend hours doing just that,” he told me. “Unhurried and drowning me in this sensual wave, but morning is coming and we need some sleep if we’re to present ourselves to my father’s generals in the morning. Open your mouth, Darcy.” I did just that. “Now, stick out your tongue just far enough to cover your teeth. Good girl.”

      He held his cock in one hand, my head in the other and he brought the two of us together with a long, strangled groan.

      

      “Don’t suck, not yet.” That was ground out between clenched teeth. “Just let me feel you… feel your mouth.” His cock was thrust deeper into my mouth before he pulled me back, only to go back for more. I pressed my tongue up along the underside of his cock, something that drew a choked back chuckle from him. “Little minx. Too much of a queen to be a perfect submissive, and yet you feel so damn good, I can’t bring myself to care. Gods, Darcy, just like that.”

      His hold on me tightened, his thrusts growing shorter, deeper and that’s when I began to understand the warning. He was forcing me down harder on his cock, the shaft seeming to swell under the attention, but the thick length was being pushed down a throat that closed down in response.

      “Relax your throat, Darcy.” 

      His voice was an iron command again, one I couldn’t help but obey, even as my heart raced as I wondered what would happen if I did. I found out quickly, my throat convulsing around him, forcing me to pull back, coughing and spluttering.

      “We don’t have to go any further.” His eyes raked across my face, searching, searching for some sort of indication of what I wanted, needed. Him, I wanted to tell him, even as I wondered how that would look. “You’ve given me more than I dreamed, Darcy.” He leaned forward, closing the gap between us, his mouth hovering over mine. “You’ve done so well.”

      That, that was the clincher for me, that sweetly delivered praise in a setting that would have had Linnea fainting fair away from the shame. But I didn’t feel that or anything else the priests had told me to feel. I just felt this bond with him. I wanted to please him, to bring him to that peak they were all obsessed in dragging me over, to see that mask finally crack with the pleasure I had wrought. I kissed him chastely, then pulled away, pushing back into his hand.

      “More, Dane.”

      His growl was savagely suppressed, the energy he held back transmuting into his actions. His hand was like iron, forcing me back down onto his cock, even as it rubbed at my neck.

      “Open your throat,” he ordered, his body flexing when I did just that, feeling the broad head of his cock lodging there for precious seconds before pulling away, breath sucking in through my nostrils. “Fuck… fuck…” He was cracking, I could hear it in his voice. “Hands up if you’re done.” The warning was delivered tersely, as if he resented every word of it. “Break your grip if you want things to stop.” But when I remained resolutely where I was, the onslaught began.

      This wasn’t the gentle sucking of a cock Weyland had introduced me to, though I guessed that made sense. Dane was the one who seemed the most even-tempered, the most consistent, but underneath that composure lurked a beast. One who fucked his cock up into my mouth, driving it deeper, faster, with every stroke. I was glad this hadn’t been my introduction to the act, Weyland seeming to know I would not have coped well with it. But now?

      I was no stranger to beauty in savagery, and for me, that’s what this was. Just as training was hot, sweaty, messy, sometimes bloody work, this was rough and hard, my drool falling in strings from my open mouth. But together we danced, just as I had with his brothers on the training grounds, but this time it was Dane that wielded the sword.

      “Fuck, Darcy…” He pulled me free finally, my eyes bleary and hazy, but I caught it, the moment he cracked. He had none of his former composure, the man just as desperate, just as torn apart as I was. I smiled then, licking my lips, trying to remove some of the mess there, but he just shook his head. “I’m close. You know what will happen if we continue?”

      I let out a low chuckle. He could school me in many things, I felt, but not this. At the end I rebelled, loosening my grip on my own arms, my shoulder joints protesting for a moment before my hands surged forward. He muttered something about it being over, that we needed to stop, but right now, he wasn’t the one in control.

      I was.

      One hand surrounded his knot, squeezing it even as my mouth slid down over his cock, instantly being rewarded by a hot jet of something salty. I sucked hard, wanting every drop of that seed and whatever else he had to give me.

      The game was done, his hands landing on my skull now with a reverent gentleness, caressing my scalp even as he praised me to the very heavens themselves. I was a capable student, realising he liked, wanted, needed to be as deep inside me as possible. It took more effort now, but I forced him down, my throat muscles spasming around him and that’s when it all went mad.

      His hands clawed at the arms of his chair, his hips flexing rhythmically in times with my thrusts until finally his hand slapped down on the space between my shoulder blades, keeping me perfectly still. Jet after jet of his come exploded out of him, And I greedily sucked it down, my hands working his knot until he forced me away.

      I was scooped up then, his mouth on my swollen lips, his hand between my thighs, finding my pearl with little effort, because of course he did. I was his, he was mine and we could read each other without thought, if we let our instincts ride us, like they did in that moment. I panted once, twice, my body somehow primed by all of what had gone before, even though he barely touched me, and my orgasm slammed into me.

      Then I was bundled up into his arms, carried over to the bed and placed under the covers, pressed into Weyland who rolled over unconsciously to hold me, even as Dane did the same from behind me.

      “Sleep, Darcy,” Dane said, sending those waves of comfort rushing through me. “You’ve given me everything tonight, but now you must sleep.”
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      I couldn’t do this.

      We were standing in the training yard of the Strelan army barracks and I was looking down the line of men they’d assembled. All soldiers, good men to have at your back, I was assured. Their merits as fighters were nothing to me. They were nothing to me. Nothing but men that eyed me as I walked down the line. They did so with suspicion, with need, but not for me. For what I was supposed to give them.

      “I have no idea how to do this, General Rath,” I told the man walking beside me. “I don’t even know how I did it the first time.”

      “Perhaps we should bring the men the Lady Darcy changed out?” Rath’s aide-de-camp said. “That might help.”

      Rath was ready to agree to that, but I shook my head.

      “It won’t.” I stepped backwards, seeing the men’s eyes harden now and I knew why. They were all fierce warriors, ready to lay down their lives to protect their country from a dire threat, and they just needed one more thing to help them do that. 

      Something only I could give them.

      My eyes raked over the gathered men – the soldiers, the general, his staff, and everyone else here – and it felt like all I could see was thinly veiled disappointment.

      “This was always going to be a difficult task,” Dane said, placing a hand on my shoulder and giving it a squeeze. “Father would love you to have the ability to transform every man he points a stick at into wargen.”

      I blinked, seeing Callum and his Reavers in my mind for a split second.

      “Like Prince Callum can.” I swallowed, trying to dislodge the huge lump that had suddenly formed in my throat. “He must be doing that now, with every man, boy, he gets his hands on.” My eyelids fluttered, my eyes aching as I saw Del in my mind’s eye.

      “I’m sure he is,” Rath said with a tight smile. “But focussing on what whoever is leading the Reavers can do will not help us here.” He turned to his aide. “Dismiss the men and bring out several of the newly two-souled. We need to ascertain what was done at Aramoor before we can seek to replicate it.”

      The man nodded and then ordered the line of men away. I felt a brief moment of relief, no longer being subjected to their intrusive glare, but that didn’t last. A much deeper sense of guilt followed hot on its heels. 

      “Come,” Rath commanded, indicating we should follow him. We walked through the training grounds, saw human soldiers and two-souled fighting together in a series of carefully orchestrated bouts, designed to build those instincts needed in battle. “There’s someone I think you might like to see.”

      The fighters grew smaller, younger as we walked, as they were obviously training their squires and other young lads, just as I had done at their age. I smiled a little, seeing the way the boys fought earnestly, full of a desire to prove themselves that I knew all too well. Rath, seeming to sense my shift in mood, stopped where he was and we watched two boys spar.

      One was a big lad, and he seemed cocky with that advantage, smirking down at his opponent after he knocked the smaller boy’s attacks away with his superior reach.

      “Give up, Owen!” the bigger boy sneered and the other lads who’d clustered around to watch jeered with him in a way I knew all too well.

      Humans might not have a wolf soul, but we liked pack behaviour all too well. Ganging up on the weak, supporting the strong, right up until the point they also showed their soft side, then turning on them too. Perhaps it was that, having been set upon, being excluded, which had me striding forward, even as my mates called out to me. I weaved my way through the boys, and they parted for me in surprise at first, then curiosity. I could hear a rapid susurration of whispers and asides, but I focussed on just one boy, Owen.

      “Owen, is it?” I asked, thrusting out a hand.

      “Yes, milady,” he said, sketching me the briefest of bows, but his eyes slid back to his opponent and those were good instincts.

      “I’m Darcy. You want to put that big bastard on his arse, don’t you?”

      His eyes jerked up then, gleaming a pure grey blue. He studied my face like it was a sacred text to be worshipped or that could grant wisdom that he sought desperately, and then nodded sharply. 

      “He’s an arrogant prick, because of his size. I bet he shot up faster than all you other boys and he’s lorded it over you every day since.”

      I got another nod at that.

      “And you’re the opposite. Small, light…” The hard light in his eyes began to fade at that, doubt creeping in. “Same with me. Being a woman, I’ve always been smaller, lighter than pretty much everyone I crossed swords with. They act the way he does, to a man.” We both looked at the other boy who was chatting with some of his closest cronies. “I put more than my fair share on their arse.”

      “Yeah?” There was a curious combination of challenge and hope in Owen’s voice.

      “Yeah.” I smiled down at him. “You’ve got to use the thing they prize against them. Their strength, their greater reach, their weight. You can move faster, get under his guard and strike him down before he even raises his arm.”

      That had his attention. The two of us hunkered down then as I drew some instructions in the sand beneath our feet. Owen nodded along, even when I said it might not work at first, but it would once he built his skills. Then we stood up and he went to face the bigger boy.

      “Ready for another beating?” he sneered, lifting his practise sword.

      “Be aware of what your opponent is doing,” I’d told Owen, “but don’t be directed by it. If he sets the terms of the fight, you lose.”

      Owen squared his shoulders, then fell into a loose fighter’s stance, something someone else had obviously taught him.

      “He’s overconfident and relies on his reach and power to just bludgeon through his opponents. Don’t let him. He’s beaten you enough times to know how he’ll attack, right?” The boy nodded. “Well, anticipate and answer that. Be where he expects you to be.”

      Owen raised his sword and the other boy grinned as he did the same.

      “Then slide sideways before he can strike. He’s slow.” Owen had snorted at that. “He is. You’re faster. Slip to one side—”

      “I don’t back down from a fight,” he’d asserted.

      “We can all see that. Now we need to see you win one. Slide to one side.” I drew a line in the sand. “And while he’s over-committed, directing all that power at an opponent that isn’t there anymore, you strike. Stab upwards and into his ribs here.”

      I observed Owen process what I was saying, almost able to hear the cogs of his mind whirring as he did, but then he looked up at me, eyes wide, then nodded. 

      “C’mon, boy…” I hissed to myself as I watched the two of them face each other down, my mates joining me.

      “Why do I feel like we should be putting a wager on the small fella?” Weyland asked with a grin, but I ignored him.

      After some skiting that so many bullies seemed to need to indulge in, the big lad attacked and Owen, gods bless the little bugger, did exactly as I’d said. Not fast enough though, he caught a glancing blow on his shoulder, but he didn’t let that stop him. He spun around, stabbing his wooden sword into the bigger boy’s ribs with a vehemence beyond what I’d instructed, but I guess he was determined to press his advantage. As I had expected, Owen’s opponent dropped to the sands with a great groan, as if he’d been stabbed with a bladed weapon, not a practice one.

      “Well done,” Rath said with a smile. “Perhaps I should have the Lady Darcy down working with the boys. We try to teach them how to fight based on their abilities, but…” He turned to me, his eyes twinkling. “Perhaps the lesson is more palatable from a much prettier face than mine or my men’s. Now, there’s someone else I think you’d like to see.”

      

      “Del!” I choked back my cry as I saw the boy in the midst of his training, but it was hard to swallow my distress. He was just a little stripling of a thing, his limbs too long and skinny, more colt than boy, so seeing him toting a wooden weapon and shield was a gods-awful shock. I took a step forward, ready to march over there and strip him of them, to herd him back to Lannie and Jan. A hand landed on my shoulder and when I glared up, Axe shook his head.

      “Don’t take this from the boy,” he said, then eyed the boys at work, practising their strikes, shooting arrow after arrow into targets. “Going through what he did, this would be a blessing.”

      “Makes him feel strong, proficient,” Weyland agreed, nodding his head. “Makes him feel like he has a chance to protect his family after…”

      His words failed him and so did mine, dying in my throat as I turned back to watch the boy train.

      My reaction wasn’t a rational one. Nordred had done much the same for me at a younger age. Oddly, my family’s privileged position made it easier for a girl to learn to be a warrior. We had enough money to afford the spare time to spend training with weapons, something Del’s family was unlikely to have. But whatever was lacking in his training before this, he seemed a capable student. He moved like the wind, performing the almost ritualised exercises a young person was forced to memorise before they could start actually fighting.

      “He’s very promising,” Rath said, drawing closer. “His tutors have been very complimentary. Let’s see Del in action, shall we?” 

      He clapped his hands and the adults who were working with the boys looked up, then nodded. They directed the boys and, as one they formed a circle, their shields forming a wall. Men spoke to Del and another boy and the shields parted to let them in. As soon as they stood in the space between, the other boys started to bang on their shields with their wooden swords like the savage wargen my people spoke of. My head whipped around and my mates smiled at the way my eyebrows jerked up.

      “Young Del’s about to get seasoned like a side of beef,” Axe said with a chuckle, and that sound did nothing to settle me.

      “C’mon, Del!” Weyland shouted. “Put him in the ground!”

      Put him in the ground? Both boys were ten, maybe eleven at best. Why the hell would they be putting anyone in the ground? They weren’t even grown yet. At least young Owen had some of the muscle he would sport as an adult on his spare frame. But these boys? All I could see was the baby softness of their skin, their cheeks, even as their jaws firmed and they raised their swords. 

      You must’ve looked the same, I thought fiercely as I watched them shuffle around the other, shields kept up with an almost religious fervour. That was never going to work. They didn’t want to get hit, that’s why they were clutching the handles so tightly. You did the same, I reminded myself. So I saw all of my own zeal in their faces, teeth bared, mouths pulled into grimaces as each boy eyed the other. 

      The beating of the swords on shields seemed to pick up in pace, or was that just my heart? But it didn’t relent, not when Del ineffectually stabbed at his opponent over the top of his shield. He couldn’t hide behind the fucking thing, something Nordred had told me over and over until he refused to let me use one on the training grounds.

      “C’mon, lad!” Axe shouted. “Stop hiding and smack the bastard.”

      I sucked in a breath as Del’s head whipped around to look at us, the other boy taking advantage of that moment to charge at him, sword raised.

      “Del!” My voice echoed across the training ground so loud it felt like the whole world heard it and that’s when Del spun back around. His shield was thrust up, meeting his opponent’s blade head on and blocking the strike. “Pivot… pivot…” I hissed and sure enough, Del moved exactly as I hoped, using the moment his adversary’s sword was engaged to swing his own. Crack! I grinned then at the speed, the strength in Del’s strike, even if it was blocked by the other boy’s shield. The rational part of my mind was glad for that, as it meant neither boy was harmed. But my heart? My wolf soul shifted inside me, rising and peering out of my eyes to watch the cubs play.

      This kind of thing made sense to her. Wolf pups played together. They wrestled and bit and tumbled and pounced for what felt like hours on end, learning the skills they’d need as adults, finding their place within the pack. So she was not concerned that our pup was tussling with another. She caught the ways he mastered certain skills and faltered with others, saw the moments when he grinned in triumph or his brows pulled down in frustration and she thought them good. It was the only way for him to become strong, something she felt confident of when Del finally swiped the other boy’s legs out from under him, leaving the lad panting and lying there, staring up at the sky for a second as he fought to suck air back in. She watched him walk over and offer his hand to the vanquished and thought this good pack behaviour.

      But while his back was turned, while he was acting as a fellow warrior should on a training ground, the swords still thundered against the shields. What did they beat for? I was about to see, as several boys, bigger boys rose to their feet, the others closing the gaps they made in the circle as the four of them advanced.

      “No…”

      The wolf and the girl stiffened then, her eyes everywhere. On the boys as they raised their shields and their swords, Del only just realising they were there, the boy he’d been helping up smirking, then yanking Del forward so he joined him on the ground. A growl formed in my throat as the other boys advanced nonetheless, not caring as Del scrambled to get to his feet. A foot landed on his shield, stopping him from picking it up, but his hand whipped out to grab his sword. He gripped it with both hands, standing now, but he was spinning around aimlessly in a circle, not knowing which enemy to face.

      “What…?”

      I had a question, insistent and demanding, rising in my chest, wanting to know what the fuck was going on, but when I looked at the other adults, the general and my mates, I saw something I hadn’t expected to see. My people called them beasts and worse, describing the wargen brutality in almost salacious detail, but I hadn’t really seen evidence of it outside of court or the battlefield. But right now, I saw five men standing there, cruel smiles on their lips, their eyes going silver as they were about to see four boys beat the stuffing out of another.

      “No,” I snapped, moving to go in and break things up, but Axe’s hand shot out, grabbing my shoulder and hauling me back.

      “You can’t interfere now,” he hissed. “This is the moment when he becomes a man.”

      “A man?” I struggled against his grip and when that didn’t work, I began throwing my elbows around with gay abandon, trying to connect with as much soft tissue as I could, preferably something painful. “What kind of thing is a man that the only way you can become it is through brutalising someone else?”

      “He has to learn to take a hit,” Weyland insisted, not looking away from the fight. “He has to learn to get hurt and not let it break him.”

      “And if it does? Then what? He’s not a man?” I let my claws form then sank them into Axe’s arm until he yelped, forced to let me go. I took a step towards the fight, catching a glimpse of Del’s white face right before a hail storm of blows descended.

      “He wants to become a soldier,” Rath told me in a hard voice as he watched the fight. “If this war goes the way I think it will, he could be on the bloody battlefield before he’s got hair on his balls. What good will babying him do? He’s got no apron strings to cut. He’s got nothing but his own strength of arm to protect him and his sister.” His eyes jerked back to me. “And what do you think Prince Callum is doing to the boys he finds?”

      Noooo…

      My response was not verbalised, because, at his words, something snapped inside me. Del, the training ground, everything dropped away and there was only ... A clearing of sorts, in amongst burned-out and broken trees. It was a wasteland, which was an appropriate name for it, because within it the Reavers laid waste. They lurched in half wolf form towards a group of men and boys standing clustered together, claws outstretched, drool falling from their open jaws. Men thrust their sons behind them when they could, putting themselves between them and the beasts, but not all had fathers. Other boys, some little more than toddlers, milled like frightened dogs at the edges of the cluster, whining their distress.

      “I took as many accounts as I could from those who were present that day,” Rath said, jerking me back to the here and now, just in time to hear Del’s cry cut through the air. Somehow I could still hear his voice as I strode onto the sand. “When your emotions are high, when you feel like you have something to protect, that’s when your abilities kick in, don’t they, Darcy?”

      The boys had obviously been told not to move for me, making me wonder how long this whole thing had been in play. They just looked up at me when I demanded they shift out of the way, thudding their swords against their shields like savage creatures. I growled out my disgust, then threw myself over the wall, landing in the inner circle.

      “By some freakish accident of birth, the one girl I need to help me win this fucking war is one born of the very people who seek to enslave us. One with no knowledge of what we are or love for our country,” Rath continued. “One content to play at queen in the prince’s citadel, but one without the balls to do what’s needed.”

      “Get away from him!” I snarled, shoving the boys aside and then landing on the sand beside a crumpled up Del.

      He vibrated with pain and anger, his whole body shaking as I scooped him up into my arms.

      “You care for this whelp. One boy from a place no one knows the name of. But what of all the other boys? The women and the children? And when the entire country going up in flames? You convinced me with your arguments. Callum is a product of a Strelae that has died, but he’s not willing to accept that. He’s going to take it back, back to the place it was before. Devoid of humans, Strelan and Granian both, and then he’ll find himself a queen of his sister’s blood from somewhere and place her on the throne.”

      I held Del close, too close, his body straining against my death grip, but I struggled with myself to let him go. Because as I did so, as I heard the ragged gasp of his breath, in my head it became the equally coarse caw of a raven. The sand of the training grounds gave away as we rose higher and higher, able to see perfectly now the path of destruction the Reavers had created in the forest, a raw and open wound in amongst all that green.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            38

          

        

      

    

    
      I didn’t know how I used my power. I wished I did, but as I screwed my eyes closed and focussed on my breathing and Del’s, I tried my best to reach out. Out of my mind, away from the Reavers and back to Del. Del, Del, Del, I thought over and over, and with that came a realisation. While the raven only showed me death and destruction, that was an easy thing, because it took very little effort to find evidence of ruin around you. But what I wanted was far more fragile: life, healing, health… love. My eyes flicked open, and that’s when I saw Gael crouched down beside me, those blue flames of healing in his hands.

      “This will hurt, lad, before it gets better, but it will get better, I promise you,” he told Del in a low voice. “You going to be able to tolerate that?”

      Just a sharp little nod from the boy, my grip loosening enough for him to wipe away the blood pouring from his nose, right before Gael laid his hands on the child’s arm.

      “Shh… shh… shh…” 

      I was a terrible fucking mother substitute, my tears bleeding through as I tried to soothe Del through the pain. But he thrashed against me, stiffening until his cries only came out as a strangled yelp, right before he went limp. When Del’s breathing had evened out, when he turned around and burrowed his face in the curve of my shoulder and I hugged him tight, that’s when Gael reached out and put his hand on my arm.

      “You can’t heal me,” I bit off. I dashed my tears away, furious at them, at every man here for causing them.

      “No,” Gael said with a slow nod, then took my hand. “I don’t suppose I can.”

      But the minute his hand connected with mine, something happened that never had before. Those flames reappeared, flaring hotter, brighter, forcing me to let go of Del so he could scramble back as they sought to consume me whole.

      “Gods, Darcy!” Weyland shouted, stumbling forward, but Gael didn’t move. His other hand gripped mine and together, we stood, each of us staring at the other.

      I’d felt the goddess’ power like a golden light, but this was something much hotter, harsher, in comparison. It felt like pinpricks formed all over my body, making me all too aware of where we connected.

      “Get them apart,” Dane ordered and Axe lumbered forward right as Rath barked a response.

      “No.”

      As if given permission, the flames flared higher and higher, swallowing the two of us now, encasing us in a great ball of flame.

      “I told you I’d give you everything,” Gael said, as I just stared, uncomprehending. “Everything I’ve got is yours, Darcy, so what’re you going to do with it?”

      Power, that’s what this was. The power to heal, to change destruction into wholeness, to protect and preserve life. I nodded, then smiled, even through the bite of his power, and then we turned and ran.

      Get away from the pups, the wolf inside me agreed. Their time will come, but not yet. The lost ones…

      She didn’t need to explain, because somehow I knew. We ran past the boys, then the older lads, until we found where the seasoned soldiers were training. They stopped what they were doing sure enough, and why wouldn’t they? It would be hard to keep your guard up when a man and woman swallowed by blue flames approached, though some tried.

      They flinched away when I touched them, low hisses and sharp grunts letting me know how it felt. Pain before it gets better, how well I knew that adage, though I spared a moment of sympathy for the men as they collapsed onto the ground, landing on all fours in one breath, taking fur in the next. We moved, Gael and I, weaving our way through the crowds, more pushing forward to be seen now, but they needn’t have. I could feel them, those who needed our touch. Fingers glided over arms, took hands, tangled fingers, touched brows, placed palms on bare biceps, even cupped a jaw or two. We moved and moved until I heard that beat again. 

      Rapid and thunderous, just like the boys had been when they were striking their shields, but becoming impossibly faster. I stumbled at my next stop, then felt my knees give out.

      “Darcy! Darcy! Get them apart, now!”

      “No…” I protested weakly, clawing at the air as Gael was torn away from me by Axe, Weyland swooping in to collect me.

      “It’s alright, lass,” he told me, which might have been a lot more convincing if his voice wasn’t shaking. “You did it. You did everything.”

      “So she did,” Rath said, appearing between us with a small smile. “I’ll be glad to report our progress to your father.”

      Dane’s sword was out of his scabbard and against the general’s throat before he could respond, leaving the man’s hands hovering impotently in the air.

      “You’ll be very careful about what you tell my father.” Command throbbed in Dane’s voice, cold and as impervious as ice. “If you tell him that tormenting my mate is what triggers her powers, you’ll not live through the night, that I can promise. No matter how good you think you are or how proficient your guards are, I’ll come and I’ll slit your fucking throat. You wanted more two-souled soldiers.”

      Masses of the newly turned clustered around Dane’s feet then, a huge pack of very alert wolves.

      “Well, who do you think they owe their loyalty to? Tell my father what he needs, that he has more soldiers, more to fight in the war, but no more than that. The most important person to protect is the Lady Darcy. Remember that.”

      He lowered his sword with a flourish, then put it back in his scabbard.

      “As you say, my prince,” Rath said, performing a very precise bow before turning to a now pale Gael who stood only with Axe’s assistance. His bow was slower, deeper now, showing my mate a level of respect that Gael seemed to resist, his head slowly shaking from one side to another. “But there are other soldiers we need to test, those not present here today.”

      “Of course there are,” Dane said wearily. “We will return in the morning to see what can be done, but not today.” He glanced at me, then Gael, almost warily. “The effect of this change, it must be gauged, a level of safety determined.”

      “It will be done, my prince.”

      “Del,” I croaked when we turned to leave. I pushed myself away from Weyland, scowling when I remembered his wholehearted support of the beatdown the boy had received. “I’m not leaving without Del. Jan as well, but Del…” I looked the training grounds over with new eyes, seeing the theatre of it. Rath’d had a theory today and he proved it with the little scenario he’d set up. “Anyone I care about will live inside the walls of the citadel, lest they be used as a”—my lips twisted—“catalyst for my power.”

      “Retrieve the boy,” Rath said to his aide.

      I watched the man run down the length of the training grounds, not looking away for a second when he reached the excited cluster of boys, nor when he returned with Del in hand. But if I’d expected this to be a joyous reunion, I was to be disappointed.

      Del looked at me with much the same fear and suspicion he had when we’d first met. His eyes flashed silvery, letting me know what his future was going to look like. Just like before, I knelt down, making myself smaller, less of a threat to him.

      “Darcy?” he said, the silver fading. “Are you…? Are you still the princess that’ll save us?”

      “I’ll save you,” I promised him, wrapping my arms around him when he came running over. “How would you like to come and live in a real life castle?”
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      I walked with Del somewhat awkwardly down the hallways of the citadel. What the hell did I know about raising a child? And I’d just ripped him away from Lannie, someone who actually did know how. Then there was Jan. How the hell was she going to cope being uprooted again, thrown in a draughty castle—?

      “I’m glad you took me with you.”

      My eyes jerked down and with that action came my focus. Del stared up at me wide eyed, a mixture of hope and need there, so completely unmasked. I stopped then, really paying attention, watching his hands dive into the pockets of his trews and then shift around in them.

      “I wanted you to when…”

      When we came back. When we brought him from Wildeford to the city.

      “Oh Del… I thought Lannie—”

      “She’s a nice lady. Real nice. I liked her house and her cooking. She always smelled nice and she gave really good hugs.”

      Gods, was that what I should be doing right now? I shuffled closer, wishing to hell Linnea or Nordred had bothered to give me some training here, because I had no skills to draw upon. 

      It turned out I didn’t need to. He threw himself at me, wrapping his arms around my waist, and I could feel the wiry strength there.

      “When you came and Prince Weyland… When you let us sleep in your bedroll… When you told us those stories…”

      “You know they weren’t real, right?” I said, stroking my hand through his hair and feeling a strange rush of emotion as I did so. Not desire or need, not fear or anger, but a kind of protectiveness that grew and grew.

      He is pack, my wolf decided.

      So he was. Nordred might not have taught me explicitly how to care for a child, but he had done so through role modelling. What would he have done with a young man like this, one that was obviously hurting? I rubbed my hand up and down his spine, trying to soothe him.

      “I’m not some princess with miraculous powers…” A flash of memory then, of that blue fire, sprang to mind, but I shoved that away. “I’m just Darcy.”

      “Will you look after us, Darcy? Me and Jan? If you give us a place to stay, we’ll be so good, I promise. We’ll—”

      “Del.” He looked up at me, eyes shining, full of determination and need. I stroked the floppy swoop of his too long hair out of his eyes and then nodded. I thought of my father and his inconsistently draconian standards and found my jaw began to lock. “You’ll have a place with us for as long as you need it and, while it’d be lovely if you were well behaved, being perfect all the time is too much to ask of most children. You’re with us because we care about you, Del, not because of anything you may or may not do.” I looked around me then, at the stone walls. “We didn’t have this place when I brought you to the city, so I couldn’t offer you a home, but I can now.”

      He let out the breath he’d been holding, relaxing as he leaned into me.

      “Now, I want you to meet some people.”

      

      “And who might this fine young man be?” Annis asked me as we walked into one of the rooms the refugees had repurposed as a common area. It was a large open space, so people could sit by the fire and read, or sew, or play cards, whatever they wanted to do, with company.

      “This is Del,” I said and then introduced him to all the women I knew at the table. He’d weaned himself off me, standing tall and nodding to each woman with an appropriate greeting.

      “You look to be the same age as my Jeremy,” one of the women said with an assessing gaze. “He’s over there teaching the young kids how to play knucklebones. You could join them if you like.”

      “Might be worth making some friends,” I said when he looked up at me. “I can’t be here all the time and there’s places I’ll need to go that you shouldn’t.” I shrugged. “If you don’t get on, you can come back here.”

      He nodded at that, moving off to the group of children clustered around the fire.

      “He’s a fine looking boy,” Annis said, watching him go with a slight smile. “And he’s yours.”

      “Not really,” I replied, taking a seat when it was offered to me. “We found him out in Wildeford when—”

      “He’s yours,” she insisted, her gaze warm and welcoming. “I’ve seen it before. A child in need of someone to care for them and a woman with her heart open enough to let them in. You’re a mother now.”

      “Yes, about that.” My hands shook slightly as I placed my elbows on the tabletop, something the other women noted, but only gently so, casting me small glances from over the top of their knitting or darning. “I have absolutely no idea how to be… that. I was an only child. I was raised to think I’d be married off to bear children, but…” I frowned slightly. “I swear we spent more time on fine embroidery than we did discussing child rearing.”

      I looked from one woman to the next, my heart sinking as I saw the amusement on each of their faces, even if their expressions were mild.

      “I don’t know how to do this. We left him with a lovely lady at the barracks and she’d already raised her own children, so surely she’d—”

      “Hush.”

      That, that hand on my arm, that utterly confident authority delivered in the softest of tones. I stared at Annis’ hand then, feeling a rush of jealousy the like of which I’d never felt before. Ever since I’d gotten to Strelae, it felt like I was expected to fulfil all these roles I was unprepared for, but this was the only one that really concerned me. Because I remembered being a motherless child, and a fatherless one, if I was honest with it. But I’d had Nordred, who’d stepped out from the shadows to provide me with the support, the patience and… the love, I realised that now, that I needed. But I was no legendary weapons master with the wisdom of the ages to draw upon. I was just me.

      “What do you think happens when a young lass bears a babe?” Annis asked me, her voice soft and sweet. “Do you think she looks at the wee puling scrap and knows exactly what to do with it? For the most part you’re just too bloody exhausted from the whole ordeal.”

      “And hurting. It felt like I’d been torn from my arsehole to my belly button,” one of the women chortled, her laughter only growing more raucous when my eyes widened.

      “Or half out of your mind with blood loss. Goodness, I bled so much, my Terrence had the priests called, just in case,” another said.

      “But baby care? We’re lucky, for the most part, as they seem to come with more sense than their mothers, rooting around for your nipple even if you’ve no idea why. They sort themselves out sure enough.” 

      Annis then looked over to the children playing together. Del had the knuckle bones now and was showing the children some more complex throws.

      “What they need is what everyone needs. Food, shelter, warmth, clothes, comfort.” She turned back to me. “Love.”

      “But what about discipline?” I said, blanching when I remembered my father’s favourite means of correction. I tried to see myself wielding a switch and saw that claws formed at the ends of my fingers as a result. “I’m not beating him. I don’t care what you say—”

      “Is that what they do to young ‘uns across the border?” Annis’ face fell into a expression it took me a moment to recognise: sympathy. “You beat your children?”

      “With a switch.” They stared at me in confusion. “You get the child to cut down a branch if you’re feeling especially vexed and then you…”

      My words faded as I heard a collective hiss come from the women, their eyes sliding to each other. I frowned then and loosened the ties on my shirt sufficiently so I could reveal part of my shoulder and that’s when I had my realisation confirmed.

      “That hasn’t happened to you,” I finished lamely. I studied each woman closely, looking for falsehoods even though my suspicions meshed with what I’d seen of Strelae. It was far from some lupine utopia, but…

      “I’d rather stripe me own back than do such a thing to one of my children,” one of the women said, going pale. “And if my Frank got ideas…” She shook her head decisively.

      “Husbands don’t beat their wives either, I’m guessing.” I let out a hopeless little laugh that no doubt made me appear unhinged, so I spent an inordinate amount relacing my shirt. None of my mates had seemed inclined to raise their hands to me so my supposition made sense. “So how does one ensure a child grows up right?”

      “Children aren’t good at predicting the consequences of their action,” Annis told me, reaching over and giving my hand a squeeze. “Watch baby Jane over there.”

      “Urgh… that girl…” Her mother got to her feet and hurried over as the child crawled slowly and ponderously towards the fire.

      “To her the fire is pleasantly warm, bright and always moving,” Annis said, watching them. “So, of course, she wants to touch it. She has no idea what will happen if she’s allowed to do just that.”

      Her mother swept her baby up into her arms, doing so in a way that meant that as the child began to fuss, her mother tossed her up in the air for a second, then tucked her in tight for a cuddle.

      “Some things you can let a child learn from their mistakes.”

      Annis’ focus shifted to the children playing knuckle bones. One of the younger ones was trying to achieve some of the most complex manoeuvres the older boys had shown him. He failed miserably the first time, and the second, his face screwing up in frustration. Her eyes slid back to me.

      “Other things will scar them indelibly if you let them have their heads. Knowing the difference is the easy part for an adult. Finding a way to communicate that in a way that steers the child in the right direction, without hurting or harming them, just as much as letting a baby touch the flames would. That’s harder.”

      There was a gentle chorus of agreement from the other ladies.

      “Use a soft hand,” Annis advised.

      “You were so good with us when you were teaching us swordplay, milady,” one of the women said earnestly. “I’m all thumbs with a weapon in my hand, but you didn’t scold me or ridicule.”

      “No, of course not,” I replied. “I would never. No one learns well that way.”

      “And who taught you that? Not the man who left his mark on your body,” Annis said with a long look. “Someone else, I’m thinking.”

      I nodded slowly at that.

      “All you can do is try, knowing all the while you’ll get it wrong sometimes and right at others. There are no shortcuts, no sage advice we can impart, but you’re welcome at our table anytime to discuss any concerns you have,” Annis said finally, patting my hand before letting it go.

      I got to my feet slowly then, thinking as I moved as to how to proceed. We’d upended Del’s life on him, again, after the Reavers did such a smashing job of the same. He’d have to be worried about Jan, about living here, about being my ward. I nodded to the ladies and then walked over to the fireside, dropping down to sit by Del.

      “How’s the game going?” He glanced up, taking a few seconds to see me, his focus on the knuckle bones. 

      “Del’s a devil with the bones,” Jeremy said, and I watched the boy in question flush. “We’re going over to see the guards train later,” Jeremy told Del. “Well, me and the older boys. They said they might teach us swordplay.”

      Del shook his head slowly, letting out a puff of breath. “It’s not quite as exciting as it seems. It’s a lot of drills.”

      “You’ve received training?” Jeremy’s tone rose, but he tried to smother his response, not wanting to betray his eagerness. 

      “A bit. I was living in the barracks so I got put in with the squires.”

      “Squires, cor…!”

      “I can show you what I learned, but it isn’t much.” Del shrugged then, a picture of nonchalance.

      I chuckled and leant over to ruffle his hair. “He’s actually bloody good. He put a lad on his arse before, in front of all of his peers.”

      “Did you really, Del? How did you…?”

      He blinked as he was bombarded by questions from the other children.

      “Did you want to go out to the training grounds and show them what you know?” 

      Gods, I could feel the hand of Nordred on my shoulder then, firm and steering me in the right direction, and for a moment I felt a surge of confidence, right before I remembered what had happened today. I blinked, ready to backtrack, not wanting to add to the trauma the boy had already experienced, unable to believe I’d stumbled so quickly in this.

      “Will you come?” Del asked me shyly.

      I just stared at him then, seeing the fragile trust there, along with a ravenous need. He was a child as much as he was a young man, and both needed for there to be a caring, observant adult in his life, just as I had needed the same.

      “Of course,” I replied, then jerked my eyes away to look at the others. “You can’t go onto the training grounds without an adult to supervise. The weapons may be wooden, but they can still hurt you.”

      “We were taught about the proper ways to wield wooden weapons,” Del told the other children. “I can show you.”

      At that we all got to our feet, the other children rushing off to parents or caregivers, seeking permission to come with us.

      “Is this going to be alright?” I asked Del quietly, mindful of the fact a young man doesn’t like to have his vulnerabilities paraded in front of others. “You had a tough day today.”

      “But you came.” Gods, when I looked at him now, I’d never felt so scared. Del didn’t mask a thing behind ennui or sarcasm, instead showing everything he felt on his face. “You’ll do that, won’t you, Darcy? You’ll come when we need you?”

      “Always,” I croaked, and that’s when I had my first lesson as a parent. I felt doubt and fear and wondered how the hell I’d ever be able to live up to the promise I just made, but I made it anyway, because that’s what he needed to hear. And in doing so, I’d entered into a bargain, one I’d fight hard to uphold, no matter what it took.

      The children rushed back and with all their spontaneity and openness, they flung their arms around my legs and Del’s, taking my hand so I might lead them onto the practise battleground.
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      “So you need to hold… No, not like that.” I smiled as I watched a somewhat harried Del try to wrangle the crowd of children. He strove to show them what to do, stop them from whacking each other and anything else they could with the flats of their wooden daggers or swords, while trying to create order. I was about to step in, but wanted to let him have his moment first.

      “Looks like he’s found his place with the citadel children.” I turned to see Dane was standing at my shoulder, watching the children with a small smile. “I admit, I like it better, him being here rather than in the barracks.”

      “Really?” I let out a great gusty sigh of relief. “I didn’t know what you’d think or say and I didn’t even ask and—”

      He stopped the stream of words by pulling me into him and holding me close, and I felt the instinctual comfort that comes from being held by someone you care about.

      “When I said you were my queen, I meant it. I expect you to make decisions and us to follow them, within reason.” I snorted at that. Dane was ever the politician. “Seek our advice or don’t, but I will support whatever you decide, especially when it is in the best interest of our people.”

      “You’ll need to explain to me what the hell ‘seasoning’ a child is and how that’s in the best interest of Strelan soldiers. I didn’t like what happened to Del on the training grounds,” I said, pulling away with a frown, but before Dane could reply, Del barked an order and I looked back around at him to see all of the children stop their chatter and their antics, focussing on him.

      “There are some acts of cruelty that go unremarked,” Dane replied, “unexamined until you are forced to reconsider them.” We watched Del set the children up in a ragged line, correcting their placement and form in a way that made all too much sense. Discipline first, Nordred had always said, training second. “The process of turning a boy into a man is often a harsh one. Why would he loosen his mother’s apron strings and step away from all that comfort? Why would he choose the hard life of a soldier? Now that I bother to think about it, it’s like the cracking of an egg, breaking the shell of motherly concern and love and forcing the boy to take a step beyond.”

      He frowned then, staring at the children, but not really seeing them, it seemed to me.

      “But when I saw the process play out again, this time with a child I’d seen pulled out of death and destruction…” His brows creased, his gaze sharpening. “I know what we must prepare our men for. It’s blood and shit and pain. They’re going to fight in a war, Darcy. If it goes on for long enough, Del may be one of them. How do we ready them for that? There’s no softness to be found on the battlefield. Not one bit.”

      “Men.” We turned abruptly to see a familiar female figure standing next to us, having appeared from nowhere. Pepin grinned in response. “You are so caught up in the fostering and building of strength, you need to be careful that that, in itself, doesn’t become a weakness. You want to be strong like an oak but, in a hard enough wind, that mighty tree is uprooted and tipped over.” 

      Her form shifted then, her limbs becoming more slender, her wolf headdress forming to cover her eyes.

      “You could be more like women. Reeds that bend with the wind, not break.”

      “And are you here to teach Darcy how to do that?” Dane’s voice was crisp and cool. “You said you’d train her how to use her powers, and yet we seem to be stumbling from one discovery to the next.”

      The Maiden faded away to be replaced by Pepin and she stared at the two of us. Her eyes seemed to soak all of the details of us in, her mouth twisting in a wistful smile.

      “I did, didn’t I? I’d intended to.”

      “Why are you talking in past tense?” I said with a frown.

      “You found your power today. That’s good. Each one of your consorts will bring something to you, a power base you can use. Keep exploring that.”

      “Pepin, what do you mean you had intended to,” Dane growled. “We are feeling around, blind in the darkness while Callum…” He let out a hiss of breath. “War is coming.”

      “It is. It’s already here and it’s you that are the key to winning or losing. I knew that, was going to work with you…” She shook her head and then looked back to the children. “You’re not mine to command or help anymore.”

      “What?” I said.

      “You don’t belong to me.”

      “Why? Because I took my mates? Because I had…” I lowered my tones as I heard the children chatter. “Because I am no longer a virgin.”

      “I told you, a small membrane doesn’t mean much to me either way,” she said. “The Wolf Maidens are mine not because they are virgins.” Pepin’s focus shifted to where Selene and two of her pack were walking towards us. “Many of their number find love amongst their own order.” 

      I blinked at that, then studied the three of them more closely, noting how Orsha was barely a hand’s breadth away from Selene, their fingers grazing against each other’s as they walked.

      “But they find love in a way that precludes their role from evolving.”

      “They don’t become mothers,” Dane said, his eyes beginning to flick back and forth as his mind raced. “Without men, they don’t bear children.”

      Pepin nodded at Del’s ragged unit of new recruits, smiling as he got them all to attempt their first strike.

      “I did what I could for you, Darcy. I sent Nordred to you. I made sure he trained you to the best of his ability, prepared you for what’s to come. There was more. There’s always more, but you’ll need to get that from her, not me.” She turned then, her eyes shining as she gave me a crooked smile. “You’re a mother now and so you fall under her jurisdiction. Seek her out to learn what you need to, because I can’t give you that.”

      “Gods, Pepin, you can’t mean—!”

      Any protest Dane might want to make was cut off at the knees as the maiden goddess faded, like a long held memory. I just stared at the space she’d occupied, unable to process what I’d just heard. 

      “Afternoon,” Selene said. “Heard there was a bit of an incident at the barracks. You know it would be good to know when you’re in town and what you’re doing. We’re trying to respect the fact that a new pack needs space but—”

      “Mother…” The Maiden frowned as the words escaped me. “I need the Mother.”

      “Your mother?” Selene asked with a frown.

      “No,” Dane said with a shake of his head. “The Mother.”

      

      “We should go to Mother Aeve then,” Selene said decisively. “Anything to do with the triple goddess she will know.”

      “No.” I shook my head slowly, forcing my eyes up to watch Del march up and down his line of soldiers, smiling slightly when I saw the other children watching him intently. “The keys, Dane.”

      “You mean…?” He detached the bunch of them from his belt. “How do we find it? I can’t even remember how we got there when Pepin took us.”

      “Pepin? Took you where?” Selene said, her voice rising.

      But I just grabbed the keys, sorting through them until I found the right one and that’s when it happened. A familiar golden light filled my head.

      “I know where to go,” I said. “Del?” The boy’s head jerked up and he jogged over to us. “I have to go… somewhere in the castle—”

      “Can I come?” His question was swift, his focus entirely trained on me. I flushed, remembering what happened last time and Dane shook his head slowly behind the boy’s back.

      “Where I need to go—”

      “Please, Darcy. I’ll be good, I promise. I won’t make a sound.”

      “Now, lad—” Dane started to say.

      “Of course.” 

      I was probably being a very bad parent, conceding to his every wish, but right now I couldn’t seem to care. I couldn’t look into his face and see that yearning there, I just couldn’t. I was personalising everything, seeing my own pain when I’d been forced to go back inside the keep, right when I was begging Nordred to stay with him. So I turned to Selene.

      “Can you watch the other children?” I asked. “Or take them back to their parents?”

      “Nala can,” she said, nodding to the other woman standing at her side. The Maiden nodded and then went over to the children, clapping her hands to get order. “Wherever you’re going, I think I’m going to want to see it.”

      Just as before, we walked through the labyrinthine halls of the citadel, going down fights of steps, then twisting and turning until we found the same tunnel.

      “This is hewn from the rock itself,” Selene said, running her hands across the walls. “This must pre-date the citadel.”

      “I suspect what you’re about to see is old as the rocks themselves in Strelae,” Dane said as I walked up to the door. I traced a finger over the metal banding, the key finding the locks on easily. The clicks of the tumblers seemed to resonate out into the air, signifying something. Then I pushed the door open.

      “By the goddess…” Selene gasped as we walked into the crystal cave.

      “By the goddess, indeed.” Dane was trying for calm, but something tremulous, vulnerable swelled up. 

      I heard Selene and Orsha exclaim over the figure of the Maiden, rapid prayers escaping their lips as they drew closer, but I walked past. It seemed that Pepin was right. I had moved beyond my maidenly freedom and onto something else.

      It felt like I could hear the wind’s whisper in my ears as I came to stand before the next statue, but not for long. As I stared into that blind face, my knees gave out, dropping me down before her feet. The priests would have had me hung, drawn and quartered for this, a Granian girl making obeisance before a Strelan goddess, but that’s not how it felt. Del fell down beside me, muttering some little prayer, obviously much practised, and when he gasped, I knew he felt it too. 

      A hand on the back of the neck, warm and welcoming, followed quickly by a rush of the most terrible sweetness.

      “Mum?” Del’s voice grew reedy and thin. “Mummy?”

      My eyes fell closed then as I was swept away into all that gold light.
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      “Are you going to tell us a story?”

      

      After we returned from the cave, Lannie had arrived to bring Jan to us. I’d apologised for the disruption but she’d just brushed my protests away with a smile.

      “The children need to go where they’ll be happiest.” She’d nodded to me. “I was just waiting for you to realise that’s with you.”

      So we’d ensured they had baths and a hearty dinner with us and all the other occupants of the citadel, Jan delighting in the variety of delicious foods. And Del? Well, he watched his sister with an eagle eye, mentioning that she might put some vegetables on her plate as well as rich meats and sauces. Then, once I’d found a bedroom close to ours that the children approved of, Weyland and I had gotten them into bed.

      “Can we have a story, please?” Jan tucked her hands up under her chin and fluttered her eyelashes in a way that made the two of us laugh.

      “What do you think?” Weyland asked me, settling into a nearby chair. “Another tale of the princess with the two swords?”

      “Ah…” Ever since I’d walked out of the cave, what I’d seen had clouded, crowded my mind. I’d been doing what I needed to, moving through the motions, but now? “I think I’m going to tell you a different story. The story of a queen.”

      “Does she save everyone?” Del asked with a wrinkled forehead. “If it’s one of those kissing stories…”

      “There’s kissing,” I admitted, seeing, feeling the memories that had been shared with me. “But yes, she saves everyone, just in a way that’s a little harder to understand. It’s a good story, I think.” I blinked, coming back to the room and seeing the children’s expectant expressions and Weyland’s slightly quizzical one. “Shall I tell it to you?”

      “I think we can listen to what Darcy has to tell us, can’t we?” Weyland prompted and the two children nodded from the two single beds they’d been tucked into.

      “Once upon a time, there was a queen…” I started.

      

      Eleanor got out of bed even before the maids appeared to wake her. She was in front of her mirror, making sure her hair was styled symmetrically, when her lady’s maid arrived.

      “Oh, Your Majesty!” The woman dropped down into a deep curtsey. “I would’ve done that for you.”

      “And better than I have, I dare say,” Eleanor replied with a rueful smile. “Do I look a fright, Maisie?”

      “Never, my queen,” the maid said, a politic response, but there was enough earnestness in her tone to reassure the queen. “You do look beautiful, if I may say.”

      “You may.” Eleanor shot the maid and impish smile, and the woman smiled back. She’d been seeing to Eleanor’s dress and hair since she was old enough to pin it up. “Though, if I could suggest the dark blue dress?” 

      The maid hurried over to the royal wardrobe, seeming to know the queen was in a hurry and when she pulled out the rich blue velvet gown, Eleanor paused. 

      “The blue will do such beautiful things for your eyes and skin. You are already so lovely, but this will make you radiant.”

      Radiant was surely the order for the day. Eleanor’s hands twisted in her own grip and then she nodded, turning around so the maid might undo the many tiny buttons on her gown. She’d struggled with them herself, forced to contort herself at first, then had needed to use this hook designed for the exact purpose of getting the gown on. Now all her hard work was undone quickly, the maid removing the dress she was wearing, then helping her into the blue.

      “You don’t think this is too grand?” Eleanor asked, smoothing her hands over the soft folds of fabric.

      “You’re the queen, Majesty. What could be too grand for you? I know you’ve lived in your grandmother’s shadow for some time…” The maid’s voice trailed away, seeming to realise belatedly she was over-stepping, but when she finally turned to inspect the queen, having done up every button, she nodded. “But you rule Strelae now. You could wear a hessian bag and the ladies of court would be down at the potato seller’s gate, demanding him hand over his sacks for dresses, before the sun went down.”

      “Hardly.” But Eleanor shot her a shy smile. “And you’re right. Grandmother threw a long shadow.” Her spine straightened then, becoming the perfect posture of a trained princess. “But she is gone to the Morrigan’s embrace and I am queen. Thank you, Maisie.”

      “Of course, my queen.”

      As her maid sank into a curtsey, Eleanor hurried out the door and down the hallway, only slowing her steps when she came across other courtiers. She inclined her head gracefully at every greeting and bow, cursing them silently in her head, until she reached the doorway of the dining hall, and that’s when she saw him.

      This had been a strange part of what I’d seen while in the cave. The sight of Nordred looking so young was always a surprise to me, but it was more than that. She gazed upon the man with the kind of commitment and dedication and warmth I knew well, but in my case they were emotions I held for my mates, not for the man who had trained me. Eleanor loved Nordred as a woman loves the man she wants to spend her life with. Through her lashes she watched the way his hands moved when he spoke to her brother, the mobile shift of his lips, the flash of his eyes when a topic interested him, the broad expanse of his shoulders.

      I blinked then, coming back to the room. I wasn’t telling the children what I’d seen as I’d seen it. I couldn’t. Like all fairy tales, an adult reality was nestled in a bed of simple language and black and white concepts.

      “The queen was in love with her court wizard,” I told the children.

      “Do they get married?” Jan asked excitedly. “Do they live happily ever after?” But Del shook his head.

      “She can’t.” He looked back at me, a more mature understanding there. “This is the old queen. She had to find a pack to mate with, for the good of the country.”

      “So she can’t marry the person she loves?” Jan’s face fell, making me reconsider telling this story, but somehow it needed to come out.

      “Queens often can’t. The highborn, they marry for connections and power, not love,” Del told her.

      “Well, I don’t want to be a princess then.” Jan’s arms crossed her chest firmly. “I don’t want to have to marry some stinky pack.”

      “I promise you, Princess Jan,” Weyland said with a grin, “that I will fight for your honour and not let anyone force you to marry any man you don’t want to.” She seemed mollified by that, beaming back at him. “And anyway, not all princesses marry stinky old men who bring with them alliances and money.” He looked back at me, that smile softening somewhat. “Princess Darcy is my mate.”

      “So you love Darcy?” Jan asked in a familiar sing song voice. For children, admitting you love someone romantically was always a target for derision.  Weyland did not respond right away. He didn’t look away from me for a second, his gaze intent, before he replied.

      “More than anything else in the world. She’s everything to me.”

      Jan swooned dramatically, flopping back onto her pillow, even as Del made exaggerated retching sounds, which made the two of us adults smile.

      “So on with the story,” I said and the two children quietened. “The queen was in love with her wizard and she was not allowed to be.”

      

      Eleanor had read her fill of forbidden love when still a girl, swept away in circuitous tales of desire and betrayal, but she’d realised the authors had missed a key detail about the whole thing. The sheer torturous pleasure of it all. The very definition of bittersweet. She longed for Nordred with every beat of her heart, even as her head told her very firmly how terrible a decision it would be to act on this. Good sense was probably not enough to keep her away from her heart’s desire.

      “Ah, Eleanor,” Callum said, getting to his feet, Nordred doing the same, the two of them bowing to her as she approached, her brother vacating the seat at the top of the table. “How are we this morning, sister?”

      There was also the inconvenient fact that her feelings were not returned. After she acknowledged her brother and told him she had slept quite well, her focus shifted to Nordred. 

      “Good morning, Your Majesty.”

      Always so proper and precise, Eleanor listened to every intonation, searching for something, anything within his words that might indicate he shared her feelings.

      “You look a picture of loveliness.”

      Her breath stuttered in her chest at that, a silence stretching on and on as the two men waited for her to respond. Her hand fluttered, coming to rest on her breasts, which could at least be passed off as maidenly modesty, though that was hardly fitting for a queen. She could almost hear her grandmother’s sharp admonitions at that.

      “Thank you,” she croaked out finally. “Maisie persuaded me that velvet was suitable breakfast wear.”

      “She has a good eye.” Callum eyed his sister like he would a horse at market. “Those packs from the northern regions are coming down to meet with you today. If one of them meets with your approval, they will be an asset in the war. They control much of the iron ore mines in that area.”

      “You’ll sell me off so cheaply, brother?” All the sharpness, keenness that her grandmother had sought to instil in her came rushing back as she swept her skirts underneath her and sat down in her chair, elbows placed on the table without a care for decorum. “Don’t forget that we receive a good portion of that ore by way of taxes.”

      “So we do.” Callum nodded. “But imagine what we could do with more. But if it’s not a northerner you’re looking for…?”

      Callum was always fishing for what kind of man she was looking for, unable to rest while she remained unmated. Since her grandmother had died, he seemed to see it his personal duty to see her tied to a group of men.

      “The queen will announce that, when the gods reveal her true mates to her, surely,” Nordred said, his voice perfectly even, betraying a slightly chiding edge to what he’d said.

      “Have they?” Callum’s blue eyes bore into hers. “You realise that the longer you wait, the more vulnerable you leave us. When you’re mated, when you’ve birthed a daughter…”

      The gods already had, damn their bloody eyes, because when her heart quickened in the way she had been taught it should, it hadn’t been for a group of lordlings or even a squad of staunch soldiers, men who her brother and the other men would support as consorts. She stared openly across the table at her closest advisor and he met her gaze with a cool kind of equanimity.

      She was cursed somehow, she knew that. Any single man in Strelae would’ve been honoured if she’d given herself to him, everyone but Nordred, apparently. He maintained his position at court by standing apart from all of the factional fighting, while remaining informed of every bit of it. He was just a man, a single man, and a queen needed far more than even a famed wizard like Nordred at her back. Her pack was her power base: both literally, when she drew power and abilities from them, and politically, in the alliances they brought to the throne. 

      

      “So her brother wanted her to marry someone for power?” Jan asked, then looked askance at Del. “You better not try that on with me when I’m a woman grown.”

      “If you find a man who’s willing to take you on, he’ll have my blessing,” Del huffed.

      “I might be two-souled,” she shot back. “I might have true mates and a pack.”

      I remembered the silvery shine in Del’s eyes and wondered at how being two-souled worked.

      “Then you’ll become one of the Maidens,” Del replied.

      “Not necessarily.” The two of them looked at me. “I’m two-souled. So are many of the women at court.”

      “See! I’ll be Princess Janice for sure, with gold and riches…”

      “But what happened to Eleanor?” Del asked, and I had to smile at his curiosity. “Did she find love with Nordred the Wise?”

      “That’s a story for another night,” I said, going to get up.

      “But you just started!” Jan whined. “I want to know more.”

      “Go to sleep, princess,” Weyland said, rising to press a kiss to the girl’s forehead. “A grand lady needs her beauty rest.”

      “She’ll be sleeping for a year if it’s to make her pretty,” Del sniped.

      “Be nice to your sister,” I said, ruffling his hair.

      He looked up at me then, and I wondered who he saw: me or his real mother. I was sure he’d been told the same so many times before, but for some reason he just stared up at me. His hands moved to reach for me before he stopped himself. I shook my head and swept in, wrapping him in a tight hug, and he clutched me back.

      “I’m just down the hall if you need me, the pack as well. You’re safe here,” I whispered, and he just nodded.

      “I’ll leave a lamp burning here, so if you wake up in the night, you’ll know where you are,” Weyland said, setting it down on the table between the two beds.

      

      I’d expected the children to want more of the story, but when we got out into the hall, I felt Weyland’s eyes upon me, and I realised he was intrigued as well. The two Wolf Maidens, Dane and I had stumbled out of the cave, back into the citadel to find the three of them had been looking for us. Selene and Orsha had been babbling about what they’d seen of the Maiden, but me? I was quiet, still and that had drawn my pack’s attention.

      

      “So why were you telling the children a story about Queen Eleanor?” he asked me, reaching up and grabbing my arm when I went to brush past him, then drawing me closer when I remained quiet. “Darcy? What’s going on?”

      I told him about Pepin, about her declaration and advice, about how I’d been able to find the cave without help, stumbling into the Mother’s cave. But then as I’d knelt at her feet, ready to receive all of her wisdom, all I’d got was the old queen’s story.

      “That… It doesn’t help us to understand how to use your powers at all. Damn, Pepin! Eleanor didn’t even take a pack. She went across the border, sued for peace and part of the terms were she would become the Granian queen.”

      “What?”

      I searched Weyland’s face then for more answers, because what he had just said was something I’d never heard before.

      “Don’t they teach you that in your Granian history books?” he said, his smile twisting. “Don’t they like to acknowledge that within the royal lineage of Grania lies filthy wargen blood?”

      Girls all over Grania… Just like you… I heard Nordred’s words again, echoing in my head.

      “I thought you knew. It’s how we were able to explain you. Somewhere in your family tree is someone who intermarried with one of the queen’s get. A small fragment of wargen blood, passed down over and over until…”

      Me. Until me.

      “So why is she showing me this?” This was more plea to a goddess than question for Weyland. “Why am I seeing the queen’s story? We know what happened.” I glanced up at him with a frown. “I could read one of your history books and get the truth of that in a few hours.”

      “You’ll have to go back again, into the cave. Visions from the gods are always hazy.” He shook his head. “Everything I’ve ever read or heard suggests they like to amuse themselves giving us vague prophecies and incomprehensible visions.”

      “But not right now.”

      We both turned to see Gael standing there.

      “She can go down to the caves tomorrow. We all can. But now, we sleep.”

      “Now, we got to bed, you mean.” I let out a little yelp as Weyland swept me into his arms. “I’ve had a very particular scenario burning in my mind since the moment we found out you were our mate.”

      “I keep thinking at some point you’re going to learn to share your toys,” Gael said with a sigh. “And yet I am constantly disappointed.”

      “Oh, how you wound me, brother. Sharing was exactly what I had in mind.”

      

      Did all mothers struggle to disconnect from caring for the children to focus on being here and present for their mates? I did, but not for long. As the two of them laid me down on the bed, our clothes disappearing seconds later, they brought my attention right back to the here and now. Then Axe emerged from the bathroom, a splendid figure clad only in a drying cloth and runnels of water.

      “Mind if I watch?” he asked in a low rumble, his fangs flashing in the dim light. “I do like to see you two destroying her with pleasure.”

      “Please,” I gasped, leaning forward and claiming his mouth as he drew closer.
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      Late at night, as I slept tangled in the arms of three of my mates, right when my guard was down, she came.

      In my dreams I saw a great field of wheat, the golden heads shifting now as a storm built. The sky turned from sky blue to dark, to purple, the crowds roiling above me, and I was helpless to do anything but watch. I felt the wind on my face, tugging at my hair, riffling through the crops. It became fingers, pulling me hither and thither, but without purpose, until she spoke.

      Come.

      Just one word, but with the logic of dreams I found her presence immediately. A woman stood amongst the field dressed in conventional peasant garb: a drab cotton blouse and skirt. She stared at me with all the weight of her years. She was still young, as evidenced by the lack of grey in her hair, the straightness of her spine, but yet… There was something in her eyes that went beyond the fine lines that had formed at the corners, beyond the pursing of her lips. Thunder rumbled above me, full of a sinister portent I’d never felt before when out under a storming sky. When I was a child, we’d claimed it was Hrist, god of battle, hammering away at his anvil, making more weapons to keep Grania strong, but I didn’t believe that now. I scoured my eyes across the dark masses hanging above us, felt the chill of the coming rain on my skin.

      Come.

      Her voice was gentler now, and familiar. My eyes jerked down and at the sight of her I took several steps forward without even thinking. Sweet and wreathed in golden light, looking every inch a goddess, there she was.

      “Mother?” I said, blinking, blinking, because this woman seemed hazy somehow, like my eyes couldn’t focus on her properly. “Mum?”

      She reached out then, extending one perfectly pale hand, and I stumbled into the wheat after her. But the thunder grumbled out its warning, forcing my eyes up in time to see the dark birds whirling above. And when I glanced back down, she was gone again.

      I stood there in this bloody wheat field, looking around me in alarm, feeling my real, actual body shift and turn in our bed, strong arms reaching out to hold me close. But I fought his grip, their grip, because didn’t they know? Couldn’t they see? I needed her.

      Come.

      Another command, one I would’ve obeyed willingly if it had the promise of bringing me another moment with my mother, but it didn’t. I froze when I saw who stood before me, a much harsher voice ringing in my ears.

      It was the same woman as before, the one in the homespun cotton, a kerchief in her hair, but it was what was under her hand that had me stiffening. I moved like a wolf facing a challenge, every muscle locked down and vibrating with repressed power as my eyes raked over a younger Del. A boy with eyes wide with fear, something he was trying to repress if the stark lines in his face were anything to go by. A boy who pleaded mutely for me to come get him.

      I moved in a run then, feeling my wolf soul take over. She planted my feet, moved my legs in the long, effortless lope of her kind, bringing me closer and closer. Except, in the way of dreams, I actually didn’t make any ground towards them. I pulled up as the thunder growled its response like a dark laugh that mocked my efforts to do exactly as I was asked.

      The voice told me to come and I was trying. I shook my head, feeling my real body stiffen, my mind beginning to pull away from this confusing dream. But the figures in my dream wouldn’t allow that.

      “Come, Darcy. You promised!” Del’s cry sliced through me so thoroughly it was as if a knife blade of lightning had struck me from above.

      “I’m coming! Del, I’m coming!” I shouted, in my dream, in reality.

      “Darcy?” 

      A groggy voice that had no place here threatened to tear the dream to tatters, so that I was forced to hold the pieces together. I had to stay in the dream, because there on the horizon I sensed a dark presence lurking. Pieces of the darkness filtered through the trees in the forest that ran along the edges of the field, bleeding out like a foul blight, ready to poison the land. And he came with them.

      Prince Callum. It was easy now to see his noble lineage. Had any commoner sat a horse with such a proud bearing? Had any peasant surveyed the plain before us with an eminently possessive eye? He saw this, all of this as his and he was here to take it back. Then his focus shifted.

      Thunder rolled and lightning cracked as those sharp blue eyes narrowed down on Del and his mother. His true mother.

      “No…” I whined that like a child, because that’s what I felt like right now. A helpless participant, one forced to just stand by and watch. Callum made one small gesture with his hands and then his Reavers threw back their heads, to a man, howling their intent to the skies, right before they leapt forward. 

      “No!” I barked, slapping my hands down on my hips to reach for my swords, but I didn’t find them.

      One hand landed on the voluminous folds of homespun cotton, the other was squeezed tight by Del as he shrank into me.

      “Darcy…” he ground out between locked down teeth. “Mum…”

      Dreams can be torture, our subconscious minds shifting and turning, stripping us of every means of agency, reviving the moments of helplessness experienced during the day. But I wasn’t helpless. I thrust Del behind me, feeling my chest fill with a golden light, one which mimicked the ragged bolts of lightning above, sucking in a breath full of electrically charged air in one moment, then calling my beast to me in the next.

      Come.

      She stood there before me, before the Reavers, a golden beacon, with all of the same opulent white carved curves of the statue and more. She was tall, in the way that all our mothers appear to be to us when we are children. She was immense in her power, her reach the whole world. And she stared down at me with a terrible intensity, so bright my eyes streamed tears with the effort of it.

      Come and serve me, she ordered. Or lose it all.

      Del was no longer in my grip, suddenly appearing in the vulnerable open space between the Reavers and me. He turned to run then, but when he did, he wasn’t alone. Children everywhere ran towards me, along with their parents. Old people and young, men and women, but even as they sprinted, using every muscle in their bodies, the Reavers were faster.

      “No!” I shouted, trying to move, trying to shift, trying to fucking do something and failing, failing, because I was rooted to the spot. I looked down in alarm, seeing a familiar carved rock plinth locking my feet down, a scattering of bowls, ceramic and stone, arrayed about my feet. 

      I tried to pull free but my limbs felt heavy and laden down, the beat of my heart slowing rather than speeding up, as cold, cold stone pumped through my veins rather than hot blood.

      Is this what she is forced to do? I thought, right before my brain was solidified too. Watch the world’s pain?

      And so I was made to watch a massacre play out, my only salvation coming from the fact that I saw everything. The tearing apart of my people, turned from living, breathing, loving human beings into riven flesh by a bastard prince ruled by death dreams fed to him by a raven that perched on his shoulder. But also this. 

      I marked all the geographical features of the place with a cold, stony precision so that when the dream finally released its hold on me, I was able to spill them all out to my mates who were crouched on the bed around me, staring at me in horror. But once I’d solidified the observations by uttering them, I was up and out of the bed, wrapping a robe around me before I sprinted down the hall.

      “Darcy…!” Gael hissed as I went to the children’s door, cracking it open, my eyes raking over the small lumps under the covers, illuminated by Weyland’s lamp. I crept inside, silent as a thief, and then sidled up to each bed, unable to move until I heard the gentle whistle of Jan and Del’s breaths. For precious seconds I just stared, soaking the peace; them in. But I wouldn’t be allowed that for long, would I? Not with what I knew. 

      Was it a true vision? I didn’t know and wouldn’t until I was there, so I turned on my heel and ran out of the room, winding my way down the hallways, my mates in pursuit, my name on their lips until I reached Dane’s office door. As I placed a hand on the wood, Weyland snapped, “What the hell is going on, Darcy? You had a nightmare?”

      “She had a vision,” Axe said grimly, nodding slowly.

      I replied by opening the door to find Dane asleep, his head resting on the desk. I wanted to leave him like that, to give him a few more hours of peace, but then I saw the massacre playing out over and over.

      “Dane?”

      His head jerked up and for a moment he just stared at me, blind and unseeing, though not for long. Whatever meticulous, controlling mindset ruled my love, it snapped back in place the minute he awoke fully and saw the state I was in.

      “What?” he barked. “What did you see?”

      In halting bursts, I repeated all the observations I’d made, my mates helping supply some that I’d started to forget, the dream falling apart in my hands already. That’s when Dane looked down at his desk. A map of Strelae was spread out across the top of it with little markers peppering the landscape.

      “Are these…? Are these where they’ve attacked?” I asked in a faint voice.

      He shook his head. “Strategic places where they’re likely to. Father had me working on it, but…” His finger slid over the map, tipping markers on their side as he rejected them, one after another until it settled on one place.

      “Ironhaven?” Weyland said, leaning over to consult the map. “Gods, that’s one of our major manufacturing towns.”

      “And the perfect place for a Reaver prince to set up a permanent camp,” Dane said grimly. “He’ll be able to capture the local populace and get them working around the clock, arming his men.” He looked up at us. “The one advantage we had up till now was that his men don’t fight with weapons.”

      He jerked himself to his feet.

      “We have to go and wake Father.”
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      “I want to come with you,” Del demanded as I moved around my room, packing clothes and anything else I might need.

      “Del—”

      “I can fight.”

      “Del…” I shivered when I saw the younger version of him being torn apart in my dreams. “You can fight, but I’m not taking you into a bloody battlefield.”

      “The other boys will go,” he said, his chin jerking up in a way that was all too familiar. I’d done the same when I was his age, though not with my father. 

      “The older squires,” I replied, “and they won’t get within ten feet of the battlefield. It’ll be boring as hell, or terrifying if the bloody Reavers break through our line.” Gods. I paused then, watching his face go white. “Del, I need you here.”

      “But—”

      “Who do I have? Who can I trust to look out for Jan?” I felt like the worst kind of person as I pulled every string I had to make the boy see my side of things. “Because if we fail, the Reavers will come to Snowmere next.”

      Del paused then, his stream of protests dying, just as I’d hoped, but they were replaced by something far worse: pain. He searched my face, as if desperate for evidence that what I said wasn’t true. He didn’t find it.

      “You’re coming back.” The demand was crisp and clear and full of budding alpha energy. I smiled in the face of it, but that didn’t last as his eyes burned blue. “You’re coming back. Promise it!”

      I moved in then, wrapping my arms around him and holding him close. I let myself experience the pleasure of stroking his hair, pressing my lips to his head. That golden light flared harder as I did so.

      “I promise you, Del. I will come back for you and Jan. I’ll be here to protect you, no matter what.”

      “You better.” His voice was nothing more than a ragged growl and I felt the beginnings of claws prick at my shirt. “If you don’t, you’ll be foresworn and the gods themselves will turn their back on you.”

      I pulled free of his grip and looked down at him, watching him blink furiously before I nodded.

      “Well, we can’t have that.”

      “Can you come and talk to Jan? She’s really scared and she doesn’t want to say anything,” he asked, his words coming out in a rush. “I know you have to get ready.”

      There was apparently a strange period before a battle where people moved with all urgency, but we weren’t likely to ride out for several hours. I’d been horrified by that announcement until Dane had very thoroughly explained the logistics of moving an entire army at short notice.

      “I’ve got time,” I said, holding out my hand. He gripped it tight and held it all the way until we reached their room.

      

      Sure enough, Jan was scrunched up in a ball on her bed, the covers completely pulled over her.

      “Jan?” A small gap in the blankets let me know she was there. “Can you come out?”

      Little hands appeared and drew the blankets foff over her head, but she remained otherwise cocooned in their depths.

      “Will you tell me more of the story?” she asked.

      I blinked. What I’d told her was most of what I’d seen when I was at the Mother’s statue. But as she stared at me with hopeful eyes, I couldn’t help but nod. She launched herself at me, giggling when she drove the breath out of me, before I settled on the floor, a little girl held in my arms. I could make more of the story up, I decided, as soon as I saw her smile.

      “Now, where were we…” I began.

      “The queen was in love with the wizard, but her brother was bossing her around.” Jan shot Del a dark look. He scowled back.

      “Right…” 

      I sucked a breath in, ready to turn the wolf queen’s story into something more child friendly, when she came: Eleanor. I could see her clearly in my mind’s eye and right now, she wasn’t happy.

      

      Eleanor smoothed her hands down the folds of her blue velvet dress. This was a different day, a different time, but the dress had become one of her favourites and was worn often. Because Nordred complimented her one day when she was wearing it. Admittedly, they would be going over the lists of potential mates together today, but still. The moment when he looked up as he leaned over the list. When he stopped and stared, unable to look away. When he’d told her how blue her eyes looked when she wore the dress in a low desperate tone…

      “Gross!” Del said with a groan. “Is there a war in this story? I want fighting?”

      But Jan tucked herself down tighter in my arms at the sound of that idea. War. She recoiled from it instinctively.

      “There will come a day when you’ll meet someone special,” I said. “You’ll be struck dumb at the sight of them.”

      “Good,” Jan said firmly, then looked up at me. “Was that what it was like when you met the princes?”

      I smiled then, seeing them appearing out of the mists on the moors, and me bloody-handed and wild.

      “In a way,” I said. “But I don’t think I’m the kind of girl that stories are written about. Now, Eleanor…”

      Despite the armour of her favourite dress, she walked towards the large meeting room with a feeling of trepidation, the golden doors getting larger and larger with each step. Because when she pushed them wide, there they were.

      Pack Armstrong. 

      They lived up to their names, the men getting to their feet were covered in the furs of animals they’d caught with their own two hands, she’d been reliably informed. They had acres of rippling muscles. Her maid, Maisie, had swooned dramatically as she described the burly men who ruled lands to the north of the capital. The men approached as a pack, the four of them forming a massive wall of masculine flesh, but as one stepped forward, offering her his ham-sized hand, she found herself wishing for something, someone else.

      As if summoned, Nordred appeared at her shoulder.

      “Your Majesty.” Her address was used pointedly, particularly as the Armstrong men had made no sign of obeisance at her appearance. “This is Duncan Armstrong and his pack.”

      “My Queen.” Duncan sketched a hasty bow, not deep enough and not held long enough to show respect to a queen of whom he’d just made his acquaintance. Those blue eyes seemed to soak in her dress and everything it revealed as he straightened up. “It’s good to finally meet you.”

      The northern lords tended to keep mostly to themselves, being a hardy, insular lot. The lands to the north were rich with minerals but not much else.

      “And you, Lord Duncan,” she replied with a nod, then turned to the others.

      Duncan introduced them all, but their names, individual characteristics, just blurred together, like they always did. Her grandmother had schooled her on the process of taking a mate, describing what she might feel if she walked into the presence of her gods-given intended. A curling in her stomach or a rapid fluttering feeling, like she’d swallowed a flight of butterflies. A sharp intake of breath, along with feeling like she couldn’t take another. A hot flush or a cold one. She’d memorised the list of signs because that was what her grandmother had insisted upon, but it ended up not being something she needed to work at remembering.

      Eleanor turned to Nordred then, nodding to him in greeting, smiling like a queen would when one of her courtiers does her a service, but all of that masked what she felt inside. She had experienced every single one of her grandmother’s signs in the presence of the court advisor. From the moment he’d appeared in her grandmother’s court at the end of her life, to now. She felt breathless, on edge, and utterly exhilarated by him.

      

      She’d been forced to endure the Armstrongs’ attentions. They took her on a turn around the room, obviously wanting to get her away from her chaperone, but that just destroyed what little focus she had. Any kind of distance from Nordred hurt and she couldn’t help but hate those that induced that in her. The lout, Duncan, mumbled a feverish stream of bawdy and avaricious dreams at her, expecting her loins and heart to be set alight by his vision for Strelae. She kept her face schooled into a polite expression that a stupid man might interpret as quiet receptivity, fighting to keep the mask in place right up until he took his leave of her.

      “Not the Armstrongs,” she said when the doors were closed, the most awful sigh escaping her. Her whole body sagged in ways she’d never allowed herself to do in the presence of others. Her grandmother had demanded she have a ramrod-straight spine at all times. She must look like a queen before she could act as one.

      “No, I could see that plainly,” Nordred replied, and I was shocked by this mental image of him. 

      He looked so young and… boyish. It felt strange but I could understand Eleanor’s infatuation with him. He was everything the Armstrongs weren’t. Caring, conciliatory and perilously aware of everything that was going on around him, but more than that. When she dared to look up and meet his eyes, when her gaze strayed down to his lips, then back up again, she felt seen in ways no one else seemed to.

      “It’s a pity. They are a strong pack. They have lands rich with ore and they are well liked in the north. If you’d been able to take the pack as your mates, you’d have brought many of the northerners to your side in the fight with these interlopers.”

      “Strength? Is that all I’m supposed to be looking for in a potential mate?” Eleanor asked. “Grandmother said little about that.”

      “A queen needs strong consorts,” Nordred said. “Whoever you take to your bed, let into your heart, they will augment your own abilities, help you to be the best queen you can be. They are your means to connect with the people.”

      She blinked then, having heard the rote response so many times, but when Nordred said the words, it hit her differently. She took a step forward, watching his pupils flare as she did so, though he held his ground. She studied his face, looking into all that high cheek-boned and full lipped perfection for a sign. But no one saw anything in Nordred, naught but what he wished.

      “If strength is all I require, then surely you would be best suited to be my mate?” Eleanor was proud of herself for uttering her heretical theory in a perfectly even tone. She’d never dared to say anything like this before, but now? She felt like a hunted animal, one with a snare tightening slowly around her, and that made her reckless. “For who is stronger than Nordred the wizard?”

      “Majesty—”

      She was a queen, wasn’t she? Her ancestors had claimed this country as theirs and ruled it by strength of their might, so surely she could do this? Her hand reached out into the perilous space between them, feeling like aeons passed before her fingers touched the fine wool of his doublet.

      “The legends say you can level mountains, part the seas at will and ride the winds,” she continued.

      “The tales are greatly exaggerated,” he replied, but his voice was much deeper, rougher now. “Exaggerated by me to keep the bloody courtiers off my back.”

      “You are a great man.” Her heart sped up and felt like it was about to beat so fast there would be no gap between each thud, as her palm came to rest on his chest. “Greater than any pack that has lived and will live.” 

      She took another cautious step forward and that’s when she was able to catch the signs she was searching for so earnestly. Her breath was coming in rapid little pants, but so was his.

      “Imagine what we could do together if you were my mate,” she said, the words dropping like millstones in a pond, each one so heavy. “Imagine how your power could augment mine.”

      “Eleanor…”

      Gods, she would sigh in her bed for weeks just at the sound of her name. He never used it, always so correct, so formal. She was his queen, his majesty, but all she wanted to be was his Eleanor, just as he said it then.

      His voice coarse, ragged, his eyes blazing blue and bluer as he dared to stare down at her. When his hand covered hers, she damn near screamed in joy inside her mind, then again as his fingers tightened.

      “I can imagine. It feels like that’s all I do, is stare at you and dream. Imagining you under me.” She let out a little whimper at that and Nordred’s arm snaked around her waist, pulling her to him. Her head spun, her lungs burned for air as she laid her head on his shoulder. “I know you’re mine, lass. I’ve known it from the moment I set eyes on you. So I know exactly what kind of pain you experience each time these packs of lunks are paraded past you.”

      His mouth dropped down and she dared to lift her own to meet it.

      “Because I feel it too.”

      “Nordred…”

      She gasped out her mate’s name with all the pent up desperation she’d felt for so long, her lips parting… when a sharp knock on the door alerted them to the fact another pack was ready to present themselves.

      They jerked themselves apart from each other, her hands shaking as she smoothed them over the folds of her dress before she drew herself up, tall and queenly. Callum stepped inside, looking around the room with a frown.

      “The Armstrongs have gone already?” he asked.

      “We are not suited,” Eleanor replied.

      Callum let out a long sigh, raking his hand through his hair. “Well, the Braylings are here. They’re a northern pack as well. Not as well placed as the Armstrongs but…”

      Her brother’s words faded away as her eyes slid sideways, finding Nordred’s in a split second, a dark knowledge burning between both of them.

      For once, she’d followed her forebears’ example, dared to reach out for what she wanted. She had no doubt that Nordred would protest, argue that they needed to think of the country first and their hearts second, but she was the ruler, not him. She would not live without her true mate. She wouldn’t.

      

      “Darcy.”

      I blinked, coming back to the room and wondering what the hell I’d told the children. I glanced at Del, then down at Jan in alarm.

      “So the queen and the wizard told each other they loved each other?” Jan asked.

      “Ah… sort of,” I replied. 

      “Darcy, we need to go,” Dane said from the doorway, but he walked inside and sat down on the bed. “Del, you’ll have two of the Wolf Maidens looking after you while we’re away and Annis will be there, along with all the other ladies in the keep. We’ll be back in several days. We have to be. Darcy has a duel she has to fight.”

      Gods, Aurora… Her petty stupidity had faded into the background with all that was going on, her machinations meaningless in the face of impending war.

      “A duel?” Del asked, his brow creasing.

      “Just a fight she needs to win to become a princess for real,” Dane replied with a crooked smile. “Word is she’s a shoo-in to win.”

      I glared at him, not feeling any of the confidence he seemed to exude. 

      “These are the challenges you have to overcome,” Del said to me. “The battles you have to fight, like the heroes in the stories.”

      “I’d settle for a whole lot less battles and fewer titles, if I had a choice,” I said, but then bent down and placed a kiss on Jan’s forehead. She scrambled out of my lap and over to Del, wrapping herself around her brother as she watched us, wide-eyed. “But yes, we’ll triumph and come home with even more stories to share.”

      Del stood then, nodding solemnly as he held Jan close. I could see the man he would become then, superimposed over the boy. But not yet, not too soon, I sent up a vague prayer. Let him remain a boy for as long as he can.

      

      “You were telling the children about the queen again,” Dane said as we marched down the halls of the citadels, weapons strapped to our bodies, bags over our shoulders.

      “It’s all I’m getting right now. Pepin was annoyingly vague, but at least I could ask her questions. The Mother… All I get is weird dreams and a story about a young queen in love with a man she shouldn’t be.”

      When we got out into the crowded courtyard, horses and men milling around everywhere, a sharp caw of a raven drew my eyes up. I watched it circle slowly, unsure if it was just a bloody bird or some kind of harbinger. I pulled my bow off my back and drew the string, arrow nocked and ready to let it fly, when it flew off with a defiant cry.

      “If all we have is dreams and stories, then that’s what we’ll work with. We’ve at least a day’s ride between here and Ironhaven. Probably more, with the full host at our back.” 

      Dane reached over and took my hand in his and I felt both Eleanor’s rush of pleasure and my own at that contact. She had my sympathies then, because no other man could make me feel even a skerrick of what I got from my mates. As if summoned, the three of them ambled over.

      “Ready to bust some heads?” Axe asked with a wolfish grin, tapping the haft of his axe into his other hand.

      “Damn straight.”
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      “I’ve been told to warn you all,” Dane said as we rode closer to the castle, the massive courtyard in front of it full now of riders, soldiers and their families.

      “What now?” Gael said through gritted teeth, his eyes scouring the crowd for threats.

      “Darcy will ride at the head of the army with Father.”

      “Father’s coming?” Weyland asked.

      “He has to.” Dane’s full mouth thinned. “We came back from Aramoor draped in glory from fighting back the Reaver horde and then deposited the head of our one of our enemies on his table. If he chooses to remain in his castle, locked up tight, people will start to turn against him. It’s also meant that the nobles have been forced to join us as well. Father wouldn’t allow any of those snakes to loll around in this viper pit, not without him to supervise them.”

      He glanced over at me, a shadow in his eyes.

      “You’re the girl who turned men into wolves. You’re the girl with the visions. You’re either a means to augment his power or…”

      “We’re riding behind him then,” Axe snapped, his gaze flicking from me to his brother. “I’m not leaving our mate with that bastard.”

      “At least you’ll be able to,” Gael said with a sour twist of his lips. “I’ll be back with the other spear carriers.”

      “Not now, brother,” Dane said, clapping his hand on Gael’s shoulder. “I didn’t let many details of the day at the barracks filter back to Father, but your role in the transformation of the men into two-souled was discussed at length. The fact you’re his son born from his true mate was mentioned several times.”

      “Gods above, Mother will be losing her mind,” Weyland said with a snort. “To have all her claims of good breeding and influence demolished in one fell swoop. Does that make us the bastards?”

      “You were always a bastard in my book,” Axe muttered, then shot me a cheeky wink.

      I watched their banter like they were actors on the stage, feeling completely and utterly removed from the whole thing. The people moved around me like the sea, waves of them spreading across the courtyard. I saw them say goodbye to their men or prepare for battle, right up until the masses parted to allow the king and his lords to ride through. Silence fell over the crowd as they formed an honour guard of sorts, the king pulling his horse to a stop.

      “That’s our cue,” Dane said, kicking his horse into action, the four of us following on his heels. “Remember, our power augments his or it’ll be obliterated.”

      And I saw why almost immediately. 

      The silence broke for us, the crowds cheering as we made our way, hands reaching out to touch our feet, our stirrups, prayers and pleas called out as we passed. Ulfric sat on his golden horse, his armour, his sword covered in gilt. He looked like a great statue made in commemoration for a dead king, not a living one about to ride out to war. But he reached out his hand for me and I moved Arden closer so that I might take it.

      And that’s when I felt some of the pain that Eleanor must’ve felt each time she was forced to meet a pack of suitors. King Ulfric’s hand was covered by a mailed glove, so none of his skin touched mine, but I felt an instinctive need to pull away and wipe my palm on my leather armour. I didn’t. He held our hands up, his above mine, controlling exactly where our arms were in the air, the roar of the crowd making him smile in a way that no doubt was supposed to be benevolent. But was I the only one who saw past the mask to the avaricious, vicious animal beneath it?

      “I do hope your vision was a true one, Lady Darcy,” he said in a low voice. “All of this for nothing? Well, that would require a response.”

      “I hope my dream was false,” I shot back through gritted teeth, keeping my social smile intact. “And will gladly be the recipient of any consequences, because then it would mean hundreds, perhaps thousands, weren’t going to die.”

      Before he could muster a response to my ill-advised snap, the queen approached. She looked flustered, then irritated as her guards were forced to push back the crowds to admit them. She even stumbled as she broke free of the crowds and presented herself to the head of the procession.

      “What’re you doing here, Aurora?” he asked in a bored voice.

      She blanched at that, her composure failing, her eyes flicking to the crowds around her, looking for who might be witnessing this exchange, before they came and settled on me. Those blue eyes narrowed as she took me in, her gaze stopping on where the king held my hand.

      “I have come to bid my king farewell and to pray to the gods that the just might triumph on the battlefield.” Her focus slid to me. “If there’s a battlefield.”

      “I told you not to come,” he said, then turned his attention to her guards. “I’ve left you some of those likely lads you like to spend so much time with. They’ll keep you amused as they usually do. So much so you’ll barely notice we’re gone.”

      Bright red spots formed in the queen’s cheeks, her eyes blazing as she just stared, but this was a woman who’d survived the travails of a feral court full of fangs and claws. A little slight like this wasn’t going to keep her down for long. 

      When her focus shifted, Arden moved underneath me, obviously feeling the tension in my body. Those perfect lips curled into a gruesome approximation of a smile as her eyes sparked blue fire.

      “Well, let’s hope this matter can be resolved before the dark of the moon. It would be terrible if you were not able to return for the goddess-ordained duel.”

      “For you as well, my queen.” We all turned to see Aeve had joined us in full regalia. She wore a voluminous black robe covered in raven’s feathers and carried a thin staff that sported ravens’ skulls at its head. “If the goddess cannot decide who has the right of the issue through combat, both of you will be executed, leaving her to make her decision in the afterlife.”

      “I’ll be back,” I promised her, fixing this ‘queen’ in my sights. “Don’t fret.”

      “Yes, well, let’s focus on the continued survival of our people first,” Ulfric said. “Aeve, you’ll perform the blessing?”

      

      “Come forward, my king,” Mother Aeve said, perfect silence falling over the crowds. Her staff was thrust out, because it was under the Morrigan’s aegis we’d ride out, not the Mother or the Maiden’s. “And receive the blessing of the goddess.”

      When Ulfric dismounted, then came to stand before the priestess before dropping down to one knee, he looked every inch a king. The trouble was, that wasn’t what was needed. I watched Mother Aeve’s hand reach out to be placed on his head and knew somehow this wasn’t the way it worked.

      “Go forth, my king, and lead our soldiers in defence of our country, protect that which our goddess gifts us.” 

      But as she spoke, her eyes bore into mine, not the king’s. 

      “Hear the sound of her call to arms.” 

      A raven cawed at just the right moment and when I looked up, I saw a flock of them circling above us. 

      “Reach out with your mind and feel the strength of our people behind you.” 

      My heart thudded harder, faster, feeling like something more than just my blood roared through my veins.

      “Take that strength with you into battle; let it carry you through as you drive out these interlopers that seek to twist our goddess’ power for their own gains. You are her agent in this world, her means to protect those that can’t protect themselves, so you must ride out to victory!”

      Her final words were met by cheers, not solemn recognition of prayer as was done in Granian churches. The king got to his feet, basking in the adulation, but I only caught a glimpse of him out of the side of my eye. It was Aeve whose focus held my attention, her eyes burning into mine, something Aurora noted. Her gaze flicked back and forth between us, her mouth falling open, words ready to spill out as she fought the crowd to return to her husband’s side, but to no avail. Ulfric was back in the saddle, casting a brief look my way before he nodded to the assembled clergy. They stepped aside, creating a clear path for us.

      “We ride out today for the honour of all of Strelae!” the king said, drawing his sword and thrusting it into the air, the silvery sound of hundreds of others doing the same in my ears.

      “Darcy…” Dane hissed, resulting in me pulling my own out belatedly. Ulfric nodded and then re-sheathed his sword to the sound of the crowd’s roar. That was what I heard long after we’d ridden out of the city gates, the sound reverberating around in my head as we rode past people trailing along the path up to Snowmere, struggling to get inside the city gates by any means available to them.
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      Once we got clear of the mountain and out onto the open road, the king seemed content to let me fall back to ride beside my mates. Generals rode forward, taking my place quickly, as did lords with a multitude of demands and complaints. We ended up forced further and further back into the column and I was glad for the distance.

      “So this story?” Dane asked once I was settled in beside him. “Where does it come from?”

      I explained my vision at the feet of the Mother’s statue, seeing that golden light for a moment, words escaping me.

      “But when I talk about it, I see her, see Nordred.”

      “Nordred?” Axe asked with a frown. “What has he to do with this?”

      “She was in love with him,” I replied. “And he, her. He was her true mate, her only one, it appears. But Callum,”—Axe made a sound of disgust— “he wouldn’t accept that. From what you’ve told me of the old queens, I assumed they would be strong leaders, powerful warriors.”

      “That’s the way the stories are told to us,” Weyland said, “but as with the gaps in your own history books, it’s not unexpected that we’d have a… ‘selective’ view of things as well.” He frowned slightly. “Perhaps you should tell us more about her, continue her story. She’s a character much demonised here. The Granians wouldn’t have a king if it wasn’t for her. She took her divinely appointed role and handed it to the enemy like it was a bucket of gold or something.”

      “Sought to pay off the bloody Granians,” Axe growled. “And look how that turned out.”

      “Tell the story,” Gael said, then turned to his brothers. “And you shut up. There’s something in Eleanor’s tale. Surely between the five of us we can work out what that is.” He turned and looked down the road in front of us. “Before we reach the bloody battlefield.”

      “So what did I walk in on before?” Dane asked. “Nordred confessed his feelings for the queen?”

      “Eleanor,” I corrected him, then nodded, my eyes tracing the line of Arden’s neck, before my vision started to go hazy. The regular slow clop of the horses’ feet, the rocking of my body in the saddle. it worked to pull me under, back to her.

      

      “My queen, if you’re caught…”

      Maisie’s teeth worried her bottom lip and with good reason. The previously queenly Eleanor was now dressed in a much plainer, simpler dress, a thick cloak thrown over the top of it.

      “Don’t worry, Maisie,” she said, putting a hand on her maid’s arm. “If I’m caught, I’ll just say I stole the clothes. If I’m wilful enough to sneak into a man’s room at night, they’ll surely believe that.”

      “But he is your true mate?” Maisie’s eyes filled with hope and sentiment and that’s when Eleanor knew she was right in her choice of co-conspirator. Her maid was always a soft hearted thing, and was caught up in the romance of the royal family in a way only someone not forced to live by its strictures could be.

      “He is. I know without a speck of doubt in my heart,” Eleanor replied.

      “But surely Prince Callum must see the sense—”

      “It’s not up to my brother to approve or disapprove of my actions.” The maid jerked back as if slapped at the sound of Eleanor’s sharp retort. “I am queen.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. I never—”

      Eleanor stopped the woman from dropping down into a deep curtsey, giving her maid’s arm an apologetic squeeze before she pulled away.

      “Whatever happens tonight will be on my head, not yours or anyone else’s.” The queen took handfuls of her skirts in her hands, readying herself to leave her rooms. “That I promise.”

      But just what would await her, that she didn't know. Eleanor’s feet moved fast, then faster as she scurried down the hallway, away from the royal suite and towards his.

      

      When she reached his door, she paused. She’d only passed a guard or two on her way and they had little interest in what appeared to be a serving girl. As far as they knew, she was on her way to do the nobility’s bidding, just as they were. But when she finally arrived at her destination, her hand raised, she stopped. She looked up and down the hallway, sure someone would leap out, prevent her from what she was about to do. It was treason or adultery or some sin with a weighty name. But considering the consequences wasn’t enough to stop her. Her knuckles rapped against the door, the sound too loud, too immediate. Before anyone else could respond, the door was jerked open and heaven was revealed.

      “What is it?”

      I’d never seen Nordred look so irritated. When I knew him, he was always a picture of calm strength, but back in this time period he was young and strong with it. Those eyebrows drew down, his mouth hardened as he considered what was before him, until Eleanor pulled back her hood.

      “Goddess…”

      Her name was an evocation on his lips, but a short lived one. His hand snapped out, his eyes searching the corridors as he jerked her inside, slamming the door shut behind them and throwing the latch.

      “What the hell are you doing here?”

      This wasn’t the passionate clinch she’d hoped to be met by. Falling to his knees with declarations of love was also high on her wish list. Instead, the much loved figure walked back and forth, back and forth, pacing like a caged animal. Because he was. Locked up in this room with her. With a woman he didn’t want to be sharing a space with.

      “Nordred…” Her voice wavered so she stopped herself and took a breath. “Nordred, you led me to believe—”

      “What?” He stilled abruptly then, standing perfectly still and such a fine figure with it. Her attention on the breadth of his shoulders, the finely wrought shape of his body made me squirm, but this was Eleanor’s tale, not mine. “That I shared your feelings? That I…”

      He let out a hiss then, but far from deflate, the man seemed to transform. When he walked towards her, he did so with a kind of grace she’d seen him demonstrate on the sands of the training ground or on the dance floor. But this time when he prowled, he did so to her.

      “That I…” His hands dove into the folds of her hood, pushing it down onto her shoulders before he unclasped the overgarment, letting it fall to the floor. “That I loved you?”

      She couldn’t speak, think, breathe, not while he looked at her like that. One part cruelty, one part desperation, and she couldn’t think as to which she wanted to win. All she could do was lean into his palms as he cupped her face.

      “That I’ve dreamed so often of you standing right where you are, I’m not entirely sure you’re actually here and not some fucking fever dream.”

      That profanity bit deep and she craved the pain, gazing up at him without blinking.

      

      “I think I’m seeing Del’s point with this story,” I told my mates, casting them a sidelong look. “Nordred… He was like a father to me.”

      “And at some point he was the queen’s lover.” Dane searched my face then, but not for the usual clues to my mood.

      “What?”

      “You have the look of him,” he announced. “Not enough to have your father questioning your mother’s fidelity, but if you know where to look…”

      “Especially now you have blue eyes rather than brown,” Weyland agreed with a nod. “So Darcy’s…”

      “No,” I said, shaking my head sharply. I let out a little laugh, to push that theory to one side, ridiculed and based on nothing. “No, I can’t be.”

      “Can’t you?” Gael’s voice was much thinner, almost plaintive, and that’s when it brought it all back.

      I rejected the theory about my lineage with a vehemence that must’ve taken my mates by surprise, but there was a reason for my response. Because the idea of it, spoken aloud like that, it made it bigger. It gave voice to one of my deepest held desires, my most fervent dreams. Because every time my father hauled me into his room and striped my back. Every time Linnea visited her petty cruelties on me, trying to hamper me, hobble me into the mutilated form that suited her, I dreamed. That Nordred was duke and I was his daughter, that the entire keep benefited from his wisdom and advice, not as horse master and weapons trainer, but… as my father. 

      I’d cried out for him the first time the switch hit my back, the first time Linnea clipped my ear with the back of her hand. I’d cried out for him each time one of their petty little tyrannies was directed at me, until my father threatened to dismiss the man outright, sensing a point of pressure to be applied. Then I’d kept my mouth shut and just cried out for him inside.

      But Nordred hadn’t come.

      He couldn’t, I’d reasoned. He relied on the gold my father paid him to look after his horses, needed a roof over his head and food in his stomach. Then there were the other people that worked in the stables who also looked to him for guidance. Gods, half the bloody keep went to him with their problems and I…

      “If he was my… whatever number great-grandfather or uncle,” I bit out. “Then why…?”

      “Why did he let it happen?” Gael asked, his gaze softening so much I couldn’t bear to meet it. “Why did he let those bastards mark you up like a beaten dog?” His voice had become a feral growl now. “I’d like to know the same.”

      “And why are we left wandering like fucking sheep on the way to slaughter?” Axe added. “Isn’t he supposed to be able to level mountains, part the seas and—?”

      “Ride the winds…” I whispered, seeing, feeling Eleanor say those words. And as if they were a magic phrase of old, the past rose up and swallowed me whole.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            46

          

        

      

    

    
      I knew exactly how it felt when Eleanor kissed Nordred, because I’d felt the same when I kissed each one of my mates. If I leaned over now and offered my mouth to them, they’d take it and that exquisite feeling of completeness would rise up, soothing me in ways nothing else would. So when she cried the first time Nordred kissed her, forcing him to pull away, I knew why.

      To go so long without love feels like when you’ve sat in the same place for an age, all the blood gone from your extremities. You’re numb until you move and then the pain begins. The pain of having what you need now, coupled with the pain of having gone without for so long you thought you might never feel any different. So the queen grasped at her advisor, afraid to let him go, kissing him and kissing him until her lips ached, then going back for more. But Nordred wasn’t going anywhere. The courtier, the advisor, was gone, because under that lurked a man and now he’d been given leave to shoulder forward, that part of him wasn’t going to back down.

      “They had sex,” I said bluntly, my mind instinctively recoiling from the details. “So perhaps your theory is right. Perhaps he is…” 

      I shook my head. I closed my eyes, taking one long breath, then another, trying to push the story on by will alone. I caught glimpses of them, together, wrapped up tight in the other, and not just for this night. They were like iron filings and a lodestone, inextricably drawn to the other whenever they could. Slipping away from gatherings to meet in dark rooms. Walking through empty forests, only to stumble upon the other, then drag their lover down beside them. Rutting over and over, frantic declarations of love spilling from their lips, the curious feeling of his seed sliding down her thighs each time she was forced to meet with some other pack of suitors the only thing to carry her through.

      “Gods,” I rubbed at my forehead, willing the images away. “Yes, it was definitely possible she was with child.”

      But if Eleanor was worried her brother would notice the change in her, she needn’t have. Another much more pressing event had his attention and it should’ve held hers, too.

      

      “The humans are staging a full scale invasion,” Callum announced, throwing down a roughly drawn map onto the dining table.

      Eleanor had been swimming in a sea of pleasant feeling. Nordred had dared let her sleep in his bed for the night, and that intimacy? It was shocking how good it felt, to pretend for the night at least that they were what they knew to be true: formally mated. She’d breathed in his sighs, shifting over and over in his bed, waking to feel him against her, to breathe his scent in. But she looked over at the map with a frown.

      “This is the number of ships that have been sighted?” Nordred asked.

      “I saw them with my own two eyes,” Callum said. “I drew the map so I think the veracity of the information has been proved.”

      “Brother…” Eleanor said with a shake of her head.

      “Don’t ‘brother’ me, Eleanor!” The two of them stiffened instinctively. They were in the queen’s private dining room, but still. To use the queen’s full name was an unacceptable familiarity, something only her mates could claim. “My apologies. The ships are numerous and at the rate that they were arriving in the bay, many more are to come. Port Langdale has been taken. The people, your people, who have lived there for generations…”

      Eleanor stiffened, staring into her brother’s eyes as he delivered his message.

      “They have been enslaved, despite your… advisor’s attempts to ‘talk’ to the interlopers.”

      Callum’s hands dug into the back of the chair he stood before, the nails becoming claws, then nails again.

      “They said they were here for trade only,” Nordred said. “Of that I can be sure.”

      “Well, they lied.” Callum stabbed a finger at the piece of paper. “This makes that apparent. The only thing now is how we respond to this incursion. There’s a meeting with the generals in half an hour. Be there to throw your support behind our move against our enemy.” He looked at Nordred, then his sister so intently Eleanor feared he knew exactly what bond the two of them shared. “Or don’t. But we march on Langdale either way.”

      “Without the queen’s permission?” There was none of her lover in Nordred right now. Instead, it was the icy eyed advisor that had stood at her right hand since she had ascended to the throne. “You overstep.”

      “I step up, I think you mean to say, and I do so only because she won’t.” Callum shook his head. “Grandmother warned me that you would need… support during your reign, but this? Sister, surely you have no quarrel with me about protecting your own people.”

      

      “Callum won’t like the way history remembers him,” Weyland said with a shake of his head. “He’s little more than a footnote in books. The queen ordered the army down to the port and took it back in a rousing victory. Imperial ships burned in the bay for days. Songs were sung about the way the humans screamed as they drowned, their naval forces somehow never taught to swim.”

      “But that didn’t stop the invasion?” I said, knowing the answer but asking the question anyway.

      “It was just the start of things,” Dane said. “The Empire took the defeat with little grace. It was as if it was their country that they were driven out of.” 

      “Because they felt entitled to it,” Gael replied. “That was certainly been my experience growing up in Grania. The gods themselves gave them our country. They brought with them enlightenment, the true word of the gods—”

      “Disease. They damn near killed us when the pox raged through the country. They might have built up an immunity to the blasted thing with their lack of attention to personal hygiene, but not us,” Axe said grimly. “Half the reason why their invasion succeeded was down to that.”

      “And the other half was the queen,” I said with a frown. “Why? She was in love with Nordred, probably was bearing his child. She was…” I swallowed, the words feeling somewhat sacrilegious to say but I said them anyway. “She was a weak queen, but if her brother was proficient, then surely the wargen would have succeeded.”

      “Wargen?” Dane’s eyebrow shot up. “I haven’t heard you call any of us that for some time.”

      “I… I shouldn’t have. I’m sorry.” I stared down the road, studied the hills and fields that surrounded us on either side, looking for signs of something. As I did, I saw the dark shapes of birds flying above us. “But I can’t help but wonder, how did the love of two people lead to all of us ending up here?”
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      We arrived at the battlefield to find another army waiting for us, and they didn’t belong to Prince Callum. 

      “Now’s your chance to ask the man himself,” Axe remarked as the king approached the host positioned at the edge of the battlefield, stiff legged as a territorial dog. But Nordred peeled off from the masses of men sitting around tents and campfires, approaching his king with an appropriately humble bow. We watched the two of them talk, noting the way the king’s body language relaxed by increments. Of course, he did. A man of near mythical status had brought Ulfric an army to supplement his.

      “He brought you an army,” Gael observed, casting me a sidelong look. “His daughter in every way but the simplest biology.”

      “Don’t go saying that aloud anywhere else,” Dane hissed. “One breath of that to Father—”

      “And he’ll what? Set men onto us who owe the other half of their soul to our mate?” Axe shot back.

      “Lady Darcy.” A very uncomfortable looking lord approached. His armour was so heavily reinforced it looked like he’d be lucky to be able to swing a sword. His horse was floundering under all that additional weight. “King Ulfric bids you to join His Majesty and Lord Nordred.”

      “Wants you to work your magic on his behalf again more like,” Gael muttered, but Dane hushed him with one look.

      

      Of course, Gael was right. We all knew it, only he dared give voice to it. We slid off our horses’ backs, retrieving what bags and weapons we’d need, squires coming and leading them away, only for us to be waved forward.

      “Nordred truly is the hero bards sing of,” Ulfric said, full of good humour right now. I guess receiving the gift of having twice as many men to go to war with would do that. I scanned the number of them, spread all across the field as far as the eye could see. “He has brought an impressive force to join ours. Not as well trained or outfitted, of course.”

      I snorted internally at that. No man that served under Nordred would ever be called poorly trained, though I guess even he would struggle to turn them into warriors born in the short time since I’d seen him.

      “But he tells me he needs the Lady Darcy’s assistance to perform the last bit of preparation.”

      Turn them into wargen, the order went unspoken, but it remained there, hovering in the air between us.

      “You look good, lass,” Nordred said, stepping forward. “Much better than the last time I saw you.”

      Back when you were by my side, I thought furiously. When you could’ve told me so much more, taught me about what the hell was coming. I just inclined my head respectfully, not trusting myself to speak.

      “Well, I will leave the two of you to it,” Ulfric said, his eyes narrowing at the awkwardness in the air. But whatever suspicions he nursed, they weren’t so pressing that he refused to go. Aide de camps strode forward, divesting the king of his armour and cloak, then leading him away to a golden tent that was being raised as we spoke.

      “I brought you an army, Darcy,” Nordred started to say and any other time in my life, I would’ve treasured those words. But right now, my eyes narrowed down, looking him over more closely. Did I see the veteran warrior, the horse master or the young wizard right now? It felt like the many different Nordreds were shuffled like cards in a deck, but they didn’t lie comfortably beside each other.

      “I’d much rather some answers if that’s alright with you,” I replied finally.

      He let out a sigh, then nodded, turning on his heel then gesturing for me to follow him. I did, of course I did, just as I had so often before, walking deeper into his camp.

      

      Men called out to him as we passed, seeking his attention in a way I was well familiar with. A weird accident of birth had made him the perfect material for a king, and yet somehow he’d never worn a crown. Right now, he looked as he had at my father’s estate. Worn but clean clothes, dusty well broken in boots. I stopped once we were far enough away from the king’s troops, because even my loyalties had their limits. 

      Why, I wanted to ask, then who, then what. I wanted all of the answers, coupled with a sense that none of them would be sufficient. The dichotomy had me shifting where I stood, not sure which way to step.

      “I’m sorry.”

      His open salvo was impressive in its simplicity. Devastating with it as well. How many men had apologised to me? Few enough that I was struck by his words, my eyes widening.

      “For what?” I forced out.

      “For all of it.” His hands dug into his greying hair. Greyer than it had been, I noted idly. “For what has happened. For what will.”

      “You know?” I glanced out past the tents to the field before us, the rippling heads of wheat not allowing us to see all that far ahead.

      “Parts of it. Always fragments. Usually the painful bits.” His hands hung loosely by his side now, as he faced me down. “Just enough to know what step to take next.” He moved closer then, my mates ranging themselves around me, letting out small warning growls, but Nordred paid them no mind. “They always brought me to you.” 

      And it was then he did the one thing I’d always wanted. He put his hands to my face, lifted my chin so that I might look up into his face and see it. A love burned there in his eyes, of the strength and intensity that he shared with Eleanor, but of a nature quite different. When he rubbed his thumb across my cheek, it was only then I registered that there were tears there. He brushed them away, only for more to form in my eyes and in his.

      “I had to trust, keep lurching forward, from one fucking disaster to the next, staying true to the glimpses I saw. Of you, Darcy girl. Of you. My perfect, beautiful girl. My daughter.”

      I jerked away at first, shaking my head with a violence that made the world swim, but I could only do so for so long.

      “No, Nordred!” I barked, my words echoing all across the camp, a thousand heads turning our way at the sound of them. “No!”

      “The goddess is a cruel fucking mistress, I learned that early on,” he shot back. “Cursing me to love the queen, then to care for our daughter, then her daughter after her. To follow our whole blasted line down as our world and the human one was torn in two. As people died and struggled and starved and ached. To watch your mother get sold off to that fucking bastard cur that was your father, only to witness him brutalise her, then you. And to watch you grow, hardy as a weed, even as your mother faded.”

      This was what I always hated about Granian religion. Listening to the priests piously opining that everything happened for a reason had ever curdled something in my gut. So the laundress’s pretty daughter deserved to be raped by those boys, then have her face cut up for the sin of it? That the babies of poor women deserved to die in their cribs from lack of food or clean water? The soldiers talked about battle being all blood and shit, but sometimes it felt like life was too. Without purpose, without reason.

      Bad things happened to good people and that wasn’t good for religion.

      But Nordred moved in then, opening his arms wide, giving me the choice this time to come to him. My feet moved of their own accord. How could they not? I wanted his embrace with every breath in my body. Not like Eleanor, I realised as I threw myself at him, as I clawed at the cotton of his shirt, wanting, needing some of the ache out of me. Because just like Del turned to me for that bone deep animal comfort that comes from caregivers, I needed it from him.

      “Nordred…” I gasped out, the ache growing harder, bigger, a pain that had been held back for so fucking long rising inside me.

      “I know, lass. I’m sorry for it. Goddess knows I am. I’ll be sorry for it for the rest of my days, the pain you’ve been through.”

      Then, for several long breaths, there was nothing but the rapid thud of his heartbeat and mine, the drip of my tears in the dirt and silence.

      “Before we go about transforming your men into wolf warriors,” Dane said when I finally pulled away. “Perhaps we should sit down for a bit and talk.”
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      “You’ve been getting visions of Eleanor?” Nordred said as we sat down on the logs outside his camp. His brow creased at that, then he flushed. “So you know…?”

      “I’ve been trying really hard not to see those parts, but yes…” I scratched at my nose. “I saw how much she loved you, that she felt that you were her true mate.”

      “I wasn’t entirely sure back then,” he replied, taking a sip from a metal cup full of tea. We had our own warming our hands. “But the passage of time certainly taught me well.” His eyes met mine. “I’ve never loved a woman like I did the queen. It was the only way I could…”

      “Now is a good time as any to spill your secrets, old man,” Axe said and I blinked at his brusqueness. “What? One or more of us could be dead, left staring at the Morrigan and her flock on the battlefield, if things don’t go our way. If there’s something to be gleaned from this story, I want to know it.”

      “And the use of Darcy’s power. We aren’t leaving until we’ve discussed that in detail,” Dane said.

      Nordred shook his head.

      “Eleanor was pregnant with Regina when she went across the border,” Nordred said. “Two-souled women bear children for longer, so ‘King’ Magnus thought his seed caught early into their marriage. She only bore the one child, mine. Regina married one of the stronger new lords at court. A man who’d distinguished himself in battle against the dreaded wargen.” His lips twisted at that. “That diluted blood allowed her to bear more than one child. The current king is a distant descendant of one of her sons.”

      He stared at me then.

      “You come from Eleanor, from me. What’s inside you…” I remembered that cool empty place that rose when battle fever was upon me. “It comes from us, but mostly from you.” 

      He shook his head slowly. 

      “The line of queens was weakening before Eleanor took the throne, but she put the nail in that coffin. The man I am loved her, gods, how I loved her, but the advisor? At her heart, Eleanor was just a silly girl, wanting to be fussed over and petted. In a time of peace, she would have been a gentle but unremarkable queen.”

      “But you needed a warrior,” Dane said. “You got one in Callum.”

      “The power behind the throne?” Nordred shook his head slowly with a wry smile. “Courtiers talked of my undue influence, but Callum? If the gods had been kind at all, he would have been born a daughter. It was odd enough that the queen mother bore twins, worse still, that she died having them, leaving their grandmother to pick up the pieces.”

      “And now he’s back to push his advantage,” I said grimly. “But why? Eleanor is dead. You’ve been hiding out as a horse master of all bloody things. Strelae is run by a self-indulgent king and his bitch wife.” I shot my pack a slightly remorseful look, but they just smiled in response. “Why is all of this stuff happening now?”

      “Because you came back to Strelae,” Dane said, staring at me with a strange kind of curiosity. “A wolf queen is finally returning to take control of our land. My father is a pawn that doesn’t realise he’s about to be wiped from the board, my mother has already been sacrificed, even if she hasn’t realised it. But there’s something about your return that has triggered Callum’s.” He frowned slightly. “When was your first vision of the Reavers?”

      I racked my brain, feeling like I was slipping between one vision, then the next before one rose up. My finger tracing the carved symbols in the rocks by the pool beyond the keep gates. Axe dipping his fingers in and performing that little benediction.

      “When I was with Axe,” I said, looking at the man and catching his look of surprise. “When you took me out on Poll.”

      “To the sacred pool.” He nodded then.

      “Sacred pool? You neglected to mention that, brother,” Dane growled.

      “It was one of those old places, where the stones were carved with sacred symbols and such. It was nestled within a grove of trees…” His face fell as he realised the significance of that day. “I wasn’t thinking too much about the place, to be honest. I’d had Darcy riding up front and—”

      “All you could think with was your dick,” Weyland drawled. “We all remember that feeling.”

      “I said a little prayer.” Axe shrugged. “I was feeling a little superstitious and Darcy… Well, it meant I had an excuse to touch her.”

      “That would’ve been when Callum returned,” Dane said. “Whatever he was doing out there in the world, he was drawn back then.” He looked out beyond to the wheat field. “Because in the end, that’s what it comes down to, doesn’t it? He rules Strelae.” His eyes slid back to me. “Or Darcy does.” His focus was jerked back to Nordred then and those blue depths burned with a new intensity. “You’re Nordred the wise, famed wizard, lover of one queen, father of another. I grew up listening to tales of your exploits.”

      “All lies, lad, I’m sorry to say,” Nordred replied with a wry smile.

      “No, not all of them. There’s a kernel of truth in every lie, always. What can you show us, teach us, give us to ensure us Darcy rules and not Callum? How can we stop that bastard from eradicating every single person in this country and in Grania, that does not meet with his approval?”

      “I’ll teach you how to connect with your pack,” Nordred replied, then drank down the rest of his tea before casting the drags into the flames.

      

      “Connect?” Weyland looked at me with a combination of alarm and speculation. “What the hell could you hope—?”

      “Not mating, lad.” Nordred smiled. “That part is for the five of you to work out, but…” He stared into the flames for a moment. “A queen typically took a pack as her consorts early in her reign. It was theorised this was because it gave her strong allies to support her position, that being mated gave her stability, but I propose it did something else again.”

      His attention returned to me.

      “I taught you over and over how to connect with the power inside you when you learned how to fight. You took to the lessons all too well, wanting to dissociate from the life your father and Linnea set out for you. But that is just the first step. The Maiden is a powerful figure, harsh and intense, full of strength. Her own strength,” he said for emphasis. “These are good qualities for a princess to have. She questions the existing world order, making us reconsider if the paths we are on are the right ones. She draws attention to the plight of those overlooked. Her preoccupations, her interests, her passions rule her and she inserts them into the public discourse.”

      I stared into his eyes then, seeing young women, so many of them, arguing fiercely in open court and in the presence of their mothers, trying to change the world.

      “But a queen who is focussed entirely on herself and her responses is no fit ruler. She must connect with the people she seeks to rule and serve, or face becoming a petty tyrant.” His eyes slid then to my pack. “That begins with her pack. When she claims each man as her mate. When that bond snaps tight between them, she is forced to feel, perceive another’s perspective.” He noted the bites on my neck with a nod. “You’ve begun the process.”

      “And what? You want us to complete it now? Bind us together as a pack?” Dane asked, stiffening.

      “No.” Nordred’s smile was small, almost fragile. “What passes between a woman and her mates… Well, let’s just say that I’ve learned firsthand just what meddling with that does. You are connected, even those who have not traded claiming marks yet. I can feel it and so can you.”

      At his words, the camp, the smoke of the fire and dull hum of chatter amongst the camps fell away and something else came with it. Golden, warm, all encompassing. My hand snapped out, taking Weyland’s hand in mine and he stared in response. Deep blue eyes that saw everything in a way that almost hurt to recognise. Like he saw all of me. But more than that, because as a duke’s daughter, I had been the subject of public scrutiny more than once. Because he looked at me like Nordred did Eleanor. Like his entire world resided in my heart, just as mine did in his.

      Gael was the same, though it seemed to hurt him harder. I thought I knew why. The two of us had grown like the weeds Nordred had described, forcing our way through the cracks created in the stone of our families. We hadn’t received the proper care and support a child needs, but we’d grown up anyway, only to face the prospect of giving our battered hearts to another.

      But growing up a pampered prince didn’t seem to be a guaranteed easy path either. As I looked across the fire at Axe, the reddish sheen of his hair glowing in the firelight, he watched the three of us with a kind of hesitancy that hurt. Like he wanted to blunder into whatever we’d built between us, but was terrified that he would do just that.

      Then there was Dane.

      It wasn’t often that the reserved mask slipped, but when it did? He was like an eagle, sharp eyed, hook beaked and fiercely protective. Dane was holding himself at bay right now, patiently waiting for Nordred to explain himself. And when he did? Dane would judge his reply with all of his cool intellect, choosing to throw all of his support behind Nordred, or tear him to pieces for posing a threat to us.

      “We can,” I replied finally. “I feel them, here.” I clawed at my chest, the sweetest of pains rising as I gave voice to a feeling I had tried to keep stuffed down. “Always. They are inside me, inside my… heart.”

      “We feel the same, lass,” Axe said, shaking his head slowly. “You have to know that.”

      “That doesn’t make it any easier.” I let out a fraught little laugh. “Actually, it’s harder, so much harder. When I nursed that ridiculous infatuation with Kris—” A series of growls met that comment. “It was so much easier. I didn’t ‘love’ the real man, as I quickly found out. I didn’t love anything at all.”

      I reached a hand out, tracing my fingertips through the stubble of grass in front of me, because I couldn’t look at them as I said this. What it was I felt, it welled up like a spring having forced its way through the earth’s crust, bubbling free now.

      “I didn’t know him, understand him, have any idea of what he thought or felt, of who he was as a person. That became clear when he kidnapped me ‘for my own good.’” More dark noises in response. “He was a stranger, a pretty face on which I projected my feelings, my desires for my future. But you?” My gaze shifted from Dane to Axe, to Weyland, then Gael, and that’s where it stayed. “I know you.”

      When I set my cup down, my fingers went to my eyelids, massaging the ache that had set up there. My breath was coming in shorter, faster pants now, and I felt like I had to race against my own body’s instincts to get this out.

      “I know that Weyland is the golden boy I dreamed of in Kris.” A hiss of breath came in response to that. “But you actually carry with you the light he was never capable of holding. You can be self-absorbed.”

      “She has your number, brother,” Axe joked.

      “But also so incredibly giving. Of pleasure.”

      “Finally, my skills have been recognised.” I cracked my eyes open, seeing Weyland valiantly trying to maintain a smirk and failing, because something much more vulnerable replaced it.

      “But also of your time, your attention, your care. You just want everyone together, happy, enjoying everything life has to give and willing to fight like the devil to get things that way, not letting anything stand in your way.” I stared at him openly, catching the way he studied me. “You love like the sun, golden and warm, or hot and ready to scorch everything in your way.”

      His lips parted, his eyes shone as he went to reply, to say something, because when would Weyland ever shut up if he didn’t need to? But I watched him let out a breath, spine sagging, before he nodded his head.

      “And I love you because of that.”

      I held his eyes for a heartbeat, maybe more, before whatever it was that burned inside me forced me to turn to my next mate.

      “Gael…” My voice cracked on his name because his eyes burned so bright, his whole body thrumming with a repressed energy, one I felt when his hand reached out and took mine. “You are the fiercest of my mates.” There was a small murmur from the others at that, but I charged on. “The bravest. You know exactly what deprivation is, the worst kind, but that trauma doesn’t define you. You give me everything you have.”

      “Everything,” he croaked in agreement.

      “Refuse to hold anything back, even when you should, for your own sake. You love with every inch of your being, despite knowing intimately the pain of how trust can be used against you. You love the same way you fight. That’s what I love about you.”

      Gael’s fingers tightened around mine painfully, but I was forced to push on, shifting my attention to Axe.

      The big man’s smile faltered now I looked at him and I wondered if half the jokes he made were to draw my focus back to him. Anything to get me looking at him.

      “You think you know what I’m going to say,” I told him. “That it’s your size, your strength that draws me to you.”

      “I keep telling you, brothers,” he said, flexing his muscles. “Women love a strong man.”

      “We do, but your strength goes far beyond the physical.” I blinked, seeing, feeling him holding me in the bath and washing me clean as I lay curled against him, the careful way he’d engaged with us on the bed in the cabin. “You could easily grab me up and toss me over your shoulder like a doll.”

      “If you knew how often I dreamed of just that…”

      “But you don’t.” I stared into his eyes now, watching them flare brighter as he returned my gaze, his expression becoming serious. “That’s your strength, your restraint. You could be a bully, pushing everyone around and coercing them to do your will.” For a split second I could see him as my father, switch in hand, but my mind utterly rejected that. “You’ve been gentle with me. You seem to know just what it would do to me if you used that strength against me. Instead, you deploy it for me, protecting me, and despite the fact I’m strong enough to hold my own, it makes me feel…” I blinked, knowing what I needed to say, but finding it hard to get it out. “Precious.”

      “You are, lass, in ways I still need to tell you.” He stopped himself then and smiled, but it was much more fragile. “But I will, once we beat this bastard in the battle.”

      “But how does sharing this help us do just that?” Dane asked, and that’s when I smiled.

      “Always looking out for us,” I said. “Never able to let that feeling of responsibility go. As if the minute you do, it’ll all fall apart.”

      “We’re going to war, Darcy,” Dane said in a terse tone. “That fear is not entirely unfounded.”

      “Because you’re terrified if you do, you’ll lose the lot of us,” I continued. “Because you love us.”

      That hawklike look on Dane’s face intensified and I could see how, with so many people, he would be as intimidating as hell. He looked damn near terrifying right now, right before he spoke.

      “Gods damn me, but I do. Everything I learned at Mother and Father’s knees showed me the stupidity of loving, but while I learned everything I could from them, that particular lesson didn’t take. Because what is any of this without love?” He studied each of us in turn. “I can’t bear to lose a single one of you, ever. I’ll challenge that bastard Callum to single combat if that’s what it takes to keep you safe. You’re mine!”

      It felt like my heart skipped a beat with joy when he growled the last part, but I didn’t get long to enjoy that sensation. Those keen eyes found Nordred’s seconds later.

      “We are a pack. We’re still in the process of formalising the links between us, but that is undeniable. But how the hell does that help us tackle a mad prince and his legions of feral Reavers?”

      “The queen expands her heart, her consciousness, her power to encapsulate her pack as the first step,” Nordred explained. “Something Eleanor missed out on by having me as her mate. But from my studies I have reason to believe that that expansion of her mind, her heart, her soul is but the first step. The Mother does not interfere in the world like the Maiden and the Morrigan does. She uses the queen to do so as her avatar.”
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      Silence fell over the circle, the stillness quiet enough that I could hear the far off calls of ravens. To my ear they sounded like low snickers from the goddess, mocking Nordred’s nebulous plans.

      “That’s what you want us to go into battle with?” I said, voicing what I was sure were everyone’s concerns. “The power of love?”

      “Love is only one part of it,” Nordred continued. “It’s about connection. A tavern wench and her employer may not love each other, but they are connected through a combination of necessity and obligation. A queen cannot love each individual member of her people with the kind of devotion she shares with her pack, but she must be connected to them. Otherwise, you get the kind of rarefied elite that currently reigns in Strelae, utterly divorced from the general populace.”

      Nordred straightened then and that’s when I saw the youthful court advisor emerge from the horse master.

      “The king exists in an echo chamber: the only voices heard are those of his lords. In some ways Eleanor was the same, seeing only me and her brother and those within her retinue, not the whole country. But it isn’t the king or the lords and ladies of court that are going to fight this battle, it’s the people. That’s what Callum wants, what he’s always wanted. To control the country, the people he was raised to serve and to do so in the way he thinks is right, without input from anyone else. And if you do the same when you fight him then you’ll be no different to Ulfric or Callum. Just another bloody autocrat, dictating to the people.”

      “So what do you propose?” Dane replied, stung. “We take a vote on the best possible course of action?”

      But as he spoke, I felt it, the ghost of something I’d gone through before. The man who’d had his throat ripped out by the Reaver. The one who’d had his head bitten off. I didn’t know them, their names, who they were or what they’d hoped for, or dreamed. All I’d known in that instance that they were connected to me and I’d been forced to endure all of their pain.

      I looked out on the field, seeing it entirely differently now. All that good grain would be trampled back into the earth, given blood and bone as fertiliser during its brutal replanting period. But there were thousands of men right here, right now, and what Nordred was proposing…

      “No.” I got to my feet and my mates’ eyes followed me as I did. “I can’t. It nearly took my knees out from under me at Aramoor. I need to be at my peak. This obviously the battle you trained me for—”

      “Anyone can wield a sword or a bow,” Nordred replied, rising too. “Many far better than you can.”

      I baulked at that. It was true, but somehow it hurt to hear Nordred say it.

      “I’m here to fight, to be just like any other soldier.”

      “Then we will lose and the deaths of many will be on your head.” Nordred’s voice held all the weight and portent of a prophet.

      “Now hang on!” Weyland snapped.

      “The Strelans don’t need a woman on the battlefield,” Nordred said, no gentleness in him.

      “You’d say that?” I shot back. “You?”

      “Your reach is shorter, your arm not as strong. You’ll shoot many arrows and well, but your arm will tire before the professional bowmen do. If you go into battle, you’ll do so as a smaller, weaker adversary.”

      “I hold my own,” I growled. “I did at Aramoor where—”

      “I was forced to ride to your rescue, because you were lying face down in the fields.”

      “Yes.” My body was tensed, strung taut like a wire, ready to be plucked. “Yes, I was. Because I reached out. Because I connected to each one of those bloody men and felt the moment they died. When their throats were torn out and when they bled out into the dirt. I saw their last memories, heard their thoughts about their loved ones. I felt…” I staggered then, Weyland and Gael rushing in. “I felt all of it, their deaths.”

      “That’s your curse and your gift.” Nordred was far, far worse than my father in this moment. Just like my father, the man was pitiless. “You can access the goddess’ power, be the conduit for it in this world and lend that strength to our people. You won’t stop them all dying and you’ll feel it each time one does, but you can arm them, strengthen them, prepare them as best as you can before this fight. I’ll be right there with you, lass.” 

      I looked up, feeling the wind beginning to whip up, hearing a stray rumble of thunder.

      “I can’t ride the winds or part the waves, but I can bring the storms. I’ll use whatever power is left inside me to smite that fucking bastard and his deranged Reavers down, right by your side, Darcy.” 

      His hands slapped down on my shoulders in a way that was all too familiar. Putting his hands on my younger self usually meant a lesson was to be learned, sometimes a painful one.

      “But I need you at the peak of your powers to do so. Reach out with your mind.”

      “I can’t.” The words were out of my mouth without thought, but as soon as I said them a memory surfaced.

      “Stare at the sword, lass,” he’d told me when I was barely big enough to lift a practice one, my father’s men snickering around me. “Memorise its form, its weight, the way it feels in your hand.”

      “But why, Nordred?” I’d asked.

      “Because it has to become a part of you before you can hope to wield it. Some swordsmen use their blade in the same way they do a knife and fork at dinner, with some skill, but no real heart in it. If you want to be more than just the most pedestrian of warriors…”

      I looked up then, realising he’d been training me to work my mind, to expand my consciousness, since I was a small child. To lose myself in the movement of my body. But now? I was to step beyond my maidenly sense of me and into…

      I took a breath in and as I did, the golden light swelled and swelled, becoming too big for me and my lungs. It needed to be allowed to travel outwards. When I exhaled, I half expected a gilt plume of smoke to escape my lips, but it didn’t. Instead, I heard a chorus of sharp intakes of breath from my mates around me.

      Whatever burned there in my heart, whatever light the goddess had conjured, it bled eagerly from me to them and with that came an awareness. 

      I thought I knew just how fast Dane’s mind raced, but right now I was humbled by the reality. He conjured various scenarios at a dizzying rate, taking and discarding them based on what he judged their likelihood and then moved on to planning how to deal with each possible situation. 

      Axe’s hand strayed to his weapon, feeling like it was the only thing he could possibly bring to this fight. He would serve his brother, serve me, by flattening every single one of our enemies with a kind of viciousness that made his heart sing.

      Weyland watched me, knowing he’d fight to the death to protect me, but fearing, hating that Nordred would force me to do so by his side. He’d hoped I’d stay behind, still tried to think of a way he could keep me nestled down in their tent, projecting whatever… this was and letting them face the danger for me. Please, he prayed to the golden presence inside him. Let it be me and not her.

      And then there was Gael. Each one of these men claimed part of my heart, but in him I sometimes felt I’d found a missing part of my soul. He saw me, saw me glowing now with an unearthly light, power filling me, filling him. And more besides. He knew he’d have to share me with his brothers, but he hadn’t anticipated this. I’d share the light in me with the whole camp if that’s what it required, the whole world, even. And he’d help me to do it. When he stepped closer, when he took my hands in his, blue flames appeared like last time, so much stronger than the ones that he used to heal. Power seemed to well up inside him too, twining with my own.

      “We need to prepare these boys for the fight,” he said, his voice a low rasp and I could only jerk my head in a nod as a response. “So let's do that.”

      He sucked in a breath and I did the same, because it felt like the power multiplied exponentially in that moment, growing and growing until it was forced to burst out.

      Men’s heads jerked up, their jaws clamped shut, their eyes widening as something rushed through them. Cups spilled tea on the earth, plates of vittles dropping face down. Weapons fell from limp fingers, conversations stilled as they felt us. 

      The first man was John. He’d left his home without his father’s blessing, the man spitting at Nordred when he’d asked John to join up with him. His father’s last words to him were something of a curse, damning him for his impetuosity, for thinking a battlefield was a noble place to die. His father had little time for the lords who never visited their lands, but wrung higher and higher tithes from them to pay for the rent on their land, though… John had seen the refugees in the local markets, something rumbling inside him at the sight of beaten women and empty-eyed children. It’d growled at each bruise, each contusion and they were the small flames we fanned now. To strike down the bastards who’d see a pretty girl and think it a fine thing to throw her down in the mud and…

      He pitched forward, the sound of his clothes ripping the only warning he got before his spine bowed, his head thrown back. A strangled, pitiful cry escaped him at first, his man’s throat not able to give voice to the thing that swelled inside him. 

      He didn’t have enough of whatever it was that gave people the ability to be two-souled. His body, his spirit cried for it, but his body refused. 

      “We have to help,” I gasped to Gael, his grip tightening on me. “I can feel his pain. Gael!”

      He could never bear me to feel pain, not even back when my father was brutalising me back at the keep, in the days when Gael could barely bring himself to look at me. But this was just like when he’d healed me. It hurt before it got better. John’s fingers clawed at the earth, then nails turned to talons. It felt like his body tore along with his clothes, burning and made anew with a blue fire, the muscles twitching, fighting the shift, the magic swelling hotter, harder inside him to give him the push he needed.

      I sucked in breaths as a grey wolf whined where there had been a man. John had shifted. I wavered on my feet, considering the effort it took to shift one man and groaning at the prospect of doing the same with so many more.

      “Nordred…” I rasped.

      But right as he took a step forward, something happened.

      “Gael’s power is a fire,” he told me. “Getting a spark to light is the hardest part, but once the tinder catches?”

      It was just as he said. The men in John’s camp stared down at the newly made wolf, unable to believe their eyes, right before they endured the same.

      Sean was a blacksmith’s apprentice and had been a childhood friend of John’s, willing to walk away from a solid work opportunity for the promise of blood and glory. Those strong, callused hands clawed the air as he fell forward, having the presence of mind to yank his clothes off him as his body contorted, then landed on the ground, a man replaced by a wolf.

      Mick was the prankster of the group. Hadn’t grown up with the two boys, but he’d started hanging out with them after a night at an inn. Nordred had asked if he wanted to join up and the promise of food and the king’s coin was enough for him. But he wasn’t laughing as the shift hit him. Faster, more immediate now, the process was more like a sigh than a scream, the man becoming a white wolf.

      Whatever we were doing, it seemed to be infectious. I would catch a glimpse of them, one after another, until their identities flickered together like a pack of cards being shuffled. Over and over, we reached inside them and released something that had always beaten there.

      The heart of Strelae.

      Wolf, wolf, wolf, our pack grew and grew and with it our might, our power wiping away all traces of Darcy, of Gael, until we saw this.

      That cave under the citadel, the crystals shining in the golden light. The mouth of the cave was a crack in the side of the mountain now, with no sign of Snowmere in sight. A ragged looking woman clad in furs staggered inside the entrance, her hair covered in snow, four men at her heels. They dragged with them the emaciated corpse of a deer gone thin from winter’s thin pickings, then dropped it on the floor when they saw Pepin.

      “You are cold?” she asked needlessly. Anyone could see that the lot of them were shivering. “You are struggling to find enough meat on the hunt?” A wolf howl cut through the air from beyond the cave, Pepin’s eyes flicking up in response and when she smiled? Sharp fangs were revealed, which had the small party scuttling back. “You want to be stronger, faster, tougher? Be able to feed yourselves and your pack, immune to winter’s bite?”

      The man with the deer pushed forward and then nodded slowly.

      “Give me the blood of your kill.”

      She held out a knife to the man, the blade made from black obsidian, the handle of caved bone. He snatched it up, examining its make, testing its sharpness against the hair on his arm before looking back at Pepin.

      “Cut the deer’s throat and let the blood pour into here.” 

      She held out a hand that now contained a carved stone bowl. The man took it and went to work without thought, pulling back the deer’s head. The kill had to have been recent, as the body was still pliable and blood spurted freely when he sliced the knife across the neck.

      “And me?” The woman pushed forward, eyeing the men warily. “You’ll give this gift to me as well? I tracked the deer. I crept through the trees–”

      Her litany of successes was silenced when Pepin’s fingers plunged into the blood, still somewhat warm when they were dragged across her forehead and her cheeks.

      “I give the gift to you,” Pepin said, “and you will give it to those that please you. Say these words after me.”

      My lips moved then, Gael’s too, reciting words in a language we didn’t understand, yet somehow I knew we’d remember every syllable. We spoke the spell over and over, getting faster and faster, and the shifts happened at the same pace.

      We smashed our power into their bodies: one person, two people, three, exploding out, out, out into the crowds camped here. And as we passed, we changed, corrected. In ways I’d never be able to explain, something… shifted inside these men, right before they did exactly that. Howls cut through the evening air, marking the point when the sun began to drop down in the sky.

      “That’s it…” Nordred crooned, rubbing his hand up and down my spine. “That’s the way. You’ve given those boys the best chance they’ll have. Now it's time to rest.”

      And as if he alone controlled my body, it dropped now, onto the trodden down grass, my eyes staring into the ether as I lay. Only my mouth moved, still reciting those words.

      “Darcy…? Darcy!”

      I felt their hands land on my skin, jolting each time they touched me. Because whatever it was between us, only they could replenish the energy I’d just used. I knew I’d be alright when a small groan escaped me, my face pressed into Axe’s chest.

      “This better not be your sole plan, Nordred the Wise.” Dane spat the man’s title like it was an insult. “We are Darcy’s mates and I’ll be fucking damned if I let you use her this way.”

      “She’ll use the power anyway. She’s been pulling from it instinctively since the moment she walked upon Strelan soil. Before this is done, she’ll have demonstrated abilities that will make the exaggerated claims of my life seem like nothing. Darcy is the wolf queen with all of the powers of her forebears of old, and more besides, and you can either help her wield them or get out of the way.”

      I closed my eyes then, the golden light finally fading, replaced only by a kind of soothing darkness.
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      “Every man is now two-souled?” 

      I watched the king consult with his generals and his cluster of lordlings, but it was Dane who replied.

      “Every man we checked. They’re new to it, untrained, but—”

      I caught the glow of good cheer and self-congratulation in the faces of the king’s men’s, even though they had contributed nothing to our success. Wine flowed freely. Platters of rich foods were ferried in, even as men outside subsisted on soldier’s rations.

      “They’ll form the vanguard then, yes?” This was Lord Hale, and I despised him as soon as I laid eyes on his spoiled, pampered face. He sat in an elegant chair, plucking grapes idly from a bunch before popping them into his mouth. “No point sending our best soldiers out first. The Reavers can slake the worst of their hungers on them and hopefully be wearied, wounded, or dead by the time we take the field.”

      “No—” My voice was a whisper. Less than that. Nothing that any of them would’ve heard, because when I’d woken up from a short nap, I’d done so feeling a deadly intensity.

      The sun was dying in the sky outside. We would fight on the morrow, somehow I knew. Thunder rumbled, threatening to force all of us to endure a damp night, something the lordlings had whined about. But it wouldn’t rain. As the clouds boiled and the air became charged, enough of an electrical current present in the air to set your hair slightly on end, I could feel what was happening.

      “My magic was never the dramatic displays of power that people tell tales of,” Nordred had told me when I’d awoken. “I can encourage the elements to perform in certain ways, but it takes time.”

      “We will fight in the storm,” I said, my head feeling empty and full, all at the same time.

      “We will be the storm,” he assured me.

      But not these men, not this indulgent pack of puppies, and as my eyes flicked to General Rath, I saw the signs of his irritation in the slight tightening of his mouth, the hardening of his gaze.

      “We must strike hard, fast and decisively with our best men,” Rath countered. “All reports tell us that the Reavers are a savage but undisciplined force. That they fight with tooth and claw and all the might of a berserker, but with no finesse whatsoever. A strong frontline could smash through their number and then...”

      I watched the general move markers around on a map, my eyes taking in the terrain, the spread of men symbolised there. I caught sight of flashes of lightning as he did so, seeing men streaming across the fields, then wolves. We flanked the unruly Reaver force, curling around with our much greater numbers, boxing them in…

      “A classic pincer manoeuvre.”

      “We create a kill box.” Ulfric’s face lit up. “Yes, I agree with Rath. This will be our plan and we will fight with the vanguard.”

      Rath went very still then, his face perfectly smooth, not betraying a reaction.

      “But Your Majesty—” Hale and the other lords crammed in here began to splutter.

      “Strelae is at war.” Ulfric’s voice rang out through the tent, several men peeling away from the walls of the tent and coming to stand behind him. The rest of his pack, my pack’s uncles, I quickly realised. I was surprised to actually see them now as they had previously seemed to be almost superfluous. “And no king, no lord will rule over it that is not prepared to fight for it.”

      No people would throw their support behind a king or a lord who refused to fight for them, rather, I thought darkly.

      I watched him stand there, delivering his speech in a way designed to grab the hearts and minds of the listeners, and felt nothing. Not until he turned to me.

      “I will fight with the Lady Darcy by my side.”

      “And your sons, of course.” Weyland stepped forward then and when he did, so did the rest of my pack. “As your heirs and Darcy’s mates, we will be with you, Father, every step of the way.”

      I watched the man’s eyes narrow, his lips thinning, all that golden light seeming to sour inside the king. Probably because he would never have been able to sustain it.

      “Of course, my son.” Ulfric inclined his head our way, but did the others see the effort that it took for him to unbend? “I will be proud to fight by your side.”

      But he wouldn’t be. Somehow, I knew that. This false king frantically tried to insert himself where he had no place in being, all the while trying to hide the very desperation that burned inside him.

      

      When we were given leave to depart, when we emerged from the tent, Nordred waited for us outside. The crisp wind of the building storm played across my face, feeling like it whipped away all the toxic residue of what had happened inside that tent. I strode over to him, staring up into his eyes for a full second before I asked my question.

      “How do I make an offering to the Morrigan?”

      “The Morrigan?” Dane asked with a frown, but Nordred just nodded.

      “Many do before a battle. She’s the form of the goddess you’re most likely to meet there, so it pays to try and keep the old witch sweet. She requires a sacrifice, of something precious, of something you don’t want to lose.”

      I looked down at myself then, trying to work out what that could be. I had swords I wanted to take with me in battle, but there was nothing significant about these ones. I could melt them down in her honour, but I’d just go and find others before battle. The knives, the bow I’d brought held no particular sentimental value. I’d taken nothing with me from Grania, and not collected any trinkets or jewellery since. The wind gusted again, pressing loose strands of my hair into my face, forcing me to scrape it back. And that’s when I went still.

      “No,” Weyland said as I gripped my braid in my hand, then wrapped its length around my fingers. “No, Darcy.”

      “Would this be sufficient?” I asked Nordred, ignoring the protests of my mates.

      “A woman’s hair is often described as her crowning glory,” Nordred said, then nodded. “It should do.”

      “Burn a knife or one of your jerkins,” Weyland argued as Nordred led me through the camp, up to the edge of the field. Wheat rippled, whipped back and forth by the wind, my hair pulling loose, ready to be cast to the winds as I loosened the leather thong.

      “The fact it will be a loss to you tells me this is the right sacrifice to make,” I said then smiled wryly. “Won’t you love me with short hair?”

      “Always, but–”

      “Peace, brother,” Gael said, clapping Weyland on the shoulder. “It was always what was inside Darcy that drew us to her, not what is without.”

      “But I love her hair. I’d intended to wrap it around my hand while we–”

      “There are rituals and formal words,” Nordred interrupted sharply, casting a dark look my mate’s way. “But this is the prayer I’ve used the most often.”

      He produced a knife from his belt, his eyes staring solemnly into mine, before he handed it over.

      “Morrigan, dread queen…”

      I spoke the words after him, right as I set the blade to my nape, but a pair of hands took over.

      “If you’re going to do this, let me,” Gael insisted. “Then at least it’ll be cut straight.

      “Gift me strength of arm, so I might reap the souls of the unworthy in your honour,” Nordred continued, and I echoed him.

      “May my sword cut through my enemies like this knife does the wheat.”

      Nordred retrieved the blade and sliced through several wheat stalks, casting the heads to the winds, before returning it to me. But I had a different offering. Ravens cawed overhead, their black wings buffeted by the gathering storm as I let the heavy weight of my shorn hair go. Each strand fell away, red as the blood that we would shed on the morrow, copper bright in the setting sun. 

      “Make me your vessel, death dealer, slayer. Let me litter the battlefield with corpses as offering to your divine beak.”

      Nordred stopped then, turning to me, and for a moment we just stood there.

      “And what is your offering to the old crone?” Weyland asked Nordred. “I feel like we’ve offered ours in the sacrifice of Darcy’s hair.” His hand went to my crop, now only just brushing the curve of my jaw.

      “My sacrifice comes tomorrow.” His eyes slid skyward. “And she knows that.”

      

      I’d woken just before dawn, shaking the others as soon as I rolled out of my bedding.

      “He’ll be here within the hour,” I had said, catching glimpses of the Reaver force moving, without knowing how I knew it, just knowing that they were on their way. My head felt hazy, overly full. “We need to alert the generals.”

      So here we were, standing in what felt like the exact same spot we’d stood in yesterday. Every soldier was in their armour and armed to the teeth. Each one of us, waiting. We were a line of soldiers, four deep where we stood, in the centre of the only defence between here and Snowmere. My mates were arrayed around me, Nordred on one side, and the place where the king would take his place on the other. At our flanks men stood eight deep and behind us were our archers

      “Darcy, you need—” Weyland began to say as I watched the men begin to shift restlessly.

      “Stop, brother.” We turned to see Axe standing beside us, weapon in hand. “Darcy fights with us.” He turned to me. “Our job is to work with her, not against her.” He nodded. “Just stick with me, lass. I’ll keep you safe.”

      Safe, that was an uncomfortable word out here. We were, at the moment, but that was about to be ripped away and there were no certainties once the Reavers came, no matter what Axe might say. But before I could get lost in my worries about that, a familiar voice cut through the quiet.

      “Fairly sure that’s our job, Your Highness.”

      “Selene?”

      I grinned when I saw the lot of them. It looked like several hundred of the Wolf Maidens had joined us. The men parted to let the women through and when she got close, I threw my arms around her, gripping her tight, even if she was slow to respond. But hug me back, she did.

      “We fight as a pack,” she assured me.

      “But you were directed to stay back at the palace to protect the queen.” I jerked back. “And the children!”

      “Yes, I gave the order myself.” We both turned to see the king had arrived, looking down his nose with thinly veiled irritation from where he sat on his horse.

      “Darcy bested me in a fight,” Selene replied, utterly unrepentant. “That makes her our alpha. We fight as a pack!”

      Her reply had become a shout, a war cry, and the Maidens all slapped their swords against their shields in response. Down the line, soldiers did the same, not sure why, but willing to go along with anything that might stir their blood up. The king opened his mouth, ready to argue, when a thin wolf howl cut through the air. It appeared to be some distance away, but still. He shook his head and then forced his horse through the line to address his men.

      When he paused in front of our regiment, he looked every inch the king. Golden hair waving in the wind, and on his shining helm a golden crown had been affixed. His massive white destrier stamped his feet impatiently, even though he would be led away and stabled once his purpose had been served. Ulfric’s blue eyes scanned the troops in a cool and impersonal way.

      “Today we face down the most terrible threat Strelae has faced in many a year,” he shouted as he rode down the line. “But within you all pulses the blood of the great warriors that fought for Strelae against the invaders. Today we meet a much greater threat to our families, our homes. Reavers seek to rape, to pillage, to destroy what is ours, so we cannot give them an inch.”

      Where was this fervour, I thought, when we first alerted the king to the issue? 

      “So today, we fight for those we love, those we are honour bound to protect, but most of all, for Strelae!”

      “For Strelae!” The cheer went up and down the line.

      “Ready, alpha?” Selene asked me, her eyes flicking out into the misty wheat field beyond us and back again. “I’m hoping you’ve discovered more about your powers, because I think you might just need them.”

      And as if in agreement, a raven’s cry cut across the sky above us.

      Had I? Did I know enough about whatever strange forces pulsed within me to give us this day? Could I bring the Reaver prince down? I took a shuddering breath in, holding it for a second, then let it all out.

      My doubts went with it, as did my fear. I could not allow myself the luxury of those feelings today. And as they did, a strange kind of calm settled over me. One I knew well, one I’d deployed so often when training, but this was different. Wheat swayed, the wind plucked at my shortened hair and the sounds of guttural growls and howls punctuated the air more and more.

      They are closer. The thought was clear as crystal and just as sharp, cutting through everything.

      “We do this, Mother.” My whispered words were a strange kind of prayer, not formal, not with words spoken over and over again down the ages, but said with great earnestness. “We go forth as the only thing between Strelae and destruction.” My mind filled with a screaming nightmare painted entirely in shades of black and red. “We do this to protect them.”

      I could feel Del’s arms around me in that moment, my eyes falling closed for a second, then the weight of Jan in my lap.

      “We do this for the children, Mother.”

      Does every soldier make bargains with the gods before they go forth to fight? I did. I told that impassive white statue what I would do, who I would protect if she gifted us with her grace. I showed her Del and the citadel children, Owe and the other squires then the children of Aramoor. I conjured faces, child after child, most of whom I wasn’t entirely sure I’d actually seen, but I offered them up to her in my mind, begging that for once they not be made a sacrifice. That, instead, she would give us the means to win this day.

      When my eyes flicked open, whatever the hell that golden light was, it filled me entirely, pulsing inside like a great heart, as though it wasn’t my own meagre one that pumped, it was hers. The sensation of protection burned through me: a gentle hand on my face, my mother holding me close as I cried, rocking me back and forth, back and forth until I settled.

      “Darcy, your eyes…” Gael said, his widening.

      But whatever it was that he saw, I didn’t get the chance to find out. The growls, the howls, they got louder and louder, combining together to form a gods-awful roar that threatened to shake the earth.

      “Ready!” General Rath shouted and then the horns of war were blasted, their clarion calling us up to fight.
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      They emerged out of the mists like a nightmare. Shadows at first, great and hulking, but the clouds of fog parted willing, letting them pass until there they were. Huge bastards in half man, half wolf form, drool dropping in strings from their open jaws, their claws twitching with a need to rend us, tear us apart. 

      But we couldn’t let them.

      “Shield wall!”

      Rath barked the order and our shields went up as one, locking together, four men deep, trying to provide a bulwark between the Reavers and the people they sought to eviscerate. My feet planted down into the earth, it felt, digging into her to find the means to resist them. This was not training, not sparring on the sands or even fighting a duel. We had to hold the line. My teeth locked down, my muscles burned as I held on with everything I had, knowing that being one of the smaller, lighter ones, I could easily be the weak link that broke the wall.

      “Not this day…” I hissed. “Not today.”

      “Courage, alpha,” Selene shouted. “Hold the line, my wolves! Hold this fucking line!”

      Similar cries went up through the line, because this was our purpose. We were an army, not warriors, as General Rath had painstakingly explained as he went over the strategy for the battle after he’d gotten free of the king and his court. Our strength would come from the collective, not our individual efforts, and if we could work together, we might just win the day. 

      We were about to find out one way or the other. The winds picked up as the Reavers broke out into a run, an ugly, lumbering gait.

      “They’ve been running for too long,” Weyland said, a smile spreading across his face. “Look at the way they’re moving, their posture.”

      “Tired or not, they’re still murderous fucking bastards,” Dane replied from between gritted teeth. “Hold firm, lads!” His voice cracked with alpha power as he shouted out the order, the king’s head whipping around to seek the source of it as he forced himself into the formation. “They might fancy themselves vicious wolves, but they’ve got nothing on us!”

      The light inside me swelled as we stood ready. Howls went up and down the line, and the Reavers’ heads jerked up at the sound of it, something red and maddened flashing in their eyes. Some stopped mid-stride, their muzzles thrown back, their claws raking the air as they howled their derision at us, but the others? They were like hunters on the plain, sighting their prey and then moving. Running towards us with quick, economical steps, ones that got faster and faster as they got closer.

      “Ready the archers!” Ulfric barked, even as General Rath passed the order. “Fire at will!”

      But they didn’t, not until Rath spoke. “Draw!” he shouted, and we heard the sound of hundreds of bows being drawn as one. “Shoot!”

      On cue, a rain of arrows was released in the air. My eyes followed their path, my soul feeling like it soared along with them. I shot through the atmosphere, I kissed the sullen clouds Nordred had stirred, I passed through the increasingly large flock of ravens circling above, the sound of their caws and the thrum of the arrows competing with the rumble of the storm. And then I came slamming down into the Reavers below.

      “That’s good Strelan steel in your guts!” Axe shouted to those that writhed on the ground.

      I watched the ones that fell, their progress stopped, their bodies twitching as they hit the earth, their blood spilling on the crushed wheat. I caught the light dying in the eyes of some, watching every second of their passage from this world with rapt attention, hearing a dark snicker at the back of my skull, the flutter of feathers.

      “And we’ve more if you’ve developed a taste for it!” Weyland added, the two brothers looking at each other from behind the wall of their shields. There was a flash of a grin, the kind that comes when you face certain death, but you laugh anyway, and I found my lips twitching, wanting to share in that.

      But not for long.

      “Fire again!” the king shouted and as I looked down the line, I saw the whites of his eyes plainly. “Fire, damn you!”

      All of the cool calm control Ulfric had previously demonstrated had been shattered somehow, before the battle had even started. Nordred found my eyes down the line, holding them for a second. He’d schooled me about this, about the moment when your nerve fails you and the primal part of your brain, the bit that just wants to survive no matter what, kicks in, pushing all of your training aside.

      “Draw!” Rath shouted. “Shoot!”

      Reavers were struck down one by one, dead or injured, and I paid attention to each one, but out of the mists came more. Of course they did. The archers were told to fire at will now, arrows flying, flying, but despite the hailstorm being directed down at our enemies, they still came. Some crawled along the ground, their claws digging into the earth to haul themselves closer, some devilish impulse forcing them onwards even after any sane man would’ve given up and died. That forced a mumble of discontent among the formation.

      “Stupid fucking bastards,” Selene sneered, her voice cutting through the sounds of concern. “Haven’t the wit to know when to stay down.”

      The brief chuckle broke the rising tension.

      “We’ll teach them the lesson, won’t we, lads?” Axe shouted, his eyes shining as he stood tall, pure vicious pleasure vibrating in his voice. He was a wolf on the hunt and that energy was far more infectious than fear. “We’ll show them that when we put them down, that’s where they should stay.”

      The light inside me swelled as my focus narrowed down, the rest of the column fading away apart from the background noise of their shouts, the jostle of their bodies against me, the pressure of my mates’ shields locked against mine. We took a collective breath, it felt like, and with it came the other parts of our souls. Fur prickled across our skin, our bodies becoming harder, stronger as our heads lengthened, becoming snouts with sharp teethed jaws in response to the threat. Because more of them came now, Reavers running through the rain of arrows, blood streaming from their flesh as they ran, but they didn’t stop. Their focus was the centre of the shield wall.

      Their focus was me.

      “Hold firm!” Dane barked. “Hold until I give the signal. Steady. Steady.”

      His orders were law and our bodies obeyed, his alpha bark taking away any need for choice or worry. We surrendered to his rule and were glad for it. Because when the first wave of Reavers smashed into the first line of shields, we tensed as one, a long groan going up and down the line as we dug in.

      I’d read about shield walls in the treatises that Nordred had slipped me, unbeknownst to Linnea. The logic of them, the required coordination had fired my soul as a young girl, but the reality was quite different. It went against nature, against our finely honed instincts for survival. I wanted to scramble free of the suffocating press of my body into the front lines, the shove of those behind me, keeping me in place, no matter what I might have to say about it. I could see myself dancing across the walls of shields and meeting the enemies as our second line raised their shields above their heads, stymying any attempt of the Reavers to claw their way over the top. I wanted to vault off of those metal reinforced wooden surfaces and draw my sword, lay waste to each and every one of those bastard beasts in front of me. Instead, I had the breath forced from my lungs and had a hard time sucking in anything other than the smallest of gasps as we pushed, pushed, pushed, holding firm until Dane barked the order.

      “Raise shields!”

      I knew what was coming, what they would do, and yet the moment when the front line lifted their shields, bashing the heavy weights into the Reavers’ bodies, sending them flying, then stabbing out with the spears they sported, I felt a moment of exultant shock. The front line moved as one, perfectly synchronised, the rest of us surging forward to hold them firm and prevent any particularly skilled Reavers from breaking through. Then the front line snapped their shields back down again, forming an impenetrable wall.

      “Forward!” Rath shouted at the side flanks and I watched the soldiers to our far right and left begin to press their advantage, curling around. Each inch of earth was hard won, the grunts and groans of the soldiers filling the air, a brutal song that overlaid the melody of the whirling winds above us.

      Nordred’s eyes jerked up and they glowed the most ferocious blue as he muttered the words. Brief, sharp imprecations, demands of the elements themselves, and the clouds answered him with prevarications, swirling and muttering their rumbling thunderous replies. But whatever quibbles they might have, Nordred would not allow them. His words got faster, sharper, harder, just as we did the same on the ground, then he barked out the last phrase, the incomprehensible words breaking over the formation, right before lightning hit.

      “Fuck, yes!” Axe howled and then his raucous laughter filled the air as a great bolt of lightning struck the earth. Fire started far off in the field, but before I could worry about that, yet more lightning shot from the skies, striking Reavers and the wheat by turns. “The heavens themselves throw their support behind us. Ready, lads?”

      Based on our successes, you’d have thought what we did next to be a strange thing. It took many a heated conversation in the camps last night to ensure people understood.

      “Only the centre retreats,” Rath had explained, moving rocks around on our dirt model battlefield. “The reinforced wings wrap around as the Reavers surge forward, thinking they have us on the run.”

      “And that’s when we create the kill box,” Dane said, studying the plan with keen eyes. “We’ll crush the bastards, like a hammer hitting an anvil.”

      So that’s what we did.

      “Pull back!” Dane said, and that was harder than it seemed. We had to still hold the line, taking short, coordinated steps. Selene looked around her in concern, but she and her Maidens followed along with me as we slowly backed off. Just as predicted, the Reavers rushed in and the wings of our formation wrapped around them.

      I heard their savage snarls, saw blood splash as they managed to get past some of our defences, the next man surging forward to fill the gap. They raked their claws down shields, trying to shred the heavy, reinforced wood to try and get to us and when that didn’t work, they tried to clamber over them. But when the shields dropped momentarily, they seemed caught by surprise, right before the spears stabbed into them, gutting them, piercing their hearts so blood bubbled free of their jaws.

      But the Reavers weren’t going to just take this lying down. They weren’t like real men, deterred by injuries or pain. They seemed to have no such sense of self preservation, fighting on with mindless ferocity that we couldn’t understand, we could only manage. The shield walls crammed the Reaver force into a tighter and tighter space. All those vicious claws and hungry jaws, they weren’t so effective when they barely had any space to move. But our spear wielders had no such limitations. We’d formed a tight formation in position, ready to strike, our arms moving in short strokes, stabbing out at the enemies until the wheat ran red with blood.

      “That’s it, lads!” the king said belatedly, the pallor of fear finally having faded from his countenance. “Cut the bastards down.”

      Axe looked down at his father, then snorted, focussing on the battle beyond.

      Nordred couldn’t strike the Reavers, not when we were pressed in so tight, but he had created a wall of fire at the edges of the field, one to stop any further Reavers from getting to us if Callum had held back a reserve force. We’d need to see to that before the battle was ended, the flames eating through the dry wheat with a kind of ferocity that matched our enemies’, but we had to focus on the sure victory in front of us.

      Thank you, dread queen. I sent up a short little prayer, eyes flicking to the ravens circling above, to those which’d already alighted to feed on the dead lying in the field. Thank you for giving us this day.

      A small reward, she replied, for such a small sacrifice, her voice sounding like the grating of a blade against a sharpening stone. And that’s when the golden light inside me faltered.

      She appeared on the battlefield, no old crone, but a tall, slender woman, clad in a cloak of black feathers. She grinned at me from beyond the Reavers, beyond our formation.

      But the prince gives me so much more. My consciousness shifted, flicking from one raven to the next, catching the moment when beaks plunged into eye sockets, gobbling down eyes like exotic treats. And for that, I gift him much greater rewards.

      The light inside me, inside us, flickered, sputtered like a candle in the wind, as my view of the battle faded and was replaced by a wider one.

      Up, up, above the earth, I could see how small the force of Reavers we’d met were, something that had escaped me in formation. We were tearing them apart and she was glad for that sacrifice, but one much greater was coming. Wolves ran through forests, so very many wolves and when they burst out onto a road, panting as they stood there, I recognised where they were. Some way away from Snowmere, but not that far.

      You give me your pretty hair, the Morrigan said. But Prince Callum will give me the entirety of Snowmere.
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      And that’s when I saw with frightening clarity what this was. Yet another feint, that was certain, but also… I looked around at the combined forces of the king’s army and Nordred’s, saw them fighting valiantly and for what? If he’d managed to take the field, this would’ve been an effective recruitment drive for Callum. He’d have converted each one of the king’s soldiers and Nordred’s into Reavers, swelling his number and then redirecting their viciousness towards Snowmere. 

      And if he didn’t? 

      Well, he had lured us away from the capital and all of the people within, our rash and inexperienced decisions leaving the city vulnerable to attack.

      Because of the intelligence I’d provided them.

      Her laughter rocketed through my head, filling it, cramming everything else out until Nordred’s eyes whipped around, finding mine.

      “Darcy?”

      “The main force is on its way to Snowmere.” 

      I saw the wolves settle on the road then, obviously catching their breath, waiting for their commander to join them. They shifted from wolf form into human, and I could see the difference now. They weren’t like these Reavers. I saw tall, strong, battle hardened bodies and that’s when I realised what we faced now. 

      I’d seen Callum rounding up men and boys, subjecting them to the brutality of his Reavers, but not what had happened to them. I stared now at the bloodbath before me now with fresh eyes.

      “These aren’t the Reavers he brought back to Strelae,” I said. “These are our people he…”

      It was then that I understood somewhat the statement that the queen was supposed to be the mother of her people. She was supposed to fucking care when they were slaughtered like dogs, even if they were too maddened to be reasoned with. I wasn’t sure what else we could do in this situation. Callum would’ve sent them lumbering into Ironhaven, used them to murder every single one of the men, women and children in there if we hadn’t arrived, but… The golden light swelled inside me, glowing brighter and brighter and I was glad when it obliterated the kill box in front of me, instead showing me her.

      The blind white figure glowed within the cave, but the slight divots I’d always seen as her eyes filled now. With blood. It dripped free, landing with a splatter below in the vessels and her feet, sliding down her body, accentuating the curves in grim detail. Then this was juxtaposed against the battlefield, fresh blood spurting from the Mother’s eyes at every stab of spear or sword.

      Aren’t goddesses supposed to love their people? I snapped at the Morrigan, finding her standing beyond amongst the bodies of the fallen. Aren’t they supposed to protect them?

      She’s the soft part, the one that holds them close to her bosom, rocks them against her milky scented tits, the Morrigan replied. I’m the teeth of a bitch as she devours pups that are too weak to live, the heavy weight of the sow that rolls over and smothers one of the many of her snuffling piglets. I’m the harsh hand of a parent, forced to discipline a recalcitrant child. I could just about hear the whistle of a switch through the air.

      An instinctive part of me wanted to flinch back, away from this, but I couldn’t. I hadn’t been given the opportunity under my father’s iron rule, and I wouldn’t be doing so now.

      You talk to me, send me visions of your actions, make some stupid Granian girl your focus as you destroy Strelae. If there’s a lesson to be learned, let me be the one to learn it, I shot back.

      Oh girl, you always were a foolhardy one, leaping in and inserting yourself in places warriors grown wouldn’t. You’ll regret this.

      Nonetheless, I asserted. I swallowed then, my eyes darting around to look at Nordred, at Selene, at my mates and my windpipe closed down as I considered what I was about to do. If there’s a price to be paid, let it be mine.

      Done, little queen. Her words felt like they had the weight of a mountain, landing on me from a great height. And which of your likely lads shall I take as sacrifice?

      What? No!

      Then yon Maidens, fierce and true. My grand-daughter will be vexed if I take what’s hers, but we’ll settle that at a later date.

      You can’t take them! Their only crime is being stupid enough to throw their lot in with me.

      Then those children… Her voice was a poisonous purr, the malicious venom feeling like it leached into my brain as she conjured a scene in my mind. Jan sat with Del in their room, her brother reading to her from a big book with halting words, Annis by their side.

      No, no, not them. Please, not them.

      Shadows in the corners of the room seemed to shift then, unseen by the inhabitants, curling in on themselves, as if readying to strike.

      That’s the problem with you in comparison to the prince, she hissed. He holds nothing back from me, like a good lover should, gifting me everything.

      But he doesn’t care for any of it. My words came out thick and fast, my thoughts almost tripping over themselves in their haste. He might be giving you fine, long stemmed roses, but with little effort. He just tosses the flower seller some of his plentiful coin. There is no true homage there, dread queen. The sacrifices are made by others, not him.

      I heard her low growl, the sound reflected in reality through the rumble of the storm clouds above.

      True enough, she grudgingly admitted. So stop deriding the sacrifices of others and offer me something better. You wish to keep all your pretties close to you, not letting me have a one.

      For a second, the light flared brighter and that’s when she came. A gentle hand on my face, a warmth cutting through all the fear, blood and pain. The Mother, my mother rose above me, staring down at me with eyes filled with love, even as bloody tears dripped from them.

      “I didn’t want this for you, Darcy. I begged, pleaded with her for another way, but…” My memory replayed the conversation she’d had with me in my dream. “You’ll know when it comes, my love, and when it does, know that I love you. I will always love you.”

      I’d understood the lessons of the Maiden well enough. To fight, to thrust yourself out onto the world’s stage and take your place without backing down. To force it to give ground and let you exist. Nordred had been training me for this my whole life, but he couldn’t teach me this. 

      Motherhood was a woman’s business, something I’d been long deprived of, and so the lesson was all the more difficult for me to understand. They’d said I was born to be a queen, but what was a queen? What Eleanor had become, sweet, but privileged and blind to the workings of the world from her exalted position. That was being queen in name only. I hadn’t become a mother in reality, bearing a child. The Morrigan’s chuckle filled my mind at that thought. But I’d found myself becoming a mother of sorts to Jan and Del, the same nurturing impulse expanding out, encompassing so much more.

      A queen had to be a mother to her people, loving them, willing to make sacrifices to ensure their survival, no matter what it took.

      I’ll give you me. I blinked then, my eyes welling with tears. I’ll give you everything I have, everything I am. I won’t hold back a thing from you, dread queen. You’ll be able to drink the tears from my pack’s eyes, suck down their cries, their misery, and my sacrifice will be far more potent than Callum’s careless desire to set the world on fire.

      Done.

      Her voice, their voices, said the word and at that the golden light exploded from inside me. When I opened my eyes, I saw it physically blast outwards and by the cries of the soldiers, so did they. And at the moment, the wolf form of the Reavers dissolved, stripped from them, leaving hollow-eyed, broken men behind. They collapsed down onto the ground, whatever dread impulse that had fired them wiped away.

      “No!” one man said, throwing his hands up when a soldier went to stab at him. “Please!”

      But before the soldier could respond, a piercing howl cut through the air. Through a wall of fire, Prince Callum’s horse stepped through, paying no mind to the conflagration. And with him came Reavers, real Reavers I was willing to bet, our foe not stupid enough to stay here without at least some of his force.

      “This is a feint!” I snapped, my voice reverberating across the crowd. “He has the bulk of his men stationed on the road to Snowmere.”

      “And we’re finding this out now?” Ulfric spat. “I knew we should’ve stayed within the walls!”

      “But they’re not going anywhere, not without his order,” I countered. “We take down the prince, we cut off the head of the snake. They won’t do anything without him.”

      I had to hope that was true, but right now, that was all I had. I saw the Morrigan smile then, nodding to me before disappearing altogether.

      Reavers ranged now in a long line along the far side of the field, partially obscured by the flames.

      “We’re here to fight, to save Strelae. Let's fight them! Take this pretender prince down and end this!”

      The king went to demur, obviously wanting to withdraw in haste, no matter what these Reavers might do to our number as we retreated, but before he could deliver his poorly considered plan, Rath rode forward.

      “What did we come here to do, lads? Fight Reavers and water the ground with their blood?” A roar went up through the crowd, fuelled by a frantic energy that had been yet to be unleashed, contained as we were in a tight formation. “Well, there’s more than enough to go around at the end of yon field. Better be quick to make sure you get yours.”

      “Finally,” Axe said, smacking his axe in his hands. “Time to crack some fucking heads.”

      We’d been so organised, regimented before, but apparently there was no time to organise another such stratagem. As one, we stared down the Reavers waiting for us and then we charged.
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      “We’re taking the bastard out, not you,” Weyland snapped as we sprinted across the battlefield, but I paid him little mind. I couldn’t afford to cater to his masculine sensibilities, not while we were dodging flickering flames, jumping over dead bodies, scattering ravens in our wake.

      “We need to make this a decisive victory,” Dane said. “Take Callum out at all costs. Because if Darcy’s theory doesn’t hold true…”

      “Any chance of sending some of that fucking lightning down on the bastard?” Selene asked Nordred. “Would make this job much easier.”

      “Do it, but not too soon,” Axe said, eyeing the Reavers. “My blade thirsts for blood.”

      They argued about that between pants, our legs moving like pistons, surrounded now by all of Strelae’s armed forces as we ran towards destiny. The golden light filled the lot of us, forcing our hearts to pump harder, our muscles to contract faster. But I knew. What mine was, how this would end, and why Nordred had been tasked with teaching me how to fight for so long. So when he waved a hand, muttering those arcane words, I hadn’t been surprised to see a bolt of lightning striking down from an increasingly angry sky. The clouds had darkened exponentially, becoming a sullen bruise purple. I equally wasn’t surprised that the bolt aimed for Callum went veering off sideways, stabbing down into several of his Reavers.

      “Bastard has all the luck!” Axe grumbled.

      “No,” I replied, “he’s god-touched.”

      Goddess touched, really, I could hear her chuckle in the back of my head. For some bloody reason he and I had the goddess’ hand laid upon us and now was the time to work out who would walk away with her blessing on their shoulders. Me, I wanted that as much as the breaths I sucked in as I ran. Neither of us I suspected. We would be sacrificed on their altars as sure as if we were dragged into those caves, a knife sliced across our throats, and I swallowed convulsively at the thought of that, almost able to feel the sharp edge against my skin. But I just pushed on, forcing myself to move faster, hearing the war cries of those around me right as I met my first foe.

      I was forced to slide to a stop when a Reaver burst through a wall of flame, claws at the ready. My bow was off my back, an arrow in my hand with a speed I couldn’t credit, but that wasn’t my focus. I found his heart without a second thought, drawing the bow and then letting the arrow fly, the Reaver choosing that moment to rush towards me.

      And meet the point of my arrow.

      His roar was abruptly silenced, his body falling to the ground. My mates said something by way of congratulation, Selene and her Maidens sending up some kind of cheer, but that all fell away. I was on the hunt. I moved forward now on light feet, dancing across the earth as I got closer, my next arrow in hand. I shot the next Reaver I saw, not even stopping to watch him fall, feeling the reverberations in the earth the moment he did, before I was loosing another arrow and then another. I shot the quarry out from under our own men, leaving them standing there, watching the Reaver slump over at their feet before they charged on. Again and again, I shot my arrows until my finger closed on the last one.

      When I drew it, I held my fire and my mates charged forward, meeting the Reavers that struck out for us, Selene and her Maidens striding to take out any others. I was surrounded then by a strange honour guard as they worked to protect me from every other enemy but him.

      “This is it, lass,” Nordred said, a strange kind of calm settling over me. He waved his hand, sending a gout of fire veering off and after some charging Reavers, seeking them like hunting hounds, another gesture striking others down where they stood. He manipulated the elements with a kind of casual ease that must’ve given rise to the legends about them. “I can’t kill him. If I’d been able to, I would’ve…”

      As his words faded away, I saw Callum bursting into a much younger Nordred’s chamber, staring down at him and his sister queen with a look of abject disgust.

      “I’d have flayed the fucking bastard’s skin from his bones, forced him to endure all the pain he visited on her, on his people. I knew this day would have to come, as soon as I sensed his presence, but she…”

      “Don’t kill him!” Eleanor’s voice contained all of the alpha bark she’d never seemed to muster at any other point in her life as a naked Nordred rose to protect his mate.

      “She made me promise, and she was my mate. I’d do anything for her, always.”

      Just what that sacrifice entailed became clear as he wielded fire and lightning with merciless intensity, the only indication of what it cost in the shake of his hands, the ragged rasp of his breath.

      “Pepin told me to train you first, then look after you when I saw what kind of bastard your father was, but she never specified why. Bloody vague goddesses. It’s this, though. It has to be this. He’s what drove Eleanor across the border. He struck this dire fucking bargain with the Morrigan when Eleanor left. It’s you or him, lass, and I vow it’s you.”

      I nodded then, not letting him know what my own bargains entailed, and then strode forward, across burned wheat and through flickering flames, their bite barely felt as I reached him. Soldiers fought valiantly, some successfully, some not, but this time, thankfully, I didn’t feel their pain as their throats were torn out by snapping jaws, their guts dragged out by raking claws. But I saw no evidence of pain on Callum’s face as his own men were hacked, slashed, sliced open and then as they fell to their knees, their wolfish heads struck off. Not even when it was my mates doing the slaying. 

      The Maidens danced through the fire, with all of the balletic grace they’d displayed on the dance floor, and as they did so, I saw a shadowy figure pass with them as they attacked their enemies. Pepin had come to see them perform their rite on the holy day, but what demonstration of worship was greater than this? The wolf pack hunted and she hunted with them, phasing in and out of existence at their sides, tearing through their enemies. But a sharp caw from above had my eyes jerking upwards to see the flock of ravens had expanded exponentially, their black feathers barely visible against the storm clouds, until it looked like they had become one. 

      “Eyes forward, lass.”

      Callum stepped down from his horse when I looked back down the battlefield and that’s where he stood, waiting for me. I moved, just as I had on the moors that day, with the kind of swift, silent steps that would lull a deer into a false sense of security, but this time I didn’t bother to stay downwind. Let him suck in my scent, smell the disdain, the deadly intent there. He would die or we would die, those were the only options right now and that’s when I realised I might have the Morrigan’s favour in this. He didn’t care who he killed to achieve his goals, but I didn’t care if I lived or died, as long as I achieved mine. 

      Will the sacrifice of two of those you deigned to touch be sufficient? I asked the Morrigan.

      Only time will tell, little queen, she replied. Fight or die. Show me what you’ve learned.

      My arms trembled with the effort of keeping the bow drawn, but for some reason I couldn’t let them unbend. My focus narrowed down to the point of my arrow and where Callum lurked.

      “Watch out, lass!” Axe shouted, lumbering in front of me to block the strike of a Reaver, then tearing him in two. His wolfish head was thrown back, howling a savage song of victory as he moved onto the next. I felt the hot splash of Reaver blood against my boots as I got closer, closer.

      Back on the moors, a millennia ago, it had felt like I was possessed by some kind of strange spirit, one which guided my arm, my eye and, right now, as I lifted my arrow, sighting the smug fucking bastard down the shaft of it, I felt the same thing. I sent up a prayer to different gods this time, ones I was much less certain of their regard, but could confirm with greater confidence their existence. I sucked in a breath as Callum’s chin lifted, challenge flashing in his eyes. I muttered a curse, damning him, damning his twisted fucking vision, injecting all of the pain and suffering I’d been witness to as a different kind of savage prayer. Then I let the arrow fly.

      I always knew when my arrow would hit the target. My bow dropped from my fingers as I saw it, felt it, tear through the air, flying true towards him. But he didn’t move, nor flinch out of the way. He seemed to meet his fate with some kind of smug self-assurance.

      To me, dread queen, I muttered. Give me your favour and withdraw it from him. 

      Her low chuckle should have been warning enough. But my eyes went wide as his hand snapped up, snatching the arrow out of the air before it could slam home, his smile spreading. 

      I’d left my shield some ways back, needing the extra speed that gave me. But I drew my sword now, then strode forward, scooping up the shield a fallen soldier had dropped and fitting it to my arm without looking away for a second. So I caught the moment when his hand snapped the arrow’s shaft, dropping the pieces to the ground before he pulled his own sword free. The metal gleamed black as ebony and I heard the flutter of raven’s wings as it emerged.

      Somehow the distance between us disappeared and there I was, standing within his range, shield up, sword at the ready, but his eyes slid sideways to the companion he’d brought up from the battle, alongside me.

      “Still wasting your time on weak queens, Nordred?” Callum asked. “Nice to see the passage of time has done nothing to develop actual wisdom in the famed Nordred the Wise.”

      “And you’re just as bloody minded and utterly without redemption. Your grandmother should’ve drowned you at birth, just as the priestesses urged.”

      I watched Callum’s smile falter then, although he reapplied it quickly enough.

      “Why? Because I was a threat to my sister’s ‘reign’? To this… pretender queen’s rise?”

      “To the very people you were sworn to lead and protect. You think you were smarter, a far better king than Eleanor was queen.” Nordred looked around him at the carnage that raged around us, then back at the bodies of the Reavers he’d sent out to us first. “You slaughter those you were raised to protect. And for what? You do the Granians jobs for them. They’ll ride across the border once they catch word of this dispute, seeking to divide and conquer what’s left of Strelae. Then our people will be no more. Subjugated by the Granians, having no lands, no name other than slave.”

      “Better they die like that than live in this half existence, tucked away in the north, beaten back like unruly curs,” Callum spat. “That’s what I bring. Death or glory. It took me decades to create my first Reaver, then centuries to create the host of them, but once I worked out the secret of it?” His fangs flashed as he grinned at us. “It’s a power I’ll share with all in Strelae that are strong enough to bear it.”

      “And those that aren’t?” My voice sounded thin, plaintive.

      His grin was rakish, just like some lad getting cheeky with the serving maids in the pub, something that made his words all the more horrifying.

      “They’ll be burned away like the dross they are. A better, stronger Strelae will rise from their ashes, ready to meet the challenge of any people who dare to encroach upon her borders.”

      Callum dreamed of creating a wall around the entirety of Strelae and Grania, made of the bodies of those he deemed too weak or of the wrong cultural background. He’d endure the stench of their rotting bodies, the sounds of their screams in his ears, as long as he could create that barricade from their bones.

      “But enough of this,” he said with an almost casual air. “There is no place for Nordred the wizard in my court.” 

      And with a small twist of his hand, I watched Reavers all across the battlefield leave off their attack and turn his way, brought to heel like dogs. My heart pounded in my ears as I saw my people turn with them, striking the Reavers as they turned, but only bringing some of them down.

      “Wait!”

      Both men looked my way and in that moment, I felt every inch the little girl, sporting her father’s weapons, playing at being a warrior. I sucked a breath in, then let it whistle out before I continued.

      “You want me, not Nordred.”

      “No, lass, this has been coming for some time,” Nordred said.

      “Kill him if you manage to take me down. I won’t be here to stop you, but…” I paused as Callum ambled closer, smirking when I lifted my shield higher. “But I’m the one in your way. You need the Morrigan’s blessing.”

      “I have that,” he told me, eyes blazing blue. “I burn the world for her.”

      “But you give her nothing you hold precious. You walk the earth so lightly, yet so heavily. You care naught for what you burn. I offer her what I hold dearest.”

      Callum looked at Nordred warily then, obviously reconsidered making my sacrifice easier and gifting the death goddess what I had promised.

      “Just you and me,” I said. 

      “No, Darcy!”

      “We’ll decide this now. If you manage to cut me down, then you’ll have no one to challenge you. The others will still try. They don’t want to become one of your Reavers, but you’ve had no problems pushing past that, until me.” 

      I watched him consider my words, then knew I had him when his black sword was lifted.

      “And I won’t once I’ve slit your throat in Her name,” Callum said, his head tilting to one side as he took a step towards me, the tip of his blade trained on me. “I was deprived the chance of killing my stupid sister when Nordred ferried her across the border and into the bloody Granians’ hands. There seems to be a kind of symmetry to disposing of her descendant now.”

      His eyes flicked upwards, lightning striking down around us, creating an electrical barrier that none dared cross, Nordred murmuring the words over and over. Callum’s black blade seemed to gleam in the flashes of phosphorescent light.

      “In your name, dread queen,” he said, right before he attacked.
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      I’d fought plenty of duels on the training grounds, even tackled real opponents, but as soon as his sword hit my outstretched shield, I knew I was out of my depth. He grinned, as if he caught the moment I recognised that, then he pulled his sword back and struck again.

      “Trained you up to be a little warrior, did he?” Callum asked, the person he spoke of apparent. Nordred was focussed now on stopping the Reavers from approaching us and helping their master, just as our troops worked to do the same. “Thought he’d raise up a ‘strong’ queen, in every way that Eleanor was weak.”

      “Must’ve gnawed at your balls, having to bow down before a woman,” I ground out, then shoved my shield up, forcing his blade away as I struck out at him. But with his greater reach, he was dancing away before my blow hit. “Everyone focussed on sister dearest to the exclusion of you. Especially if you were only barely allowed to live, some sensitive soul not wanting to drown a newly born baby.”

      I blocked, blocked his strikes, watching his lips peel back from his fangs more in response to my words than my strikes. He couldn’t parry what I spat at him.

      “Of course, they fucking should’ve anyway.” I could see it then, two heavily lined hands holding a squalling baby boy, small for being forced to share a womb with his twin. “It’d be a sad thing, a little mite lowered into the water, crying, thrashing out but unable to do anything as they pushed you under. That open mouth would’ve filled with water, it would’ve been rushing in your nose.”

      He let out a guttural cry, swinging wildly now. His strength was so bloody evident, making the metal layer on my shield buckle, the wood beneath splintering. If he connected with my body even once, I would be done, the power of those blows enough to shear my head from my shoulders.

      “Your cries would’ve been muffled, heard but not answered, as they held you down, the water lapping around their arms as your arms and legs thrashed, a ‘humane’ end to a useless, unneeded boy.”

      “Unneeded?” Apparently I was mining a rich vein here. “It was Eleanor who deserved to be drowned like one of a litter of unwanted kittens! What did she do but wander around the castle like a lost lamb? Pleasant, amiable—”

      “So she had that on you, as well as the crown. How unfortunate.”

      He snarled before shifting his angle, trying to stab upwards and under my shield, forcing me to jerk it down and then dance back to evade his blade. I was on the back foot, dodging, dodging before I swept sideways, leaving him to stumble forward and then dealing a stinging but non-lethal strike across his back.

      I should’ve pushed my advantage. Nordred shouted something to that effect as I stood there, just watching the blood well. My success took me utterly by surprise, and I had to shake myself out of my reverie as Callum wheeled around. He had no such qualms with making use of the opportunity, dealing me a flurry of blows, my arm burned with the effort of blocking.

      “So everyone hated you, or worse, just overlooked you,” I said, somehow able to see the ‘spare’ child that people paid little to mind to when he was a boy. Some recoiled from him, born to a queen when only daughters had traditionally been produced, seeing him as an unlucky creature. “And your poor bloody sister. She felt sorry for you, didn’t she? Little baby brother who no one cared for. Not even your mother. She died rather than bear the consequences of bringing you into the world.”

      “Don’t talk about my mother!”

      I snorted at that, parrying, parrying, then striking, but my lack of reach was stymying me at every turn. I was faster, more responsive, able to see him telegraphing his hits before he made them, but it wasn’t helping me. Because I would only stay faster for so long. Already my muscles were trembling, my feet stumbling over the rough terrain in an attempt to twist clear of him, before ducking in under his guard.

      “Why? She would’ve despised what you’ve become, wished she’d listened to the priestesses and aborted you before you were born. She could’ve tried again with her mates—”

      “No, she couldn’t. My fathers were an… inconvenient match,” Callum told me, his voice becoming deadly quiet as he marched closer. “They were dispatched, before I was born, for the crime of thinking they could assume control of the throne though their baby daughter.”

      “So all the men in your family are bastards. Got it. Some would take that as an opportunity to not repeat the mistakes of the past.” Gods, he was hitting hard. My hands vibrated with the power of his sword striking my shield head on. “But no one could accuse you of being perceptive enough for that.”

      “Is this your ploy?” I peered past the rim of my shield, seeing him standing there, looking just as fresh as when we’d started this fight. “Let me guess. You’ll bait me until I tire, then deploy whatever showy tactics Nordred taught you, slicing my head from my shoulders?”

      “You have to admit, it’s not a bad plan,” I said, eyeing his neck covetously, almost able to feel the slice of my blade through cartilage and bone. “Blood for blood. Yours spurting out onto the earth, payment for everything you've done. All these casual acts of fucking brutality, performed with no more thought than a boy pulling the wings off flies.”

      I stepped backwards, letting the weight of my shield sag, both to give my arms a rest and hopefully to lure him forward.

      “I’ve met men like you before, puffed up by their own importance and sadly, somehow gathering the power behind them to ensure your pathetically tyrannical reign. You’re a bully, a bastard and I wish to all the gods you had been drowned at birth, because it would save me from having to end you now.”

      “That’s what you think is going to happen?” His head tilted to one side. “So I haven’t been indulging your delusions of grandeur, just as you have mine?”

      The fact that we both might be using the same ploy only now occurred to me, an oversight I was about to pay for. But I’d been working with another theory, one I was willing to test. When he attacked, I reached down, pulling up the biting scratching beast that had been lurking inside me the whole time, letting her free, just as she’d been howling for. I got taller, my arms longer, muscle packing my frame in a way that made no sense in terms of physics, yet here I was. Facing down a man the same height, the same strength, but with one crucial difference.

      “You have no wolf.”

      His strike faltered as I said the words, neatly sidestepping him as I tossed my shield away, knowing I had to rely on her now. On her instincts, her blood lust. She wanted this man’s throat between her teeth, his life blood in her mouth right before she tore the life out of him. 

      I’d seen the Reaver wolves running over the mountains, massing as a pack, but I had just assumed he was one of them. But at my words, Callum, he grunted, a psychic pain followed quickly by a physical one as my blade caught across his chest, parting his armour like butter and biting down into the flesh beneath.

      “It's not just that you were male that made you unworthy.” I caught his blade on mine, twisted it and then slashed out, forcing him back. “You were a dog in a pack of wolves, always watching them and their strength with eyes filled with the most awful of envy, something that stabbed into your guts, and keeps twisting even now. You command a regiment of wolf warriors that are invulnerable, brutal, but you’re just a man.”

      “Perhaps,” he said, pulling back, putting his fingers to the cut on his chest, then flicking his blood at me. “But they are like all other two-souled. Simple, bestial, loyal to a fault.”

      My focus shifted then, hearing, seeing the Reavers converge outside the flames that ringed around us now. Nordred might be keeping them out of this battlefield, but he wasn’t stopping them from doing anything in the field beyond. I watched with dread fascination as the Reavers pulled away from their targets and some were felled for their lack of attention, but enough moved as one to make a scream form in my chest, ready to be loosed on the world.

      Who will gift me the most precious of coins? the Morrigan said inside my head. Who will pay the highest price?

      I’d intended it to be me, biding my time, wearing the man down before he took me out, his slaughter of me backfiring as it stripped him of all his powers, or by some stroke of luck, I managed to dispatch a centuries-old warrior in a duel. But making deals with gods is always a risky business, if the old tales are true. As I stood there staring, I saw the Reavers converge on my mates, ready to tear them apart. I spun around to see Callum’s blade lifted like an executioner’s blade. My muscles moved slowly, way too slowly to respond to his strike. But worse, Nordred suffered no such delay. He threw himself forward, into the path of Callum’s blade and I was forced to watch it descend by tiny increments, time, reality slowing to the pace of molasses before the tip sunk into Nordred’s chest.

      Reality snapped back so abruptly my head spun, breath sucked in, my lungs struggling to accept the burden. I stood there, sword limp in my hands, no defence, no preparation as Callum jerked his sword free, leaving Nordred to fall limply on the ground.

      “Lass… Lass…” Nordred gasped and I knew what he would say. Get your sword up, stay ready, don’t let your guard down for a second, but I was powerless to do a thing as I watched the only father figure I’d ever had bleed out on crushed wheat.

      “Nordred?” 

      My voice was that of a five year old having slipped down the keep stairs at night, terrified of the dark, but more so of what lurked within the rooms inside. My muscles stung, then; now, my body ached. 

      “Nordred?” 

      I was a sobbing teenager, my tears falling freely onto the hay as I wavered, walking inside the stables. 

      “Nordred!” 

      And now I was a woman grown, seeing the incontrovertible reality and not wanting to accept it, even as I knew I must. I dropped down to my knees, weapon forgotten, Callum irrelevant now. He’d now cut my head off where I was, a voice in the back of my head told me, but I just bent my neck in preparation.

      This? I shouted at the Morrigan. This is what you take?

      What is more precious to you than him? She showed me glimpses of my mates, of the Maidens beyond. You told me I couldn’t have them or the children.

      I told you to take me!

      And why would I do that? Your misery, your pain… You are right. You give me my due in a far more appropriate way than this boy. He loves nothing but himself, whereas you… There is so much pain to be plumbed here. I will pluck each and every—

      NO!

      As children, we dream of the moment the world changes in response to our indignant shouts, but I was actually experiencing it. My head snapped up and as I moved, I felt the creak of bones, heard the flutter of feathers. My feathers. Callum took an involuntary step backwards right then, seeming to realise his mistake. The flames around us burned down and then fluttered, the life force sustaining them fading. The storm above quietened, no more thunder rumbling through the air. Instead, the clouds opened, sending a patter of rain down. My tears were washed away as they formed on my cheeks, their salty residue deposited on the earth.

      And in that moment, I heard the heartbeat of the land itself, booming deep inside me, something this usurper never would. He raised his sword with shaking hands, but I sent it flying with just a slash of my arm, some invisible force plucking it from his grip and sending it tumbling away in the distance. Reavers tried to rally, to turn on the rest of our people, but somehow I reached out to them too. 

      The reverse of what I’d done before, when I’d helped our people find the other side of their soul. Now I reached in with shadowy talons and tore their beasts from the Reavers, stripping these interlopers of all of their strength and just leaving wide-eyed, empty-handed men. My people surged forward, cutting them down, ignoring their cries, their pleas, just as the Reavers had done to the men, women and children they’d brutalised, all to meet their lord’s needs. But I wasn’t satisfied with this. My consciousness whirled above us, flying on the wind within the flock of ravens, soaring, soaring until I found the rest of Callum’s troops. A group of ravens is called an unkindness and that was indeed what we were as we descended, circling as one, into the mass of Reavers, but not bringing with us the support they were used to.

      I could hear my heart beating frantically in my ears as I struggled to perform the same act on these creatures, tearing the other half of their souls from their bodies, returning them to just weak, terrible men, who used the power of a wolf to carry out their atrocities, and I saw their heads turn in my direction, blue eyes watching my progress. They were silent sentinels, feeling the ravening desire their form took, and waiting to see if my desire to neutralise them had the requisite power to enforce it. My view of them shifted, wavered, my wings faltering, my body falling, falling until I was thrown back into my real body, facing down a now white-faced Callum, his sword back in his hand.

      I don’t know where it had come from. I’d tossed my bow away, but suddenly it was back in my hand again, the same ash stave of my Granian bow, the arrow already nocked. He raised his sword, ready to strike back at me, but that just gave me the perfect target. I let my arrow fly and watched it slam into his chest, unable to be stopped now. But then, as he dropped to the ground, so did I.

      The world was closing down, the earth beneath my cheek sticky, even as I heard my name being cried out by more than one voice. But I couldn’t reply. I couldn’t do anything, not while I stared at the man who’d been so important in my life.

      “Nordred…” I ground out his name, the power to move my vocal chords seeming to come from the very depths of my being.

      “You did it, lass.” His voice was so quiet, little more than a whisper, I wasn’t sure if I saw his lips move or I was just hearing his words in my head. “You did it.”

      She stood above me, rain dripping from the edges of her raven feathered cloak. “Rest now, little queen, for you will rise again to serve me, over and over and over…”

      

      When the darkness came, I went with it willingly. Anything to escape the sharp sting of her laughter.
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      I awoke to a red-hot agony, something that had me writhing, contorting as far as my bound body would go. It was then that I realised I was back in the king’s gilded tent, that ropes had been tied around my chest, my wrists and my ankles and they were being used to keep me affixed to a chair. On top of that, a deep, vicious pain, like a knife being thrust into my womb, was twisting inside me, forcing my breaths to become pants. Tears formed in my eyes all too easily now, falling onto the plush carpets spread out before us.

      “The woman is awake, Your Majesty,” Lord Hale said with a curl of his lip.

      “So she is.”

      I watched Ulfric pace closer. I could still hear his quavering voice and see his rolling eyes when he was in the midst of battle, the way he’d shouted at the archers, frantically seeking to countermand his general’s orders. That much less dignified version of the king was superimposed over this one and neither was in any way worthy of my respect.

      “Any particular reason why I’m bound like a criminal?” I asked, the last few words coming out from between clenched teeth as I felt another sharp stab of pain. But I didn’t shrink from this agony. I leant into it, feeling its bite as some kind of physical manifestation of anguish that burned inside me. My eyes fell closed for a second, seeing Nordred bleeding out, feeling him—

      “What you are is still to be determined and based on the… abilities you showed on the battlefield… it was thought best that we secure you,” Ulfric said.

      I grinned at him, feeling the cool air play across my fangs as I did, hearing the sad patter of rain beyond the tent.

      “You think this is enough to restrain me?”

      The lordlings all looked to each other, to the king then, nervous as a mob of sheep on market day.

      “If it isn’t, we’ll find a way to neutralise your power quickly enough.” 

      The king sounded confident, probably because he was back playing to what he saw as his strengths. Machinations and back room deals, coercion and bullying tactics. He had to appear calm and in control for me as well as his little cluster of aristocrats.

      “Don’t want to neutralise it too soon,” I replied. “I’ve stopped the Reavers from travelling towards Snowmere, for now.” I tried to reach out with my mind then, seeking to finish what I’d started, but a burning pain behind one eye, and the fact my consciousness did nothing other than remind me of the deplorable situation I was in, put paid to that idea. “We need to pack everyone up and get them back to Snowmere as soon as possible.”

      “We will,” Ulfric asserted. “You, however? Well, that remains to be seen. If you don’t give me the right answers, you’ll end up in the same state as Nordred—”

      “Don’t say his name,” I growled, some power leaching into my voice. “Don’t ever say his name.”

      “You won’t leave this tent,” Ulfric said, continuing as if I hadn’t spoken, clasping his hands in front of him. “You won’t take another breath, not unless you convince me of your worth. You’re of the old queen’s get? One of the Granian girls born from Eleanor’s line?” Some of the nobles started to mumble to each other at that, as obviously they were unaware of my family tree before this moment. I nodded. “Then perhaps you can be useful to me. I’ll be needing a new queen. Aurora has been of little use to me for some years. I kept her around for fear of alienating her allies, but now…”

      He nodded slowly, his eyes sliding all over me with the kind of lingering look Weyland gave me all the time, but with none of the lascivious amusement I was used to from my mate. Instead, I shivered, then winced as I felt another pang inside me.

      “A queen of the old line, one who brings the same powers as the former rulers.”

      More, a dark voice said in my head. So much more.

      “I see why Dane was willing to sideline his country’s interests in favour of you. It must’ve been seductive, to come across such a potential in the form of a naive young girl. He saw a pathway to power, one that ignored the natural turn of things, where he would have had to wait until I stepped down. But my son learned his lessons in power at my knee, and I’m not so old that I don’t see the value of what is in front of me. You could join with me: lend your power, your status to me. The hero of Aramoor, the vanquisher of the Reavers at Ironhaven. I would commission my bards to sing odes to your abilities and prowess.”

      “And what will they say of yours?” I asked, my eyebrow jerking up.

      His lips thinned at that, the muscles in his jaw flexing before he let out a long breath.

      “They don’t need to say anything about me. I am the establishment in Strelae, whereas you will be the upstart that ridiculous stories are being told of. I will legitimise you as you will me and together, we will—”

      “What about your sons?” 

      My voice broke on the words, because deep down, I knew. I couldn’t work out how his sons, my mates, had turned into the men they had, what with the two vipers that had raised them. But they had turned out to be good men, and that put a target on their back. I heard the wet slice of Callum’s blade as it was thrust into Nordred, felt my eyes fill again with tears, the sound of them falling matching the steady beat of the rain outside.

      He’d do the same, the fucking snake. He’d kill my mates in front of me if it meant–

      “They are fine sons, ones a man could be proud of,” Ulfric said and for a second, I felt a little hopeful, his voice becoming deeper, rougher as he described them. Then he stepped closer to me, until his knees touched mine. I tried to jerk away, my joints able to move a little due to the way I was strapped to the chair, but not far. He took that concession as his invitation, inserting himself between my knees. “But if I’ve proven I can have good sons, strong sons with a bitch like Aurora.” 

      No mention of his true mate and Gael. His hand reached down and I watched its progress with wild eyes, my breath coming in short, sharp pants as I strained to avoid him. But he touched me, like I was his to take, his to caress, his mate, his queen, his… 

      “Imagine the boys I could get on you.”

      Bile flooded my mouth, my guts lurching even as my womb contracted, as if it would ward off any seed he might try to force upon me. I stared up at this looming figure, his golden visage somehow evidence of the corruption that lurked within. I held his gaze, saw the sly smile form on his face and that, on top of everything else he’d said and intimated, was enough to make me turn my head to retch. A mouthful of bile left my mouth and landed on the carpet, the glistening, viscous glob shining in the lamplight. The lordlings recoiled, strangely discomfited by such a prosaic sight when they’d just heard with equanimity their king’s tales of a planned filicide. 

      Because that’s what it would take and everyone knew it. My arms strained against my bonds, every muscle vibrating with the need to end this bastard. My mates would never surrender me to their father’s tender mercies, not for the benefit of Strelae, not even if the goddess herself ordained it. I heard the Morrigan’s snicker at that.

      “And where are your sons now?” 

      Get him talking, I thought furiously. Tell me everything.

      “Bound and gagged in one of the tents, awaiting my judgement. They’ll either meet a swift end, have their heads cut off by one of the men loyal to me or…” The king thought he was pausing for dramatic effect, letting the tension build, but he didn’t realise the part of me that felt fear was burned out, scoured clean by the death of my mentor. The man who’d been as my father. All I felt now was black, molten hate. “Or you’ll be thrown in with them, beaten, tortured, perhaps raped, if that’s what will amuse my men, but you’ll meet the same fate as my sons in the end. There is no saving them.”

      Somehow, after everything I’d been through and every ability I’d developed, I was right back dealing with the same shit I’d been forced to in Grania. Helpless before a man not worthy of breathing the same air as me. Just like Father, Ulfric had to bind me, take me unawares, because neither of them had any chance of succeeding if the playing ground was an even one. This very act proved to me something I had difficulty getting my head around.

      That I was powerful and Ulfric was weak.

      I just stared at him then, intently, in a way that drew the attention of the lordlings, the lot of them shifting nervously in response. I didn’t know what I was about, what I could do in this situation, but the pain that burned in my heart and lower down, it felt like it fuelled me in some ways. It was a caustic fire, burning away all of the niceties that had been beaten into me, freeing me. I heard the flutter of wings again, as always, the avian flap a sound that seemed to punctuate my life. But as I stared at the king, watching his lips move in slow motion, hearing the words come out in long, drawn out noises, I felt something shift. Just a little snap coming from somewhere, something that was quickly followed by a rush of blood.

      “Majesty!”

      Ulfric’s monologue stopped, and thanks be to the goddess for that. But there was more. His hand went to his nose, touching the blood there, then pulling his hand free to stare at the scarlet smear there.

      More, I urged the Morrigan, or whatever power dwelled within me. More.

      His body responded, a stuttering burble filling the room before a gout of bright red rushed out of his nose, spattering over the carpets.

      “Sire, take my kerchief,” a lord said, brandishing an utterly inadequate square of white cloth, something that just earned him a glare.

      “Her…” Ulfric’s words came out as a wet gurgle as blood trickled down the back of his throat. He coughed out some of it, staining the carpet further. “It’s her.”

      “The Granian woman?” Lord Hale drew his sword. Such a brave boy. Approaching a bound and unarmed woman with a weapon. But I guessed the unarmed part wasn’t exactly true. Whatever it was that hurt inside me, it twisted tighter as he approached. “I knew we were wrong to throw our support behind her. A—”

      “A what?” I let out a sigh when I heard Dane’s voice, that frigid tone, that sharp bark. I sagged against my bonds, suddenly feeling like I could let go of some heavy load, when it cut through the air. “What exactly were you going to call my mate, Lord Hale?”

      “And what the fuck did you think you were going to do with that dagger, you bloated sack of shit.” Gael strode across the tent, entirely unencumbered, General Rath joining him with some of the other officers and yet more men at his back. He yanked the knife free from the lord’s limp fingers, then came over to me.

      “You alright, love?” I needed to hear his raspy voice more than I needed my next breath, but I could only reply with a short groan, that insistent pain driving itself deeper. “I’ll get you free, and if those bastards have laid a hand on even a hair—”

      “They’ve laid a hand.” Weyland’s voice was utterly flat, devoid of all humour. “They took the woman that gave us this day and then they bound her up while she was still unconscious.”

      “And proposed to rape her until she was big with Father’s child.” Axe’s voice was distorted as his beast rode him hard. “Ulfric’s child.”

      “No father of ours,” Dane agreed, striding forward and grabbing the small coronet from the king’s head and tossing it to one side. “No king either.”

      “Dane… Son…”

      I watched with dispassionate interest as Ulfric’s hands clawed at his throat while I rubbed at my hands, Gael dropping down to cut my feet free. Once he was done, he took my wrists in his hands and inspected them closely, his fingertips sliding over the reddened skin.

      “He deserves to be slowly butchered over days for doing this to you,” Gael snarled. “Longer.”

      “But we won’t do that.” My voice was curiously gentle, even though I felt anything but, because I couldn’t be anything else with them. “That wouldn’t be good for you.”

      “Wouldn’t it?” My eyes jerked up to see Dane standing over his father, his eyes so bright a blue they appeared to light up the gloom of the tent. “But there’s so much to be worked through. The impregnation and abandonment of your mate, Gael’s mother. Letting that fucking bitch you married brutalise your trueborn son. But most of all the venal, sniping snake’s pit you created of court, full of facile self-serving fools who stood by as someone tried to burn all of Strelae to the ground.”

      His gaze jerked up and the lords gathered were forced to stiffen their resolve or flinch back. Some were more successful than others.

      “None of you are fit to wield power. None of you.”

      “And you are?” Hale looked Dane up and down with insulting slowness. “How will you hold the throne without our support?”

      “Because he has ours.” Rath stepped forward then, and with him came several very heavily armed soldiers. “The army stands with Dane as king.”

      “Darcy as queen,” Dane corrected. “No matter what happens, my father will pay for the crimes he proposed to inflict on my mate today, but the only pathway to succession I will support will be of my mate taking the throne. She is daughter of the royal line of queens that ruled Strelae for centuries. When Queen Eleanor crossed the border into Grania, she took that power with her, but now it has returned. You’ve seen evidence enough of what she can do. You heard this usurper king trying to co-opt that power for his own reign. Darcy will not be a figurehead to support a man’s claim. She will be queen.”

      For a moment, there was simply silence, for so many reasons. I just stared at him, unable to comprehend that we’d be engaging in the machinations of statecraft right now, as we faced certain doom. My body tensed, then twitched in time with the pain that wracked me. The lords just gaped for a moment, and then went to protest all at once, but Dane drew his sword and pointed it at the lot of them.

      “I don’t agree with sword point diplomacy, but I think you’ll find me more than ready to engage in it right now. You will not keep your positions, going forward.” More splutters, right up until the sword-point rose. “Not one of you is fit to hold a position of privilege in Darcy’s court, or any other. Your lands will go to your stewards, those of your families who actually care and look out for the land they oversee. Rath?”

      “My men will see to them,” the general replied, nodding his head and I watched with a strange feeling, one of disbelief that it was happening, as soldiers moved in, hauling away the protesting, shouting, or screaming noblemen until there was none left to remove. Then he stood, regarding the now downtrodden king who kneeled before us, spitting up blood while trying to gasp in breaths. “But what do we do with Ulfric?”

      “Go,” Dane said to the lot of us. “Take Darcy to our tent and keep her there until I return.”

      “You seek to protect us?” Weyland asked sharply.

      “Yes.” Dane’s reply was disarmingly honest. “I have done so to the best of my ability up until now. Why would I stop? Because what must take place… A king cannot die under mysterious circumstances, the act performed all cloak and dagger in a gilt tent.”

      “He must be executed,” I said, suddenly realising what he meant. 

      When a knight was stripped of his title, his spurs cut off, his shield crushed, it was always done so publicly. So that his shame would be known, so there would be no furtive questions asked in backrooms, undermining the decision. So that the witnessing the act became complicit in his repudiation. Dane nodded slowly.

      “Rath and I will handle it,” he started to say.

      “No.” Everyone turned to Gael, watching him as he drew me closer, tucking me in against his body, and I wondered then if he knew what he clung to. “He’s our father too.”

      “Which is exactly why—”

      “No,” Weyland said. “We face everything as a pack. We’re not having you endure a baying crowd alone.” 

      As if on cue, I could hear the rumble of voices outside.

      “You’ll watch him die,” Dane said, looking into each person’s eyes, trying to drive home the reality. “I have to cut his head off with an axe.”

      A criminal’s death, one utterly without honour.

      “Then I’d be the best man for the job then.” Axe didn’t look happy about the idea, but he thrust his battle axe out, the blade still marred by blood and fur. “Haven’t had a chance to clean it yet. It’s like I knew.”

      “Axe. Brother–”

      “I’m the one with the strength to make it quick, humane,” he said with a nod to himself. “The job falls to me. We can find someone to care for Darcy while we—”

      “No.” My voice was the flattest of all of us, scoured clean of emotion, even the persistent pain that raged inside me not able to change that. “I promised blood to the Morrigan.” I stared down at the bloody countenance that was the king’s face. “I just didn’t think I’d be offering it up to her right now. I wouldn’t have had to if he hadn’t volunteered to murder my mates and rape me. Rulers must serve the people.”

      It felt like my voice grew echoey now, and with that came a brief vision. Of those fur-clad people I’d seen in the Maiden’s cave, the woman, older now, a rudimentary crown created from woven branches and dried flowers being placed on her head. But when I blinked it faded again. 

      “And when they forget that, their power must be stripped,” I said finally.

      “Father won’t let anyone take his.” Dane reached down and hauled his father to his feet, several soldiers stepping in to take over. But as he watched them grab Ulfric, there was a sadness in his eyes. “No matter where he is, where we keep him, he’ll always be plotting, trying something.”

      “You’ll regret this,” Ulfric pronounced, his voice wet and choked. “The gods don’t look kindly upon kin killers.”

      I smiled then, hearing the caws of the ravens outside, feeding on the fallen.

      “I don’t know. I think you’ll find this goddess quite supportive.”
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      I’d seen executions before. Father would make examples of habitual thieves or rapists. It wasn’t for the crime of abusing a woman that they were hung for though, but the fact they’d stolen another man’s wife or child and violated her. The establishment used these theatrical events to reinforce the rules we lived by and the power structures we lived under.

      So what was this going to be?

      Soldiers, still battered, bruised and bloodied, stood around in a ring many men deep, and as the lordlings were led out, as the king was brought forward, their shouts filled the air. They were sharp, harsh, cutting, just like those of the feeding ravens out on the battlefield. I glanced their way for just a moment, watching the birds tear flesh from bones, rip eyes from sockets and gobble them down, turning Reaver and Strelan alike to flesh to be consumed.

      Waste not, want not, that dark voice said inside my head. My minions accept the sacrifices made to me in my stead. And now you give me another. Her voice was almost girlish in its intonation.

      What does the death of a king buy us? I asked idly as the Ulfric was dragged into the circle and that’s when silence fell over the crowd.

      Dane was born to be king. He stood there, a proud figure, his dark hair waving in the wind as his bleeding, subjugated father was pushed before him. Ulfric fell to his knees without prompting, his hands to his face, the blood dripping through them and onto the earth, his muffled cries ignored.

      Blood for blood.

      “This is your king,” Dane said, his voice ringing out through the crowd, the perfect orator. “This is the man that kept you locked down in your barracks as the Reavers began their attack on our land. This is the man who refused to send out soldiers to assist when some of your homes were destroyed by those bastards.”

      The crowd’s silence broke then, a rumble of discontent building. No; more that it was being released publicly for the first time.

      “This is the man who finally allowed the army to ride out, to try and fight these monsters…” The crowd’s rumbles turned to snarls. Soldiers shifted restlessly; their anger unable to be contained. “And when he did. Did he fight valiantly by our sides? A brother-in-arms, willing to lay down his life for yours?”

      A single glob of spittle, shooting out over the crowd and landing on the dirt beside the king, that was the start of it. What control Dane had over them broke, shouts ringing out: accusations and jeers. He watched them, not flinching for a second as the mob raged, gestured, cursed and spat. He let them go like a parent might a child in the midst of a tantrum, waiting until they quietened again. But when they did, there was a taut awareness about every one of them, their eyes trained on the bleeding king. They knew more was to come and that their wish for recompense would be met.

      “When I went across the border into Grania at my father’s behest, I found far more than their coin for our ore.”

      When Dane turned around to stare at me, the hard shell I’d wrapped around me threatened to crack. Because he did so with an emotion I knew burned between us, but right now it was a bright, harsh thing that hurt. Dane loved me and I loved him. I knew that as sure as I knew my heart would keep beating, but somehow it made me ache. Tears formed; they seemed to well at the corners of my eyes, ready to be shed in a moment’s notice and I hated that, forcing myself to blink them away.

      “Some of you have been two-souled since you became a man. Some of you are new to it. But you’ll all share a joy me and my brothers were blessed to experience. You’ll find her, or him. That other half of your soul, walking around in the body of another. Every other person pales in comparison to them. They’re all you want to look at, touch, scent. They fill your lungs, your mind and your heart in ways it's impossible to explain. You love them, but it’s then when you realise that the word is too puny to describe what rages in your heart. They’re everything to you. Darcy is mine and my brothers’ mate.”

      He turned back to the crowd.

      “But more than that. Darcy is a queen. Born from Queen Eleanor’s line. Left to moulder in some Granian lordling’s estate. You’ve seen what she can do, how she fights. She duelled the leader of the Reavers himself, trying to slay the bastard before he could redirect the bulk of his forces towards Snowmere, where our women and children are waiting. She fought so fucking hard and long, against a man several hundreds of years old, who slew the wizard Nordred himself…”

      There was a pause for effect. Dane held the crowd in his hand right now, every eye trained on him.

      “And what was her reward?”

      When Dane’s hand snapped down, when it dragged his father up by his hair I gasped. Some primitive instinct, the same one that had stopped me from executing my own father, kicked in, aghast at the casually cruel way he handled the man. As though he was nothing, worthless. As though he was just like those criminals on execution day, my father’s hangman handling them with the same kind of brutality.

      “For us to be tied up and bound within a tent. For the Wolf Maidens to be abused, forced back and then restrained when they refused to stand down.” My eyes flicked sideways then, seeing Selene and her Maidens standing as a group in the crowd, sporting way too many bruises on their faces. “The ‘loyal’ men of the spoilt lordlings, the same ones who’d refused to send aid to any of you, used their number to tie us up and keep us out of the way, so that my father could claim Darcy.”

      He dropped his father like a sack of potatoes, that same hand shooting out to point to me.

      “He knows what she is.” Dane shifted then, his eyes dropping to the ground. “He knows who she is to us, his own sons. He knows we would die to protect her, fight anyone who sought to break our bond, but we weren’t even given that chance. He had us bound up in a tent like common criminals. And our only crime? Being an impediment to his pursuit of power. He would kill us either way. We weren’t of use to him anymore, but he would slaughter our mate at the same time he dispatched us, or…? What did he say, Rath?”

      “The old queen would be executed and Darcy would be made queen. He would get more sons, stronger sons on her, whether she was willing or not. He mentioned rape.”

      It was odd, to hear the story of what had just happened told by someone else. My ears rang with the subsequent silence, my head wobbling on my neck as I tried to process it, my fingers going to my brow when it started creasing, rubbing at the wrinkles there, but they wouldn’t go away.

      “Ulfric is no father,” Dane pronounced, all of the well-practised polish gone from his voice. It was ragged, raw and that’s what drew me forward. Weaving through the people within this circle of shame, finding my place by his side. Dane turned towards me. I’d come too soon, spoiled his moment, but I couldn’t stop, not when I heard the frantic rasp of his breaths. “He is no fit king.” 

      He leaned into my space, his mouth hovering over mine, but not able to close the gap, not yet. He was forced to turn back to the crowd, his eyes flashing a brief apology.

       “That is the proposition I put before you, the protectors of Strelae. That my father be stripped of his rank and meet his fate. What say you?”

      Dane had achieved his goal. The crowd roared their disapproval at the king, their screams and shouts making clear what they thought of their former sovereign. So when Ulfric was hauled to his feet, when he tried to shout back, then beg and plead, his cries falling on deaf ears, when he was led over to an impromptu chopping block, a log having been dragged into the circle in preparation for this and Axe moved to stand before him, not one man said no.

      “Axe.” Suddenly I was standing before him, my hand on his arm, feeling the nervous thrum there in the thick muscle, seeing his eyes go wide. “I can do this for you.” And as I said the words, I knew I could. I’d be able to raise the axe, sever the bastard king’s head from his shoulders without feeling a thing but a faint sense of relief. That damn fluttering noise rose and rose inside my head as I saw myself doing just that.

      “I know you can, lass,” he replied. “There’s not much you can’t do. I stand in awe of you every damn day. But this? This job falls to me.” He tried for a smile but failed. “Perhaps the gods knew that when they moved my parents to name me after a weapon.”

      “Son… please…”

      Every word cost Ulfric an inordinate amount of effort, but he forced them out, even as Dane shoved him down, Weyland’s foot coming to rest on his father’s spine, keeping him there. At some point someone had bound the man’s hands back, just as he had done to mine. Perhaps the same ropes were used, some disembodied sense of curiosity inside me wondered. My lips twitched, only the knowledge of how inappropriate stopping me from smiling.

      “How would you have responded, Father, when I begged you for mercy?” Axe asked, all the warmth bled from his voice. “Or would you have neglected to attend my execution? Would you have had one of your nameless flunkies to drag us off, dispatch us neatly and quietly, away from anyone who might care. At least you get to go out the way you came in, with an audience of the people you sought to rule.”

      His massive arms flexed before he drew his axe up and some dark part of me thrilled at the way the blade gleamed, despite the gore accumulated on the edge.

      “Look away, lass,” Gael told me, trying to turn me to do just that, but I didn’t. Just like on execution days, I watched the blade come slamming down, bludgeoning the king’s spine, breaking it before the edge cut all the way through, severing Ulfric’s head from his shoulders.

      Is this enough? I asked the goddess.

      The blood of kings is always sweet on my lips, she replied, but no. You gave me something unwanted, unloved, like the scraps from a meal thrown to the pigs.

      I gave you Nordred. What could be more precious than that?

      Nordred gave me Nordred, a fitting payment for the extended life he was gifted. He did so for you.

      I nodded then, my jaw tightening as I turned to my mates. This wasn’t fair. They deserved a moment. We all did, but we wouldn’t get it, because I received another vision then. I followed the trail of blood through the forest like a hound tracking a wounded deer. Spatters on leaves, scarlet handprints left on trunks, dragging footprints in the soft dirt and then… him. 

      When I saw Callum lying there, glassy-eyed, propped up by a tree trunk, I felt a thrill. He looked waxy, pale, dead. But then his hand moved, jerking the arrow buried in his heart out, something that no wounded man should have been able to do. A bright gout of blood spurted out as a result, staining his armour and that should have just been the start of it: blood should have pumped freely, the very mechanism of his heart ejecting his life’s blood from the hole I’d created, that he’d just made worse. But then his other hand lifted and familiar blue flames were conjured, right before he slapped them down over his heart.

      “Gods be damned…” I hissed, feeling a black rage rise inside me, followed by yet another sharp twist of pain in my womb. 

      When I blinked, when the camp reasserted itself, I found my mates clustered around me, blocking the sight of Rath’s men dragging away the corpse of the king.

      “Why do I think I’m not going to want to hear what you have to say?” Weyland said. 

      He looked tired then, beyond tired. Deep lines were etched in his face and there were shadows in those sky blue eyes where there had been none before. He needed to rest. We all did. We needed time, a bolthole, a place we could barricade ourselves in and lock the world away as we sought succour in each other’s arms. But the gods saw things differently. Or rather, a goddess did. I heard her chuckle in the back of my skull as I faced them down, ready to deliver yet more bad news.

      

      An hour later, we were ready to ride. The army would follow in phases, some on swift horses with us, others going as fast as they could, but bringing with them equipment and supplies we couldn’t leave behind.

      But there was one thing we couldn’t take with us.

      A bier had been created for Nordred, logs of old wood set up to form a platform, his face scrubbed clean of blood and grime, his shield resting on his chest. Then there were his men, the young lads he’d wooed away from their homes with tales of glory. The ones he’d shown how to use the business end of a sword. I nodded to each one of them, not bothering to try and hide my tears now. They didn’t either. The men were a blurry mess in my eyes and yet somehow my brain made sense of them. They were loyal, they were good and they had come here to pay their respects to a great man, something they’d discovered when they met him, just as I had.

      “Lass…”

      One of my mates went to speak, to step forward and try and take this burden from me, but just as I couldn’t execute their father for them, they couldn’t do this for Nordred.

      Only I could.

      Part of me wanted that knife, to hack my hair down to the scalp and scatter it across his body, to shear every inch of softness from me and give it to him. But he’d never have wanted that for me. So I removed the bow that had been returned to me, the one I used to shoot that fucking bastard Callum with, and I laid it at his side, watching those stiff white fingers, begging, pleading inside my head for them to move and take it up.

      Stay in the moment, lass.

      I heard his rough voice as I snatched up the piece of wood wrapped with fabric and soaked in oil, then shoved the end in the crackling fire. I walked over to the bier that held the body of the only real father I’d ever fucking had and I laid the burning brand down with all the gentleness one would show a small child.

      The branches caught alight quickly. Despite the rain, somehow they’d managed to find wood that wasn’t damp, making me wonder to what lengths they’d gone. But in some ways, it all made sense. An actual crowned king was executed without fanfare, his body dragged away and disposed of with as much thought as one might toss dead vermin on a midden. But a man actually capable of being a true king? He’d died with his last formal title being horse master, but everyone here who stood to watch Nordred’s body burn knew he was far more than that.

      Despite the impending sense of doom building inside me, I stood there until the logs burned down, until his ashes and the timber’s had mingled before I nodded and then pulled away. 

      “He’s coming for Snowmere,” I said, and whether that pronouncement was made as their mate or their queen, I didn’t know or care anymore. 

      Because the curse of the living is, we must care about those we love. We want, need to protect the vulnerable. In my mind’s eye I saw Jan and Del, I saw Annis and the other refugees, then Mother Aeve and the other priestesses, even Kelly the pie maker and I knew we had to do whatever we could to protect them from the bloody Reavers who waited, patient as hounds, waiting to be loosed upon their prey by their master.

      And he was coming. Callum’s eyes flicked open in my mind. He wasn’t moving like a panther, instead, his were the halting steps of the elderly, but he was still in motion. One step after another, to get to his Reavers.

      “We ride until we reach the city and then we work out what the hell to do about a Reaver attack,” I added belatedly.

      Dane chanced a small smile, then nodded before turning to the others.

      “You heard your queen. We ride for Snowmere!”
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      The ride back to Snowmere was a nightmare. My consciousness was soft and hazy from exhaustion, coupled with pain and anguish, the like of which I’d never experienced, and weighed down with worry. Worry for Snowmere, worry that somehow Callum had reached his Reavers before us and was riding up the mountain towards Snowmere. Worry about Arden’s increasingly laboured breathing, the sweat flecking his neck white. If this was being a queen, I would’ve gladly stepped down in that moment. But of course, that’s not how it works. 

      I’d been horrified and relieved when we finally reached the gates of Snowmere. Manned by a small group of guards, they were held open to allow any and all to enter, something I ordered changed as soon as we got off our horses and walked them through. We were forced to keep our mounts moving, Nordred’s advice about the proper way to cool down a hard-worked beast in my mind as we did so, even if the pacing back and forth just set my nerves on edge. But the bulk of our troops followed us in, the word being put about quickly of what challenge we were about to face.

      “So what do we do, Highness?” a guard asked Dane, then his eyes widened. He sketched a hasty bow and then corrected himself. “Your Majesty.”

      “She’s Your Majesty,” Dane said, jerking his thumb at me. “I’m a royal consort. I’m not sure what honorific was used for them. That’s been lost to time.”

      “Your Majesty,” I shot back. “If I’m forced to endure never hearing my name again, so can you.” But any tiny moment of levity was quickly lost as we considered what we had to do. “We need to mobilise any troops we have stationed here and put them at the wall. Food and water needs to be brought for returning soldiers. They fought a battle in the morning and they may be doing the same on the morrow. Pallets need to be found so they can sleep in shifts.”

      “And the women and children?” The guard asked the question tentatively, expecting me to not give a damn about the issue he raised, but feeling like he had to. 

      I smiled then and placed a hand on his arm and, when I did so, I saw it. The cavernous halls of the citadel could hold many people, but all the women, children and elderly of all of Snowmere? I blinked then, remembering what lay beneath.

      The sacred caves… As I saw it, I saw Eleanor and Nordred disappearing into their depths, furtive glances shot over their shoulders as they walked into all that golden light.

      Part of me wanted to cling to the vision, hold it close to my chest and not let it go, even as the other half wanted to shove it all away. It was too soon to see a young, vital Nordred, love and worry warring in his eyes.

      “Everyone who is not strong enough to fight withdraws back to the citadel,” I said. “We need to start the evacuation now. I don’t know when the Reavers will come. I just know they will. Dane, we have all those food supplies.”

      He nodded then and smiled.

      “We do. We can sit out a siege if needs be. Old Snowmere has done the same more than once.”

      But was that what we were going to do? I tried to follow Eleanor and Nordred, to discover where they went and how they got across the border, but as was often the case, seeking a vision just made it fragment.

      The guard nodded. 

      “I’ll ring the bells. That’ll force everyone into the main square at the front of the castle. You can address the people there.”

      

      The sound of them, those bells, there was a heaviness to their clang, as if a complex mix of portent and warning rang out with them. We saw people come running out of their homes in response and then they saw us. Weyland waved them on, encouraging them to follow us as we walked the poor bloody horses. We already had a sizeable quantity of the army at our back, but the number just swelled and swelled as we crossed town, finally arriving at the square.

      “What is the meaning of this?” A sharp voice shouted, cutting across the hum of chatter as we reached the castle and my heart sank as I recognised it. Aurora walked down the steps, looking every inch the queen. Her dress billowed around her ankles, her hair was coiled and wound around her head, a slender coronet on top of it all. Those cold blue eyes of hers found mine, the already irritable expression she wore souring further at the sight of me. “Why have the bells been rung?”

      “War is coming. The full Reaver force is on its way,” Weyland replied with a sigh.

       We couldn’t seem to muster any urgency in our voices. Everything we’d seen today, everything we’d endured, had deprived us of that. The moon should have been high in the sky, lighting our way. We’d been in the saddle for hours and morning couldn’t be far off, but when I looked upwards, I saw only the thinnest of crescents… 

      The dark of the moon. The Morrigan’s time. When I was supposed to fight a duel with the queen. Each realisation hit me like a gut strike, something that couldn’t help but make me flinch. Angry Darcy, vengeful Darcy, had been so intent on putting the woman in her place, stopping her petty tyrannies and protecting the men she was coming to see as her mates. But me, now? She felt as brittle and hammered thin as that slice of light in the sky, and just as full of darkness. She was able to kill the queen, Callum and any numbers of Reavers. Anyone and anything until we could finally, finally have peace. I rubbed at my belly absently, the sharp pains of before not ceasing but had having eased somewhat. 

      “Then where is your father, the king?” Aurora asked, but Dane ignored her, turning around to face the people. I moved with him, automatically going to stand beside him, as did the rest of my pack.

      Not everyone person in Snowmere was here, but there were many, so many. We stared down into curious faces, worried ones, some bored and some mildly irritated ones. But they were silent, something that managed to surprise me still.

      “The king is dead,” Dane announced, his voice ringing out across the densely packed square, then held up his hand when people started to respond. “The Reavers are coming.” No gesture would silence them then, people beginning to chatter in earnest, but enough wanted to hear what Dane had to say that quiet was regained. “And we must fight to protect our home. Every able bodied man will present himself to the wall with any weapons he might have.” He shook his head then. “With anything that he might repurpose as a weapon. The Reavers are a formidable force. What they will do if they manage to get into Snowmere…”

      He gave the crowd, himself, a moment to remember all the tales of what the beasts had done and the silence seemed to grow heavier and more dense. My mind baulked, not wanting to go there again. I’d had more than my fair share of pain. I wouldn’t go seeking more.

      “We need to ensure we don’t find out what will happen. At this point, we don’t know when they are coming, but we do know it will be soon. We must be ready to defend Snowmere. Men report to the city gates; women, children and those unable to fight will go to the citadel in old Snowmere.”

      “Have faith,” a voice announced and it was then that Mother Aeve came down the stairs, each step seeming to take some effort. “The goddess watches over you and will keep you safe.”

      I heard the Morrigan’s chuckle at that, making a mockery of her words.

      “The king is dead?” The crowd was sharing the information between each other, then starting to move off to do as they were bid, when the queen strode closer, her eyes blazing. “How did this happen?”

      “I executed him,” Dane replied mildly, watching his mother stop where she was. 

      “Father was going to kill you and us,” Weyland said, approaching his mother. “All so he could get to Darcy. He’d get new sons on her, with her permission or without it. He finally worked out what we understood from the moment we first met our mate.” 

      He plucked the coronet from his mother’s head, her hands clawing for it belatedly as she tried to process what he’d said, but he just twirled the bejewelled crown around his finger as he came to me, standing there for a moment, before lifting the circlet and setting it on my brow.

      That dream I’d had, of wearing a heavy crown, of being weighted down by that and the ermine robe? I felt it now as the circlet rested on my head. I wanted to tear it off, toss it to the ground: what use would it have in the coming fight? But something sharp and brittle in Weyland’s eyes told me not to. I stared back into the eyes of a man I loved, seeing the pain there and just wanting to take it all away, knowing he felt the same about me. I reached out and took his hand, giving it a squeeze, the only badge of honour I wanted to wear.

      “No, he wouldn’t… Ulfric wouldn’t dare!”

      “We don’t have time for this, Mother,” Dane said, his tone withering. “King, queen, it’ll all mean nothing if we don’t protect the city from the Reavers.”

      There: that needed to be our focus. That.

      Of course, Aurora could never allow us that something be more important than her and her machinations, though, could she?

      “The duel.” My heart felt like it dropped through the floor as she said the words, my body feeling too heavy to keep upright. “This little bitch… No son of mine would become a kin slayer except for the girl. She came into my room, placed a blade on my neck and challenged me to a duel!”

      If I could’ve gone back in time and put my foot up the younger Darcy’s arse for that impetuous decision, I would’ve. I’d had no way of knowing what was coming but… My eyes slid closed, just for a second, the need to do that and keep them closed for several hours burning in my skull. I’d put that need to one side the whole ride back here and I’d keep doing that until this was done.

      “The duel must take place, Majesties,” Mother Aeve said. “The Morrigan must have her due.”

      She’s got it! I wanted to scream. She’s taken and taken and taken until I don’t think there’s anything left to give. 

      The death goddess chuckled then, making a mockery of my assumptions.

      “She’ll get it,” I snapped as my mates began to argue. “Give the queen a sword.”

      “No, Darcy. You’re exhausted!” Gael said, crowding into my space, but I looked past him to the queen and her very pretty male guards.

      “You, with the fetching face.” I unsheathed my own weapon and pointed to the guard on her left. “Give her your sword.”

      He obeyed, of course he did, with the habitual response of someone bred to compliance, to obey a dominant command from someone in authority and, right now, that was me. His sword was drawn and then offered to the queen with an apologetic look. She just stared at the silvery pommel, as if wondering how the hell she’d gotten here, despite the fact she’d been the one to force the issue. She snatched it away, holding it out from her body with an awkwardness that made me feel slightly sympathetic to her plight.

      She wasn’t used to this, I was willing to bet. The stylised combat of court was done with fangs and claws, not blades, their own personal strength as fighters put on display. But I was a woman and trained to use weapons before I ever became two-souled, so while the wolf in me rose, her fangs bared at the queen, the woman was in control. I stepped backwards, into the now empty square, drawing the queen with me. Because she couldn’t turn tail and run, not in the way she longed to. She was conscious of the spectacle she was making before this tiny audience, even now. Both hands went to the hilt of the sword and she held it out in front of her, the tip following my movements.

      So far, so good.

      “This duel takes place under the dark of the moon,” Aeve said. “The Morrigan’s time. Her divine hand will guide your bodies as you fight, determining who has the right of the issue. Her judgement is absolute. One lives, one dies; or, if you both have erred, you’ll both die. But none may leave until the dread queen takes her due.”

      The view of things Aeve presented me, it made it all so alluring. That I could just fight this fight, put Aurora into the ground and then all would be well. But the ‘dread queen’? She had her claws in me and she wasn’t letting go any time soon. So I faced Aurora down filled with a kind of emptiness that stank of ashes.

      “Imagine them dead already,” Nordred had explained to me once. “If you have to kill a man, imagine them in the ground, open-eyed and staring. See that, fix it in your mind, because you can’t hesitate. The only time you’d consider that is if your back was against the wall, when it’s down to you or him.”

      He’d clapped his hand on my shoulder then.

      “Always choose you. See them dead and then do what you need to ensure that happens, lass, though I pray to the gods you’ll never need to follow through on my advice.”

      Could either of us have predicted this? Would he have trained me any differently if he knew I would face down a queen? 

      I slashed out without warning, seeing her lying on the cobblestones below us, the vision almost precluding the reality in front of us. My blade went slicing through the air and hers was raised up to block it. 

      Evidently seeing her dead did not make it so.

      She jerked the sword up without thought, knowing what she had to do, but not knowing how. My blade sliced along both of her forearms, leaving a stinging cut that blood seeped from seconds later. Her sword was dropped, her scream ringing out through the square as her hands sought to stop the blood flow.

      “Pick it up,” I growled.

      The wolf inside me was dissatisfied with this fight. This woman had to have achieved her standing in the pack structure through subterfuge, because she was no physical match for us. 

      “Pick it up and fight!”

      I advanced on her swiftly, ready to end this if she was just going to wail and gnash her teeth at such a paltry injury. How weak, how pathetic she was, to react so. We had endured so much more than this and would go through more before we could rest. Danger, real danger was coming and we were forced by arcane human rituals to tarry here. With fingers slick with blood, she snatched up her blade and scrambled to her feet, but the sword-tip wavered as the woman fought to control her body. 

      This was not a wolf, this was prey. She stank of fear like a deer does when you run it down, like a rabbit does before you crunch it in your jaws. She bared her fangs at us, attempting to intimidate, and we just laughed. We struck out at her idly, making her move, run, like the little mouse she was. Weak creature, just like this ‘king’ who had set himself at the head of the pack.

      Unfit.

      We slashed and slashed, cutting her pretty, pretty dress to ribbons, batting away her own strikes with little effort before going back for more.

      Unworthy.

      We drove her backwards, knowing the terrain would be against her on the stairs. This creature was so weak she wouldn’t even be able to use the height difference the steps gave her to her advantage.

      Unloved.

      I paused then, her eyes widening as she struggled to catch her breath and it was then I seemed to see Aurora for the first time. When her coronet was taken, all her regal grandeur seemed to go with it, or had it even been there in the first place? Had she and Ulfric created a court of smoke and mirrors, where they asserted loudly their way of doing things and we’d all gone along with it. Their signals of office, the architecture of the castle, their confidence, all giving credence to their decisions, regardless of how terrible they’d been. But more than that. The ruling class had thrown their support behind them, for whatever reason, and so we’d all been forced to suffer their petty tyrannies. Bloated by that power, she’d sought to help others sexually assault her sons, just to ensure her rule continued. No one loved her. They couldn’t. She was a merciless beast seeking more and more power over everything else.

      I moved then, feeling the paws of my wolf within me as I did so, striding across the stones, moving into a run, forcing her to scrabble back, right as her heel connected with the bottom stair.

      Would she have cracked her skull open, bleeding out for the Morrigan, an unwilling sacrifice? I’ll never know. My blade followed her down, the dense flesh, the hard bone resisting my thrust, but not for long. Because my will was stronger. She gasped, high and girlish, as the sword pierced her, but that sound became a terrible gurgle as I clasped the hilt and forced it deep.

      “The goddess’ will has been done,” Mother Aeve intoned, and I turned to stare at her.
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      “Darcy!”

      Del’s voice rang through the citadel courtyard, which considering it was being filled steadily with people was a feat in itself. But the sound of it? My head whipped up, my eyes finding his and I tracked his path down the citadel stairs, even as my heart went to my mouth. Too many people. Too many strangers around my…

      Yes? The Morrigan said.

      “Just stay there, Del!” I shouted when he got to the bottom, Jan making a much slower progress with her shorter legs. “We’ll come to you!”

      “Easier said than done,” Weyland said, surveying the chaos. Fear was so thick in the air it made it hard to breathe. “We need to organise this crowd, find them spaces and–”

      The sharp blast of a horn cut through the air, stopping everyone in their tracks. I saw Fenster and Annis standing on one of the other sets of stairs.

      “Everyone’s scared,” Annis said, her voice carrying surprisingly well. “We know exactly how that feels. I was driven off my land by those bastards.” A little rumble in the crowd at that. “My husband, my boy, dead in the ground. But this is a good place, a safe place. Got through main door here, into the grand hall. We’ll sort you out from there.”

      “Well, looks like we aren’t needed here,” Dane said with an amused sniff.

      “Yes, we are,” Gael said, then threw himself into the crowd, leaving us to follow after him.

      We were needed, he was right. I felt it as soon as Del’s arms went around me, as I heard the ragged rasp of his breath, followed quickly by Jan. Gael scooped the little girl up, swinging her around so she could see me.

      “You came back,” Del gasped out.

      “We said we would,” I replied, smoothing a hand down his face. I frowned slightly as I saw the state of my hands. Grimy with dirt, but it was the rusty red stain of blood that had me snatching them back. I rubbed my hands on my armour, trying to abrade the mark off. 

      “But there’s more to come,” Del said, staring into my face as he pulled back. “They say the Reavers are coming.”

      My eyes widened meaningfully, shaking my head slightly before I looked up at Jan. The little girl went pale, then shoved her face in the crook of Gael’s neck.

      “Let’s get you two inside,” he said.

      “Let’s get us inside.” Axe’s voice was hoarse with tiredness. “It’s been…”

      I didn’t blame him for not being able to produce a description of what we’d been through. I couldn’t either. All of it, the horror and the depth of it, just sat in my stomach like a stone I’d swallowed, my hand rubbing absently over the slight swell of it, feeling that dull ache.

      I’d thought I was getting my menses again. That’s what it felt like. But when I’d had a chance, I’d looked and there was no blood. I knew I should see a healer. We all should. Each one of us wore cuts and bruises, abrasions and grazes that needed attention.

      But everything needed our attention.

      Everything that had happened, since I’d shot Callum, demanded we address it, but not now.

      “Children, we have to sleep,” Dane told them as gently as he could. “We’ve been awake for more than a day.” He stumbled when he reached the first step, his eyes widening, his hand slapping down on the wall to steady himself.

      “Come on, Jan,” Del said, straightening up, every inch the young man right now. “I found a book with pretty pictures and nice stories in the library. I’ll read you to you.” She let out a discontented little whine. “We have to let the princess rest, so she can rise up and protect us when the Reavers come.”

      Was it his offer or the mention of the Reaver that had her launching herself from Gael’s arms into Del’s? I didn’t get to ask. He took on the burden of his sister with practised ease, something that hurt me to realise. But it all hurt. Every breath I took, my muscles much abused. Every minute I stayed on my feet, my legs shaking. Every thought of what was to come. Every memory…

      “C’mon,” Weyland said, taking my hand and tugging me up the stairs. “I want to carry you up, lass, and lie you on our bed. But I can’t. I just can’t.”

      That exhaustion, that admission of defeat? We all felt the same. So we were forced to carry our own burdens up the steps and down the hall, into our room, the long corridor filling with people for once.

      

      “Sleep, Darcy…”

      Weyland’s voice was a thin note of complaint that barely cut through the frantic haze that clouded my mind as I shifted on the bed.

      We’d laid down, or rather landed like felled trees on the big bed we shared, still filthy and that seemed to claw at me.

      “I can’t.” 

      My voice was sharp, snappish, and I shot him a look of contrition as I jerked myself off the bed. He was lying spread out on the bed, making the process of resting seem as attractive as possible. I wanted to crawl into the safe harbour of his body, nestle down inside his arms and—

      My thoughts were interrupted by a feeling of unease. Not of mystical origin, but of physical. My skin felt too tight, my armour too constrictive. My head was too light and my hands… I looked down at them, stopping where I was. That rusty red splash across the palm reminded me of what I’d done. The queen… Her stumble, my blade… The gurgle of her last breath as… I frowned, then stared at my hands, tracing the lines with my eyes, seeing every inch of dirt as a signifier.

      “I killed her.”

      “I thought this might happen.” Axe rolled to his feet and approached me, arms wide, but I shook my head. 

      “I killed the king. I killed Nordred and all of those men.”

      “Don’t do this, lass,” he told me in a deep and reassuring voice. “Don’t let the dead get their hooks into you. You did what you had to, what you needed to, to survive.”

      “But I couldn’t fucking kill him.” My eyes flicked around the room, taking in everything but seeing nothing. “If I’d just killed Callum—”

      Strong hands hooked me around the waist and dragged me down into the tightly packed embrace of my mates. I flinched each time I felt them touch me, wanting to shove them off, yet worrying at the stains I would leave on them if I did. 

      But I had already. I grabbed Dane’s hands, turning them palm up and scouring them for signs. No stains there, none of the back, not even thin red lines around the nail beds. Because he hadn’t wielded the axe, my increasingly sluggish mind supplied, so I turned to Axe.

      “No,” Axe told me, his hands going to my shoulders, but I didn’t listen. I twisted, turned in his grip, searching for the taint I knew must be there, until he used the grip he had on me to give me a little shake. “I know what you’re doing, lass, because we’ve all done it. When the immediate danger is over, when things stop still, that’s when it comes. All the horror, the guilt, the regret that you couldn’t allow yourself to feel before. What ruled you before is the part of you that wanted to survive, not matter what. But now?”

      One hand pulled away so he could poke a finger into my chest.

      “Now that you're safe, for the moment, the other part of your mind shoves forward.” His blue eyes stared into mine, but there was a gentleness there, an understanding. “The part that stops you from cutting down some bastard who pisses you off at the pub, or snatching away something that someone else has that you want. The sensible part, the civil part, the real Darcy. Give me a waterskin.”

      Gael deposited one in his hand and Axe pulled the cork and then poured it onto a cloth that appeared from nowhere. Then, looking up into my eyes, he scrubbed my hands clean.

      “You’ll take some time to process what’s happened. How can you not, love? You’ve fought two duels, been a soldier on the battlefield, saw your father die before you, then ours. You were threatened with rape, murder, violation at every turn.”

      He dropped the cloth to the flagstones and I jumped at the sound of its splat.

      “And when you wake up, you’ll have to fight to defend a city you’ve barely spent a few weeks in.”

      His arms went around me and he held me close and, this time, I didn’t resist. I wanted his big, strong solidity more than my next shuddering breath.

      “I still see them, half the bloody Granians I’ve put in the ground.” His voice was much quieter now, a comforting thrum. “I see the whites of their eyes flashing and their blunt teeth grimacing, right before a fountain of blood pours from between them. I hear their screams, their horses' screams, even. I feel the hot blast of their piss as they sag against me, taking their last breath. I smell the stink of their shit. Blood and shit, that’s all a battle is. The end results might be noble, but the process is fucking horrendous if you ask me.”

      It wasn’t quite the consoling speech one might expect, but somehow it was all the better for it. I would’ve rebuffed any attempt to wave the issue away with some soft words, but this? His gruff recitation of his pain, of mine, was enough for me to sag in his grip until he collected me up and held me in his arms.

      “Now, if you can’t sleep, why don’t you tell me about Eleanor?”

      “Eleanor?” I croaked.

      “The visions you were getting, they were all about her. They told us about Nordred, about your lineage, but surely that’s not all the Mother meant for you to see.”

      “It seems like there must be more,” Dane agreed. “If the old queen’s story is important, then let's tell it to the end.”

      The end… Those words seemed to reverberate around in my mind as I was laid down across Axe’s lap, everyone settling in for the wait. I blinked, my eyelids feeling so heavy, so perhaps that’s why the vision came so easily. I was halfway gone to dream anyway

      And what a dream it was.

      

      “You stupid little bitch!” Callum’s hand snapped out and around Eleanor’s wrist, not caring that he dragged his sister naked from her lover’s bed. He barely gave her a second glance before finding one of Nordred’s robes hanging from the back of his door and shoving it at her. “And don’t you think about going anywhere!” he snarled at Nordred.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it, my prince,” Nordred replied, using the correct honorific, but with none of the implied respect. He rose though, donning his trews and following along behind as the prince dragged his sister through the castle.

      Did it say something about his position in the palace, that no one remarked as Callum manhandled their queen? The corridors were largely empty at this time of morning, but still, guards saw them pass, as did ladies’ maids and cleaners. But it wasn’t until Callum started to drag Eleanor down the steps that Nordred interjected.

      “Where are you taking our queen, Callum?”

      No ‘my prince’ now. His title was dropped, but hers was re-emphasised.

      “To see what her inaction has wrought.”

      Time seemed to compress, in the way of dreams and visions, because in the next instance, they were walking through the gates of the barracks. The place was the same and different all once. But we didn’t get a chance to dwell on any of that as Callum dragged Eleanor closer to a sombre looking building.

      “Your Highness, we—”

      A man with the bearing of a general hustled forward, ready to make a request of the king, but Callum just shook his head.

      “I know, General. I’m in the process of convincing the queen of the wisdom of our proposal now.”

      The man took in the way Callum gripped the queen, catching the way her skin was blanched white and bloodless beneath his fingers and the hastily wrapped robe she was clad in, but all he did was nod. 

      “We will speak after you’ve had a chance to… show the queen the situation.”

      And with that, any witness to what was about to happen was whisked away. All but Nordred.

      “You want to bring the queen to the army mortuary?” he asked, stepping forward. Nordred might have been barefoot and wearing only trews, but he did not seem to lose any of his dignity with it. Actually, the complete opposite happened. As he walked, you could see the evidence of his wolf in the sure tread of his feet, the prowling pace of his steps. A wolf that Callum lacked.

      “She needs to see, Nordred.” Callum’s voice wavered then, all the anger and disgust bleeding from his eyes, his posture, right before he stiffened his spine. “She is the queen and she needs to understand that people are dying due to her inaction.”

      The smell was what she noticed first, her eyes being forced to try and compensate for the darkness of the room. Then there were the flies. But it was bodies, so many bodies, stacked up like cordwood in the room, that had the hand that was available to her covering her mouth. That helped her not suck breaths in of the stench, and to prevent flies going into her mouth, but that’s not what she was thinking. How? was her first thought. And then: Why?

      “This is what the Granians are doing to us, sister,” Callum hissed. “Every soldier that has died on the battlefield, trying to drive those bastards out, has been returned here. Those with families left to claim them take their bodies to be buried and those that don’t…”

      The prince now looked nothing like the heartless Reaver lord I’d just seen on the battlefield. He was wide-eyed, distraught with pain. I could see now why he was manhandling his sister so, because otherwise she would have just jerked away from him, from what was here. Given her choice, she would not have come in here in the first place, would have preferred to retire back to her rooms or to Nordred’s for more love play, there to wrap herself up in the warm blanket of pleasure and desire which the two of them created, to the exclusion of everything else.

      Here, that wasn’t possible. Instead, she pulled free of her brother’s grip and walked further in, despite every instinct in her telling her not to, drawn closer by the sight of a little hand.

      The child’s skin was mottled blue and white, his or her little fingers hanging still in a way that seemed incompatible with what I knew of young children. Why sit when you could stand? Why walk when you could run? Why talk when you could shriek and shout and cajole and whine…? But this child would do none of that. They were frozen in time now, preserved as a gruesome monument to childhood, their tiny body wedged in between the bodies of so many other children.

      Eleanor’s hand slid to her belly then, the small swell there hidden by the voluminous folds of her dress.

      I hadn’t felt the golden light in me since the battle. Seeing Nordred die seemed to kill it, but now it awoke. It fluttered, like a candle in the wind, valiantly trying to stay alight, just like it did in her. Somehow I could see, even feel Eleanor’s vision, of the same Mother statue her grandmother had presented her to when she’d first became a woman, then again, just before her grandmother’s death. She’d memorised that blank face with its rudimentary design and, just like I had, she now saw those eye sockets fill with blood, as her own tears slid down her cheeks.

      “There’s children here too,” Callum said, anger giving way to despair. “The generals wanted me to burn them or bury them in a mass grave, but I…” He shook his head. “I wanted to see if their families could be found, if someone could take responsibility for them and see them interred properly. These damn flies are making that impossible. We’re due to burn the lot of them today. You’ll smell it up in the castle, but I didn’t want Nordred or one of your other courtiers to brush it off as wildfire or something. This is what the invaders are doing to our people. Your people, Eleanor.”

      She’d rushed out then, gasping in great lungfuls of clean air, but the lazy hum of flies in the background prevented her from recovering her equilibrium. So she stopped trying. She vomited up what was left in her stomach over by one of the fenceposts, then straightened up. Her brother shook off his jacket and handed it to her, allowing her to button it up over the robe and then he led her away to meet with the war council. 

      

      Nordred nodded to everyone there, obviously having already made their acquaintance, and that made her feel like more of a fool than ever. Everyone in her inner circle knew what was going on. Everyone but her.

      “We have to look at conscription,” one lord said, getting to his feet and eyeing the dishevelled queen. “The invaders have a whole empire behind them, sending fresh troops, armaments and supplies every day, to supplement that which they take from the land. Most of the south is gone.”

      His finger trailed over a part of the map we called Grania now.

      “Even then, it might not be enough. If every able man was deployed against the invaders…” The lord looked meaningfully at Callum, then Eleanor.

      “Perhaps we can send envoys to neighbouring countries?” another said. “See if an alliance could be struck. Our queen is still unmarried.”

      “And alert them to our position? We’d be facing more than one invading force if we did that. No, we need…”

      Their words washed over her like the rising tide, stealing her breath, a deadly undertow threatening to pull her under. She stared and stared at the map of her greatly diminished kingdom, the land lost the first in recorded memory, and that wasn’t all that distinguished it. When would the ravening hungers of the invaders be slaked? With fresh troops arriving each day in uncountable number, the writing was on the wall.

      

      “When were you going to tell me, Nordred?” she asked much later, as she pulled on a dark coloured gown. All of the bright silks and satins in her wardrobe seemed obscene in the face of the death and despair she’d seen.

      “There wasn’t—”

      “When, Nordred.”

      “The role of an advisor can be a difficult one,” he replied with a mirthless smile. “We are supposed to give advice so a sovereign never missteps. Most of the time we are frustrated by the fact that the person we serve listens to what we have to say and then…” He blinked. “We made mistakes, so very many mistakes at every step in this, and I have only the fact we have never faced an invasion to explain that.”

      Nordred stared into Eleanor’s eyes.

      “I wanted, needed to believe that these outlanders were just here for trade. That need coloured my vision, my processing of the evidence, and so the Empire was allowed to gain a foothold in our country. Perhaps there had been an intention to honour the agreements at the start, but when they started to bring back to Farrador that good Strelan iron ore…? Why trade when you could take? Initially it seemed like a good thing. More and more ships were arriving, more gold flowing into the coffers.”

      Nordred cocked his head to the side and I watched the movement with hungry eyes, wanting to capture each one of his mannerisms and store them away in my memory.

      “Strelae has always remained in the hands of the queen. Others have tried to invade, but the mountains, our people have always been able to drive them back.”

      “But for me,” Eleanor said.

      “Callum saw it differently of course. He mobilised the army, organised the defence of Strelae.” Nordred smiled but it was a mirthless thing. “He was happy for a time. He had a purpose. He thought this could be his moment. Unencumbered by the crown, by his queen, he could make his mark on the history books.”

      He shook his head slowly.

      “We all underestimated the invaders, to our peril, because now I’ve seen the full extent of our enemies’ forces, I think even the greatest of queens would’ve quailed in the face of the Farradorian Empire,” Nordred replied. 

      “And I am not the greatest of queens.”

      Her elegant hands smoothed over the fabric of her dress, the folds hanging loose. She turned her back to him and he rose, lacing her dress up until the bodice hugged her frame. Then he plaited her hair, curled it at the base of her neck and fixed it with a ribbon, before reaching for her cloak.

      “That was when she went across the border,” I said with a frown. “It was like the two of them always knew this was going to happen. He let her have her fun for as long as he could, because he loved her—”

      “And although she was his mate, she was destined to become someone else’s wife,” Dane said with a nod.

      “Twins are often seen to be a sign of bad luck in Strelae,” Axe said.

      “Probably because it’s one too many mouths to feed,” Gael said grimly. “So she went across the border. Is that the message here? Because if we did that, we’d bring the bastard Reavers with us. Callum’s not given up for over three hundred years. He’s sure as hell not giving up now.”

      “And neither are we,” I said, leaning back against Axe’s chest, feeling the heaviness of sleep reaching up to claim me. “Callum doesn’t have the might of the Empire behind him.”

      But as darkness claimed me, I heard the Morrigan’s laughter reverberating through my head. Like any mother, she was about to correct my assumptions, showing me the error of my ways.
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      “Wake up, darling.”

      Her hand was on my face, stroking my hair back from my forehead, not making me want to do as she asked at all. Her strokes were long and slow, lulling me back to sleep, not bringing me to wakefulness.

      “It’s time to rise.”

      I groaned, then stretched, my whole body tensing as I yawned.

      “You’ve done so well, my love, but there’s more to be done.”

      “Mother…” My voice was a small, childish whine. 

      “I know it’s hard, and it’s only going to get harder.” My brow creased at the small note of disquiet her words brought. “I know what’s coming.”

      I’d heard this before, in another dream, another time, and I remembered what came after. My lips started moving, reciting the words before she did.

      “I didn’t want this for you, Darcy. I begged, pleaded with her for another way, but… You’ll know when it comes, my love, and when it does, know that I love you. I will always love you.”

      My eyes flicked open then, just in time to hear the far off howl.

      “They’re here,” Gael said, as he crouched down beside me. I reached out and he pulled me clear of a still sleeping Axe. I washed up quickly in the basin full of water on the washstand, longing for a proper bath, but unsure of when I’d get one. Then I let out a low hiss.

      “You’ve been doing that a lot,” he said, glancing down, then placing his hand over my stomach. I felt the sharp prickle of his power when he did so, the pain rising so sharply I was forced to pull away. “What did Ulfric do to you?”

      “Nothing.” I shrugged out of the clothes I’d worn for days and replaced them with fresh ones that had been laid out for us, my armour going over them. I shoved my knives into my boots, strapped my swords around my hips and then bent to bind my hair back. He snorted when my hands went to my now cropped hair, grabbing a piece of leather and used it to tie me the world’s shortest horsetail. “It's probably just cramps. My menses were uncommonly short. Perhaps the goddess seeks to bless me with two moon flows this month.”

      I heard a sharp ruffle of feathers at that.

      “Whatever it is, it’ll have to wait,” I continued. “They’re here. They must be here.”

      And as if in response, a harsh blast of a horn, then the further off ring of the warning bells, told us just what was happening. The rest of my mates jerked awake and that’s when the day really seemed to start.

      We strode down the corridor, ready to ride down to the wall, when the door to Del and Jan’s room was yanked open.

      “They’re here?” Del asked, pale as milk.

      “We’re just going to find out, lad,” Axe told him.

      “I’ll come. I can fight. I can—”

      I silenced him by unbuckling one of my swords and handing it to him.

      “You will, here.” This wasn’t what parents were supposed to do, I was sure, but in my defence, I wondered how many parents were forced to go and fight another damn battle, with all of the small and vulnerable locked up behind a stone wall that seemed far too fragile now. “If something happens… If the Reavers get past the drawbridge…”

      Del stared up at me now, then nodded, taking the sword and going to strap it around his waist, even if the tip of the scabbard would drag on the ground.

      “You’ll fight for Jan, for yourself.”

      Jan appeared in the doorway, clinging to a doll I’d not seen before, but I was glad she had it. She watched all of us with eyes too big for her tiny face, right up until I pressed a kiss to her forehead and then to her brother’s. My pack moved in, dropping down to give each of them hugs and Del permitted it, just. His body wouldn’t go loose or surrender into their embrace, and when we pulled away, his spine was ramrod straight.

      “We’ll be back,” I promised, an idea I clung to, right up until we reached the wall.

      

      As soon as I was off Arden’s back, I shimmied up the ladder to the top of the wall and stared down.

      “Can’t see much of them yet, milady,” a man said, peering at the tree line down the slope, “but…”

      I saw what he alluded to. Out in the trees, small points of light flickered. I thought of the stick wrapped in fabric I’d used to set Nordred’s pyre afire yesterday and realised what they were.

      “Torches.”

      “That’s what we’re thinking,” another man said, “and a lot of them.”

      I looked up, seeing the sky was awash with red as the sun began to set. It was a suitably hellish atmosphere, heralding what was to come. But not dark enough to warrant the need of torches. 

      “My queen!”

      I slid down the ladder to see Rath and several other generals approaching. 

      “They’re bringing torches with them and it’s still daylight,” Gael said.

      “So they intend to try and burn the gate down.” Rath eyed the tall, reinforced wooden structure balefully. “I guess we can be glad the beasts don’t have siege machines.”

      “Because they don’t intend for the attack to last that long.” The words were out of my lips without thinking, but everyone gave them undue attention. “That’s just an observation, not a goddess-delivered prophecy.”

      “Any word from the divine?” Rath asked with a frown, obviously uncomfortable with the spiritual nature of what I had divulged and, hell, I was the same.

      “Surely if you’re seeking divine intervention, you should be speaking to me,” Aeve said, appearing before us.

      “You need a bell on you!” Axe said. “You appear and disappear like a bloody cat.”

      Her smile in response was suitably feline.

      “You should also be behind the citadel walls,” Dane observed.

      “Some of my priestesses have gone to give succour to the people, but not us.” As she shifted, I caught the sun shining on her raven feather cloak, the plumes giving off a golden sheen rather than a purplish one. “We will remain in Snowmere, no matter what happens.”

      “You could be raped or torn apart where you stand,” a general growled.

      “I could strike down our enemies.” She twisted her hands, conjuring a swirling ball of black energy that we all instinctively took a step away from. “Others of my order could as well.” She nodded to a small group of similarly elderly women. “We may be part of what helps save the day.”

      “We need water by the gates,” I said. 

      “Done, Majesty,” Rath said, only the dark shadows under his eyes alerting me to the cost of his efforts. “It’s also been reinforced with… well, everything.”

      He wasn’t wrong. It looked like half of the city had been piled up against the gate, men milling around the base of the mass.

      “Then let’s get some archers up on the wall, start picking the bastards off while we still can.”

      “Of course, Majesty.”

      “And you’re going to join them.” Weyland shook his head slowly. “Someone will need to protect the women and children in the citadel. We need to send troops there as well, just in case…”

      All of us blinked then as the uncomfortable truth of what he said sank in.

      “Some of the militia Lord Nordred raised have been redirected there,” Rath replied. “They’re good men and well trained for the time they have spent with his Lordship, but they’re exhausted from the ride to the battle and the one to Snowmere.”

      “And we’ll look after the queen.”

      I turned at the sound of a familiar voice, seeing a bruised and battered Selene, but with her was with some of her Maidens.

      “Gods, Selene…”

      My hand was up, reaching for the massive bruise on one side of her face, but she shied away, trying to mask the motion with a smile.

      “I expected some war wounds,” she said, “just not from our own men.” She eyed Rath and the others coolly. “We will fight with the queen, stay by her side, and ensure her safety.”

      “We’d expect nothing less,” Rath said with a nod.

      

      So that’s how I ended up standing on the battlements of the wall around Snowmere, a bow in my hand. But that wasn’t the only weapon to be found up there. A publican, by the look and smell of him, was hauling up create after crate of bloody whiskey, something that had me frowning.

      “They think this some party that we can drink to forget our worries away?” I asked Dane in a low hiss.

      “Not a party,” Axe replied with a grin, striding over and helping the men with their burden. 

      I watched them sink torn pieces of fabric into the bottles, but not before the men took a mouthful from each, holding the drink up in sorrow for what they were about to do. Then a brazier was brought closer and the kindling within was lit. When the flames were crackling merrily, the fabric wick in one bottle was set alight before it was tossed out and over the battlements to the raucous cries of the men. 

      It felt like my heart flew with it, soaring through the air for a moment, then coming crashing down to earth on the rocks below. Something inside me exploded when the glass did, then the broken bottle sent out a great splash of whiskey that was instantly set alight.
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      Burning was how I felt when the first of the Reavers came into range. I couldn’t look at the mass of them, but there were many, so many more than what we’d seen at Ironhaven. I had one in my sights and I watched him snarl and roar, looking all the while like some kind of bestial creature let loose from a dank dungeon. No matter what type of beast he was, he would be a dead one as soon as he took a step closer.

      “May your aim be true, my queen.” Selene’s voice was a prayer in my ear, gentle in comparison to the raucous war cries coming from Axe and the publican’s men.

      “And yours, Maiden,” I said, letting the arrow fly.

      It flew right and true, a much harder feat at this range, but somehow I knew that didn’t matter. The world dropped away, replaced only by the whirr of my arrow, of theirs, vibrating slightly as it tore through the air, building momentum as it soared, then deploying that with deadly efficiency when it came slamming down. Right between the eyes. I caught the moment the Reaver jolted, then collapsed, the fletching of my arrow sticking out from the beast's skull.

      I couldn’t devote time and energy to following each one. Instead, I had to move with a mechanical efficiency. Nock, sight, release my arrow, over and over, the wealth of the Strelan armoury at my fingertips, ready to be deployed. I shot and shot, my muscles feeling like they got stronger rather than tiring.

      But then I heard Selene.

      “Majesty?”

      That. That tiny gasp of fear, of doubt, from a woman I’d never heard utter anything like it, had me pausing, letting my string go loose as I pointed my bow down. I could see the evidence of my efforts, of our people’s. Dead bodies littered the ground, along with injured ones. That didn’t seem to do anything to the great carpet of Reavers though. They stepped over the bodies of the fallen, or reached down, tossing their torches aside to haul their comrades’ corpses over their shoulders, but they did not stop. Reavers covered the mountainside now in numbers none of my visions had betrayed. Ravening, rabid wolves as far as the eye could see.

      “We shoot,” I told Selene and the others who now looked at me. “And we keep shooting until we have nothing left.”

      “Cop a taste of this, you fuckers!” Axe shouted, he and his publican troops all lobbing their bottles over the edge. We watched them smash below, the Reavers closest splashed with liquor which quickly set alight. Seeing the flames flare, seeing them tear across the forms of the nearest Reavers, swallowing them in their fiery embrace had the whole battlements cheering, it felt like. My eyes sucked in the details like water on a sunny day, wanting, needing to see these bastards falter.

      You begin to understand my hunger, the Morrigan said.

      For Reaver blood? Damn right, I do, I shot back. What do I need to do to gift you more?

      “You want to get to get those lads aiming at the whole mass of the Reavers, not just the ones in front of them.” 

      My head whipped around to see Pepin standing there, her body held tight, as if bracing herself for an onslaught.

      “Lady of the hunt.”

      Selene’s voice was full of reverence as she and the other Maidens dropped down into the lowest of bows, making me wonder what they saw.

      “I am here to hunt, as best as I can.” Pepin didn’t bother masking what she was now, a golden bow appearing from the air and in her hands. She drew it back, a flaming arrow against the string right before she let it go.

      You couldn’t help but follow its path, the fiery bolt carving through the Reavers, leaving a blazing trail in its path.

      “I can’t do much more than this and only for as long as I’m allowed,” she added.

      “Why?” My bow was held between numb fingers, every muscle lax. “Why don’t you stop this? Why don’t you kill all of the fucking Reavers where they stand? You’re a goddess, aren’t you? Aren’t we your people? Save us!”

      I injected all of the power I could into my bark, but it didn’t get me what I wanted. 

      “We answer the call of those of the blood.” Pepin’s voice shifted now and her form did too. The girl, then my mother, then Mother Aeve stood there, flickering back and forth, back and forth, the shifts coming faster and faster. When she spoke, it was with all three of her voices. “I told you to claim your pack and your throne. It would’ve gone easier if you had.”

      “So she’ll claim me now.” Dane’s voice cut through hers, all of hers, as he stepped closer. “I’ll get Axe over. We’ll do this, finish this.”

      “A bite on the neck is not a claiming, Queen’s Consort. Such things have a power in and of themselves and that does not come from a hasty nip on a battlement.” Pepin’s, the goddess’ eyes flickered as she turned back to me. “And she would need to claim all of her mates to gain the advantage she needs.”

      “All…?”

      My whispered reply was lost to the sound of battle and my eyes jerked back to see a monstrous sight. The bodies of the fallen were tossed against the wall, dead or dying, creating a grotesque ramp of sorts, one the Reavers were about to deploy. The smell of burning had my eyes jerking left, seeing the torches pelting the gates over and over, not enough to set the gate alight in themselves, but when they fell in a pile at the bottom? The mass of torches became a pyre of burning logs, one whose flames roared higher. Men moved frantically from the battlements to douse the flames with buckets of water and sand, but the Reavers kept on coming.

      And now they were clawing their way up the walls of the city, thrusting their claws into the mortar. A sharp stab of pain had me bent over double. Gael moved closer in concern, but I waved him away. When I drew my bow, it wasn’t mine though, it was hers. I turned to see Pepin standing there, wearing her Maiden form now.

      “I am the weakest and the strongest form of the goddess,” she said. “I’m the strength of young bodies, the keenness of your minds. I’m the face of her that will not accept things as they are.”

      I let my flaming arrow fly, seeing it spear through several Reavers climbing up the sides of the wall, somehow cutting through them like butter. 

      “I am the part of she that fights!”

      At the crack of her voice, I looked down the line, seeing all of the people, my people, moving as one. We lobbed whiskey bottles, shot arrows, rocks were dragged over the edge and dropped down from a great height, other heavy things repurposed as projectiles. The men of Strelae moved faster, harder, trying to beat back the invaders. And when the first Reaver clawed his way over the top? My men surged forward, blades outstretched, stopping the beast’s attempts with cold steel, then shoving the body back over the side. As more was tossed over and more Reavers died, my consciousness fanned out. Flying on raven’s wings over the battlefield, able now to see the sheer magnitude of the force Callum had brought, my heart sank.

      He’d been a fool not to bring his entire host to Ironhaven. He’d have obliterated the Strelan army just as efficiently as the Granians had. There were just so fucking many of them. And a strange kind of logic drove them. Each Reaver they sacrificed, each time one of their brothers fell, I saw how this was all part of the plan. They hadn’t brought siege engines or even ladders, useful things when attacking a walled city, so they used what they had: their sheer devastating number. More and more Reavers were scaling the walls now, helped up by the pile of bodies, knowing that they were probably just going another rung in the grim ladder they were creating, but completely undeterred by the knowledge. Because Callum had a luxury I didn’t.

      The first time one of my people died, I’d flinched back, feeling the Reaver driving his claws into the lad’s guts, even as his fellow rushed in to lop the beast’s head off. But he’d still stumbled back, blood seeping from his fingers, followed by the wet slither of his innards as he dropped to the ground. The next was two men, their throats torn out as one by a Reaver clawing wildly, right as a sword was thrust into his heart. Then another beast grabbed a young fellow about to lob a bottle of spirits, the grin on his face turning into a scream as he was jerked backwards, down into the pit of surging Reavers. 

      Callum didn’t feel the pain of his soldiers as they were burned, shot, stabbed or crushed. He felt nothing but that dark, bleak amusement that seemed to simmer inside him. Well, that and some slight personal discomfort. His fingers scratched at his jerkin, raking across the wound I'd left in his chest.

      “He made a bargain for this, didn’t he?” I asked Pepin and as I did, I could see it. Him wavering as he made his way through the blood and mud of a battlefield, rapidly muttering a dark prayer to the death goddess. “That’s how he got all of this. How do I counter it? How do I do the same?”

      “Don’t, Darcy…” Dane growled, staring at the two of us intently. “Making bargains with the gods rarely works out well for us. Rath! We need to start the retreat!”

      Orders were shouted out around me, horns blasted and bells rung, but all I saw, heard was her.

      “He’s right,” she replied. “You don’t want to do this.” And then she shifted, my mother standing before me in a light summer dress, her red-gold hair shining in the summer sun. “I know what’s coming.”

      “And it will be hard and bad.” I bit my words off, my teeth jarring with each word. “And it will be bad and you’ll feel sorry for me. I remember. Fuck, how I remember. But don’t show me Pepin or you, Mother, show me her.”

      Was it a surprise when the form of Mother Aeve stood before me? Not just her, all of the priestess of the Morrigan stood there, wearing their black feather cloaks.

      “I have what you want, young wolf queen,” she said, but it wasn’t Aeve’s endlessly patient voice, it was hers. The sibilant hiss of a voice that had slithered around in my head. She twisted her hands, doing just as Aeve had before, conjuring a ball of bruise-purple light, something that seemed to roil and shift like storm clouds. “And the first taste is for free.”

      She tossed the ball out, and it seemed to explode outwards, becoming a heavy dark fog. A noxious one, it appeared. Men jerked back instinctively from it, scrambling with the effort of it. But when they didn’t move fast enough? They dropped like stones, open eyed and staring onto the battlements, just like the Reavers beyond. I strode forward, watching the dark cloud spread and spread, killing every Reaver it touched. But the cloud didn’t last for long. It dissipated on the breeze, forcing the Reavers to cough and splutter as a result. But once they recovered? They threw themselves back at the wall with renewed vigour.

      “What have you to offer me, wolf queen?”

      “Darcy, you can’t,” Gael said, pushing himself between us. “Whatever that was—”

      “This one?” Her claw like hand reached out, but I thrust Gael behind me, knowing somehow that he would not survive her touch. “Pity. A true born son and a mate is a potent sacrifice. Queens kept multiple mates for a reason, dearie.”

      I blinked, then shook my head, trying to rid myself of that mental image.

      “Then what about the pretty one, golden as the sun?”

      She drifted towards Weyland, who raised his sword with a growl, but I moved in front of him too.

      “Or the burly one. You don’t need him.”

      “None of my mates,” I snapped. “None of them.”

      “Then what about the Maidens?”

      She moved to Selene with a carnivorous smile on her face, but the Maiden held firm, not even raising her sword.

      “If that’s what it takes to stop this onslaught, I’ll go.”

      “No, Selene!” Orsha cried, shouldering her way forward. She wrapped her hands around the other woman’s arm. “Selene, you can’t.” The Maiden broke then, tears filling her eyes as she looked up at her alpha. “Not after everything we’ve been through.”

      “Not just you, dearie,” the Morrigan clarified. “The Wolf Maidens are a drain on my power, a part of me that my little Pepin likes to let run free. Your strength, your prowess comes from me, you know.”

      “Then take mine, dread queen,” Selene replied, her arms trembling as she held her hands out. “From you it comes and to you it returns.”

      “It will anyway, and very soon, if we don’t act swiftly,” the Morrigan said, casting an eye over the battlements. “No, I need more than your death. The death of the Maidens entirely.”

      “No…” The words slipped past my lips and many others.

      “All of your powers stripped, your beasts taken. And none will come after you to bear the name Maiden.”

      “You want a sacrifice?” I said.

      Aeve’s eyes glittered then with a light I’d never seen burning in them before. Her normally calm face had become an avaricious mask, her fangs glittering in the dying sun as she stepped closer.

      “Take from me.”

      My mates protested, shouted their denial, Axe leaving off what he was doing to rush over, cutting down a Reaver who sought to insert himself in this conversation, but I barely heard them. Right now, there was only me and her.

      “You want me. You’ve always wanted me. Pepin sent Nordred to train me. You sent my mates across the border to strike a deal, but they found me. You made sure I would come back with them…” I sucked a breath in, my brow knotting as I wondered at just how far this plan went. Did Kris…? Did Father…? “You brought me to Strelae, to Snowmere. You forced me to see what the Reavers were doing at Wildeford.” My voice broke on that. “You forced me to care about this bloody country. And now that you’ve achieved all of that, it’s going to burn.”

      I saw Eleanor stepping down into the cave with Nordred at her side, each step feeling like it carried with it the weight of thousands. Her hand instinctively to her stomach, as if it needed protecting from that burden, or perhaps the child that lay within did. There was no hope in her. Each step she took was as a failed queen, a failed sister, but she had one more option left to her. 

      She lifted her hand from her stomach and took the missive bearing the imperial seal, reading the option set out in it. If she surrendered. If she came to the Empire’s representative of her own free will. If she told her army to stand down and married the general of their choice, she could end the slaughter of her people. They would install a king anyway, one loyal to the Empire, ready to pay tithes and put in place preferential trade deals, so she could either be the wife of that king, the mother to future generations of monarchs, or she could die with the rest of her people, pushed out in favour of the Empire’s colonists. The paper crackled between her fingers.

      “I’m the sacrifice you need,” I said, feeling my lips move, seeing Eleanor’s mouth moving, saying the same as she stood in front of the Mother’s statue. “So take me.”

      I thought the Morrigan had accepted the bargain, because the pain that had been wracking me since I woke in Ulfric’s tent roared to life inside me. I was forced to my knees, my hands slapping down on the stone, a gods’ awful groan escaping my lips as it felt like I was torn in two.

      “NO!” Dane’s voice echoed out across the wall, but it made no difference. I sobbed between rapid breaths, twisting, turning like a fish on a line.

      “What the fuck did you do to her, you old witch!” Gael snarled, standing over me, sheltering me with his body.

      “I accepted her sacrifice. Retreat now, little consorts, collect up the form of your lady love and scurry off through the mountains. My power will last as long as the blood seeps from her womb. Retreat and regroup to fight again and see who is worthy of ruling Strelae.”

      Her words, they were important, somehow I knew that, but my focus was shattered by the agony I was forced to endure. I couldn’t stand, couldn’t move, but I couldn’t stay still either, thrashing on the battlements with the force of it, my cries pushed out between gritted teeth. And with them came the hot seep of menstrual blood.

      “I have you, lass.” Gael’s voice was ragged, broken, but his arms were like iron, scooping me up and clasping me to his chest. “RETREAT!” His voice cut through the air, his order making us obey. “Signal the retreat!”
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      The citadel was in an uproar. People milled around in the courtyard like startled cattle, exclaiming at the sight of their loved ones returning, though some wailed when they learned others hadn’t. But none of them were doing as they needed to.

      “Head downstairs!” Dane shouted. “Into the caves below!”

      But this wasn’t like before. No crowd accepting a victorious prince, not a people looking for a leader. They were on edge, terrified, listening to the sounds of the battle beyond, and now we were running through the gate, nothing they saw beyond it reassured them. I heard their frantic shouts, their cries, felt their terror as my own as they caught glimpses of a black cloud forming on the battlements care of Mother Aeve and her priestesses. 

      But yelling, crying, wailing wouldn’t help. None of it would. We had to run, but they hadn’t seen enough, experienced enough to do this. They clung now to those the cared about, struggled to process what was going on, but we didn’t have time for them to come to the same realisation that we did.

      That we needed to escape.

      I needed to do something. I don’t know how Eleanor had escaped this, a bone deep sense of duty, of knowledge that it was my job to do something about this situation, even as I curled up in a ball in Gael’s arms. But as my shaking hand slid low, my fingertips slipping through the blood that had soaked through my armour, my lips moved. 

      I wasn’t a wizard like Nordred. I had never thought I possessed the gift of magic, until now. Back on the battlefield, Gael and I had spoken those words, dark and strange in a language I didn’t understand, when we turned everyone into wolves. I said them now. My hand fell limply as Gael shoved his way through the crowd, but I felt the moment my blood dropped onto the flagstones. My blood, this land, they came together in a way that was explosive. 

      “Darcy! Darcy!”

      Del’s voice was a sharp wail above the reactive growl of the mob, one that should’ve been lost. But as the blood soaked in, the words seemed to take ahold, spilling from my lips, tangible now, spreading out through the masses and transforming them.

      I was queen and I would command my people and my first act was to force them to shift. 

      We wouldn’t have need of clothes, of keepsakes and pots and pans where we were going, so they all fell to the ground, discarded now because every single person living in Snowmere had become a wolf. And that pack, it looked to us.

      “How the….?”

      “Questions later, brother,” Weyland said, clapping Dane on the shoulder. “We must close the gates and get downstairs. Into the caves?”

      “Do we know where those caves go?” Axe asked.

      “Does it matter?” Gael snapped. “We can’t fucking go back there and whatever death magic they’re unleashing, it’ll only last while Darcy bleeds.”

      “Then we go and find out.” Dane retrieved the keys from his belt and then led us inside.

      The entire population of Snowmere came with us in wolf form with all of the discipline of an established pack. They knew who their alpha was and they followed. A sea of black fur and grey, white fur and sable tipped, ran down, down, down until we reached the door.

      “Quickly now and gods, I hope that door will hold,” Gael growled.

      “Somehow I don’t think anything gets past this door that She doesn’t want to.”

      “The goddess has given her favour to fucking Callum as well as us, so I don’t think she’s to be trusted,” Gael said.

      “And why is that?” Dane asked, all of his usual analytical cool back.

      “Because he holds the blood as well,” the Maiden said

      I gasped as the door opened, Pepin appearing in all that golden light. But in that radiance, something dark shifted.

      “Pepin…?” I rasped.

      “Where’s Pepin?” Gael snapped. “I’d like a bloody word with her about all of this! We’ve been led around by our noses and that needs to stop.”

      “Pepin?”

      She smiled as she stepped closer, but as Gael’s eyes raked the golden light, I could tell he couldn’t see her. Only I could. So he didn’t catch the moment when her eyes dropped down, catching the way the blood seeped into my armour, when her hand pressed down on mine, the whole world dropping away when she did.

      “In the beginning it was blood. Always blood.”

      I heard her voice, but saw the cave, this cave. But not after the door had been built, nor when the citadel was. No, this was from before, many thousands of years before. That girl, with her mates, who’d crawled into this cavern, their eyes widening as they saw the triple forms of the goddess before them. The obsidian knife, put to the dead deer’s throat, it’s still warm blood splashing into the dishes at the feet of the Maiden’s statue. 

      “They worshipped us,” Pepin told me, my eyes sliding over each person in the cave. “But only she could command our powers.”

      The girl stood tall, watching with pitiless eyes as her male companions shifted into wolves, fangs appearing in her mouth when she smiled. She held out an imperious finger, directing the wolves to go out into the snow and go they went.

      “Through her, we could shape the world. In her hands, our power could be used to strengthen crops.” The cave fell away and instead a great expanse of cleared land appeared, and in it, people painstakingly put seeds in rows, then covered them over. The girl with the goddess’ power walked through the rows and instantly they transformed. Wheat grew and corn, vegetables, swollen with nutrients, ready to nourish the people.

      “She could usher in new life, ensure that the next generation would grow.”

      What I saw shifted again, the girl was bent down between the legs of a pregnant woman, my own hands pressing down on my aching belly. She eased the child out of the crying woman, then waved her hands, stopping the flow of blood that rushed out after it.

      “She could heal the sick.” The imagery shifted faster now. More hands placed on feverish foreheads, others on broken bones. “Or ease those at the end of their life, into the next.” A tiny woman, shrunken with age, took one last shuddering breath as the girl held her hand, a small smile forming on her face as it became apparent it was her last.

      “She and her descendants used our power to build a community, a city.” 

      I saw the small village shift and grow, hundreds of years flicking by in a moment. Huts formed, then more spread out. Huts were replaced by stone buildings, then the architecture of today appeared. Snowmere grew and grew until I saw the city as it existed now. 

      “She had the power and she passed that down to all of her descendants.”

      I saw the girl much older now, with a little girl playing at her feet as she nursed her own baby. She reached out, smoothing the girl’s hair out of her face and that’s when she shifted. That girl grew, as did the baby and when they became women, they deployed the same powers for the betterment of Strelae.

      No, they created Strelae.

      Pepin nodded, the vision fading away again.

      “There was no Strelae without her, without us. When we had no conduit, we were trapped in our cave, mute and alone, unloved and unremarked. She changed that. She created a town, a civilisation. She created a religion. People worshipped at our altars.”

      I saw people coming into the cave, one by one, laying down sacrifices at the feet of each statue. Fruits and vegetables. Bags of grain. Small shells and feathers. Then a bleating baby goat, drawn closer, his throat cut with the same obsidian knife, his blood pooling in the dishes and then out on the floor, the sea of red swelling in my field of vision, washing away everything else.

      “It’s the blood that allows you access to our powers,” Pepin said, then looking past me to where all the wolves milled around the caves. “And it’s blood that lets Callum do the same.” 

      I’d read much about the mighty Granian army and the way they conquered bestial Strelae, but the view I saw of the battlefield didn’t mesh well with those stories. There was blood, shit, mud and ravens, just like any other. Some knights rode across the wasteland in shining armour, on the back of valiant war horses, but just as many were crumpled up and thrown away, like disused toys, the ravens pecking at the staring eyes through the gaps in their visors.

      Then there was the Strelans.

      Callum waded through mud and blood, his proud visage a mask of agony as he looked around him. Men he’d known, fought beside, lay dead now, but worse were the ones who screamed in agony, waiting for the end. He’d ridden into battle, thinking he had the right of the fight, sure the goddess was on his side…

      “Eleanor should’ve ridden into battle,” I whispered. “She should’ve been the one to lead the fight.”

      “Eleanor, like many of her generation, had lost their way.” Pepin’s eyes bled black then, her smile curling in a way I’d never seen her do before. “They’d grown soft and used to the largesse we bestowed upon them. If she’d rode into battle, you know what would’ve happened.” Her head cocked to one side, a curiously bird like mannerism. “She would’ve died, just like everyone else did. Better she went across the border, took the one thing she could do for her country with her. Give us a daughter.”

      I saw girls then, so many girls, all dressed in proper Granian dresses, modest and meek, right up until they came to me.

      I stared into my own eyes then, seeing a wide eyed innocence, despite the brutality I’d had to suffer through and wondered how we could be the same person. This other me, the younger me, she lifted her boy, a look of determination on her face, her arrow aimed right at me. My mouth fell open, a scream freezing as she let the bolt fly.

      When I jolted in Gael’s arms I was shoved right back to that battlefield, catching sight of the moment when Callum dropped to his knees. A knight in black armour galloped across the battlefield, sword outstretched, ready to make his kill, but Callum didn’t seem to notice.

      “Why…?” He breathed the word out then, it appearing to take life, curling in the air, before being whisked away. “Why?” he asked again, the breeze shifting in response and with it came the sound of raven’s wings flapping, their beaks cawing. “WHY?”

      He threw up his arms, creating a perfect target for the knight, the Granian smiling as he rode faster. But any victory he might think to claim was going to stolen from his teeth.

      Every raven on the battlefield rose as one, becoming a dense black cloud that obscured the knight’s path and all of the other Granians.

      Yess…. The Morrigan hissed inside his head, inside mine.

      “Why would you forsake us like this!” Callum’s voice echoed like the rolling of thunder, the crack of lightning. “Why would you let us die for nothing?”

      He got no answer. People rarely did when facing down the dark night of the soul, so he was forced to provide it himself. He stabbed his sword down into the ground in the middle of the flock of ravens, piercing the dead chest of a fallen Granian soldier as he did so.

      “Give me the means to drive back these interlopers. Gift me this, dark goddess, and I will be forever your slave.”

      The birds went berserk, pecking at Granians and Strelans alike, the battlefield disintegrating into a bunch of men batting away birds and for a moment, I thought he’d win, that he’d use this power to drive back my people.

      But of course, I knew that couldn’t have happened. I knew the end of this story, or at least up until the modern day. The knight appeared through the cloud of ravens, scattering them hither and thither before driving his sword into Callum’s chest.

      I went completely rigid as I saw the prince fall back onto the bed of corpses, great gouts of blood erupting from his mouth. But when he fell, she came with him, her laughter echoing across the battlefield as the raven’s descended upon him. 

      His arm was thrown across his face, as they pecked and pecked, a squabbling, cawing, rabid cloud of ravens, all looking for a piece. But when he took his last breath, they fell silent and so did the battlefield.

      Blood, I saw, more blood. Always blood. Blood that sprayed out of Callum’s lips hours later, as he sucked in a new breath.

      “Twins are always a problem.” Pepin flickered now, shifting between her form, my mother’s and another much darker one. “Too many mouths to feed at the same time, the resources for one being shared by two.” I saw Eleanor walked into the tent of the Granian general, just as I saw a wavering Callum drag himself to his feet on a now empty battlefield. “The power that the queen usually wielded was split between the two of them. One chose the path of life.”

      Eleanor sat down at the table, signing the terms of peace even as her eyes strayed to Nordred as he stepped back.

      “The other, death.”

      Callum moved like the walking wounded, stumbling over dead bodies and mud as he left the battlefield behind. He walked and he walked, through forests and fields, past sleepy towns, yet untouched by the invaders, and then to the mountains. The Eaglefell range, I realised. He clawed his way up the cliff’s sides, dragging himself onto a plateau, only to begin again, climbing and climbing until the air grew thin. Climbing unto there was nothing left to climb. 

      He walked now, towards a small town in the foothills in whatever country lay beyond the mountain range, swaying as he approached. Men passed him by, joking at the state of him, holding out a skin of wine as he went, but he ignored them. Then when he reached a tavern, he pulled out a long knife.

      “Two bids for our power, two destinies,” each phase of the goddess said. “And only one will succeed. Which, is yet to be determined. He is a man, limited in what he can access, but you?” Pepin’s nose wrinkled, then my mother’s. “You’re just an untrained child. An interloper. What can you do?”

      “Wait…” I rasped out, as the goddesses faded, as the cave reasserted itself, it taking my mates a moment to respond. They’d marched past the Maiden without so much as a by your leave, but I stopped then when we came to the Mother.

      “Set me down.”

      “Darcy, we can’t!”

      A small wolf cub trotted over to me, nosing me with his soft muzzle and I stared into a familiar pair of blue eyes before I looked up at her.

      “How? I asked, in the time old way people have been asking gods and goddesses for centuries. “How do I win?” A scream escaped my lips as another stab of pain felt like it tore me in two, my bloody hand slapping down on the statue. 

      Each statue had an array of dishes below her feet, where offerings had been placed. But my hand? It petitioned the Mother directly, though the form she took confused me.

      “Darcy?” Weyland’s question was a valid one, because there I stood, back before this had all started. Hair long and loose around my shoulders, unmarked by blood and grime, I stared down at myself with a quizzical expression, my eyes blazing blue.

      At the application of my blood on the statue of the Mother, she transformed, coming to life. My mother stood before me, then Annis, then Lannie, and the women of Wildeford. All of the women who’d dared to bring a babe into a cruel world, then fight to get the best for their child.

      “Our power comes from mothers, not killers,” they said. Her voice was soft then, her hand reaching out, cupping my chin. “Just as it comes from you now.”

      “But Darcy’s not a mother,” Axe said, but as soon as he said the words I looked down, seeing the smears of blood I was leaving on the stone floor, then jerking my eyes up to meet Weyland’s.

      “You might be with child.” He’d said, the day after we’d been mated. “You could be carrying Gael’s child already, but if you’re not…”

      “Darcy?”

      Gael was kneeling on the stone beside me, but his expression changed right then. He was already distraught, too pale, too drawn by all we’d been forced to endure, but this? What we’d gone through was death by a thousand knife cuts and this was the final slice. His tears mimicked mine as they slid down his face, his head tilting to one side as he stared at me, seeing the blood that stained me anew. I tried to claw my way back when he surged forward, bundling me up and tucking me in against his chest, holding me close and rocking me.

      “Our baby? Darcy, was this our baby?”

      The Morrigan had said she’d take something, but it couldn’t be me, could it? I was her conduit of power in this world. But my child. I felt Eleanor’s hand on her belly and wanted to fucking scream at her, at all of her calm and her peace, at the way she’d been indulged and her bloody hopeless handling of her role. 

      This was the lesson of the Mother. I had assumed that taking on the care of Del and Jan, of caring for Strelae as queen was what that had meant, but it was so much more. Hadn’t my own mother done the same? Marrying a cruel man she didn’t love, who beat her mercilessly for the pleasure of it, just to have me. Of dying somehow… Her actual cause of death had never been fully explained, but it wasn’t hard to imagine. Of being pushed too hard or hit the wrong way. Of her landing wrong as she fell unconscious to the stone floor… My hands sank down between my legs, across my stomach, restively, as if I could stop what was happening and put all the blood back. 

      “I’m sorry.”

      This was the moment I broke. Not when the king had me tied up or even when Nordred died, but now. Because I’d found I had something, someone, nothing more than the potential of a child, and lost that baby in the same moment. Because I knew that Gael had too. By the look in his eyes, something he hadn’t even dared hope for and then…

      “I’m sorry, Gael—”

      I was crying in earnest now, tears streaming down my face as he swept me up into his arms, as all of my mates crouched down beside me, holding me as close as I could.

      “No, Darcy. Don’t. Please don’t. Don’t cry, love…” His words came out in a steady babble, forced out between his own tears.

      I wasn’t sure how this goddess felt about tears as fit sacrifice, but each one of us gave ours to her. We sobbed and sobbed on the stony cold floor, surrounded by a massive pack of wolves until finally we couldn’t cry anymore.

      

      The Reavers were at our door. We could hear their muffled howls, their cries.

      “Callum has a claim on our power too,” my mirror image said, real fear in her eyes. “That’s what this is about. You or him. Who will take what we have? Who will control our land? There are no maidens, no mothers in his world. His vision is not one we support, full of blood and fire.”

      But a fluttering, ruffling sound from deeper in the cave seemed to contradict that. I got to my feet then, feeling the burning pain inside me, the way my armour clung to my skin, my mates shifting with me, helping me keep going when I stumbled, until I came to this. 

      There was a pathway past this, but off to the right was another cave. Hers. I could tell because it was filled with a dark gloom, shadows that seemed to shift and swirl, moved by some unseen force. That and a gilded raven’s skull had been stuck to the stone wall, the gold leaf starting to flake away.

      “Darcy…” Dane’s voice was a low growl of warning, but he needn’t have worried. I wanted nothing to do with what lurked in that room. Instead I raised my hand, the blood still damp on my palm as I reached up and crushed the raven’s skull with my hand.

      The shards of bone bit into the my palm, digging deep and I slapped my bloodied hand against the mouth of the stone cave, crystals flaring brighter, illuminating some of what lurked in that cave.

      “Show me,” I said, Callum said, all those years ago, on a battlefield between the Strelans and my forebears. “Show me how to win this fight.”

      His vision was a dark one, but mine? I was shown the great might of the Granian army, knights in armour, archers and pikemen as far as the eye could see.

      You need an army to fight Callum’s, the Morrigan said, and the Granians have just the thing. Because as I watched, those knights, they were forced to tear off their armour as the shift came, fur replacing skin, claws replacing fingers. I frowned as I watched each one of them take the dreaded form of a wargen.

      How? 

      I wasn’t asking for instruction, but explanation. I shook my head, unable to reconcile the sight of Granian swords and shields used by wargen bodies.

      In answer I saw myself walking into a grand palace, my face and my mates covered by the deep cowls of the cloaks we wore. We were led into the Granian royal court by a lord whose face was vaguely familiar.

      “And who do you bring before us, Lord Fetterling?”

      Him. I knew him. His face was stamped on the back of every coin in the realm, though he was a lot older, smaller and more slumped over now. The king of all of Grania peered at us, head thrust forward like a pecking chicken.

      I saw my hand go to my hood, ready to flip it back, when my eyes was caught by someone else entirely.

      Sporting a mop of dark curls, the gilt circlet of his station was half buried in their mass, yet somehow I knew exactly who he was. His eyes jerked upwards, golden as an eagle’s eyes and twice as sharp as they met mine. They pierced the gloom of my cowl, seeing past the shadows there as my mates began to growl, and sliced straight into me. Those full lips pursed as his eyes widened, then parted, his tongue flicking out to–

      “Well? Answer me!”

      The king’s querulous order dragged our attention back to the present.

      “I am Darcy, wolf queen of Strelae and Grania.” A few chuckles went up through the room as my voice rang out, but not for long. The golden eyed prince, his gaze flicked around the room, seeming to sense what was to come, right before I delivered my order. “And you will kneel.”

      They went down to a man, the sound of their collective knees hitting the beautiful mosaic floor feeling like it echoed around inside me as I smiled.

      

      The noises outside the door died away then, or perhaps that was just me. The edges of my vision darkened, the shadows with the cave seeming to surge forward to take me in their embrace.

      “Darcy!” My name was shouted, each syllable stretched out and distorted as I fell to the ground.
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