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      This book has a female main character that deals with family violence. It’s obliquely referred to before this (women are whipped and it’s seen to be the only way to keep them in line) and then dealt with explicitly in chapter 16 and 17.

      There is a Big Bad that comes through and lays waste to some small towns. This doesn’t happen on the page, but characters see the impact after the fact. People get hurt, killed and raped. You see on the page the after effects of a small group getting hurt and killed, but not it happening to them and later some very minor characters share some of the details of what happened to them in snippets of conversations. This happens in Chapter 43.
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      I took a deep breath in, then slowly let it out.

      My muscles quivered as I held the bow and aimed it at the stag. The effort it took to draw the weapon was one thing. The strength required to hold it at the ready was a much greater one. Exhalations needed to be slow, slight, mixing with the breeze on the moors, just as Nordred had taught me. Nothing should alert my prey to my presence. I’d made sure to stand downwind of the beast, so my scent was not washed his way, and as a result, the proud woodland king kept cropping at the grass. He popped his head up every now and then to look for danger, his crown of horns perched proudly on his head. I let out a low sigh as I watched him drop it back down again to eat. I moved my aim just slightly, looking down the length of the arrow’s shaft, seeing the spot I needed to hit.

      Along the beast’s side, the arrow would slice through the brown pelt. It would cut deep, through muscle and skin, stabbing straight into his heart. It would be a good kill, a clean kill; so why was I waiting? I sent up a brief prayer to the gods then, one of gratitude for the strength of my arm, for the bounty of the lands, of wishes for a true aim and a kill worthy of them, of… My horse, Arden, whinnied just then, something that should have alerted me that I was not alone, but right at that moment I was deep into the hunter’s mindset. There was only me, endlessly patient, and the stag.

      He jerked his head up at the sound of my horse, forcing me to curse silently inside my head. This might not be my day. The hunt was, as always, in the hands of the gods. The stag took a furtive step, its muscles bunching, readying those massive haunches to bound away, when the hissing sound of the breeze seemed to soothe it. I drew the string back just that little bit further as the stag began to eat again and then…

      Nordred, the man who’d taught me to shoot, he’d told me that when I attained a warrior’s mindset I would feel, become, the very weapon I wielded. My father’s men, they snorted, thinking him gods-touched in the head. Some had informed me very frankly that the only thing they thought about on the battlefield was how not to piss their trews. But none of them could best Nordred on the training grounds and so it was his advice I followed. I let the string go, loosing the arrow, my mind travelling with it along its path, slicing through the air in an almost soundless passage until it met its final destination.

      I jumped when the arrow found its mark, blinking madly when I heard the stag cry out, then had to force my stiff fingers to sling the bow across my back and draw my knife. I moved across the grass as quickly as I could, cursing loudly at the way my skirts flapped around my ankles as though they were trying to make me take the dainty steps Lady Linnea was always going on about. My teeth ground tight as I watched the beast thrash. It was in its dying throes, its head, its legs, moving with less and less energy, and I was forced to bite back a sob at the sight of it.

      “You’re not a true warrior without a notch on your belt,” Magnus, one of my father’s men, had told me before patting me on the head like one would a child, not a woman of twenty. “All this swordplay and archery…” He’d turned to look back at the targets I’d spent the day aiming at. “Well, it’s a bit like fucking, isn’t it? No blood on you and you’re still just a callow virgin with no real idea of what you’re doing.” He’d glanced up when the others grunted, edging away from him. “What?”

      “I don’t want to be anywhere near you when the duke finds out you’ve been talking with his daughter about fucking,” Rolf said with a shake of his head. “Or Kris.”

      I wondered at what the hell I’d done when I reached the stag’s side. Its eyes were dulling, its attempts to rake the air, to right itself and run away, pitiful. It hit me. I’d done this. I’d deliberately brought down this grand creature. I blinked away tears, then forced my teeth to grit hard as I gripped my knife with both hands.

      “Give thanks to the gods,” Nordred had said, leaning over me, clasping my hands around the knife’s hilt. “Thank the beast itself for the gift of its life, because it is a precious, if savage, thing. Then do it the courtesy of making it a swift death.”

      “Thank you,” I croaked out, the words feeling bizarre, obscene, but I followed the ritual I’d been taught, and then I stabbed down, the blood of the stag pouring out, splattering me. My knife fell from my cold fingers, as with the blood went its life.

      As the knife hit the grass, I looked at my hands and was stunned at how bright red the blood was. For a moment, all I could do was turn them from front to back, over and over, and stare at the red now staining my hands.

      Then they came.

      

      “Well done.”

      My head jerked up, just like the stag’s had, looking for danger: the voice coming from one direction, then a series of slow claps coming from another. The moors were misty, the trees and undergrowth thick here, but that shouldn’t have been enough to hide whoever was out there. One man stepped out from behind the trees, his eyes blazing pale blue even in the low light of early morning. He had long blond hair raked back into a queue, and he smiled, a small sardonic twist of a thing, as he came to a halt just at the tree line.

      The other man didn’t stop immediately, just slowly sauntered forward, forcing me to step backwards, like that was what I needed to do to take all of him in. He was tall, taller than any man I’d ever seen, but more than that he was huge. Broad of chest, of thigh, of arm… He wore armour, but it was nothing like I saw in my father’s court. Leather armour covered in chain mail, the lightness of it would have made my father’s men laugh, but this man didn’t seem any worse for wearing it. Over it, like his friend, he wore a long cloak made of silvery grey fur, beaten metal clasps keeping it around his shoulders. But strangest of all? The man sniffed the air like an animal and that’s when I knew what these men were.

      My eyes flicked from one man to the other, taking in the bright glow of their blue eyes, the long hair, the stubble and beards staining their jaws. Hands on hilts of swords I’d never seen the make of …

      “Wargen?”

      I barely breathed the word out, the title for the worst thing I could stumble upon out here, but the big man’s head jerked up, his brows creasing, a snarl forming.

      “Peace, brother.” I spun around at that and saw another man standing there, one with hair so dark as to be almost black, his eyes just as pale as the other men. He smiled at me, then nodded his head slightly. Same armour, same cloak, same bearing. “You’re scaring the little huntress.” Those blue eyes shifted to me. “You’ve brought down quite the beast there and with just one shot. We held our breaths as you took it, wondering if the gods would be kind—”

      “But how’s a little thing like you going to get it home?”

      One last man appeared and that’s when I knew what this was. All women had heard tales of the wargen and their unnatural appetites. They came slinking over our borders like foxes to a henhouse, looking for placid, fat-breasted chickens to snatch and … I dropped down, snatching up my knife, then wiped my hand and the hilt on my dress when I found it was slippery with the stag’s blood.

      But this man, he noted my actions, the deer and the knife with a sneer. Unlike his brothers-in-arms, this man’s shaggy brown hair hung in his face, covering one eye, the lone blue eye that was visible burning with an endless hatred.

      He would hate me, because his people and mine had lived side by side in an uneasy peace for centuries. Didn’t stop my father’s men from having to ride out and patrol the border, to see to our people’s complaints. Didn’t prevent them from having clashes with the wolf men of Strelae, returning home bloodied, but victorious. Didn’t stop them from dragging poor specimens to our keep and then having to ransom them back to their Ulfric, the Wolf King. And it definitely didn’t stop them from treating our land, our people, as if they were theirs, stealing citizens away, never to be seen again. I thrust my knife out into the air between him and me, and the other three laughed in response.

      “A huntress and a warrior born,” the blond-haired man said. “And they said that Granian women are weak milksops. It appears we’ve been misled.”

      “If this one is to be ours, I’ll not complain,” the big man said, running his eyes over me. “One with enough fire to keep things interesting and who can bring down enough food to feed the pack?” He shook his head slowly, then treated me to a sly smile, so my knife swivelled around to point at him. “If she can bring me a bite to eat after I've rutted her into my furs, she’ll be damn near perfect.”

      “Brothers…” the dark-haired man said with a hiss, and while I moved my knife in his direction, the shaggy haired man appeared at my shoulder. I sucked in a breath, having heard of their unearthly speed, but the evidence of it went well beyond the tales. One moment he was off by the trees, the next standing right beside me, and before I could even move, his hand clamped down on my wrist.

      “Stop,” he snapped with a frown. “You’ll only hurt yourself.”

      I tightened my grip on the knife, strengthened my stance, just as Nordred had taught me, but it all came to naught. The man’s hand bit down. It felt like he ground my bones together, a stifled cry escaping my lips.

      “Gods above, Gael,” the dark-haired man said with a growl. “There’s no need to manhandle the lass.”

      But Gael’s words were a self-fulfilling prophecy. As the knife fell, I grabbed for it with my free hand, yet as I did so, I felt the sharp, cold bite of the blade through my skin. I jerked my hand up, weapon ignored now, my blood and the stag’s melding, and that was when the demeanour of the men changed.

      “What?!”

      Gael’s voice had my eyes jerking up and around to see that what had been reassuringly dark blue eyes now shone a pale, phosphorescent turquoise and they studied me like prey, as a wolf does. Because that’s what these men were.

      Wargen had two souls where we had only one, as the gods intended, and within each of them lived a beast. I saw the evidence of it in Gael’s face, as he scented the air with long sniffs, as his lips curled back to reveal his fangs. I was the stag now, my heart racing, my muscles tensing, ready to run, but his grip tightened.

      “Gael! What in all the gods’ names…”

      The dark-haired man strode over, irritation plain on his face and for a moment I fancied him as my saviour, but Nordred had always impressed upon me that I needed to rely on myself, not others. As soon as the other man got close, the others followed and then I saw I had more than one wolf to deal with.

      They didn’t move as men, but as a pack, clustering closer. My eyes darted, my body moved in frantic little jerks as they closed off all exit points. Growls rumbled in their throats, their faces masks of animalistic hunger as they blocked me in.

      “What do we have here?” the blond man said, cocking his head to one side.

      “Something tasty,” the tall man replied for me. “Not something I expected to find.”

      “Not something you’d ever stumble upon,” the dark-haired man said and by the look of his face, he was fighting hard with his beast to maintain control. “Something very special indeed.”

      When the other man reached out for me, Gael relinquished his hold, but when I went to jerk free, the dark-haired man was there. My wrist was captured and when I went to slap him, so was the other, both my hands being pulled up, up, until my body was pressed against an armour-clad chest.

      “What is she, Dane?” the blond-haired man said, prowling closer. “Her blood…”

      “Some doxy off hunting—” Gael tried to say.

      “No,” the big man said, and the rest fell silent.

      The dark-haired man pulled my bleeding fingers to his mouth and then did something even my fevered imagination hadn’t anticipated. I knew they were animals, but this? He brushed his lips across my knuckles as a lord was supposed to do when greeting a noble lady, but what he did after went far beyond the realm of good manners. He sniffed at the blood dripping there and then, to my horror, his tongue flicked out.

      He was fast, holding me in a grip that felt like iron as he went back for more, even as I let out a sound of disgust. Full lips parted, fangs flashed, as he shoved one of my fingers into his mouth. My distress became clearer as his tongue slid over my cut, but not due to pain. Strangely, all discomfort vanished the moment he did this and was replaced by something altogether different.

      No man had touched me, not like this, not in such a shockingly intimate way. His eyes bore into mine, casting some sort of spell, as I felt his mobile tongue slide around my finger. It was curiously gentle. I’d half expected him to bite my finger off at the root, so I was momentarily captured by the velvety soft sensation of him licking me clean. And with that came a strange warmth, one that dispelled any pain and replaced it with something else. I just stared, caught on his gaze, listening to the grunts coming from low in his chest, evidently ones of pleasure by his expression. A pleasure I was beginning to share.

      Like all noble ladies, I knew little of the ways of the flesh, but I’d… heard things, seen things. The chambermaids discussing the relative merits of the different knights, sometimes even talking quite frankly when they didn’t realise I was in the room. No, when I stood there, hidden by a door or wall, I heard them speak at length of what some men did with their tongues. And what this Dane did right now? It had me remembering every word. Would those strong hands ruck up my dress? Would he drop down to his knees, burying his face in what he found, pulling my thighs wide and…

      But the others broke my concentration, making the same sounds, sniffing and groaning like the bloody animals they were and that’s when it hit me. I might look like a slattern right now, but I was a lady, so I yanked my hand from the warg’s grip, then used it to slap his impudent face.

      It was then I questioned the received wisdom of such a response. We’d all been taught how to rebuke a man who sought to take liberties but… nowhere in Lady Linnea’s teachings had she discussed censuring a warg with bloody sharp teeth. He froze then, his eyes blazing bright, his brothers doing the same, but they didn’t respond, so that’s when I moved into action.

      I turned on my heel, sprinting for all I was worth back towards my beloved Arden, whistling for him sharply as I did. I heard muffled shouts, growls, and was sure the beasts had taken fur and were on my heels, but I ran anyway. Arden jerked his head free of where I’d loosely slung the reins over a branch, and came trotting, then cantering towards me. I had my bow in my hand as I reached for his mane, swinging myself up in my saddle with one hand and drawing an arrow from my quiver with the other. My knees dug into Arden’s sides as I nocked my arrow, sighting the men who sought to stop me, tracing their progress with my bow.

      “Whoa, milady,” the blond-haired one said, moving slowly, carefully, to grab for Arden’s reins, but my horse was not having that. He might have been small for a war horse, but he was still trained the same, shying away from an attacker, then snapping out with punishing teeth when the man persisted.

      “You’ll let me go or I’ll fill your worthless hides with arrows,” I snapped and apparently that was the perfect thing to say. The men fell back then, but not in fear. No, rather they looked me over with a strange air of satisfaction.

      “You wish to lead us on a merry chase?” the big man said, chuckling when I shifted my aim to him.

      “She’s—” Gael growled.

      “Hush, brother,” the dark-haired man said, then, of all things, bowed before me, the polite gesture ruined by the terrible smirk on his face. “I am Dane, and these are my brothers, Axe.” He gestured at the huge man. “Gael and Weyland.” He pointed to the shaggy-haired man and the blond one in turns. “And who might I have the honour of addressing?”

      I snorted at his polite phrasing, given that the point when someone chose to lick the blood from my fingers was well past the moment for courtesy, but as I lifted my head high, I wondered if this might work in my favour.

      “I am Darcy, daughter of the Duke of Elverston and any hope of detaining me…”

      A thudding sound interrupted me. I’d slipped away from the castle before the sun rose, managing to get into the stables to coax Arden out before putting on his saddle and bridle myself. But by now, people would have missed me and, if the sound of thundering hooves was anything to go by, they’d found me.

      “I wouldn’t dream of it,” Dane said with a slow smile, then he touched his finger to his forehead and performed a strange little bow, as did the other three. I didn’t bother to interrogate it further, chancing releasing my bow and slinging it over my shoulder before giving Arden his head.

      Elverston warhorses were raised in herds. It was a controversial practise, allowing so many intact male animals together, but we found that they soon established a pecking order with teeth and hooves, one that the lot of them would fight hard to protect. Arden’s ears pricked at the sound of other horses and when I kicked him into a canter, he took off gladly, striding across the moors towards a cluster of knights.

      Afterwards I would be reprimanded severely. I could hear their voices in my head. What if it had been wargen that had found me? What if it had been another lords’ knights out on patrol? Not all of the lords of Grania kept their men to the same standards of chivalry that Father did. But as we galloped closer, I saw a familiar blond head amongst the host, and it was Kris who brought his horse abreast of mine.

      “Darcy!”

      My heart swelled at the sound of my name on his lips.

      “Kris!”

      My knight was off his horse in one moment, his arms raised to help me down in the next. I rushed into his embrace, welcoming even the cold press of his armour against my skin. But there was no time for hugs, apparently. His hands went to my face, searching it for evidence of harm. When he didn’t find any there, he held me at arm’s length and inspected the rest of me.

      I stared up at him. His was a face that would provoke a thousand ladies’ swoons. That strong jaw, those full lips, that sweep of blond hair that had other women comparing the colour to that of sunlit days and golden wheat. But there was nothing soft or gentle in his deep brown eyes right now. I knew it was his affection for me that had him searching my face so closely, but the anger banked there frankly scared me.

      “Darcy.” I forced myself to hold my ground as he took in the state of my hands and my dress. “What in the name of the gods?”

      “I had a small accident, Kris,” I said. “I wanted to go out hunting for deer.”

      “And so you took it upon yourself to go, no matter what your father had to say about it?”

      His tone was respectful, polite, but that cool edge cut deeper than my knife had. I shivered then, a cold settling over me now my heart rate was beginning to slow.

      “Milord, we should return the Lady Darcy to the keep,” one of the knights said, edging his horse closer.

      “She rides with me,” Kris insisted. “She’s exhausted, and gods know what she’s done to her hands. Take her bow and quiver. I’ll have to get her to Lady Linnea before the duke catches sight of her. He’ll have us all whipped if he finds out what she’s been up to, Nordred especially for filling her head with such notions.”

      And at that, I was boosted up onto the much taller horse’s saddle, Breaker dancing at the feel of an unfamiliar rider on his back. My Arden moved forward, nuzzling at Breaker’s muzzle to settle him before Kris hoisted himself up behind me.

      I might have been a duke’s daughter, but I knew I was going to catch it when we returned home. The early morning ride, the bloodied dress, were evidence enough, but then there was this. A lady didn’t ride astride. A lady demonstrated her competency in archery on tourney days only, when a banquet was held for the goddess, Hrist, she of the bow. A lady certainly didn’t travel across the moors unescorted and unchaperoned, hunting deer. And I’d committed every single one of those sins.

      “Kris—” I began to say once he’d reached forward, gripping the reins, his body pressed against mine.

      “When we’re back at the keep, Darcy,” he said in a terse voice before nudging his horse into a trot.
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      “Goodness me!” Lady Linnea said, rushing into the stables as soon as we came in. Her eyes were everywhere at once, taking in the way I’d been sitting astride and between Kris’ thighs, then the state of my dress, my hair and my hands. “Give her to me. Quickly now! If the duke catches sight of her like this—”

      “There’ll be hell to pay for all of us,” Kris said, sliding off his horse and nodding to the stable boy who rushed up to take Breaker. “Ahh, Nordred. Just the man I was looking for. You can be the one to answer for this, I assume.”

      “Milady,” the keep’s horse-master said, ambling closer and sketching enough of a bow to keep Linnea satisfied. But those cool blue eyes, they were on me, not her and he reached out, Linnea fussing all the while, taking my hands in his and turning them over and back. “You took down a stag.”

      “Yes, Nordred, you should’ve seen me!”

      For the first time this morning, I felt my soul singing with the achievement of it. Part of me mourned the passing of the stag, especially with it being just left there for the foxes and other carrion eaters… But I forced my mind away from that line of thinking. My intention, if I’d been successful, had been to return to the keep and request some of my father’s men to retrieve the carcass. Then I would have consigned it over to Frederick, the keep’s butcher, to clean and dress. Something I could still do, as long as the knights were forewarned that wargen thieves were on the loose again.

      “Enough of that,” Lady Linnea said with a dismissive snap. “It’s bad enough we’re standing here ankle deep in dirty straw and horse… dung.”

      We really weren’t. Nordred kept the boys working hard in the stables, mucking out the stalls every day and keeping them clean. He went pale with anger at that criticism, but even he daren’t speak over the lady.

      “The contingent from Strelae is due to arrive today and the duke wants Darcy in attendance. The king desperately needs Strelan resources and he’s left it to the duke to hammer out the details. If His Grace can get the heathens to agree to all of his points, it will greatly raise him in the king’s esteem.” Her eyes then slid to me.

      The lady was a married woman, so her hair was always covered over by a wimple, a piece of cloth that hid the hair and neck but left the face bare. The glory of her hair was for her husband’s eyes only. But Lord Fallow had died in battle before I was born, so now only the gods themselves saw her true beauty. She twitched at the snowy white folds as she inspected me closely, those grey eyes seeing and weighing up everything I was.

      “You could become a princess, Lady Darcy,” she said, like that was the thing we should all aspire to. “Married to one of the king’s many sons. Perhaps even Prince Bryson.”

      “I don’t think it would suit me to become queen,” I replied hurriedly, my gaze dropping to the floor.

      This comment, at least, could be passed off as maidenly modesty rather than rudeness, but the thrust of it remained the same. To be sent to the capital, Aramathia, and to be forced to live my life stifled by royal protocol… My teeth clenched tight at just the thought of it and so did Kris’.

      With curious eyes, I watched the muscle in his jaw flex at the mention of me marrying another. Other than a slightly greater friendliness than most men afforded me, I had never received anything from him than the courtesy due any lady. But as I saw a fire kindle in those brown eyes, I wondered, hoped, there might be more. Regardless, any desire I might feel, I was forced to squash it. No matter how I might feel about Kris, I knew a king’s or a prince’s wishes would trump it and that just made my heart beat faster. My fingers twitched, aching to take his in mine and squeeze them, anything to wipe away the storm clouds forming in his eyes.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” Nordred said, in that rich, deep voice of his. “I think our lady would find a crown would suit her quite well.”

      “As if the opinion of a groom matters in these things,” Linnea sniffed. “Where were you when Darcy came to saddle her horse? Having that troupe of monkeys you employ dance to her tune, I’m willing to bet.”

      “Her ladyship managed to get Arden out and saddled without waking a single one of us,” Nordred replied with a broad grin, and even Linnea’s eyelids fluttered a little at that. I’d known the man since I was a small child, and, to be honest, he felt like more of a father to me than my own. Having overheard the older ladies talk, the widows in the keep vied to spend time with the horse master, citing his ability with his hands. “She’s like a thief in the night, this girl.”

      “What a pity a rogue’s skills are not on the list of desirable qualities for young ladies,” Linnea said in a waspish tone. “Come, Darcy, we have quite the mess to sort out before the Strelan arrive, and your father has made very clear what the consequences will be if you are not clean, presentable and a proper reflection of the glory of his house.”

      And that’s when I felt it, that familiar closed-in, airless sensation. My hand went to my chest as it felt like my breath stuttered in my lungs. My ribs felt like they were made of iron now, heavy and inflexible, my windpipe as narrow as a piece of straw and just as weak. The same old whooping sound came as I fought to fill my lungs, my feet shifting in agitation.

      “Milady—” Nordred said, moving forward but Linnea bristled.

      “Oh no, you don’t. The duke has promised to have Darcy whipped soundly if she does not comply, and me with her.”

      “Linnea, surely—” Kris began to say.

      “You don’t know half as much as you think you do, nor are you hiding your ambitions, Kristoff of Stowerling. The duke was deadly serious. The Strelan cannot be offended in any way and to aid that cause, it's a good thing you are in armour, because you’re being sent on patrol,” she replied in a withering tone, ignoring my increasingly desperate state.

      “What? But he…”

      Their voices dropped away as Nordred came closer, taking my hands in his in a way I knew well, that firm, gentle touch instantly creating a small breathing space in my chest.

      “Slowly, slowly,” he said in the same tone he used with a flighty horse, and my body obeyed just the same. His fingers found the remaining cut on mine, the one the wargen hadn’t managed to heal, and he traced its edge with his fingertips, the same kind of tingling repairing the damage. “You’ll be alright,” he assured me. “Remember that in our eyes, you are a queen.”

      “A dirty little brat of a queen,” Linnea said. As I finally straightened up, breath coming more easily, I caught sight of her pinched face. “I’ve no more time to argue. I’ll not receive a whipping due to you.”

      And with that, I was hauled from the stables and up the backstairs the servants used to get in and out of the keep. Down narrow hallways we hustled, past chambermaids and laundresses, kitchen hands and bedroom attendants, until we pulled up short in front of a large steam-filled room.

      “Out wandering the moors again?” Gordon, my father’s steward, asked. He held the door open and kitchen boys walked in and out, pouring hot water from buckets into a large wooden tub. He looked me over with a dispassionate eye, as he and Linnea were used to working together to fool my father into thinking his orders were followed without question. “How will we explain the wet hair?”

      “She can wear a veil,” Linnea replied. “They’re quite the fashion in court and that should please her father.” Then she turned to me. “In the tub, girl! It’s bad enough that we’re washing you down in the laundry, without you lollygagging. And don’t think about trying any of your tricks.”

      Hard fingers gripped my shoulders, digging into the flesh.

      “I don’t ask it of you very often, but I need your obedience now.”

      That was patently a lie. She asked me to comply over and over until I found myself using the subsequent hysterical feeling of being locked down and trapped to devise a way out of things, but even I could suppress that instinct now. Father ruled the keep with an iron fist and no one wanted to be on the other end of it when he brought out his whip. So I nodded to the laundresses who had clustered over to one side of the room, ostensibly to sort through the washing ready to be cleaned once I was out of their tub.

      I stripped out of my dress and underthings, tossing them on the floor in my haste, one of the women moving closer to retrieve them and put them with all the other dirty clothes. I scrubbed myself down with the harsh yellow soap that stank of pig fat and lye and, for once, my fairly brisk attempt at getting clean was complimented not criticised.

      When I got out, Linnea stepped in with a thick drying cloth, drying me all over. Gordon had closed the door, no doubt keeping guard in the hall to make sure none of the men in the keep saw me, including him. A lady’s body was a sacred thing, not to be seen or touched without permission. That thought brought memories back. They should’ve been of Kris, of the feel of his armour-clad body pressed against mine, the way those well-muscled arms kept me steady on Breaker’s back, my hips rocking against his… But thoughts of him slipped from my mind as easily as water, quickly replaced by another memory.

      Wet, slick, sucking mouths. Hard hands grabbing me. Low groans…

      “What on earth are you waiting for, you addled girl?” Linnea said, having handed the drying cloth to a laundress and obviously having directed an order at me while I was overwhelmed by other sensations. She passed me a robe and wrapped me up tight in it, not a scrap of skin to share as I was bustled out and down the hallway.

      “Into the seamstress’s rooms,” Gordon said. “Her clothes and shoes are all there. Now I must fly. The Strelan are due here any moment.”

      “You hear that, girl?” Linnea snapped, then grabbed my arm and wrenched me inside.

      

      “Ahh, milady…” Joan, a plump little woman with a permanent smile on her face, came rushing over but Linnea waved her away.

      “Enough pleasantries. Dress her, now!”

      I hated the look of fear in Joan’s eyes, the way her cupid’s bow of a mouth pinched as she worked furiously to layer all the garments I was required to wear at a formal event like this. A chemise, then a corset and underdress, then the gown proper over that. Jewelled slippers, earrings, necklaces, red rouge mixed with wax rubbed into my lips and then my cheeks were pinched brutally to give me some colour.

      “Nearly there, my lady,” Joan said as she raised a gossamer thin veil and placed it on my head, securing it to my head with a simple golden circlet. She stepped back and looked at me admiringly. “Oh, milady…”

      “Enough of that.” As Linnea grabbed my hand the brassy sound of trumpets alerted us to the fact that visitors, important visitors, had just ridden into the courtyard. I was yanked out of the room, the two of us scurrying with a most unladylike haste until we emerged out of the servants’ quarters and into the building proper. There the two of us glided along with the smooth and unhurried pace of a true lady until I took my place by my father’s side.

      “You look lovely, daughter,” Father said, sparing me a quick glance, although the frown on his face only softened slightly when he saw me. “But I asked for Darcy some time ago, Lady Linnea.”

      “Of course, Your Grace, but we spent the morning trying to find just the right dress. You said that we needed to assume a position of strength at this meeting, and we all know what a jewel and a distraction a lovely daughter of the house can be,” she replied in an unctuous tone.

      “Quite right.” He gave me another assessing look, then nodded. “Darcy, you’re to remain by my side until you are excused, and your movements will need to be severely constrained while we have the wolves in our den. They are not to be trusted, ever. Don’t think I don’t know what you’ve been getting up to in the stables.”

      I didn’t reply, didn’t dare say a thing, instead placed my hand on my father’s arm, keeping my head demurely downcast as he led us into the great hall.

      “I sent Kristoff on patrol!” Father muttered in a tense tone, but there was my knight, standing to attention in full armour as we passed, like so many of Father’s men, his helm held under his arm. I wasn’t sure how Kris bore the glare that was shot his way, but he stared forward as Father took his seat on the massive chair at the head of the hall.

      Carved from slabs of marble and padded richly with cushions, a black bear’s pelt hanging from one side, he sat down, leaving me to curl my legs under me and sit on the cushion set at his feet for just this purpose. Knees pointing away, feet hidden by my skirts, back straight, my eyes slid to where Linnea stood with the other ladies of my father’s court and her slight nod was enough to tell me I had it right. I placed my hands neatly in my lap and then did as I was bade. Sit still, be decorative, be a symbol of my father’s wealth. I watched as the huge doors were pulled open and Gordon, dressed now in an ermine-trimmed doublet, strode up the thick red carpet that led the way into the great hall.

      “Your Grace,” he said with a low bow. “May I present the four sons of Ulfric, the Wolf King of Strelae…”

      That was all I heard of the introduction, Gordon’s voice falling away and the further explanations he delivered to my father sounding muffled, as if I was listening to them with my head dunked underwater. My heart, already skittish since the moment I had arisen this morning, began an even more frantic pulse. The steps of many men reverberated through the hall, despite the sound-stifling carpets, because no nobleman travelled on his own, not even the wargen. Their chain mail armour jingled as they walked, their boots slamming down on the stone flagstones, but it was when the four princes stopped the polite distance away from my father that my muscles began to tremble.

      “Welcome, Prince Dane, Prince Weyland, Prince Axe and Prince Gael,” my father said in a formal, yet warm tone, confirming all my worst suspicions.
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      “Many thanks for allowing us the opportunity to visit your lands,” Dane said, his voice already familiar to me. Through my eyelashes, I watched him bow to my father, the others all doing the same, with Gael only slightly slower to do so than the rest. “We expect this to be a welcome chance to create an alliance between our two peoples that should be of great benefit to all.”

      “I am pleased to hear such willingness to enter into negotiations,” Father replied. “I admit when my king asked me to broker this deal, I was at a loss as to what we could offer the wargen.”

      Read: we will not relinquish any land to you.

      “You underestimate the riches of your lands and people, Your Grace,” Dane replied smoothly, and just then, I knew his eyes slid to me. I kept mine steadfastly downcast, finally doing what was always expected of me, but I could feel the heat of those unnaturally pale eyes on me until he was forced to continue or else cause offence. “I know an exchange of land is not possible…”

      Oh? My father straightened up in his chair now, obviously having anticipated that he’d be bombarded with requests for land the wargen believed was theirs. Because before the Great Claiming, Grania and Strelae were one country, having been held by the wargen for perpetuity. Overtures from the Wolf King were usually rebuffed because it always ended in the same thing, a demand for us to vacate what they saw was their lands.

      “No?” Father said in a cautiously optimistic tone. “Come, let us adjourn to the dining hall to break our fast for the day. You and your men must be tired and hungry after a long ride. I see you’ve brought your own meat with you, but I believe you’ll find my cook’s cuisine palatable enough.”

      A stag was dropped then, landing with a dull thud on the flagstones. A very familiar stag.

      “We frightened off one of your hunters on our way to the keep,” Weyland said. “The meat was too good to leave for the crows to eat.”

      “Oh, quite right, quite right,” Father said, getting to his feet. “Gordon, get Frederick to dress and prepare the stag for our guests.”

      “Of course, Your Grace.”

      “We’ll have that beast slow roasted throughout the day. By the time dinner comes, the venison will be falling from the bone,” Father said as they moved towards the dining hall.

      I waited for an appropriate time and then uncoiled myself from where I sat, leading the ladies into the great hall. We retired to our corner of the room, the women gathering up embroidery and other pursuits that would make them look beautiful, cultured and a positive reflection on my father’s house as I picked up my lap harp. I grasped a plectrum in one hand and affixed the other around my thumb before beginning to play something quiet and soothing, hopefully setting the tone for the conversation. Linnea nodded to me slowly, then stood and began to sing, her still beautiful soprano cutting through the air.

      “We’ll look forward to that most assuredly, Your Grace,” Axe said, taking a seat as my father gestured for him to do so, the wargen retinue doing the same as Father’s men entered the hall.

      Servers moved throughout the space, dispensing drinks first and then, when everyone’s cups were filled, Father stood and proposed a toast.

      “To our royal visitors.” Everyone got to their feet and held their glasses. Well, every person who was a noble-born man. We women and the servers just shrank into the background until the time we would be summoned forth again. Father consulted the room with an indulgent smile, the very picture of a benevolent lord. “May your stay be a fruitful one on all sides.”

      Did he see the wolfish gleam to the princes’ smiles when they responded to the toast? Did he see their eyes straying sideways to where we, where I sat? I’m sure he would have passed it off as just poor wargen manners, leering at noblewomen like they were wenches, with no clues as to how rude they were being, if he even noticed.

      “To mutually beneficial deals,” Dane said with a grin, and, with that, they drank.

      I didn’t take a breath until everyone was seated again and food began to be ferried into the hall.

      “Your women don’t eat with you, Your Grace?” Weyland asked, shooting us a sidelong look. “Is this how they keep their lissome figures?”

      “Lissome?” Father spluttered through his wine. “You’ve got a poetic tongue for a…” Did the hall go slightly quieter at Father’s pause? Did everyone else wait for him to recover, just as I did?

      “Warg?” Weyland finished for him, smiling brightly. “It’s quite alright to say. While we are unlikely to take fur on your lands, we remain two-souled. And poetry is a prized thing in my country. I’ll take the compliment, even if it is completely unearned. I am no poet, although, looking at the ladies of your court, I wish I was.”

      “Well, then they must join us.” Father turned to us and then waved his hand imperiously, the lot of us getting to our feet immediately, setting aside whatever we had been working on and moving closer.

      “And who is this lovely lady?” Axe asked, all of the men rising as we moved to join them. I took my seat in the one my father gestured to, but kept my eyes down.

      “My daughter, the Lady Darcy,” he said, which they already knew, something that was evident in the wargen’s smug smiles as they sat back down.

      “She is very beautiful, from what I can see,” Weyland said, making a show of peering across the table at me. “Is this why you keep her veiled? To stop your men from being struck dumb by her visage?”

      “No, usually she runs around bareheaded like a savage,” Father replied in a terse tone, but then seemed to recover, remembering he had guests. Guests who he wished to deal with. “Remove the veil, Darcy. It’s as if you’re about to walk down the aisle to meet your husband.”

      “Of course, Father,” I said, and my hands moved of their own accord, not daring to defy my father, not here.

      I removed the circlet, seeing Lady Linnea pause in her conversation further down the table, her eyes widening, but she didn’t say anything either. I set the metal ring down and then pulled the veil away from my face, wasting time folding the fabric into a neat square. But when I looked up, I heard a hiss go around our end of the table. It was Father’s turn to smile smugly as the four men made clear their interest in me. Their eyes glowed an unearthly blue, an obvious hunger burning. All except for Gael. He scowled all the while. Despite that, he couldn’t seem to bring himself to look away.

      “She is yet to be married?” Dane asked, trying to settle back, appear cool and calm, but my father would not have held his seat without being canny.

      “Darcy has not been presented at court,” he replied. “We are far from the capital here and she has grown up used to our rustic ways. I’m afraid she might not survive the cut-throat nature of court politics. My intention, when she’s ready, is to find a suitable man to take her on. That is harder to do than you might think, as she will not inherit the keep. It goes to her cousin, my brother’s son. My wife died young, trying to bear me a son, and I have not been blessed with an heir by any other woman.”

      Not for want of trying. Father had made clear he would make any woman who could produce a son for him the duchess and, as a result, many of the ladies of the keep had made it their life’s mission to draw his eye. But it appeared the gods would only allow him the one child.

      “She is the daughter of a duke, but landless, which makes it harder to find a man of the right calibre to marry her,” Father continued.

      “Would a prince do?” Axe asked bluntly, and I watched both Weyland and Dane frown at that. He didn’t seem to care, looking me over with all the intent of a man with money at a horse fair. “She could be queen of all of Strelae.”

      That wasn’t a guaranteed thing, something I knew, but Father didn’t. I had pestered Nordred with endless questions about the wargen when I was a child, until finally he set me down and told me what he knew. These men were the sons of the current Strelan king. They would be afforded all privilege and deference until such time as the ruling king stepped down.

      Then they and all the other packs that thought to vie for the crown would come together to fight. Not in an open brawl, as was assumed in my country, but rather, the different packs would be set against each other in a series of structured bouts, fighting only until the dominance of one pack could be established over another and then they would move to the next round, until only one pack remained, just as the Wolf King had done with his brothers.

      At Axe’s question, Father went perfectly still.

      Linnea might aspire to me marrying one of the crown princes of Grania, but while Father enjoyed the title of duke, our forebears having earned the privilege for the work done many years ago defending the border between Strelae and Grania, we were a border duchy and therefore much less important than those closer to the capital and I was unlikely to be considered as a potential queen in the country of my birth.

      But in Strelae…

      The other wargen princes looked stiff and uncomfortable. This was not how a negotiation should take place. Men kept their cards close to their chest, yet Axe had laid all of his down on the table, showing his hand precipitously early. But was it a winning hand? My heart pumped viciously, forcing me to suck long, quiet breaths in through lungs that were slowly beginning to tighten.

      I swallowed furiously, not wanting to have an attack here and shame my father, because the consequences would be dire, so I focussed on what Nordred had shown me to do. I went away from here, now seeing Arden and I running across the moors at full flight, his mane and mine streaming in the wind. Wind that filled my lungs, inflating them fully with each breath, allowing my air to come steadily and easily. When my breathing evened out, I blinked, coming abruptly back to the room, only to see Kris staring at me.

      Normally, he wouldn’t have dared. To openly gaze at me under my father’s eye was ridiculously dangerous. Kris could have his knighthood stripped from him or he could be sent home to his family’s estate in disgrace, or worse. And yet he stared, those deep brown eyes burning almost as intensely as the blue eyes of the wargen sitting around the table.

      “My daughter, the queen of all Strelae?” My father chuckled at that, making it appear to be a genial response, providing Dane or one of the others the opportunity to laugh off the idea as well, allowing them to dismiss it as a non-serious offer in a way that allowed everyone to save face.

      “If you doubt the seriousness of our offer, Your Grace,” Dane said, with a slightly rueful edge to his tone, “don’t. Access to Strelan iron ore in return for your daughter’s hand.”

      Did the wargen hear my father sucking his breath in, gasping at the idea of it? Obviously, the king had requested he strike a bargain to allow trade of the ore to flow more freely. Grania had rich lands that produced enormous amounts of grains and other crops, but our ore deposits were few and far between. When the Strelans had been forced to fall back and allow our ancestors a space on this land, they did so only to where the rich mineral deposits were, allowing them to still produce more high-quality steel weapons.

      The situation would almost have been enough to turn the war in the wargen’s favour if we had not received aid from the mother country. Grania was an offshoot of the great Farradorian empire and when it demonstrated it was willing to devote much of its resources to claiming this land, with the threat of further inroads into Strelan territory, a peace had been brokered.

      I watched Father’s fingers follow the intricate patterns engraved into his pewter goblet, the silence feeling like it stretched on and on. This was unorthodox. Father had to be thinking about what else he could wring from the wargen if they had their hearts so set on me.

      And what did I think?

      I frequently did reckless, silly things, ones which earned me the sharp end of Lady Linnea’s tongue. The worst brought me a beating from my father, his leather crop or a birch branch lashing my back. But nothing I’d endured before had prepared me for this. The idea of leaving the keep with anyone other than Kris was so completely alien it took my breath away and not in the terrible, crushing way an attack did. No, this was just… too hard for my brain to accept.

      Father would say yes. He had been holding me in reserve, not bothering with presenting me to court because I was but his single coin to spend, and he guarded that jealously. I’d been brought to balls at neighbouring estates, forced into the company of some of the other odious borderland lords for them to inspect, but none had produced sufficient an enticement for Father to hand me over. That ended now. His eyes shone, a small smile forming on his face, before he leaned forward and offered his hand.

      “The details need to be hammered out but…” Dane leaned forward and they clasped each other’s forearms in the way wargen customarily shook hands. “I believe we can find a mutually beneficial arrangement.”

      Father turned to me now, the footnote in this whole conversation. I stared up at him dutifully, barely able to keep my face from showing my shock. This day had always been coming but to find myself here? And with them? My breath stuttered in my chest, Father frowning as he heard the first whoop.

      Axe rose to his feet, frowning as he stared down at me, then moving as if to come to my side.

      “Lady Linnea,” Father said sharply, “I believe that Darcy is overwhelmed by the generosity of this offer. This has all come as a shock to both of us, Darcy, but you will have time to spend with your affianced, once the contracts have been signed.”

      “But she—” Axe began to say but Linnea swept over, gripping me hard by the shoulders and snatching up the circlet, as if the wargen would steal the bloody thing, before dragging me from the hall. Kris got to his feet as I went but I refused to meet his eyes.
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      “Take a breath, girl!” Linnea snapped the minute we were out in the hall. “You’ve been doing it every day since you were born, and you can do it now.”

      Except I couldn’t, not now, not sometimes after vigorous exercise, not when I was upset or scared or… A frantic little whine escaped me, forcing Linnea’s brows down in a severe frown before she let out a frustrated snort.

      “What on earth you’ll do without that man when you’re whisked off to the wilds of Strelae, I don’t know,” she muttered before hauling me downstairs.

      Through the keep, down the main corridor that led to the kitchens she pulled me, Cook looking up as she saw me pass, a familiar look of concern on her face, but I didn’t get a chance to dwell. The rest of the trip was a blur, my ability to breathe growing more and more tortured until I smelled the rich scent of dry straw and horses.

      “What the hell happened?” Nordred asked, pulling me from Linnea’s grip and tucking me into his side and it was that alone which helped break the stranglehold on my lungs. He placed his big, callused hand over my sternum and that’s when I sucked in a breath. Warmth radiated out from his palm, soaking into me and whatever it was that was locked down inside me instantly loosened.

      “That’s it,” he said in that low, deep voice. “That’s a girl. Take a breath, a nice deep one. Fill those lungs.” Then Nordred’s focus shifted to Linnea. “What were you doing, dragging her down here like a naughty child? I’ve told you more than once, she has a lung condition.”

      “And what’s she to do when she’s queen of the savages in Strelae?” Linnea snapped back. “Swoon like a fine lady the moment any of the wargs growl at her, only to wake up moments later like nothing happened.”

      “Queen? Strelae?”

      “She’s caught the eyes of the sons of the Wolf King. His Grace expected a noble envoy, but not the princes. A sharp sword and His Grace could put paid to the heathen king’s ambitions quick smart.” This was a muttered aside, but the lady quickly rallied. “But instead, the duke, in all his wisdom, has decided to marry the girl off to… They didn’t specify which prince, but perhaps the big one?”

      “It’ll be all four,” Nordred said, rubbing his hand up and down my spine. “They mate as a pack.”

      “Disgusting heathen practices!” Linnea spat out.

      “So, you’re finally to become queen then,” Nordred said to me, smiling down at me when I lifted my head. His face was worn, lined with age, but still those blue eyes danced as he looked down at me. “Leave the girl here. That attack was a bad one and she’ll need some time to recuperate.”

      “I’m not leaving the crucial bargaining chip for His Grace’s deal down here unescorted—” Linnea began to say.

      “Leave us.”

      Kris’ voice contained all the crisp expectation of obedience that he used with his men and Linnea jumped as a result. She still held her ground though.

      “She’s not for you, either. His Grace has decided—”

      “To sell his daughter off like cattle for good Strelan ore?” Kris finished for her with a sharp twist of his lips. “I was in the room and heard His Grace’s decision, just like everyone else. Now, go. You’ve used your position as Lady Darcy’s governess to lord it over the rest of us for long enough.” Kris’ smile spread slowly. “It’s not as if she’ll be taking you with her when she goes, and Darcy’s cousin, Horace, and his wife have their own staff to bring here when he takes possession of the keep. You’ll be nothing other than a pinch-faced bitch that’s earned no one’s favour.”

      “Then there’s nothing to stop me from telling His Grace you’re down here in the stables with his daughter,” she sniped.

      “And nothing to stop me from confessing you brought her here rather than to her room as he ordered.”

      I wearily watched the two of them joust. One attack a day was enough to knock the stuffing out of me, but two? I needed peace, quiet and Nordred’s comforting presence, which he knew well. He usually set me up on a blanket on some hay bales, leaving me to rest while I let the familiar sounds of the stables wash over me, resetting the twitchy pressure valve within. When Linnea twitched the folds of her dress, I knew Kris had won. She swept out of the stables without a backward look, no doubt ready to blame me for the whole affair if she was caught. But Nordred paid them little mind, instead nodding to one of the stable boys to spread out a horse blanket before scooping me up in his arms and laying me down on a bed of straw.

      “Don’t let them get you fussing again,” he told me. “You need to rest and reset. You’re strong, girl, but even the strongest of us can break if pushed too hard.” He patted my knee then pulled away. “You’ll be alright, as long as Sir Kristoff can mind his manners.”

      Kris frowned at that, never one to tolerate impudence in the men under him, but even he made allowances for Nordred. He nodded to the older man as he passed, then drew closer to me, falling down on his knees before my hay bale.

      “I’ll get you out of this,” he promised.

      “Kris, this isn’t like the time I was caught throwing clods of dirt off the battlements at Linnea,” I replied, sitting up then instantly regretting it.

      My body was sensitive after an attack, ready to shut down at a moment’s notice. He saw me wince and grabbed my hand and gave it a squeeze and that’s when I felt it washing through my body: the same rush of heat I always felt when I was around Kris. My eyes dropped down to gaze at our fingers, not because I was finally obeying Linnea’s instructions about maidenly modesty, but because I always found it difficult to look directly at Kris, so I usually only let myself be aware of him in parts.

      His long fingers, masculine and strong, marked with little white scars from battles past. His scent, part woody musk, part sharp and wild and resinous like the leaves of a lemon myrtle. His breath that seemed to my hopeful mind to be picking up now that he was close to me, then the warmth of his body. I chanced a glance up, seeing those brown eyes burning with the same heat as they had in my father’s hall and then my focus dropped to his mouth.

      I traced the shape with my eyes, the full lips that smiled just as easily as they barked out orders, but he did neither of those things now. Instead, I watched his tongue slide out and across his bottom lip, his Adam’s apple bobbing as he swallowed hard, my throat doing the same. He edged closer then, just by a tiny increment, but that was enough to get my heart racing again.

      I didn’t move, didn’t do anything that could be construed as encouragement, even though this was something I’d dreamed of, sighed over, more times than I could count. To finally feel Kris’s lips on mine, to know his taste, to feel him—

      “Look lively, young lovers,” Nordred interrupted, coming bustling into the stables. “His Grace is bringing the wargen down to see the horses.”

      “I’ll get you out of this,” Kris promised, grabbing my fingers and pressing his lips to my knuckles. “No gods-fearing Granian woman deserves to be sacrificed to those heathens: not for ore, not for anything. I’ll speak to the priests.” We had a monastery nearby, one of the most important ones in all the land. They liked the splendid isolation of being near the borders, all the better to devote their time to studying divine law. “You’ll be free, Darcy, free to become…”

      Become what? The thing I’d always dreamed of? His? My eyes followed him, Kris’ voice abruptly silenced as he ducked out of the stables and away at the sound of the other voices coming closer. I pulled the horse blanket around me hurriedly, as if that would help.

      “We have many fine…”

      That sharp halt to Father’s words, the slow narrowing of his gaze, it spoke louder than any shout could. It made perfectly clear that he was surprised to see me down here and that his surprise was not welcome. Father prized predictability and obedience over everything else.

      “Ah… you’re awake, lass,” Nordred said, swinging in through the stable door, then stopping when he saw Father. He dropped a low bow in front of all the nobles present, the wargen inspecting him closely. “My apologies, Your Grace, I was just about to send one of the boys up to Gordon so you’d know where her ladyship was. Lady Darcy fainted clear away and Lady Linnea sent for some of the lads to help carry her down here for some of that medicine that helps her.”

      He bowed to me, then handed me a brown bottle of horse liniment.

      “We waved some under her nose and she appeared to come to, just like always. Has a terrible smell, it does.” Nordred smiled wide at the wargen.

      “I’d like to take a look at this ‘medicine’,” Axe said, holding out a hand. “We’ll need to replicate it or at least get the recipe from you, Master…”

      “Nordred, just Nordred, Your Highnesses,” he said, dropping a deeper bow for the wargen, but that wasn’t what caught my eye. It was the expressions of each of the princes when they heard the name, their brows creasing, their gazes sharpening as they looked the horse-master over anew. Nordred passed the bottle over and Axe uncorked it, taking a sniff and then jerking his head backwards at the sharpness of it. The stables were filled with the scent of herbs, eucalyptus, pine and ice-cold menthol, making my nose twitch.

      “That’d be enough to wake the living dead,” Axe agreed, passing the bottle back to Nordred.

      “Well, now that Darcy has wakened, she needs to be brought to her room,” Nordred continued.

      “Allow me to do the honours,” Weyland said. “A little unorthodox, I know, carrying a girl over her threshold before a marriage but—”

      “You know our wedding customs?” Father said, then he smiled broadly. “Of course, Your Highness, it would be an honour for you to escort my daughter back to her room. She can tell you where it is. Now, if everyone else would like to…”

      What? I thought, my eyebrows shooting up. Allowing me to be taken by a man I barely knew to my room, unescorted? Just the thought of doing that would be enough to earn me a whipping, let alone the reality. But Weyland stepped closer, hands out, the same way one does with a skittish horse. I might be able to kick like a mule, but I was no horse.

      “I’ll be fine,” I began to say.

      “I believe I made a promise to your father to see you to your room,” Weyland said with a smile. “I know I’m but a filthy warg with a word no better than a beast’s, but in this…” He moved in so fast, scooping me up into his arms before I could even blink. “You’ll find me a man of honour.”

      “Nordred!” I yelped, struggling against the warg’s arms.

      “You’re a long way from home, Nordred,” Weyland said to my tutor as we turned to face him.

      “I’ll come with you when you take her,” Nordred said, all traces of subservience leeching away, leaving only the tall, veteran warrior I knew from the training grounds. “You’ll need me.”

      “Seems like we might,” Weyland replied with a nod and then turned to sweep me out of the stables.

      “Nordred!” I called, one last time, staring at him over the warg’s overly muscled shoulder.

      “Go with him, lass,” he told me quietly. “He’s your destiny.”
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      “I really am capable of walking,” I said, trying to remain stiff in the insufferable man’s arms. He and his brothers had interrupted my hunt, sucked the blood from my fingers, then walked in and claimed me like a pound of apples on market day. Now this? People couldn’t help but stare as we passed, seeing such a grandly dressed man carrying the daughter of the house through the open courtyard of the keep. “I have been since I was a small child.”

      “You’ve got the lung sickness,” Weyland replied, in a much gentler tone. “Your chest gets tight and it feels like you can’t breathe and when you fight to do so, you make a strange wheezing sound.”

      I just stared at the side of his impudent face, finding my eyes tracing the rough reddish blond stubble on the side of his jaw. That earned me a sidelong look, his blue eyes dancing.

      “Gael had the same thing when he was young. Cured it with swimming, if the healers are to be believed. Attacks come so rarely now, I can’t remember when he had the last one. But I’d carry him like this after he had one when he was a child.” He hefted me up in his arms, smiling when I was forced to wrap an arm around his neck. “Now, milady, your room?”

      “You can’t mean to—”

      He stopped then, before staring down at me. “Wargs might be filthy heathens in your eyes, but we’re men of our words. You need rest, you need quiet and you need the healer, and not necessarily in that order. As my future mate, you’ll get every single thing I’m capable of providing in this bloody hellhole, if I have to sit outside your door in wolf form to guard you myself.”

      I just blinked at him, the passion and intensity in his words so completely alien to my experience that I didn’t know how to parse them, and he tolerated my inspection with a slight frown.

      “You don’t know it yet, lass, but you belong to us.”

      And with that, any good feeling inside me evaporated.

      “Only after you’ve signed an agreement to barter me for Strelan iron,” I snapped. “Now let me down.”

      I began to struggle in earnest then, wriggling at first then, when that got me nowhere, I fought to get free. Pushing at his chest, kicking my feet helplessly, thrashing about, even as my father’s staff bustled past, until finally those arms locked around me just as tight as so often my condition did my lungs.

      I found myself pressed hard against the man, my face forced into the mass of his hair, my nose breathing in a deeply musky scent perfumed somehow with herbs and spices that made my nose tingle. A hand like iron had slid to my back, coming to rest between my shoulder blades, his other arm tight as a band around my body.

      “Just a warning, lass,” he said in a much deeper, throatier voice. “Struggling like that? To a warg that makes you prey. You feel like a deer does as it bucks under my fangs and claws, struggling to toss me off to save its life, but they never win. I sink my fangs into them anyway, until I find the carotid, the blood rushing into my jaws, the stink of it filling my nose as I bring the beast down.” He paused, then continued, “You’re not happy about this agreement.”

      That was a statement, one that didn’t require my input.

      “You fancy some other silly boy as your mate. One that stinks of iron and ambition.”

      I let out a little gasp then, utterly betraying the truth.

      “But you’ll learn just how wrong he’d be for you. I’ll make sure of it.”

      Weyland loosened his hold on me then, allowing me to pull back a little and face him and, before I could think twice about it, I slapped him hard across the face.

      This wasn’t smart, I realised that as soon as I did it, but that was the unfortunate side of my nature. If I had any wits at all, I’d obey my father and by extension, Linnea, in everything, earning me a hell of a lot less beatings, but I didn’t. But striking a warg? I saw his blue eyes begin to glow, and that’s when I remembered all the tales of the wargen and their savagery.

      Two-souled they called themselves, because they could shape-shift like devils. From man to wolf was one such pathway, and then there was the warg form they’d wear into battle. Half man, half wolf, a hybrid of both with none of the more cautious instincts of either. They were creatures of unparalleled brutality, ones that had nearly managed to beat back the forces of the Farradorian empire when my people first came here.

      I stared at Weyland now, watched his eyes grow brighter and brighter, as if his beast reared up and peered out at me from behind them, and I felt a twinge of that same tightness in my chest. He noted my hand going to my chest, frowned slightly and then barked, “Room, now.”

      I gave him directions, stammering the words out, all bravado gone now. He moved like a stampeding horse, barrelling his way up the stairs to where Father’s and my rooms were situated. The door was kicked open and he swept in, an animal stumbling into my inner sanctum.

      “Remove your stays,” he snapped as he set me down on the bed.

      “What?”

      My hands went to my corset, as if that was enough to protect myself from him, but he ranged around my room, his eyes wild, his lips peeled back from teeth that seemed much sharper than before. Frightened, I reached for the dagger I kept under my pillow.

      “Remove that damn torture device you’ve got strapped to your ribs, stopping you from taking a full breath, or I will,” Weyland growled.

      Anger was actually a good way to loosen my chest, which was perhaps why I was such a wilful creature. If I set myself at odds with Linnea, with Father, it usually kept my head, my lungs curiously clear. So as I rose from the bed I’d been tossed down onto, dagger in hand, all twinges of tightness were gone. I was back on the moor, the stag downed a few feet away. I gripped the hilt tight, but not too tight, stepping closer. Weyland caught sight of me, frowning when he saw I had disobeyed his order, then grinning wildly when he saw the dagger.

      “You want a taste of my blood this time, milady?”

      He kicked the door shut, taking the time to bar it, something that should’ve worried me, but it didn’t strike me right then. Nordred had taught me to clear my mind and only focus on the danger in front of me, to assess my opponent for weaknesses and then use them against him. To that end, I loosened my hold on the knife, letting my body droop as if I was about to faint.

      “Darcy?” My name came out as a rough rasp. “Gods, you’re—”

      He rushed in, just as I’d thought he would. When he did, my stance stiffened, and my dagger was laid across the thick column of his throat. With an air of satisfaction, I watched his eyes go wide, smiling to myself at how easily he was duped.

      “I can’t stop you from making this deal with my father,” I said, biting each word off precisely. “I can’t prevent the four of you from bundling me up like a sack of wheat and carting me off to Strelae, but know this.” My blade moved infinitesimally closer, dimpling his tanned brown skin. “If you assumed you were getting a polite little Granian miss, you thought wrong. Away from the keep, from my father, from Linnea and all the other means to control me, I’ll become something else altogether. Something you don’t want lying beside you at night.”

      I hoped against hope that this would be enough to dissuade Weyland. That like most Granian men, he’d rather plump for a much more biddable bride than marry a harridan like me. Perhaps then Kris and I–

      “Oh, my queen, you have no idea what it is I want.”

      I’d heard voices like Weyland’s before, coarse ones full of desperation, the first time I sneaked into the men’s barracks long after I should’ve been in bed, only to discover the lot of them were drinking and wenching under my father’s roof. I’d watched in horrified fascination as Jessie, one of the laundresses, appeared to let the man peel her bodice away from her tits in front of all the knights assembled, their roars of approval cut through with her more breathy cry of pleasure right as the man lowered his lips–

      Weyland pressed his neck against my blade, a small trickle of blood falling then before he pulled away and wet his fingers with it. Horrified, I went to draw back, but then I was yanked back against him, one hand gripping my wrist, just as his brother had, forcing the dagger to fall free. And the other?

      “The sharing of blood is sacred in my culture,” he told me as he held me fast against his body, my back to his chest.

      Fingers from that other hand were forced between my lips, my mouth filling with the salty, metallic taste of his blood. I should’ve struggled. I should’ve shoved him away. I should’ve spat his filthy gift on the flagstones and then rung for my guards. No matter how important my father’s deal was, this couldn’t be tolerated. My conscious brain spluttered all those truths to me and yet none seemed to get through. Weyland let out a grunt of satisfaction as my hand gripped his wrist, holding him where he was as I licked his fingers as clean as a cat does its paws.

      “That’s it,” he said, releasing my wrist and rubbing his free hand up and down my spine. And with that came something entirely unexpected.

      I frowned, a strange feeling rising in my body, growing and growing as I swallowed down his blood, until I let out a little gasp. He nodded then, smirking with self-congratulation as I was set on fire. That gesture of his should’ve warned me and yet the only response I could muster was a desire to toss fuel on the blaze. I sucked at his fingers greedily, then spun around, launching myself at his neck, taking my pleasure straight from the source.

      My muscles, my skin, all sang under his attentions, my back arching for more. He groaned at that, both his hands now pressing against my back, forcing me harder against him, which just made me ache more. This was utter madness, I knew that. People spoke of the diabolical powers and depraved activities of the wargen, but I’d never heard of this.

      Something deep inside me clenched hard, the feeling almost that of the aches I got when my menses came, but so, so much better, because each clench was coupled with a great burst of pleasure. I felt like I was climbing up to something, seeking something that only my body knew, but right as I began to pant, all that warmth and heat was abruptly withdrawn.

      This time when I wavered on my feet, it wasn’t a sham. Tears pricked my eyes, a little groan of loss escaping my lips.

      “Don’t look at me like that, sweetheart,” Weyland said, slowly shaking his head as he held me away from him. “I want to follow up on the promises your body is making, but you’ll not thank me for rushing things.” As he took my face in his hands, smoothing his thumbs across my cheeks, I shamefully just looked up at him rather than slapping him away. “With my blood inside you, there’ll be no pain in your chest, not for a while at least. You should rest now, and I should rejoin your father’s terribly boring tour of his keep.”

      I didn’t want that, my expression, my inarticulate noises making that clear, right up until the point his lips pressed against my forehead. He was taking insufferable liberties, even if my father had basically signed me away to be theirs, so why didn’t I protest? Why didn’t I shove him away or stab him in the shoulder like my mostly smothered instincts demanded? Why instead did I press into his embrace, right up until such a point as he pulled away?

      My dagger was retrieved, placed back into my hand, my fingers closed around it before he turned to go.

      “Keep your weapons close, little huntress,” he told me. “My brothers will be ecstatic when I tell them what kind of queen we have discovered. But until we can get you safely back onto our land, you need to protect yourself. Then we’ll take over. Rest now, because the others will be plaguing your father for time with you, now that I’ve had mine.”

      Whatever magic his voice possessed, I found myself stumbling over to my bed and lying down on it just as he clicked the door shut behind him, but not before I loosened my stays, thankfully sucking in a large mouthful of air.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 6

          

        

      

    

    
      “What are you doing, child, lazing the day away?” Linnea’s shrewish voice intruded into my sleep. “Those beasts have been locked up with your father all day, hammering out the deal, and now they’ve requested your presence for dinner.”

      I opened my eyes to see her looming over me, but as I threw my legs over the side of the bed she was forced to step back as I got to my feet. Linnea looked… smaller for some reason and frailer. As I stared at her, the lines around her eyes and mouth from a lifetime of frowning, were suddenly apparent.

      “And what’s this around your mouth? Have you been gorging—?”

      My hand whipped out, grasping her wrist when she went to reach out and wipe at something. Her words froze in her throat. Her eyes widened, then narrowed as my tongue flicked out, sweeping away what was left of Weyland’s blood. I smiled then, an expression as sharp as my dagger, before I moved over to my dressing table and sat down. Working quickly, I repinned my hair, managing to make myself look less ravished in a few moments before I tightened my stays again. I smoothed my hands over my ribs and hips, checking that my dress didn’t look too rumpled before turning back to my governess.

      “Where?” I said.

      “What?”

      “Where am I dining with the wargen?” I asked.

      “In His Grace’s private dining room,” she replied, looking me over more closely, as if she too saw something different in me. “You’re to serve and—”

      “Amuse them. I know. Contrary to what you think, I’m not a fool.”

      And with that, I swept out of my room and into the hall before going down a flight of steps to the family dining room. When I arrived at the doorway, each man stood, Father smiling at me with real warmth for once. I sketched a curtsey in response, one not deep enough or for long enough to be entirely polite, but I couldn’t seem to care. I sauntered in, grabbing the closest ewer of wine, and then smiled at them.

      “Can I pour you a drink, Your Highnesses?”

      Dane smiled slowly at my simpering tone, pushing his pewter goblet across the table so I might fill it. I moved around, doing the same for each one of them, though I was forced to retrieve Gael’s myself. He barely glanced my way, hunched over his plate like the animal he was. I filled it anyway and set it pointedly by his side.

      “And once you’ve poured your father a drink, you’ll join us for one, won’t you?” Dane asked smoothly.

      “Women drinking?” Father said. “Nothing good can come of that. My daughter is no tavern slattern.” But even as the words were out of his mouth, he seemed to regret them. This might be received wisdom in our part of the world, but the princes were not from here. “Though if you wish it, Darcy could probably stomach a glass of watered wine.”

      “I do,” Dane replied. “I see that this is a tradition here, of having the women of the house serve the men, but things are very different in Strelae.”

      Father’s eyes hardened at that. According to the clergy, men were given dominion over women by the gods themselves, but this was something that those on either side of the border disagreed with vociferously. From what Nordred had said, Strelan society was much more matriarchal, which seemed an odd way to do things.

      I tried to imagine it, having the right to take a seat at the table, to contribute to conversations just like the men did. Anywhere else in the keep, as long as I was out from under Linnea’s thumb, I could do just that, with no one to naysay me, due to my rank. But with Father? He didn’t seem to care if I actually was biddable, just that I appeared to be so in forums where he might potentially be embarrassed.

      “I would like the Lady Darcy to join us for dinner,” Dane said. “She can sit by us, participate in the conversation and hopefully become accustomed to our presence before we ride out for Strelae.”

      “After we’ve hammered out the deal for the ore,” Father said with an unseemly tenacity, but I couldn’t blame him. The king would reward him richly if he managed to successfully broker the deal, yet his prospects were so much poorer if he didn’t.

      “Of course,” Dane replied. “When everything is signed, sealed and delivered, we will take our leave of you, with your daughter in tow.”

      I sat down then, not because I wished to accede to the wargen’s wishes, but from a growing sense of unreality. I remembered Kris’ words then, the feel of his lips on my knuckles, causing my fingers to flex automatically, as if he’d just left the room.

      “Women are often dull conversationalists, but, as you are my guests, I can hardly say no to your request. Come, Darcy, sit near your affianced.”

      He didn’t realise that was all of them, but Dane stood up and pulled out the chair beside him, waiting for me to take it. As I moved to sit down, the warg tucked the chair underneath me, his hands coming to rest on my shoulders for a second before he sat down himself.

      “Let me pour you some wine,” he said, pulling over the ewer and a new goblet. He put it before me, half filling it, then adding water when Father grunted.

      “Thank you, Your Highness,” I said when Father stared at me.

      “Well, what should we speak of?” Father said, irritation at least partially apparent in his voice. “Of needlework and the latest hair styling?”

      “Perhaps we could speak of hunting,” Axe said with a slow smile. “The deer we stumbled across was an impressive specimen.”

      Father instantly brightened at that.

      “So he was, but not more so than many we have shot down while on the hunt. My gamekeepers maintain healthy stocks on my land. Which reminds me, I’ll need to bring that ‘hunter’ to their attention. If they scuttled away from their kill, they were probably bloody poachers. What did the fool look like?”

      Axe turned to me, running his eyes over me in a possessive way that had my hand gripping my table knife hard.

      “Slight build, but strong with it,” he replied. “Red hair, bright as a flame. Skin as pale as milk—”

      “Sounds like a wench you’re describing, Your Highness,” Father said with a snort. “But the red hair gives me a clue. Probably the bloody Murphys again. I’ll have someone sent around to their house to ask a few questions. Now…”

      His voice trailed away as the serving staff entered the room with dish after dish of food. My hand slapped down on my stomach as it grumbled noisily. I’d scarcely eaten a thing since morning.

      “Allow me,” Dane said to me in a voice as rich as the sauces Cook had prepared to go with the venison and side dishes. “Let me know if there’s anything that doesn’t please you.”

      I watched mutely as he pulled my plate over and then began to pile food on top of it.

      “Too much food for a woman,” Father grumped, then froze when he realised who he was saying that to. He would’ve received grunts of enthusiasm if it had been his fellow border lords visiting, but not now. The four men stared at Father baldly, forcing him to desperately rally. “But you must want to fatten her up, get her ready to have babies.” He gestured magnanimously at the spread before us. “Eat up, daughter. You’ll need to obey your husband in all things, just as you do me.”

      As I took the plate, my teeth locked tight together, but I nodded and voiced my thanks to Father, Dane and the gods themselves.

      “See, hardly the stunning conversationalist,” Father said, then caught himself again. Diminishing me was his usual order of business, but doing so in front of the men who wished to marry me? “But she has a healthy appetite that I’m sure will translate to other things.”

      The wargen went completely still as Father winked at them, so I busied myself eating the food that was given to me. That wasn’t entirely correct behaviour. I should’ve waited for the most important person in the room to start eating first and that was Dane. He didn’t seem to take offence though, nodding with satisfaction as I sliced into the buttery soft venison and then took a bite.

      It was delicious, I knew that academically, yet somehow everything turned to dust in my mouth as I cut, sliced, chewed and swallowed methodically until I couldn’t take another bite and then sat silently in my chair.

      Because Father’s words had brought back to me that this was my life, one of swinging contrasts. As I stared at the gleaming wooden tabletop, I saw all the different versions of me there. Fearless huntress and sickly thing that could barely take a breath unassisted. Willing to pull a knife on a prince and put it to his throat, then dutiful, silent daughter under my father’s eye. Sometimes it felt like I was being torn in a thousand pieces, forced to pretend to be one thing, then another, but never actually being me.

      And what would I be like if I had that chance?

      Would I be the huntress, riding carelessly over the moors? Or… My eyes slid sideways to take in the men around the table, marking the ways their spines softened as they relaxed after a good meal, talking further with Father about the finer points of the deal until their voices all blurred together.

      When my awareness of them dropped away, another’s image came forward.

      Kris was the future I had chosen for myself and, as a result, he glimmered inside my mind. I saw him, a striking figure on the training grounds and off. Caught by me in the act of sweeping his blond hair off his forehead, the muscles in his forearm flexed as he did so, before he raised his sword with the other hand, ready to fight a new recruit. No one could match him on the battlefield. And off…?

      I saw all those stolen moments between us. But in my mind, they changed. Where he was ostensibly showing me how to better shoot my bow, even as he walked around me, he praised me in a low voice no one else could hear, calling me a goddess among women. When I sneaked down to the stables late at night and he passed by ‘on patrol’, he slipped inside, his hands finding my face and…

      I rose to my feet then, all the possible ways to have myself excused from the room forming in my mind, ready to be spoken, when—

      “Ah, dessert,” Father said as the main course dishes were removed by the serving staff and replaced by sweet confections. “I don’t see much point of it, preferring a good whiskey and some cheese—”

      “Then perhaps we might share dessert with your daughter?” Dane said, “Alone.”

      The last word was tacked on, spelling out their intent when Father initially didn’t seem to understand what they were requesting. When he heard it? I watched my father jerk as if he were slapped. And why wouldn’t he? He was effectively being ordered out of his own dining room: by wargen of all things. But Dane knew what he was doing. He was a prince where my father was a duke. That difference in rank wouldn’t normally mean a thing, given the distrust between the two kingdoms, except for this deal.

      Grania was a country rich in farmlands. It exported huge amounts of the grain it produced yet few in our country went hungry, the lands were that fertile. But what made it attractive to our people when they first came, made it equally attractive to our other neighbours. They hadn’t dared try to take the land from the fierce wargen, but us… We were merely human. So to hold what our people had fought so hard to claim, we needed weapons and plenty of them. Steel weapons were harder, less likely to rust and enabled our knights to all wear the famed armour our people had developed the design for. A huge standing army of steel-clad warriors? That would certainly be sufficient to deter any avaricious eyes from looking over our borders.

      And we couldn’t do it without Strelan iron ore.

      “Of course,” Father said stiffly, then got to his feet. “A word, daughter?”

      I followed him outside, his fingers gripping my upper arms and digging into my flesh the moment after he closed the door behind us.

      “Do not ruin this for me,” he snapped.

      “Of course, Father. I’d—”

      “I know about your exploits with the men on the training ground,” he hissed. “I know about your little attempts to become some sort of archer. I know that you hinder Linnea at every turn. But I’ve turned a blind eye to it all, because you knew how to keep your mouth shut and your head down when I asked you to. Your husband, I figured, would beat those uppity ways out of you at his leisure.”

      He smiled slowly then.

      “He might thank me for the opportunity to do so, as I did your grandfather. Your mother needed a birching more times than not and I enjoyed whipping her, right up until she died.”

      I let out a little hiss as his fingers dug deeper, only my jaw locking tight stopping me from crying out in pain.

      “You’ll wine and dine those animals in there, just as you’ve been taught. You’ll flirt and simper and make them think they’re the kings of the world, because otherwise…”

      I did whimper then, just a small thing, but his grip was crushing, and it felt like his fingers dug right the way down to the bone.

      “Just don’t fuck them.” I was shoved away at that, left gasping as my hands went to my aching arms. “No one buys a cow if he can get the milk for free, so keep your mouth smiling and your legs closed until such time as you ride out of here with a betrothal agreement signed. Do you hear me?”

      I nodded sharply, unable to form words.

      “Sort yourself out, girl. An attack this morning and then tears now?” Father’s tone was utterly scathing. “Beasts like that don’t want weak little milksops.” His teeth flashed in the low light produced by the lanterns hanging on the walls. “They want buxom wenches that can take the hammering they’re likely to deal out, filling their womb with heathen creatures, to be spat out in the dirt like a whelping bitch. Now get back inside there and heed my words.”

      His hands strayed to his belt then, igniting memories that came back in a flood. Of being bent, bare-backed over the base of his bedstead, gripping the carved timber tight as the leather of that belt came whistling through the air. The starburst of pain exploding across my back, Linnea urging him on, as if that was enough to stop her from getting her own licks after me. Over and over, he’d strike, sometimes with a semblance of calm, forcing me to count the strokes, other times just whaling on me with gusto until whatever passion inside him was spent.

      “Of course, Father.” I dropped a quick curtsey and he smiled as a result. “It will be as you say.”

      “Good, good. Now get your arse in there and see to the ‘princes’.” He turned on his heel and began to walk off. “I’ll find Gordon, see if he wants to share a whiskey or two with me…”

      When he’d gone around the corner, I tossed up whether to obey my father or not. It might seem ridiculous to consider such a thing, especially when a punishment like that was on the table. It’s certainly how Linnea felt. She never understood my need for surreptitious rebellion, finding the lengths I went to hide what I was doing all the more evidence of a failure of character. But me?

      As I stared down the hallway, seeing the stairs in the dim light that would lead me out and away from this blasted keep, I knew why. They were the few choices I was able to make, even if I had to lie and scheme to do so, and that small moment of freedom was so utterly seductive, I couldn’t resist its pull. I was already taking a step towards the stairs, when the door opened.

      Dane filled the doorway, standing there with his arms propped against the frame, his fine leather tunic stretching over his muscular chest. Many a keep girl would have swooned at the sight of such male beauty, but not I.

      “Everything all right, my queen?” he said.

      I felt the bone deep ache in my arms, knowing I’d bruise by the morning, but I forced myself to nod.

      “Of course, Your Highness,” I replied, dipping down into a curtsey.

      “None of that,” he said, moving forward, grabbing me much more gently to raise me to my feet, but no matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t hold back the wince.

      “What was that?” he asked, alarm clear in his voice, then my chin was tipped upwards, the warg forcing me to stare into his eyes. “What happened?” Then with much more menace. “What did he do?”

      I couldn’t answer him, wouldn’t answer him, so he wrapped his arm around my waist and dragged me back inside, setting me down in one of the chairs where I stared mulishly at the table.

      “What happened?” Axe asked with growing concern.

      “Our noble host likes to hurt his daughter as far as I can tell,” Dane said with awful finality. “Something we need to work on changing during the rest of our stay.”
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      “I’m fine, Your Highnesses, really,” I said brightly, forcing myself to move and draw closer to the nearest cake. It was a confection of dried fruit, sugar, flour and cream and I knew from experience it tasted wonderful. “This cake is Cook’s specialty.” Moving carefully, I grabbed a knife and a server, slicing the dessert into several large pieces before putting one on a plate. “You must try it.”

      “Enough of that now, lass,” Weyland growled. “I know you’ve got appearances to maintain in front of your father, but he’s not here now. You were drawing knives on me before, not cutting up cakes.”

      “She did?” Axe said with a snort, then he treated me to a warm smile. “Thatta girl. Keep this bastard in line.”

      “Seems like the biggest bastard is the one that was supposed to care for you,” Dane said in a low growl.

      “Show me.” Everyone’s heads jerked around as the most taciturn brother spoke. Gael looked up at me with narrowed eyes. “Show me what he did.”

      “Nothing, Your Highness—”

      “Don’t fucking bullshit me.”

      I jolted at the sound of the prince’s sharp reply.

      “Brother, this isn’t the way,” Dane said, but Gael paid him no mind.

      “Show me,” he insisted.

      I let out a long shuddering sigh and then jerked my head up to meet the eyes of each of the four men in the room. That was far more brazen than I would be permitted to be by my father, but he was off getting drunk with his steward. And then I remembered my father’s orders.

      I unlaced the bodice of my overdress a little, something that earned me a chorus of grunts from the men. Don’t fuck them, Father had said. My underdress maintained my modesty for me as I tugged my sleeve down and that’s when everyone hissed, even me.

      My skin had gone a sickly green colour already, meaning it would only get darker and more bruised as time went on until finally it faded. I was hurting now and only going to hurt further. Gael got to his feet, prowling closer, but I shrank back when he reached out a hand.

      “Don’t bloody hurt me,” I said, my hand closing around the carving knife, the blade still clotted with cream and cake crumbs. “I’ve had quite enough of that for one night.”

      “I don’t hurt women,” Gael growled, his tone utterly undermining his words.

      “You can trust him, lass,” Weyland said.

      “Wouldn’t I have to trust you first to believe your words?” I snapped back, which drew chuckles from the others then Gael grabbed a belt knife which had me freezing in my chair.

      “Your Nordred isn’t the only healer,” he said before pricking his thumb.

      Gael showed me the blood welling there before his other hand moved over the digit. When his hand closed over it, something glowed. I blinked, staring at whatever the hell this was before he pulled his hand away and revealed a completely unmarked thumb. As I dropped to my seat in amazement, my hand whipped out without even thinking, grabbing him around the wrist and drawing him closer so I could take a better look.

      Which of course, ended up with me seated before a looming warg, his presence blocking out all else.

      “I can’t abide a man that hurts a woman,” Gael told me in a low voice, the others mumbling their agreement. “And I’ll not see you hurting.”

      When his hand landed on my arm, I jumped, both because of the slow throb of pain it caused but then because it was followed by a much harsher one. A pain that sucked my breath from my lungs. I was ready to scream when the light glowed and then I went limp at the release of the agony. I just breathed for a moment, searching my arm for soreness and not finding any. When I inspected my skin, it was reassuringly pale again. Then I glanced up.

      Gael met my gaze but he still wasn’t happy. That ever-present frown was back, but that dark blue eye continued to stare into mine until he shook his head.

      “The other arm is hurting?”

      I nodded, gingerly moving to pull one sleeve up so I could pull the other one down, but he stopped me.

      “I don’t need to touch you skin to skin—”

      “Gods, brother, it’s like you want to torture the rest of us,” Axe said, and he grinned when I looked his way. “If all we’re to get is a glimpse of a pretty shoulder, then show us both of them.”

      “Shut the fuck up,” Gael grumbled, but he moved around my chair, and when he did, I could feel his presence.

      He was a huge mass behind me, making me feel tiny and fragile, especially with the gentleness of his touch. I braced myself this time, feeling the sharp spike of pain, but being better able to bear it when I knew it would soon ease. As I fought to catch my breath again, Gael gave me a pat on the shoulder before moving away and back to his seat. The air felt strangely empty after he was gone.

      “Many thanks, my—”

      “Don’t say prince,” Gael said and there was that old scowl of an expression again. “They’re the princes. I’m—”

      “Our brother,” Dane said firmly, staring at the man across the table. Gael just shook his head and stared down at his hands.

      “Well, Gael, would you like something to eat?” I asked, feeling like a payment was due for the service. Usually when Father hurt me, I was left to my own devices to heal it, that’s if Linnea didn’t just make it worse. I would slip away to Nordred as quickly as I was able, and he’d help me as best he could.

      “I don’t—”

      “That’s not what you’re here for,” Dane cut through his brother’s reply. “We didn’t keep you in this room to serve us.”

      “So…”

      I swallowed then as I felt the eyes of each man in the room on me. That would become a regular thing if I didn’t find a way out of this bloody marriage, though I failed to see where Kris got his confidence from. When the king himself got word of this deal, because Father would have no doubt sent a bird to the capital, then he’d come himself, and in full force, to ensure the marriage took place. There would be nowhere for me and Kris in Grania, nor Strelae, if he was successful. And as they all stared, their blue eyes glowing, I could just see them in wolf form, tracking us down, tearing Kris—

      “What am I here for?” I stiffened as I imagined their answer. “I’ll warn you, my father had fairly explicit instructions about what I was not supposed to do in a room full of men, unchaperoned.”

      “Did he indeed?” Axe said with a laugh. “Bloody cock blocker.”

      “When we take you for the first time,” Weyland said, leaning forward and sinking a finger into a dish of chocolate mousse before dragging it out, laden with the thick dessert, “it won’t be in a dining room, and it won’t be in your father’s keep.” He sucked the glob of sweetness from his fingertip and swallowed it down before grinning at me. “Ironically, it’d make the deal he so wishes to strike all the more permanent if we did sweep these confections out of the way and got to work devouring the real treat in the room.”

      “Brother…” Dane grumbled.

      “What?” I frowned and scanned the room. “What does that mean? A woman that gives herself to a man outside of marriage is not valued at all. She’ll be branded a whore and left to sell herself until there’s nothing to be sold.”

      “Is that the way of things in Grania?” Dane asked. “I knew there was an emphasis on purity but—”

      “Never saw the point of that myself,” Axe said. “It hurts a woman the first time, more often than not.” His ever-present grin faded then. “Not something I enjoy.” He glanced at the others, his eyes beginning to twinkle. “Think I’ll let you lot go first.”

      My teeth sank into my bottom lip to stop me speaking my mind. They talked about me so openly, about passing me around like a doll to use, as if I had no say in the matter. I couldn’t prevent my brows from jerking down, a stony expression forming.

      “Oh no, it looks like I’ve offended the little huntress,” Axe said, resting his forearms on the table. “Never fear, lass. I’ll never say no if you want ol’ Axe first. You might walk a little bowlegged—”

      “Gods above, Axe!” Dane snapped but not louder than me.

      “What has what I want got to do with it?” I said, my voice deadly quiet. I plonked my own elbows on the table, resting my chin on my hands as I looked the lot of them over. “When have I been consulted in this whole process? When you licked away my blood? When you stole my kill? When you announced to my father that you’d take me as payment? That’s why I’m here, and not in my bed or out doing what I want, because I’m the enticement to get the king the ore he needs. So let’s not mistake this for anything other than what it is.”

      I stared down each and every one of them.

      “A transaction. So you need not inform me of the process by which you’ll deflower me. It’s quite frankly none of my business. You’ll take what you want, and I’ll be forced to suffer through it, like women have from time immemorial. Now, if you don’t want cake and you don’t want me to serve you, then I think I’ll take my leave—”

      I got to my feet and strode to the door, but even that choice was taken from me. An arm went around my waist, and I was dragged over and onto Dane’s lap, his mouth going to my ear.

      “I know why you think this. I hate the reasons for it, but it makes sense.” His hand came to rest on my thigh then, making me go so very still. “We haven’t had the opportunity to talk with you about this, not like we would’ve had if you were born in Strelae. That’s what we want now. Time to talk. Let us serve you some of these confections while we have a conversation.”

      I didn’t want to. I wanted to flounce off down to my room and take out my rage on my pillow, like I always did, but Nordred had taught me a valuable lesson.

      I was much younger, having run down to the stables after some insufferable thing that Linnea had done, and he’d found me weeping up in the barn where all the hay was stored.

      “And what’s amiss, milady?”

      I’d poured out my heart then, not wanting to, but having to, the burden of the pain too great. Nordred was always a quiet, watchful presence when I came down for riding lessons, but he was never harsh and that was enough for younger me. His hand reached out and gripped mine, giving it a squeeze.

      “The first thing to do with an enemy”—I’d jolted at the word being applied to Lady Linnea. No one else dared use that kind of language around her— “is find their weakness. What does her ladyship fear the most?”

      “Father,” I blurted out without question.

      “And what does she fear about His Grace?”

      I stared at him, remembering the beatings he administered, to me as well as her for not being able to control me, her famous icy hauteur broken the moment he laid the strap across her back.

      Nordred knew what went on, especially afterwards, when I’d come down crying and aching from the last time I was struck, but back then a plan had crystallised. If Linnea was going to persist in hurting me, I’d strike fear into her with my recklessness. I’d force her into silence about my actions, because the wilder I got, the more Father would whale on her as well as me. I’d force her to back down, to mutter and snipe and bitch about my actions, but she’d keep her bloody hands to herself. And it had worked. So, when I looked around the room, I hatched a similar plan.

      They wanted a wife, a woman to share between them and they didn’t care much what I had to say about the matter? Then I needed to get close enough to work out what their weaknesses were. Perhaps Kris could use this information to help me escape this arrangement.

      I turned to Dane then, our lips perilously close, his eyes dropping down to inspect mine closely.

      “So, what did you want to talk about?” I asked.
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      I didn’t move to get up, because as I shifted slightly within Dane’s grip, I felt him stiffen, his breath coming faster. One of the things Linnea had taught me was how much a man was persuaded by his baser instincts and I was keen to engage them now to get as true an answer as I could.

      “You must want to know why we were willing to settle for you instead of the rivers of gold our father sent us here to secure,” Weyland said with a rueful smile.

      “I do,” I replied, leaning back against Dane’s chest and he took this compliance at face value. His arms went around me, his breath tickling my neck, but he stayed just as we were.

      “That’s something we’re going to answer for when we get home,” Axe said, watching me oh so closely. “But I think our father will understand. You’re our mate.”

      “What?”

      I went to sit up then, having some knowledge of how the wargen lived. They were a primitive, instinctual people who rutted without conscience until they found their fated mates. Then the beasts were as faithful as a hound who’d found its master. But Dane’s arms tightened around me, keeping me exactly where I was until I consciously relaxed again.

      Weaknesses, I reminded myself. Them thinking I was their fated mate must be one.

      “How can a human—?” I asked.

      “We had much the same thought, but at the smell of your blood, we knew,” Weyland said. He grinned then. “The gods must be kind, sending us such a fierce mate. If you hadn’t drawn the knife on Gael, we might never have known.”

      He might praise the gods, but I cursed them silently.

      “So you know your mate by blood?” I asked. “And your mate is your brother’s mate?”

      “My mate is my pack’s mate,” he corrected. “Not all brothers form a pack. Some come from friendships.”

      “It’s a bond that forms between two-souled men,” Axe said. “It happens when you’re young.” He looked around at the others. “We always knew it was going to be the four of us.”

      “You might’ve,” Gael said, still with a face like a thundercloud.

      “You were always a part of us, brother,” Dane said. “It just took you a while to realise.” Gael didn’t seem reconciled to the idea at all, but Dane’s focus shifted to me. His voice was rich and deep, feeling like it vibrated all the way through me as he spoke. “Does that frighten you, the prospect of having four wargen husbands?”

      His nose went to my neck then, breathing my scent in.

      “No,” I replied and that was honest, because in my mind, this wasn’t going to happen. The idea of Kris somehow getting me out of this arrangement seemed impossible, especially as the king himself would be invested in this marriage but… I couldn’t give up hope. I shrugged at the four of them.

      “I wouldn’t know what to do with one, so why would four make a difference? I don’t know why you think you must do this. I’m not wife material, as you saw today. I can be quiet and compliant or whatever it is you expect.” I looked around the room at each of them. “But as soon as your back is turned, I’ll be off doing what I want. Beating me won’t change things.” A chorus of growls at that. “Obviously your father, the king, wanted much more for his ore. Why not forget this ‘mate bond’ thing and return to your father with chests full of gold?”

      “You think the fact you’re wilful makes you less attractive to us?” Dane said in a husky tone, and I stiffened, then forced myself to relax. “Spirit is a prized quality in a wargen mate.”

      I smothered a frustrated little huff, then came up with another tack.

      “So, what should a warg mate be like?” I asked, sure I could come away with a laundry list that I could strive to be the opposite to, but at least three of the men seemed to see right through me.

      “She should be fierce and strong,” Dane said. “And taking down a beast like that stag all by yourself qualifies you there.”

      “As does tricking me, ending up with your knife at my throat,” Weyland added, and the other men chuckled at that. “You’ll do fine at court, lass.”

      “She should have lusty appetites,” Axe said, reaching over for the knife and cutting an outsized slice of Cook’s best cake before slapping it onto a plate and passing it over to me. I took it because I wanted to keep them talking. Well, and because Cook’s cakes weren’t something to pass over. They didn’t seem to see the riches before them, so I picked up a fork and began making a dent in the slab of dessert. Axe watched me eat with a satisfied look. “For food, for the hunt, for all the pleasures of the flesh.”

      I paused then, swallowing my current mouthful, the cake having turned to glue in my mouth.

      “Some you may need to learn.” Axe’s voice had grown deeper now, huskier. “Do not worry. We will teach you.”

      “You can’t talk of mating yet, brother,” Dane chided. His finger made a small circle on the top of my thigh. “Lady Darcy is trying her best, but she feels like she’s about to jump out of her skin every time she remembers where she’s sitting.” My fork froze in the air as his hand went to my neck, a big hand spanning the back of it, then rubbing slowly up and down my spine. “What have they told you about mating, lass?”

      I set the cake down and turned on Dane’s lap, dislodging his hand before I deployed all the wiles Linnea had taught me. I nestled into the curve of his arm, glancing up but for a moment before looking coyly away. I felt a sense of triumph when I did, though, seeing the prince’s eyes grow heavily lidded in response, just as my governess had said.

      “That I will come to my wedding bed after the priest declares us man and wife and surrender myself to my husband.” I felt like I could hear Linnea’s voice inside my head as I spoke. “It is my duty to give all that I have unto you, to serve you in any way I can. We women pledge our mind, body and soul to—”

      “Gods above, we have some work to do,” Axe burst in, ruining my speech entirely. “Mind, body and soul? How does one possess that? A person’s soul is their own, and the joining of them…”

      He let out a sigh then and I frowned as I tried to ascertain the expression. Was that pity? I found myself stiffening, just as Dane said, but in a quite different way. Anger throbbed strong and true and as a result I went to get to my feet…

      Only to be yanked down again onto Dane’s lap.

      “Ignore my brother,” he said against the skin of my neck. “We do. He is honest as the day is long, but that is a liability of sorts. He has no idea how to modulate his thoughts or words.”

      Axe’s massive arms folded then, his eyes narrowing.

      “What he means to say,” Dane continued, “is that a mating between warg and woman is quite a different thing than your Granian marriage. It’s not indentured servitude, with multiple husbands to pander to rather than one. From what I understand, Granian men are raised to expect sacrifices from women the moment they are born and never more so than when taking a wife. Her thoughts, her feelings, her needs are nothing compared to her husband’s. She puts it all aside to serve him.”

      What happened next was a strange thing. I was sitting in a most inappropriate position, hearing an accurate description of the life sentence that was before me and… Each man, even Gael, frowned in disgust at the idea. I felt a flare of irritation then, that they were given permission to screw their faces up at our notions of wifehood and I…?

      No matter what I did, no matter where I went, I had to at least pay lip service to those ideals. Father never really bothered with me, ever, so what I did in the training yard was not his concern. But if one of the other border lords arrived without notice? Well, I’d be shoved away and into the barracks to hide, until they walked into the keep, then left to scurry back to my rooms and make myself presentable before appearing at my father’s table.

      When the odious men of my father’s acquaintance had made similarly coarse jokes about who would be the one to deflower me and the cries I might make as they did, I’d had to stay silent, smile sweetly and clamp down on my riotous feelings. Because if I sneered at the idea like these wargen did, my father would’ve bent me over the table and belted me there and then, much to the delight of his friends.

      “We’ll never ask that of you, Darcy,” Dane said in a much gentler tone. “A warg is not an undemanding mate. We will want everything you have to give and more, but…” His fingers teased the small hairs at the back of my neck, until I tossed his hand off with a shake of my head, resulting in the others laughing. “In our world, it must be freely given. A warg must earn his mate’s love, devotion and surrender, and he does that by giving her the same.”

      “Then if I am not required to obey you…” I jerked myself to my feet and then looked over my shoulder to where Dane stared up at me. “Then I needn’t now. Thank you for healing me.” I dropped a quick curtsey to Gael and his lips twisted slightly into something that could perhaps be described as a smile. Then right as I was about to sweep out of the room, I realised I did have a question for them.

      “When?”

      “When will we take you from here and make you our mate?” Dane asked. “We could do it now, if we liked. We could rouse your father from his stupor and have the documents signed and be riding for Strelae in the morning.”

      “Gods, how I wish that was the case,” Axe said with a sigh.

      “But it’s customary for wargen to woo their mate before they take her to their home, so we will do that for as long as it takes for you to realise you belong with us,” Weyland said. “We also need to try and salvage as much of the deal as we possibly can,” he flicked a look at Axe, “after our brother’s stupid outburst.”

      “You would have minced words and danced around the issue until we ended up walking away with a few donkeys and that harridan that was escorting Darcy to her room as our mate,” Axe replied dismissively. “Better to be blunt about things and ensure our little huntress doesn’t get away.”

      I almost took a step backwards as those intense blue eyes came to rest on me.

      “So really, the date we depart is up to you,” Dane said. “When you are ready, we will leave.”

      “And what if I’m never ready?” I asked, plans formulating in my mind.

      The three of them smiled then as one, slow dark expressions, but Gael, he just shook his head slowly.

      “You want to lead us on a merry chase?” Weyland said, his teeth glinting in the lamp light. “Remember what I said, Darcy?”

      His words, describing me as the deer and him as the wolf, of him hunting me down and sinking his fangs into—

      “Wolves don’t let prey go,” Gael said then, his mouth twisted into a bitter approximation of a smile. “It’s not in our nature. You want to find a way to dissuade them? Don’t run. The harder you fight, the more they’ll come after you.”

      “You’ve given me much to think about,” I said, dropping them a cursory curtsey, and all but Gael laughed in response. It was as if he could hear my dissenting thoughts. I’d heard strange things about the wargen before, but never the ability to read minds.

      “And you’ll use every single skerrick of information to fight us.” Weyland treated me to a lazy smile. “I think I’m going to enjoy this.”

      I didn’t dignify that with an answer, turning on my heel and walking out the door, their laughter ringing in my ears as I went, but that soon faded as I ran down the stairs. Down, down, down until I appeared out in the courtyard, the moon full above me. I blinked, letting my eyes adjust to the darkness and then I walked over to the stables.

      “Darcy.”

      That’s all the warning I got, just a harsh whisper of my name as he reached out and dragged me into an alley beside the building.

      “Kris?

      I stared up at my knight, my hands going to his, as if I needed to touch him to make sure he was real. I’d never dared do anything like this, but when I did, his grip tightened, making sure I’d never let him go. He pushed me backwards until my body hit the stone wall and his pressed mine against it. His hands moved then, rubbing his thumb across my knuckle, then cupping my face.

      “You’re alright, unharmed. They didn’t…?” We both knew what he implied but didn’t dare say. “Your father’s been in the great hall drinking with the other knights, talking about what those beasts must be doing to you in return for the ore. It’s disgusting.”

      My eyes widened as I saw Kris’ lips peel back from his teeth.

      “I always knew your father… had his faults, but this?” He moved closer then, his eyes scanning my face, searching for evidence of harm. “To allow a good Granian woman to be sacrificed to those beasts, and not even with the sacrament of marriage to keep you safe.” He just stared. “Did they…?”

      It took me a moment to answer but I shook my head slowly.

      “I remain untouched.”

      His arms went around me then, clasping me to his chest in a way I’d never felt. He wasn’t wearing armour now, so there was no metal barrier between us. Only Darcy and Kris. My arms took longer to go around him, feeling sure he’d be somehow snatched away at any second. But the embrace went on and on and as it did, my muscles unlocked. When I sagged against him, he held me closer, stroking my back, murmuring sweet things into my ears that I’d never heard him say before.

      “You’re mine, my love, I see that now. I tried and tried to fight the pull, but we all know what happens when we seek to thwart the gods’ will.” He pulled back slightly, just enough that he could look down into my eyes. His fingers stroked my hair back from my face, traced the line of my cheek and then paused at my lips. “I’ve dreamed of you, Darcy, over and over and over. I’ve lain in bed late at night, sure I could feel your lips on mine, your body…”

      Kris struck me completely dumb. Whenever we were in the same room, our eyes seemed to find each other’s. When training, he always came to my side to give me some tips. He was a constant presence when I went for rides, even sharing a few words with me, but I’d always assumed the feelings were one-sided. But to hear him speak so clearly about the very same passion that lurked in my heart? I wrapped my arms around his large frame, then pressed my cheek to his chest. He held me in what felt like an endless moment of peace before he finally spoke.

      “Tales of old tell of knights saving fair maidens from unlawful marriages, and I am humbled to find myself in the same position. I know the others glory in what they assume will be their share of the king’s largesse, paid to your father once you are wed and the deal has been struck, but not I. I will stand against these creatures, be the man strong enough to save you from a fate worse than death and the gods shall reward me for it.”

      I’d doubted Kris, I didn’t mind admitting. What he proposed… It was so far from my reality to seem laughable, but right now I was utterly caught up in his words. I could see it so clearly, the two of us living as husband and wife. We would spar, just like we always had, living the life of two equals on his small estate, buried in the country.

      “So now that’s decided,” he said in a lower, huskier voice. “What should we do now?”

      “Spar?” I suggested. “I’m wound so tight by everything that has happened I don’t think I could sleep without burning off some of this energy.”

      He snorted in surprise but seemed to cover it quickly.

      “Of course, my love, but be prepared to defend yourself.” He walked with me across the courtyard to the training grounds and then tossed me a wooden sword with edges blunt enough for practise fights. “I’ll not go easy on you. What we plan to do? It will require all of our strength and wiles to achieve.”

      The word wiles triggered a memory in me, my head jerking up even as I raised my sword in a salute.

      “The wargen didn’t touch me, but I did use their attraction to me as a means to glean information from them,” I said.

      “Did you indeed? My clever girl. And what did these beasts have to say?”

      “That they could take me home tomorrow if it suited me.” Kris growled in frustration at that. “But that they would stay here and work on the agreement with Father until they felt like I had accepted their bond.”

      “Hmm…” Kris sliced another wooden sword experimentally through the air. “Then in theory, you could linger for some months here, though I’m sure your father wouldn’t stand for that. But that information is useful. You must string the beasts along, make them think you are teetering on the edge of accepting them, but always holding off. This will give your father hope and keep the beasts from claiming you, and all the while we will be formulating a plan. Ready?”

      I grinned then, raising my sword.

      “Always.”
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      Kris was holding back, but so was I. I lived such a strange life. One of silence, often barely able to breathe when near my father, but now? I very rarely had an attack on the training ground and that’s why Nordred taught me how to fight in the first place.

      The men had laughed as he’d led a skinny little girl out onto the training ground, but he’d bade me to pay them no mind. Nordred had been more father to me than my own, so I did what he told me to without question. And now I lunged out, sweeping my sword through the air, ready to slash it across Kris’ arm, when his rose, blocking my weapon. The shudder of the impact reverberated through me as our blades clacked dully against each other but that didn’t stop me from going back for more.

      Legs wide, knees bent, keeping my body loose, ready to move at a moment’s notice, we both shuffled back and forth in the cool sand. I blocked, blocked, blocked against a flurry of Kris’ blows, then attacked with my own. Dropping low, trying to get under his guard. I was so much shorter than him, I needed to use that to my advantage, and it almost worked. His blocks became ugly, ungainly, forcing him to wield his sword at an angle that was unnatural, until finally I managed to slice my sword against his ribs, drawing a cry from him.

      “A hit? Milady, you are a force to be reckoned with.” He lowered his sword then, coming towards me, and I did too, though much more reluctantly. My blood was up, my heart was racing and it demanded more, but Kris approached me with a smile, brushing away the stray hairs that fell around my face. “At least Nordred has taught you to take care of yourself. You have a knife or a dagger, in case the animals decide to claim what they think is theirs?”

      I nodded with a grin. “Already used it against one of them. The blond warg, Weyland. I tricked him into coming close and then put the knife to his throat. Made him rethink treating me like some wench.”

      If I expected Kris to share in my glee, I was sadly mistaken. He frowned then, putting his hands on my shoulders.

      “I long for the day when you’ll be able to put all of your weapons away and focus on the real duties of a woman.” I tensed when one hand dropped down and came to rest on my stomach. “Becoming a mother. You’ll be much more settled and I’m willing to bet that taking on your natural role will settle this lung issue of yours.”

      “Having a baby will make me breathe better?” I asked, feeling a growing sensation of unreality.

      “Being a woman in the truest sense of the words will,” he said in what was meant to be a reassuring tone. “It’s well documented that women who engage in masculine activities block their humours.”

      “Their humours?”

      “The vital elements in each of us that help determine our character. The master deacon was discussing this with me the other day. I think he actually used you as an example.”

      The master deacon was a minor member of the clergy stationed at our keep, ostensibly to safeguard our spiritual wellbeing, though he seemed to spend much more time plumbing the depths of Father’s cellar than anything. And discussing the daughter of the house, or so it appeared.

      “And what did the deacon say of me?” I said, my teeth beginning to clamp tight.

      “That you’ve been forced to develop too much fire inside yourself, to make up for your father’s lax hand. That His Grace has too much feminine water within him and as a result, the two of you are perpetually at war. You come to the training grounds as an expression of that, operating as a son would. You’ve learned how to fight and hunt just like a boy would, because of your father’s lack. If he’d had a son, this wouldn’t have been an issue…”

      Kris kept talking, on and on and on, it appeared. I watched his lips move, saw how entranced he was with this topic, but couldn’t seem to hear it myself. Rather it all became muffled and garbled.

      I did, however, feel some of that fire Kris spoke of, so perhaps he wasn’t entirely wrong. Embers started to burn inside me now, ready to create a flame of resentment, when Kris stopped abruptly.

      “I’ve been going on again. The men have warned me of my tendency to do this and I apologise, my love.” That little endearment, it doused those embers as efficiently as any bucket of water. “None of this is of any interest to you, of course. Now, are you feeling tired? The moon is high and it’s time to get our rest, I think.”

      I wasn’t sure how I felt. People rarely asked, so I didn’t make it a priority to focus on it, but when I scanned my body, my arm felt heavy, a thin sheen of sweat covering my skin.

      “Yes, I think it’s well past time for bed,” I replied.

      “Even one such as you needs her beauty sleep.” Kris paused for a moment and then surged forward, pressing his lips to my forehead.

      Time felt like it stood still as I felt his mouth burn against my skin. It was the second such kiss I’d received today, but the feeling was like chalk versus cheese. I wanted to move closer, to have Kris hug me like he had in the alleyway. I wanted to press my body against his, wrap my arms around him like I had a right to, so tightly I’d feel the impression of him long afterwards. But instead, he pulled back and bade me goodnight, not daring to walk me back into the keep.

      And for good reason. When I got to the top of the stairs, Linnea was waiting for me.

      “You’re playing a dangerous game,” she said in that terrible voice of hers. How the deacon hadn’t banished her for witchcraft, I didn’t know.

      “And what game is that?”

      “I always said letting you run wild with the men was a mistake,” she continued. “Diminishes the natural boundaries between men and women, between the duke’s daughter and knight. You’re supposed to be an aspirational figure. Distant, aloof—”

      “You mean a witch like you?” I said, the words sizzling on my tongue.

      I’d had terse conversations with Linnea plenty of times before although never this frankly, but now I’d said it, I was proud of myself for doing so. I watched her draw herself up, inflating like Cook’s cat when one of the hounds came to tease her.

      “Don’t bother telling me you’ll tell Father,” I said. “Because we both know how that will go. He bruised me earlier this evening, impressing upon me the importance of my role here.” She smiled then, something wicked and sharp. “But the wargen healed me in minutes, taking away any pain I might have felt, leaving me good as new.”

      I watched her face fall, because while Linnea was a thorn in my side, no one could accuse her of being stupid. I smiled now as she realised that while the two of us could be beaten within an inch of our lives for jeopardising this deal, I’d slink off to the wargen to be healed and she’d…

      “I’ll be gone from here when you do it,” she said, not bothering to specify what it was yet. “I’ll steal a horse and ride and ride, away from this bloody place. Away from you. I came here for your mother’s sake, all the way out to the middle of nowhere, only to watch her die, her son die, but for you to live. And for what? She’d be devastated that a daughter of hers would grow into such a hoyden like you.”

      I thought I’d heard every single one of Linnea’s barbs before, but of course, she had new ones. Sharp ones with forked points that tore through me as they went.

      “You’ll bring the wrath of the king upon all of our heads, I just know it,” she continued. “You and that bloody boy… I told your father. I told him—”

      “Then you’ve done your duty, Lady Linnea.” My voice was crisp and cool with all the hauteur she’d tried to instil in me. “So go to bed and leave me to my doom. I promise I will tell you before I commit my greatest sins so you can skitter away like a mouse before Father finds out.”

      When she turned and marched away, I just stared, because I could count on one hand the moments when she had obeyed my orders in the past. I watched her go until she disappeared down the stairs altogether. Then I opened my door, walking in, undoing my stays and the buttons of my overdress, everything feeling too stifling, and that’s when I discovered them. My fingers stilled, then went limp as I saw what had been left on my bed.

      Lupines grew wild around the castle and all over the grasslands, proud spikes of flowers that were often a bluey violet, but also came in yellow, red and pink. All the colours were represented in the bunch. It’d been tied around with a rough piece of twine, but that’s not what had me picking them up.

      I touched the blooms gently. After the Great Claiming, there was a concerted attempt to poison all lupines across the land, because the flower got its name from lupus, meaning wolf. Their association with the wargs was why they were first hated, then tolerated but never valued. But our hatred of the plant went beyond that.

      Before we had turned Grania into the magnificent farmland it was today, our people, worn down and beaten from years of fighting back the wargen, had suffered through a famine, forcing us to try and eat the pea shaped seeds of the plentiful lupine. Wolf pea was the colloquial name we gave the flower. Deathly poisonous, it had done a better job of diminishing our numbers than war had, and only the influx of soldiers, food and supplies from the homeland was enough to save us.

      I frowned then, putting the lupines into a vase beside my bed and then sat down to stare at them. It’d have to have been my affianced that left the flowers for me, no doubt discovering that I wasn’t in bed. I nibbled at my bottom lip, wondering what they would do with that information. But it was more the message behind giving me a bouquet of poisonous blooms that I pondered, right up until I stripped all the way down to my shift and then went to sleep.

      

      As I slept, I dreamed of wolves running across the moors, so many wolves. They grew and grew in number, tearing through the flowers and the grass, joining together to form a great carpet of beasts, each one running with mouths open, fangs a-flashing. But rather than being terrified of the mass of them, I felt a strange kind of glee, like it was me that was running with them. At that thought, I found my consciousness rapidly transferred into a beast, my four legs working with all my might. I ran and ran, feeling an alien kind of kinship until—

      

      “Wake up.” I blinked to see it was morning and that my father was standing over me. His eyes were bloodshot, his nose reddened, his breath reeking of whiskey. “Those beasts of yours will only come to the bargaining table if one can spend the morning with you. You’ll take the big one for a ride on the moors and I’ll deal with the others.”

      “Of course, Father,” I said and went to scramble off the bed.

      “You’ll ride double,” he added. “An hour or so of your arse rubbing up against his cock should have him much more amenable to dealing with me.”

      “So it’s Prince Axe I’m to marry?” I asked in a deliberately demure tone, but he just snorted. He smiled, revealing teeth long yellowed by tobacco and whiskey.

      “Didn’t they tell you yet? The master deacon informed me of the way it is to be, the bloody heathens. You’ll service all four of the furry bastards and you’ll do it well, my girl. I’m getting birds from the capital, demanding updates, and I must give positive news to the king.”

      I was able to pale just like any other girl would discovering she was about to enter into a profane polyandrous relationship, not for that reason, but because of the light in my father’s eye. It always burned with a kind of devilry, but right now it was aflame with something that frankly scared me.

      “Of course, Father,” I said, then rushed to my wardrobe, ready to grab my riding habit.

      “Boots and trews for you today, girl,” Father said, my fingers freezing at the mention of the clothes I kept folded up in a secret compartment in the back of the cupboard. “For once, those immoral garments have my blessing.” He raked his eyes up and down my form. “Dress up like a boy all you like while you remain here. The heathens like such disgusting displays of a woman’s form.”

      “As you say, Father,” I said, dropping a curtsey.

      He nodded at that and finally turned to leave. I’d been half afraid he’d want me to dress in front of him, let him adjust my neckline until my breasts spilled out. But when the door clicked shut, I scrambled to get out of my shift and into my training clothes.

      

      “Well, well…” Axe said when I walked into the stables, those twinkling eyes taking in every inch of me. “I was beginning to think the Granians were a neutered bunch, swathing their beautiful women in layer upon layer of fabric. But this?”

      He straightened my collar when I got close enough, then turned to his massive horse.

      “Apparently every horse in your father’s capacious stable is otherwise engaged this morning, so it’s just you and me on Poll here.” He slapped the beast on the withers, the horse whinnying in response. “Let me help…”

      He was going to boost me up, moving to cup his hands and drop down lower, but I was able to just reach the saddle horn with a jump, using it to haul myself up and into the horse’s back.

      “Well, well, didn’t expect that,” Axe said, pulling himself up behind me.

      I’d tried to sit as far forward in the saddle as I could, to avoid doing what Father had suggested, when I saw the impossibility of it. The horse was huge, my legs feeling like they were hanging out wide due to the barrel chest of the beast, but not big enough. I was wedged in against Axe’s groin, something that only became more apparent when he reached for the reins.

      “I’m going to enjoy this very much,” he said in a low rumble of a voice. “Hopefully you will too.”

      And at that, he set us off, nudging Poll into a walk so we went out into the courtyard. The men on the training grounds all stopped and stared as we went. They’d seen me gallivanting around in men’s clothes before, but never riding double with a warg and while many pointed and smirked, Kris stood still, staring at me with a stricken expression. One that quickly turned volcanic as he barked orders at the other men.

      “Now, I brought us some breakfast,” Axe said, oblivious. Those keen warg instincts didn’t seem to pick up the turmoil bubbling inside me. “But I’ll need you to direct me to somewhere pretty to eat it.”

      I knew I should answer, should show him all due respect, but found I couldn’t say a word, not until we left the keep gates and were out facing the moors.

      “There’s a spring,” I replied dully, “that way.”

      “A spring sounds like just the thing,” he said, then nudged the horse into a canter.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 10

          

        

      

    

    
      For such a big animal, Poll had a smooth and steady pace and that, in some ways, was a curse. If I was being thrown around in the saddle like a bag of potatoes, my bones being jounced around with every step, this would have been somehow easier to bear. But the beast moved like silk, each lope creating a rocking movement that achieved exactly what my father had aimed for. Axe’s body was huge, hardened with muscle but while I could feel the rigid slabs of it surrounding me as we ran across the moors, that wasn’t what shifted as we passed trees, shrubs and fields full of bloody lupines.

      “Gods, lass,” he said, growling the words against my neck. “You turn up this morning dressed as a lad and then remind me with every beat of Poll’s hooves of all the ways you aren’t.” He moved so he could hold the reins with one hand and place the other against my stomach, forcing that stuttering heat Weyland had lit yesterday in my room to flare to life. “Tell me this won’t be a long courtship. Tell me you feel what I feel.”

      But that was exactly the problem. I didn’t ever get the chance to voice any of my thoughts and feelings, not unless I was out from under Father’s eye. And now I had the wargen’s eyes to worry about. So I kept my mouth shut as we went, right up until we came across the spring.

      “Over there, where those rocks are,” I said, pointing it out, and Axe directed Poll that way, the big horse ambling over until finally we came to a stop. Immediately, I was up and out of the saddle, sliding down to the ground, Axe following behind me.

      “There’s a good lad,” he said to his mount, scratching the broad plane between the horse’s eyes, handing him an apple when the beast persisted in shoving his muzzle into the man’s chest. “Eat your treat, then go and crop some of that rich grass. You don’t get pasture like this at home.”

      “What’s Strelae like?” I asked, instantly regretting my question. I didn’t want, didn’t need to know.

      “Grass we have, but no open grasslands like this,” he replied. “Strelae is rocky, mountainous, and some of those mountains are full of the ore your king wants so badly. It’s fine for the horses we have, but we’re limited to how many we can keep.” He unhooked a leather saddle bag and slung it over his shoulder. “Strelae was always the less populated part of the country before…” He grinned then. “History’s no use to us here and you’ll see the land for yourself soon enough. Come, let's eat.”

      The trees grew thicker here, supported by the steady burble of water, so he took my hand, following the path around until he found the break in the thicket. Heavy stones had been set around the spring’s main pool and Axe stopped for a second, staring at their surface.

      I’d traced the shapes incised in the rocks when I was a child, brought down here on family outings, or later, on my own and on horseback. While I’d imagined a thousand scenarios playing out with the carved figures, I was willing to bet they weren’t as clear to me as they were for Axe. He crouched down then, his leather trews creaking as he touched the simple carving of a wolf, of many wolves, and that’s when I shivered. I caught a snippet of my dream just then, a fleeting memory that disintegrated the moment I thought about it. Of wolves running in a pack so big it could’ve covered all of the plains themselves—

      “This place…” My eyes jerked up at the reverent sound of Axe’s voice. He grinned, trying to compensate for his serious tone, but failing. “This was a sacred place to my people. These carvings, this spring.” His eyes narrowed slightly as he scanned the place. “If it’s what I think it is, my people would have come here before important events. Matings, battles, dominance fights.” He reached down to the water’s edge, cupping water that I knew tasted of cold stone and iron, before letting it run through his fingers. “We’d anoint the combatants or those about to take their mating vows, so they’d know that whichever way things went, they carried with them the blessings of the gods.”

      I frowned as he raised a wet finger, placing a fingertip on his forehead, his lips and then his chest, having to loosen the laces of his leather jerkin to do so. Then he dipped his hand again and approached me. He smiled when I took a step backwards, eyeing his hand suspiciously.

      “I know you believe in those imported gods, lass,” he said. “If you’re a true believer, then this will do you no harm. But for me, it’d give me some peace of mind, to know you have the blessing of my gods upon you.”

      He raised his dripping hand, slowly enough I could pull away, but I didn’t. That was my job now, to lure them in, to make everyone think I was going along with this, so my eyes fell closed as I felt a damp fingerprint touch my forehead.

      “May your mind be true.” Another on my lips. “May your words be true.” The last one in the space between my laced-up collar. “May your heart be true.”

      I blinked when I opened my eyes and he smiled at that, but he didn’t know why I’d done it. Because no matter what his primitive gods told him, I owed him and them no truth at all. I was the black cat, the form that Ashleith, Lord of Lies, took when he taunted humans. Axe would never have heard the stories about the ways the god came to the unwary and unworthy, tricking them into performing impossible feats that resulted in their ruin or their death. So, I just smiled my false smile and then, when he bade me sit, I did so, though not quite as close as he would’ve liked.

      “Your cook said you’d like this best for breakfast.”

      He passed me a cloud-like bread roll stuffed to the gills with bacon and egg and I let out a little groan at the sight of it, which resulted in Axe's hand freezing midway to me.

      “Well, if that’s what it takes to get you making those noises, I’ll have one of these at your door every morning.”

      I flushed then, looking away, and at the carvings, something Linnea would’ve thought the perfect approximation of coyness. Problem was, it was real.

      “Here, girl. I’m offering you food, nothing else, no matter what my cock thought on the way over. Eat.”

      The roll was wiggled for emphasis, and I grabbed it from him, unable to bear the sight of the bread and its contents flapping around. It was still warm too, making me feel happy inside when I wrapped my hands around it.

      “Take a bite,” he said, watching me closely. “I can see that you want to.”

      I did, my mouth filling with saliva at the smell and feel of it.

      “And you want to watch me,” I said in a sharp little voice that would’ve earned me a boot in the arse at home, but here Axe just grinned.

      “I like pleasure, in all its forms, and while I’m very fond of my own,” He pulled out food and drinks and set them onto the stone before us, “I get quite a lot of satisfaction from seeing someone I care about being pleased by what I provide.”

      I froze then, mid-bite, looking at him with a frown from over the top of my bread.

      “My brothers say that all I want in life is to be happy and have those around me share that happiness.” The smile faltered slightly then. “They think that makes me simple.”

      “So what does that make Gael?” I asked. “A bloody genius?”

      He burst out laughing at that, forced to set his food down to try to recover, but I just kept munching on mine. I could almost see the forbidding warg’s face in front of me as I did so.

      “You noticed that, then?” Axe sobered up, then undid the bottle clasp of one of Cook’s good bottles of cordial before drinking it down. “He is a miserable sod.” I waited then for some sort of explanation as to why, but he just shook his head. “But we’re not talking about my brother. You’ll have your own time with him to try and tease out his story. Now, are you going to sit on my lap while you eat that roll, or was that a privilege only Dane has earned?”

      Except Dane didn’t ask, he just took, and if he had, I’d probably have reacted much as I did now, my eyes going wide.

      “Too soon then,” Axe said with a slow nod. “Alright then, come closer. I’ll not bite, and you’ll need to become accustomed to all of us. I’ll keep my hands to myself, paying homage to your cook’s creations, but you’ll sit here by me.”

      I eyed the spot on the stone he was sitting on, but he paid me little mind, not checking to see if I obeyed or not and perhaps that’s why I moved to do as he bade. He snorted when I checked to see there was still a gap between us, treating me to a brief sidelong look before doing exactly as he’d said he would. He ate huge amounts of food and with a gusto that would’ve made Cook beam, while I polished off the remains of my own breakfast. But right as I was beginning to relax, he brushed off his crumbs and then put his arm around my back, tucking me into his side.

      “I know this is a hard thing for you, being a human girl, and gods, if I didn’t wish you’d been born on our side of the border,” he said in a low tone. His hand moved up and across my back. “You’d be over the moon at finding your mate if you were, knowing exactly what this meant. My brothers and I, we’re not normally patient men, but we’ll make an exception for you. We’ll take this at your pace.”

      Except they weren’t, were they? I hadn’t been asked if I wanted to spend the morning with Axe, nor whether I wanted to ride perched on his saddle horn like a bundle of loot. But I remembered then what Kris had said.

      “You must string the beasts along, make them think you are teetering on the edge of accepting them, but always holding off.”

      Was it that piece of advice that had me turning towards the massive warg? Something that allowed me to dispense with the fake coquetry I’d been instructed to use. He let out a little rumble as I inspected him closely, a noise that was not something a human chest could produce, and then went very still.

      This might be the way wolves hunted, I thought, becoming motionless and quiet myself, waiting for him to determine the right time to strike, but Axe made no move. I looked up at his long reddish-brown hair, saw the braids that had been bound in some of it, small metal charms attached at the bases. I traced the broad expanse of his forehead, saw his brow jerk up in response, skated over those even blue eyes, not wanting to meet his gaze right now, before following his nose down. Then it was harshly shaped bone structure, all angles, softened only by a full set of lips and some bronze scruff across his jaw. There were scars, small ones that were paler than his deep brown skin, and then there was his scent. I frowned as I breathed in, the winds reaching us even here and sending clouds of a dark, musky, masculine spice my way.

      “You can smell me,” he said with a slow smile of satisfaction.

      “Of course, I can,” I replied irritably.

      “No, only you can. Other wargen? Sure, we all scent each other. It’s half the way we communicate with one another, letting the other know if we’re receptive to conversation or not. But you?” A big finger tapped the end of my nose. “As a human you shouldn’t get any of that. Your body is awakening to us, accepting the bond.”

      I frowned, then thought furiously.

      “Is it because Weyland gave me his blood?”

      “He what?”

      I tensed then, in response to hearing a sharp male tone and wanting to shrink away, but refusing to let myself. I glared up at him instead.

      “I cut your brother when he took me to my room. He was being insolent.”

      “Sounds like Weyland,” Axe agreed.

      “He scooped his blood up and forced it between my lips and then…”

      I tried to tell the story, but the memory of just how I’d felt when Weyland’s fingers entered my mouth came rushing in. My eyes flicked up to meet Axe’s, our gazes locking as my lips fell open and I felt a ghost of that intense pleasure rush through me.

      “And then you would’ve felt so very good,” Axe announced, his voice much deeper, darker. His teeth flashed as he spoke; and were they sharper? “The cheeky bastard. He didn’t tell us he’d started your initiation. Probably because Dane would’ve beaten his hide for it.”

      “Initiation?” I jerked back then, out from within the harbour of his arm. “What initiation?”

      “You felt something when Dane sucked the blood from your fingers, yes? And then again when Weyland gave you a taste of his. Blood is life and is therefore potent magic for wargen. Wargs will gift tastes of their blood to their prospective mate during courting. This will make her stronger, faster, hardier. He does it to protect her, give her his strength and…”

      I saw his fangs clearly now, poking over his lips as he grinned.

      “And more pleasure than she’s ever known. You don’t know it yet, but you’ll come to crave what only we can give you, because no fumbling human boy will be able to satisfy you like we can.”

      I was up and on my feet in moments, scrunching up the paper that my food had been wrapped in and shoving it into my pocket. I ignored the spread we had put out before us, walking swiftly back down the track and away from the spring, when Axe caught me. His hand wrapping around my arm provoked a vicious hiss from me and that had him snatching it back.

      “That’s what your father did to you, grabbed your arm,” he said. “That’s how he hurt you.”

      “That’s how he impressed the importance of titillating the four of you until you were too maddened by lust to think straight during negotiations,” I spat out, repeating words I had no business saying.

      Perhaps it was the isolation, perhaps it was the bloody indignity of it all, but once the floodgates opened, I couldn’t shut them.

      “Why else was I dragged out of bed and ordered into clothes he would normally have beaten me for wearing if he caught me? Why was I forced to ride double with you out here? Because he thought if your dick was aching from rubbing on my arse the whole way over, you’d be too entranced to bargain hard when formalising the deal.” I shook my head violently even as the big man kept on coming closer. “You did this, spilling your intentions out the moment you came before my father. You made it clear exactly how important I am to you, and now he’s going to use me as a means to wring greater concessions from you.”

      I sucked in a breath, blinking as I heard my own words, aware now of the way my father’s actions had begun to escalate. He was greedy. For most of my life, he’d enjoyed the wealth and position of being duke, but with no son to inherit, he’d be pushed into a provisional role once I was married. My cousin Horace would be readying himself for the move now, swooping in the minute the deal was struck, ostensibly working under my father to learn the ways of running a duchy, even though we all knew that wasn’t how it worked. Father was on the wane and by accident of birth, Horace was on the rise. People would defer to him, hoping to curry favour with the new duke, even one situated on the border lands.

      “Lass,” Axe said before moving closer, ignoring my attempts to stay free of him, then enfolding me in his arms and pulling me against his chest.

      I was nestled there whether I wanted to be or not, clawed fingers resting against his stomach, my eyes burning, my teeth clenched tight. But even as my temper raged, he said something entirely unexpected.

      “I’m sorry.”

      I wasn’t sure if I’d ever heard a man say such a thing, so I found I had absolutely no response. He didn’t seem to mind, taking my stillness for permission as he stroked his hands through my hair.

      “My brothers have made plain how hard my blunt words have made things.” He tipped my chin up to look at him and while I didn’t want to look into his eyes, for a few moments, I was forced to. “I want to excuse myself by talking about how clueless I am about human rituals but…” His lips thinned then. “I know gobbing off causes problems. I’ve seen the evidence of it more than once, but I still do it.” His thumb brushed against the top of my cheek as he let my chin go. “All I can say is I’ll make amends in any way you think suitable, up to and including thwarting your father’s obsession. I can playact well enough when needed, pretending you’re not the one for me when we get back and perhaps throwing your father off the scent.”

      And making me an even bigger target as a result, I thought, as he seemed to come to the same conclusion.

      “That would make it a lot harder for me to protect you from him, though.”

      I shook my head slowly, then pulled away from him, somehow missing that warmth when I did. The offer was an important thing though, something I needed to take back to Kris as a consideration.

      “He’d kill me, literally, if things went awry,” I said in a flat voice, although it felt strange to vocalise it. Nordred knew, but I never dared speak of it with anyone else. “He has little reason to love me, but—”

      “Little reason?” Axe’s brows creased at that, as if he couldn’t believe what he was hearing.

      “I was born a disappointment to him, being a girl, not a boy and now, when he marries me off to you, he needs to curry favour with the king or he’ll be left ‘administering’ the estate with my cousin. You think you let the cat out of the bag too early?”

      What I was about to say would get me beaten black and blue in the keep, but we weren’t there, were we?

      “Well, take this back to your brothers. He needs this marriage more than you do. The king knows and is sending birds on the hour for updates on how the deal proceeds. My father balances on a knife edge. On the one hand”—I held one out—“success, money, land of his own to hold until his death, independence from my cousin. On the other hand…” I scrunched my other fist up as tight as it would go. “Well, I couldn’t predict what a king would do, but I can guarantee it wouldn’t be pleasant.”

      Axe snorted at that, but his smile betrayed him.

      “You’re deflecting, badly,” he said, “but, yes, that news would go a long way to repairing the breach with my brothers. They’re aware of your father’s zeal, obviously, but to that extent…? A king breathing down his neck must be a terrifying thing indeed.”

      And Axe didn’t look upset by that at all.

      “Let’s collect up the breakfast things and then we’ll ride back to deliver the news. If the current riding arrangements are that upsetting, perhaps I can ride up front.” I burst out laughing at the thought of that, me perched behind him on Poll, with no idea where we were going. “Or I can take fur and run beside you as you take Poll.”

      I nodded slowly at that idea. Part of me just wanted to see a warg take fur, but another needed to see more clearly exactly what we were dealing with.

      “If that would suit you?” I replied.

      He grinned then. “That’s what your father doesn’t seem to understand. I just want to see you smile.”
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      So, I wasn’t exactly smiling when he started to disrobe. I watched in alarm from Poll’s back as he yanked his jerkin up and off his head. He laughed when I forced my eyes away, but I caught a glimpse of muscle, so much muscle, and a sprinkling of hair across a broad chest. Poll shifted restlessly as the jerkin, pants and then boots were tossed across his withers, then shoved deep into the saddlebag.

      “It’s safe to look now, little huntress.”

      It really wasn’t. I caught sight of a whole lot of pale skin as he crouched on the earth, but his bollocks and everything else was hidden. All I was treated to was the sight of his back and a very firm, very white arse.

      “You want to see me take fur?” he asked, turning back to stare at me, his eyes blazing bright blue now. I nodded slowly, Poll cropping idly at the grass. “Then watch closely because it doesn’t take long.”

      But it wasn’t entirely painless. He let out a long shout, his voice echoing about the place, his body snapping tight before every bone broke, only to be instantly reformed, leaving a massive grey wolf in his place. He panted then, gazing up at me with the same blue eyes that would identify him as wargen even in fur. Grey wolves had been hunted into extinction in Grania for fear they would turn into wargen and by the time they worked out the eye colour difference, it was too late.

      Axe-wolf yipped at me now, Poll jerking his head up in response. He whinnied to the wolf and then tugged on the reins. I felt like a child sitting on the horse’s back, barely able to nudge his sides with my heels, but he seemed to be waiting for a signal, any signal. Now that he had it, he took off, Axe trotting beside us with that effortless gait of a wolf. He looked up at me as we went, the wind starting to tug at my hair, a smile spreading across my face as I loosened the reins, really letting Poll have his head. The big horse took the bit between his teeth and then those massively big hooves started to thump down onto the ground. Axe let out an excited howl and then ran after us.

      Racing across the grasslands always felt like flying. Every one of Poll’s strides threw me slightly up in the air, only the grip of my hands and my knees keeping me on his back. That precariousness, it should’ve triggered one of my attacks, my heart beating faster and faster, in time with Poll’s massive one, but it never did. This was the time I felt the most alive, where every worry was driven out of my head, when I was entirely in the moment.

      Right up until we reached the keep.

      “Wolf!” a knight shouted as we stampeded up towards the gates of the keep. I was forced to simultaneously pull Poll up and swerve him in front of Axe, the war horse rearing up and pawing the air as the knight drew his spear, but the man wasn’t aware of me or the horse, just Axe. I threw myself at the knight from off the horse’s back, shoving the man to the ground with ease, his heavy armour making him simple to topple with the momentum I had gained.

      “That’s Prince Axe, you bloody idiot!” I shouted at the knight, but for a second all I saw was blind anger. See wolf, kill wolf, that had been ingrained in our men for generations and it was a hard thing to overcome.

      “My thanks, lass, but I’ve got this.”

      I looked behind me to see a very naked Axe looming over both of us, forcing me to groan and slap my hands over my eyes.

      “Yes, you’ll be making that exact same noise the next time you see me naked,” Axe promised. “Now, sir knight, you seem intent on doing harm to a member of the royal family of Strelae. I’d appreciate you calling me out in the customary way and not while I’m in the company of the Lady Darcy.”

      “Wargen scum,” the knight grumbled, but he rolled upright and helped me to my feet. “Milady, I was trying to be of assistance.”

      It was then that I saw his meaningful look and knew exactly from who this offer of help had come from, just as he came strolling through the gate.

      “Being undressed in full view of the keep and in front of a lady, warg?” Kris said. “We know you’re all a beastly lot, but even this has to be beyond the pale for one of your kind.”

      “It was either that or stay in my human form and ride with the lady’s arse rubbing against my cock the entire way,” Axe shot back with a lazy grin. “So you’ll excuse me if I used my other form to thwart His Grace’s heavy-handed schemes. Not that it’s any of your business, little tin man.”

      My eyes jerked around at that and thankfully Axe had his pants back on. He might have been bare chested, his hair falling long and free over his shoulders, except for those few plaits, but somehow I was shocked to see how small Kris looked, standing in front of the warg. Kris had always seemed so tall and gallant, the picture of the perfect knight, but right now it was hard to work out how we’d beaten back the wargen. Axe had more than a full head on Kris and as he looked down at the knight, he grinned, crossing his arms, not even bothering to reach for a weapon.

      But my unspoken question was answered. Knights came piling through the gate, weapons in hand, like children when they were aware a schoolyard fight was in progress.

      “Stand down!” I shouted, but no one paid me any mind and Axe, he fell into a loose stance, ready to take on one of the knights or all of them, and that’s when I knew what would happen.

      I’d seen the men fight in little skirmishes, sat in the barracks and watched them drink and sing and do whatever it took to look death in the eye and decide to go and fight anyway. It was a special kind of delusion that only men seemed to possess, though part of me longed to be that bloodthirsty, that thoughtless. But not right now. Whatever Kris was thinking, this was not the way. We’d draw the wrath of the crown down on our heads no matter what we did, but we might have a better chance of escape if the two of us slipped away. Get to the coast and onto a ship, then sail away from the continent and perhaps back to the mother country. A better plan than this.

      Axe let out a gods-awful howl, because he had shifted into the legendary half-form from which the name warg came. Half wolf, half man, and twice as strong as each of them, he snarled with a wolfish muzzle, then held up sabre like claws, ready to strike.

      Poll was starting to snort and paw at the air. He was battle-trained and knew exactly what to do in a skirmish, and he was just what I needed. I took off at a run, launching myself onto his back, the horse seeming to know when to still and when to surge into action.

      “Darcy!” Axe snarled at the sight of me, but I was intent, clinging to Poll’s back like a burr as he wheeled around and then put those powerful haunches to good use, kicking out at the mass of men, causing chaos.

      “Are you listening to me now!” I shouted, dragging Poll back around to face the mayhem. Some men still had their weapons drawn, but just as many were lying scattered across the ground. “This man entered the keep with my father’s permission, at the king’s behest. You strike him, you strike the king himself.”

      “Darcy, you don’t—” Kris began to say, and the knights swarmed to his side, forming a wall of armour and weapons.

      “No, Sir Kristoff, you don’t,” I snapped. “My father will kill you for this.”

      “Kill?” Everyone went perfectly silent then at the sound of my father’s voice. “That’s yet to be seen, but face my wrath? Why, most certainly.”

      Father stepped into the keep gateway, surveying the mess, including me, with a pinched expression. But for the first time my boyish attire and behaviour wasn’t the issue, nor was Axe. His fury was directed at his men.

      “Every single one of you will march to the practise ground and stand in formation to await my judgement,” he said in the low, dangerous tone that had every knight in the place moving. He watched them go with a baleful eye and then turned it on me and Axe.

      “My apologies, Prince Axe,” he said with a deep bow. “My daughter has always been a firm favourite with my men, and they are taking the news that she is to be wed hard. They are… protective of her, as I have always asked them to be.”

      “Anyone who strives to keep my mate safe is a good man in my book,” Axe said in a hoarse voice. He was back in his human form again, but his eyes still glowed bright blue, his beast close to the surface. “Though if they could be better educated to determine friend from foe, that will make our stay here much easier.”

      “Of course, Your Highness.” Father bowed stiffly at that. “Come, Darcy.”

      “Lass…” Axe went to Poll’s side, helping me down. “I never want to see you do something like that again, especially for my sake. Those men were riled up and beyond reasoning with.”

      “Poll didn’t reason with them,” I said.

      “And you looked bloody glorious on his back.” He shook his head slowly then, smiling despite himself, unable to stop his eyes twinkling. “But it’d take more than a bunch of tin men with pointy little toothpicks to keep a two-souled down. I fight my own battles.”

      “Then I claim the same privilege,” I said, narrowing my eyes before following Father to the training grounds.

      As one, the knights all went down on one knee, or at least those that could. Some sat or lay on the ground, freely bleeding.

      “Are you my knights?” he asked.

      “Yes, Your Grace!” came the thunderous reply.

      “And did I ask any of you to attack a valued guest within my walls, breaking the ancient compact of hospitality the gods themselves handed down?”

      “No, Your Grace!”

      “So who can explain what just happened? Because what I saw was a rabble of undisciplined idiots, not knights. Not noble men of good birth and character who are esteemed members of my household. I have no place within this keep for reckless hotheads who care to jeopardise the king’s own business for the sake of some ill thought out opinions. Darcy?”

      I stepped forward then, taking my place by Father’s side, hands clasped in front of me.

      “You were the voice of reason in all of this. You represented my will and tried to ensure this was carried out.” When he clapped a hand on my shoulder I jumped, but the men didn’t see that, their eyes still downcast. “And why did you do that?”

      He looked at me expectantly and all of a sudden, my mind began to race, thinking of all the possible answers. But there was one that was foremost in his mind and therefore, mine.

      “It is the king’s will, your will, that I marry the warg prince. We went out at your behest to get better acquainted. When the men sought to stop us, they were rebelling against the king’s explicit directive. I serve my king and my father and so should everyone here.”

      Axe didn’t look pleased at all by any of this, all the persistent good humour scrubbed from his face. He just watched the proceedings with a steady eye and a grim expression.

      “Well done, daughter,” Father said. “It is the Lady Darcy’s decision, it is my decision, and it is your king’s decision that this marriage take place. Anyone harbouring any doubts about that can pack their things and return home. I’ve no need for insubordinate men in my keep. Come, Your Highness, Darcy. Let us retire inside. A stiff glass of whiskey is in order I think.”

      Just this once, I couldn’t disagree with him. But as the two men turned to go, I stared out over the crowd of armour-clad men and saw Kris’ head jerk up. Those brown eyes were stark in a pale face, his eyes boring into mine with some emotion I couldn’t identify.

      So I didn’t try. The morning’s freedoms were quickly curtailed, and I was right back where I had been, following behind the men. But as I scaled the stairs, I could almost feel Poll under me, responding to my directions and striking out at the men, creating order where before there was none.

      “Milady,” Dane said, the three princes rising to their feet and bowing to me, quickly taking in my state with a range of frowns. “Brother?”

      “Don’t ask, not until I’ve got a whiskey in me,” Axe said, flopping down in a chair, “because it’s quite a story.”
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      “You’re falling for their charms.”

      I had sneaked down to the stables as soon as I could, to see that Poll had been looked after and so I could give him and my horse, Arden, a treat. But at that accusation I spun around and saw Kris looming in the doorway, his expression like a thundercloud. I snorted when I saw it, my jaw tightening as I shook my head.

      “That’s what you saw, did you, Kris?”

      “We could’ve taken the man in wolf form. No one would have blamed us for attacking a wolf first, asking questions later. We could’ve eradicated one of the heathen bastards.” He moved closer, putting his hands on my shoulders. “One less warg to paw at you.”

      “And one less knight to serve my father. Everyone knows the wargs have blue eyes and natural wolves have yellow, and that’s disregarding the fact that we haven’t seen a wolf since before my grandfather’s days.” I jerked myself free from his grip and then cut the apple into two, offering one half to Arden, the other to Poll. “You’d have been hung from the keep gates, Kris, and if you don’t know that by now…”

      I let out a sigh, everything in me feeling wound too hard, too tight.

      “And you know this for a fact?” he said, his voice perilously close to a sneer and that’s when I laughed outright.

      I snatched up a crop from where it’d been left on one of the hay bales, sweeping it back and forth, the sound of it cutting through the air all too familiar.

      “The same way I know this will leave wide welts that sting like a bastard, but are easier to bear when sitting down the next day, and that a birch branch produces much thinner marks, but ones that bruise far deeper, making doing anything other than lie on your stomach agony.” I said, watching him pale. “You don’t know your duke, not really. He needs you to carry out his patrols, drive back the pesky wargen raiders across the border and protect his keep. You don’t know what it’s like to exist in his sphere when he doesn’t need you. If you harm the princes, you’ll find out. You’ll find out very fast.”

      I watched his hand stray to his sword, and I just laughed.

      “You think you’ll be able to fight your way free? Please tell me you have a plan that involves something other than the storyline of one of the old tales of chivalry.”

      “We can ride out to the monastery,” he replied, hand leaving the hilt and reaching for me. “If we’re married before the gods themselves, none may sunder that bond.”

      “Death can,” I said grimly.

      “We ride there, meet with the fathers and have them marry us, then…” I frowned as I watched him struggle to put it all together. “Then we ride for the port town of Fleaseton. We can book passage on a ship off to…”

      “Think on it,” I urged him. “Don’t consult with the priests. We can’t risk one of them speaking to Father.”

      “But what he wants is unjust in the eyes of the gods…”

      His voice faded away just then as I watched his lips move, his expression growing more and more earnest and that was the very first time I saw Kris in a different light. He was still just as golden and beautiful. It made sense he’d place too much faith in the old stories, because he was born to be a knight-errant of old. He would have been perfect travelling from village to village, the people swarming to his side due to his appearance of goodness and light. They would’ve brought him their problems and he would have seen them to rights, just as he was trying to do now. But the stories from the olden times were missing something crucial.

      What if the solution the knight came up with wasn’t the right one? What if he made things worse? What if the poor bloody peasants lost their livelihoods or their lives from his actions? Did he just swan on to the next village, looking for another opportunity to exercise his noblesse oblige?

      But right when I began to question Kris, question this plan, question his ability to get us out of here and away from this ridiculous marriage, and with those doubts came a very small voice inside me questioned whether I should resist marrying the wargen at all. As if sensing my reluctance, Kris surged forward, driving out every thought and feeling from my mind.

      He’d never touched me in the past. No one did except the bloody wargen, so when his hands went to my face, something sang inside me and when he moved closer so I could feel the heat of his body, I wanted to warm my hands on it like one would a fire. And so I did. I reached out, placing my hands on his chest, earning me a grunt of approval, one that got louder as I wrapped my arms around him, those small embers inside me catching alight.

      Kris was strong, vital and utterly male, my nose was full of the crisp scent of his skin, my hands glorying in the hard and unyielding feel of his body. One of his hands slipped down to my lower back, tugging me closer so I could feel just how hard he was.

      “I shouldn’t do this…” he whispered, “but I find I can’t bloody help myself. My whole body burns for you, Lady Darcy. I can’t sleep, I can’t eat… All I do is think of you and those blasted—”

      I’m not sure why I did it, stretching up on my tiptoes to brush my lips against his. It’d never occurred to me before because I’d been taught thoroughly that a man kisses and a woman is kissed. But I’d heard the maids talking about a whole other world in comparison to the one Linnea and Father had laid out for me. One where women felt pleasure, revelled in their exploration of a man’s flesh, snatched kisses between drying sheets on the clothesline or behind the alehouse and, right now, I wanted to know who had it right.

      For too many moments I thought I’d done the wrong thing. Kris froze perfectly still, his lips no longer soft and yielding, becoming instead as hard as stone. I pulled away then, feeling a rush of shame so complete, I feared I would never do something so foolish again. Shame was what I felt when his hand went around my wrist, stopping me from going any further. His thumb pressed into my skin in a way that reminded me much too much of my father, one that had me trying to jerk free, but when I did, he came with me.

      “You feel it too,” he said in complete wonder and that’s when I found out just what I’d unleashed.

      Thankfully, he wasn’t in armour right now as Kris scooped me up in his arms, forcing my legs to go around his waist as he moved to press my back against a stall. I heard the whinny of horses, the stamp of their feet, smelled the sweet scent of the hay and him. His mouth crushed mine in a way that was almost painful, as if our skulls ground against each other but somehow that ferocity roused an answering one in me. We kissed hungrily, messily, like dogs wolfing down stolen meat, tearing at each other's lips with our teeth, and even more surprisingly, our tongues tangling. The rapid thrust of his into my mouth, the way he plunged himself inside me reminded me of what else I knew.

      I’d seen people fuck. I’d spent too much time going places I shouldn’t to be able to avoid it. I’d seen servants at it in a quiet corner, her panting out some strange kind of pleasure/pain, him driving himself hard into her over and over and, for the first time, I wondered exactly how that might feel. My fingers clawed at his jerkin, needing to get to the man underneath when he rocked his hips forward. He chuckled when I went still, then a gasp escaped my lips.

      “Mm…” He made a sound of complete male satisfaction. “Of course, you’re not just the most beautiful woman I’ve ever had the chance to lay eyes on, but you’re passionate as well.” I couldn’t reply to that, his hips moving, rubbing against something I didn’t understand, a great blossom of pleasure unfurling inside me with every movement. “But you’re untouched, aren’t you?”

      His voice hardened, his movements slowed and even as I clawed at him for more, he stared down at me with a harshly judgemental look that felt like it had no place here. He wouldn’t move, his expression growing more and more forbidding until finally his words bled through the haze hanging over me.

      “Of course, I’m untouched,” I snapped. “Do you think Father or Linnea would allow anything else? I've never even kissed anyone before this.”

      And apparently that was the perfect thing to say. The ice in his eyes melted and I found myself basking in the warmth of his smile, the way his embrace tightened around me, all previous coldness washed away so thoroughly, it was as if it was never there. Then kisses, slow, drugging kisses that repaired every breach, drove away every worry until there was only this.

      “Kris…” I panted, sucking in a breath before going back for more, his thrusts getting harder, faster and now I understood that maid I’d seen getting rutted. It didn’t make sense, but something inside me craved everything he gave me, a need burning deeper and deeper, one I wanted him to chase.

      “Yes,” he hissed. “Call my name over and over. I never tire of hearing it on your lips. I go to bed each night imagining you screaming it out to the skies when I finally claim you as mine. Because that’s what you are, aren’t you, Darcy? You’re mine and not those blasted wargs.”

      “Yes…”

      “Say it, my love. Say you’re mine and only mine. Say it!”

      “I don’t believe she will, sir knight.”

      As surely as if someone had tossed a bucket of ice water over us, that sardonic voice had us jumping apart and the ensuing follow-through did not end well for Kris. I let out a little cry as Weyland stormed into the stables, hands balled, not even giving Kris the opportunity to defend himself as he drove a fist into my love’s jaw.

      “No!”

      I threw myself in between the two of them when Weyland went to hit Kris again.

      “No?” Weyland tilted his head on a strange angle, his eyes blazing phosphorescent blue. His beast was riled, a dog ready to engage in a territorial fight over a bone, and I was the meaty femur. “You defended Axe against the knights this morning and then I come down here to find you engaging in some very friendly behaviour with the bastard who thought to kill my brother!”

      “Maybe I’m just sick of men seeking to kill or maim someone over every bloody slight!” I snapped back.

      The glow in Weyland’s eyes faded somewhat at that, but not the intensity. He stared at me for several seconds and that’s all the time Kris needed to rally. He jerked me back behind him, forming a wall between me and the warg, and that was his next mistake.

      “Lady Darcy will never be taken by a filthy animal like you,” Kris sneered, but Weyland didn’t bother to play with words. He strode up and backhanded Kris across the face so hard I could almost hear his spine crack in response.

      “I challenge you to a duel,” Weyland said with deadly intensity. “We’ll fight this out on the training grounds, you weaselly little snot.” Then, as if to emphasise the very real danger Kris was in, he plucked my love up and out of my arms and set him aside on a hay bale, like one might do a small child. “That’s how you tin men do these things, isn’t it? How to settle a disagreement like a true knight?”

      “You’re no knight,” Kris spat, throwing himself at the warg, but Weyland held him off without effort.

      “No, lad, I’m not and I’m not gonna fight like one either. I’m going to pound you into the ground, little toy soldier, and use that fancy armour of yours to form your coffin, for the gross offence of touching my mate. She’s mine!”

      I’d heard of the warg’s alpha bark, a kind of shout delivered at a certain register that only the highborn wargs could deploy. It ensured instant compliance and right now the two of us went perfectly still in response to it, something that lasted until Weyland pulled Poll from his stall, the horse pawing at the air in his readiness and threw himself on the horse’s bare back, dragging me up and in front of him.

      “Choose your second or whatever it is you do, boy, because we’re having this out when I come back. And if you think you can pull the same tricks as you tried on my brother, think again. The duke supports this marriage and is willing to use lethal force to ensure it happens, if that’s what it takes. We’re that lethal force, in case you’re wondering.”

      “You’re nothing but a beast, using his fangs and his claws to get his way with a good woman who should never have to bear your touch!” Kris shouted.

      “Oh, she’ll do more than bear it, lad,” Weyland shot back, right as he kicked Poll into a canter.

      I moved to lay low against Poll’s neck, to grip the big muscle there rather than his mane, but Weyland’s arms went around me, caging me in.

      “Don’t worry, lass,” he said with a growl. “You’re not going anywhere.”
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      “Why have you brought me out here?” I snapped when Weyland let Poll slow down to a trot, then a walk, finally stopping next to a tree. I slid off the horse’s back as soon as I could, after spitting the words at Weyland.

      He just smirked as he dismounted much more slowly, then clicked for Poll to follow him over to a nearby stream. The horse gratefully drank from the water as the warg approached me. I turned to run, though not exactly knowing where to go. There wasn’t much out this way, with only a few crofts amongst the fields that supported the castle extending in the opposite direction and even then, what would a smallholder do against this wretched creature?

      “Oh, I wouldn’t suggest running right now, lass, not while my blood is up. My beast wants to tear that fuck to pieces for daring to breathe the same air as you. Then he wants to rip off those bloody clothes that should make you look like a boy but instead enhance every curve, and rut you on the ground stained with the blood of that bastard who was all over you in the stables.”

      My brow creased as I felt a wave of nausea at his description.

      “You’re a beast.”

      “Guilty as charged, lass, and the only comfort you’ll get is that I’m your beast, wholly and solely. Now.” He strode over, making a mockery of any attempt I might make to escape, slapping a hand down on my shoulder when I went to jerk away and then pulling me close, even as my feet dragged across the ground. For the second time in my life, I found myself pressed against a very hard, very warm male body. “Tell me what the hell is going on with that boy.” I wriggled against his grip but got nowhere with it. “Tell me what he means to you and I might not kill him.”

      I stared up at Weyland then, seeing the hard planes of his face, the intense gaze, his long blond hair a messy tangle over his shoulders, and the grim set of his jaw.

      “I love Kris,” I said. “I always have. No one was trying to cheat you of what you see as yours. We’ve been growing closer together for so long—”

      “Yet he only made overtures of a physical nature when we announced you were our mate?” His eyebrow cocked upwards, and a slow smile formed. “We’ve all seen it before. Nothing becomes more alluring than a toy that’s just about to be taken away.”

      “I’m not a toy!”

      “No, lass,” I tensed as he stroked the side of my face, “you’re not. You’re a queen who’s much too good for the likes of some wet-behind-the-ears boy. He didn’t do a thing to win you before this, did he? He was friendly, knew you harboured soft thoughts for him, and no doubt found it all very entertaining. Not like us. We saw you for the queen you are the minute we laid eyes on you and managed to stiff our people a whole lot of gold to get you. If you’ve got any wild plans with that boy, now’s the time to confess them. If we know what’s coming, we can minimise the damage to him, to you, but if you run? I told you that if you did, we would chase you to ground, and we will. Then our beasts will force us to claim you right there and then. You don’t want that.”

      “No,” I snarled, “I don’t.”

      “Ohh, you misunderstand me, lass.” His grin widened. “You’ll want the rutting. Trust me when I tell you that, when it comes time, you’ll be begging for it.”

      I shoved at his chest, wanting to get free of this insufferable man, while worrying about how to protect Kris from not only the wargen, but most of all from my father.

      “And this is how I know that to be true.”

      I was spun around, left to stare at the trees and grass beyond as he pressed my back against his front, but if I thought that was to give me leave to run, I was mistaken. His massive hand slid down my body and with it came a fire, one I’d only just become acquainted with in the stables. But for some reason, what Kris had managed to stir were only weak embers in comparison to this. I let out a low groan, unable to keep it in due to the waves of pleasure crashing over me, something that only heightened as his hand slid lower.

      “That’s it, lass. Feel what burns between us,” he said in a gentler, hoarser tone.

      And I did. His hand came to rest low on my pelvis, somewhere I had no business letting any man touch me. But I could no more bat his hand away than I could forgo my next breath, because whatever both men had managed to stoke, it was about to come to a fiery conclusion.

      “What…? What is this?”

      “Just a sample of what we can give you, my queen. I can’t wait to make you mine, to strip you down and taste every inch of you, my ears filled with the songs of your cries of pleasure. But you won’t let that happen yet. So, I need to give you a little preview, awaken the hunger that obviously lurks within you, one no pitiful little human could ever hope to satisfy. Because you’re a wild girl, a warg at heart and you just need to let her come forth.”

      None of that made sense, his words washing over me like the deep booming pulses inside me. It felt like parts of my body I’d never been aware of before were waking up, swelling, tightening, tensing, my breath coming in frantic little bursts, until…

      “Oh gods, Weyland…”

      I croaked that out, traitorous little wench that I was, crying his name just as I had Kris’ not long ago. But I couldn’t think of my knight, the keep, Father, anything, not as the warmth of Weyland’s hand grew and the heat inside me blazed in response. “I… I… I…”

      “Just let go, lass. I promise you’ll thank me when you do. It’ll be glorious and my brothers will beat me black and blue for being the first to give you this, but I’ll take that beating any day of the week if that’s the price I must pay. Come for me, Darcy.”

      I didn’t understand a word of what he said, but his bark forced a response from me that my mind couldn’t comprehend. That fiery feeling was apparently just a weak predecessor of what was to come as my whole body was set ablaze.

      I cried out his name, the gods’ names, and other incoherent prayers as my body jerked and twitched, wracked so hard by waves of pure ecstasy that it was as if my skin turned to gold, washing away any pain, doubt, fear or anger. I became putty in the warg’s hands, which, of course, was exactly what he had planned.

      He turned me around, my body moulding to his naturally now and when he kissed me, I leant into the caress, sucking his taste from his lips and tongue. He swept me up then, into his arms, my legs locking around his waist… when suddenly my brain kicked in. I froze, jerking away and staring at the heavy-eyed warg. It took several moments for him to detect my change in mood. Then his changed with it.

      His eyes lost their glow, hardening, every expression being packed away and replaced by frustration.

      “And now the guilt comes?” he asked, having identified part of what the problem was with an accuracy that frankly surprised me, but he missed the flush of shame that washed through me.

      I was released though, dropping from his arms and landing on my feet, wavering slightly when I got there, as I realised that everything the fathers said on worship days made sense now.

      They spoke often of the inherent wantonness of women, of how our wicked wiles could ensnare a man, force him to commit terrible acts beyond his control. And what had I done? I’d been considering Kris’ plan coolly, seeing the flaws and the strengths and questioning how it might work… Then he’d kissed me, and every thought went out the window. I’d ground against him like a cat in heat and that’s when it all went to hell. It wasn’t because Kris and I shared something sweet and true, something only for us. It turned out I was just as indiscriminate as Cook’s cat when she came into season, waving her furry arse around so any of the neighbouring tomcats might service her.

      And how I had been serviced. I glanced up at Weyland, saw his massive arms crossing his chest, his intense blue eyes staring down at me with thinly veiled irritation.

      “Who made you feel more?” he asked. “Him or me?”

      “That doesn’t matter—”

      “If it’s of no consequence, then you’ll tell me. When he was grinding his cock on your cloth covered slit or when I placed my hand over your womb, who made you feel more? Did he get you off at least? Did he make your body feel like it was lit on fire like I did you?”

      “How… how did you know?”

      His gaze sharpened abruptly.

      “Because that’s how it always feels between a warg and his mate. Your little knight errant there, he’ll have to fumble around, learn you, learn your body, if he can look beyond the stupid teachings of your pantheon to even care about a woman’s pleasure. But not me.”

      He stepped closer then and I held my ground because I refused to back down to him. That was why I didn’t move, right? Then his hand dove into my hair, grabbing a handful of it at my nape and using it to hold me still as he closed the gap between us.

      “I’ll always know what you want and what you need, the feelings will ache inside me until they’re satisfied, until you’re satisfied and the next time? It’ll be you, naked, spread out on my bed, perhaps chained to it as I satisfy you over and over, until there’s no way you’d ever think to pull away from me in shame. You’ll acknowledge that you want me and I’ll give you everything I fucking have. Now, tell me about the knight and his plans.”

      “What?”

      I was such a weak creature, caught up in the spell of this bloody animal’s words, able to see perfectly what he meant that, when he asked me about Kris, I struggled momentarily to recall the issue. Inconstancy, thy name is Darcy.

      “We’re to marry,” I said.

      “No, you won’t, but continue.”

      My jaw locked tight, but I forced myself to speak. Even I had to admit that Kris had no chance against the warg and if I cared for him at all…

      Did I care for him? Could I, if I was so easily stirred by another man? My head felt too full and so did my heart, as emotions swirled and clashed within me.

      “We’ll leave the keep and marry and then get on a ship and go to another country. We won’t be able to remain in Grania, on the continent, for what we’re about to do to the king,” I said, hating myself for saying every word. “If you care for me at all like you say you do, you’ll let me go, even assist us. Don’t hurt the only man I’ve ever felt anything for, just because he was stupid enough to share those feelings.”

      And just then, I could see it, the wargs using their power to assist the two of us. Perhaps they could help us get across the border to Strelae. As long as the king had his ore and I was married, why would the crown care beyond that? A future, bright and golden, rose in my mind, taking flight on fragile wings… only for the warg to tear them off.

      “If you truly loved him, you wouldn’t be our mate,” Weyland said. “This is calf love. You’ve never felt the way I made you feel before, have you, lass?”

      I just frowned mulishly at him, but apparently that was an answer in itself.

      “You’re untried, unschooled and being led around by the nose by a fool who, if he actually cared for you, would have a much better plan than that. Your father is watching you and your Kristoff like a hawk. He’s already talked about plans to dispose of your little knight. If I go back there and beat him to death like my beast demands, His Grace will clap me on the shoulder and call me brother. Your father is a terrible man, not one I wish to leave you in the care of for a second longer than we must, but he is also a dangerous one. Though you already know that.”

      He turned me around then with much gentler hands, but the strength there made it hopeless to resist. He tugged open the strings at the neck of my shirt and then pulled the collar back as far as it would go. He was looking down at my bare back, my corset, which should’ve induced vapours, but instead I just found myself enduring it stoically. Because when his fingers rubbed over the first ridge of scarring, it wasn’t a sensual response that filled me, it was one of resignation.

      I’d had to be so careful to hide the marks of my shame. That my father found me so wanting he would scar my flesh over and over. That I was born to such a man who thought it an appropriate way of dealing with me. That I lived in a society that not only sanctioned this kind of behaviour, it gloried in it. The priests called the scars a woman wore her ‘Ladder to Heaven,’ each mark further evidence of a necessary correction made by the men in a woman’s life, to help perfect her in the eyes of the gods.

      Yet somehow, no man needed such marks to ascend to the heavens when he died.

      Would Kris want to add to them? I wondered idly, feeling empty and hollow as the warg inspected the damage that had been done to me. But when Weyland had seen enough, he did something so unexpected, I had no defences at all against it. He turned me around and held me in his arms, just wrapping me up tight and stroking my hair as I’d longed for someone to do all my life. But it’d come too late, I felt that deeply, even as I sank into the man’s embrace. If he’d offered this to me on the day they’d found me with the stag, I’d have run away with them that day, never to return. Instead, there was Kris, and Father, and the deal, and everything else, clouding the issue until my head began to ache.

      “Shh…” he said, because apparently I’d begun to cry, tears feeling like acid as they escaped my eyes, burning their way across my skin. “We’ll get you out of that bloody hell hole and away from that man. No one strikes a woman in Strelae, not unless she’s willingly entered herself into a fight. It’ll take you some time, but you’ll see. The gods have their eye on you, Lady Darcy, and they’ll keep you safe.”

      Hubris was a concept the fathers taught us, the innate human arrogance that made them think they could understand or predict the gods’ actions and I felt its shadow right then, shivering instinctively.

      “Just don’t kill Kris,” I whispered.

      Weyland’s hand stilled mid-stroke of my hair, but then pulled me tighter against him.

      “Consider that your wedding present, my mate, because you don’t know what it is you ask of me.”
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      I was about to find out just how much restraint that promise would require of Weyland.

      When we rode back into the keep, he wisely stayed in human form, not willing to give my father’s knights a pretext to kill him. There were few people manning the gate and those guards that were on duty marked our passing with heated eyes, but that was all. Most of the keep’s inhabitants seemed to be gathered around the courtyard. Nordred was waiting in the adjacent stable yards to grab the bridle when we slid off Poll’s back, and he fussed over the horse for a moment before turning to me.

      “You need to be on your guard, milady.” The older man cast a suspicious eye over the crowd. “The men have got their blood up and I think His Grace mistook their mood in agreeing to their deal. Know your own heart, lass, because events are shifting. You want to make sure you know where you want to land.”

      “You said that Weyland was my future,” I said in a sharp whisper.

      “Everything I know says he is.” The horse master glanced down at me. “But that means nothing beside the murmurings of your own heart. What does it want? That’s what you need to work out. I can tell you this or that, but if what I say goes against what your heart knows to be true, it won't matter a damn. Now, let’s see these young bucks clash.”

      

      “No armour, warg?” Kris sneered, himself kitted out in full regalia, slicing his sword through the air. “I guess we couldn’t expect something that civilised from you.”

      “I guess you could call it civilised, sitting inside a glorified cooking pot because you’re too scared to fight me without it. Plenty of you town dwellers feel the same fear.” Weyland scanned the crowd with a slow smile.

      The mob responded with a loud clamour of cheers and swords thumped down on metal shields, each one painted with their heraldic markings. Gradually the hubbub fell to quiet and I turned around to see my father and the three other princes walking into the courtyard.

      “Brother,” Dane said, strolling closer, “you’ve been busy.”

      “I caught this one trying to steal our mate,” Weyland said, jerking his thumb in Kris’ direction.

      “And his head is still on his body?” Dane said mildly. “How?”

      “I assumed that bathing our mate in the blood of the usurper wouldn’t have the same effect on a human woman as it would one of ours.” He spared me a sidelong look, then winked. “She says she has feelings for him.”

      “Then you’ll need to reveal him for the pitiful excuse of a man that he is,” Axe growled, throwing Weyland a massive battle axe. “Wet her blade, let her drink his blood.”

      “But don’t kill him.” The other three stared at Gael who glanced at them briefly before turning back to me. “If he’s perfected by death, he’ll live long in her heart. All flaws will be forgotten, all strengths magnified beyond recognition. Darcy needs to see what kind of man he is before she can truly make her choice.”

      My eyes narrowed down to slits, my teeth gritting hard, because right now, I was sure I had made my choice. All the doubts I felt before were blasted away by their heavy-handed assumptions. These princes thought they just had to beat their chests and I’d come running. They couldn’t have been more wrong. But as my father joined us, I swallowed down all show of reaction.

      “I’ll strip him of his rank, no matter how this goes, Your Highnesses.” I shivered at my father’s words then, my eyes searching the crowd for Kris. He glowed in the midday sunlight, the light reflecting off his armour that was soon to be taken from him in one way or another. “The lad comes from good stock, and he looked promising. My commander was discussing the possibility of elevating the jumped-up little bastard, but”—Father’s focus shifted to me—“he’s obviously already got ideas above his station.”

      My heart sank like a stone, falling, falling.

      “No matter how skilled he might be with the sword, he was never going to be good enough to marry my daughter. Some of these boys, they read the old epics like they were historical texts, thinking that they are heirs to some long-lost code of chivalry.” Father snorted out his laughter at that. “If he’d just served his king and his liege lord, he would’ve been fine but…”

      “We’ll punish the boy for his transgressions against our mate, Your Grace, and then you can deal with him as you wish,” Dane said.

      “Thank you for your understanding in this,” Father replied with a nod of his head. “I’ll be having a long, hard conversation with my daughter about such a lapse in judgement.”

      “We sign the agreement tonight,” Weyland said, dragging me closer and tucking me into his side. “You get your ore; we claim the girl.”

      Father’s eyes lit up at that, then he strove to quickly smother it.

      “Of course, Your Highnesses. Current events must have put immense pressure on you,” he said with an oily smile before stepping forward.

      “Sir Kristoff has been challenged to a duel for the offence of tarrying with another man’s betrothed,” Father announced.

      “They’re not exactly men though, are they?” someone said, the crowd erupting until Father held up a hand.

      “I won’t argue semantics in my own bloody courtyard! Darcy is promised to the Strelan princes and everyone knows this. Sir Kristoff is accused of seeking to undermine an offer I personally endorsed, and he will answer those charges today. The gods themselves will decide in trial by combat whether or not he is innocent, whether or not he will retain his title and position as a knight of the realm.”

      I watched Kris pale then, his grip loosening on his sword before he forced himself to grab it tighter.

      “This will not be a battle to the death but to…?”

      He looked at Weyland, who just smirked. “Third blood.”

      “To third blood,” Father confirmed.

      “Yours will paint the sands,” Kris declared, and then for the first time, dared to look across the crowd at me. “I do this for you, Lady Darcy. In defiance of an unjust engagement. To dispute a good Granian woman being handed over to the bestial wargen like a cow at market day. But most of all, to prove that our love is seen to be good and righteous by the gods themselves.”

      Everything felt white hot and ice cold all at the same time. I knew people were watching, commenting, talking, drinking, doing any number of things, but at that moment, I couldn’t hear or see any of it. There was only him. Kris said he’d dreamed of me? Well, I’d dreamed of a moment just like this. When a man would dare to defy my father’s oppressive rule. Where he would choose me over everything else and in that moment my breath caught in my chest, not due to my illness, but at being struck by that reality finally coming to pass.

      “Breathe,” Nordred said. “Just keep breathing, milady.”

      So I did. They were long shuddering ones, but they kept on coming. Then it was Weyland’s turn to speak.

      “You put a whole lot of caveats on this,” he said. “But for me, everything I do is for my mate, Darcy. I don’t give a damn what the gods or anyone has to say about it. I know to my very core that she is mine and I will serve her to the end of my days.” He raised the flat of his axe to his lips and Kris did the same with his sword. “That starts now with smashing your fucking head in with my axe.”

      Kris jerked up his shield, approaching Weyland with exactly the right stance, protecting his flank even as he took a swipe at the warg. But Weyland’s battle strategy was completely different. He threw himself at Kris, granting him first blood as Kris’ sword sliced down his side, but using the now close position to his advantage. My hands went to my mouth as I saw Weyland’s arm pull back, then as if time had become treacle, slowly pouring from the gods’ jar, it came rocketing back.

      Weyland did exactly as he said. His axe crashed into Kris’ helmet, and I caught the moment when it crumpled around his skull, sending him flying through the air like a discarded doll, only to thud down to the ground moments later.

      “Kris!” I shouted, ready to run to his side, when an arm grabbed me around the waist.

      “Don’t do it, lass.” Gael’s voice was low and tense. “Weyland will be half mad after this with a need to rut you, mark you and kill your little knight. I know you don’t understand, but trust me on this. If you care for that boy, you’ll stay right here.”

      I didn’t understand. I wanted to fight his grip with everything I had, but when had my instincts ever mattered? I was forced to be compliant again, tears streaming down my face as I watched the men rush to help Kris. A sob fought its way out, then another escaped my lips as I saw him hanging between their arms, Nordred rushing over and telling them to lie him back down again before they hurt him more. He worked to heal Kris, an ability he rarely displayed in a public forum, but before people could pay too much attention to that, Weyland roared at the crowd.

      “Is there anyone else here who thinks they can get between me and my mate?”

      His challenge rang out through the courtyard and he was met by perfect silence. His eyes raked across every man there and no one did a thing.

      “You’ll need to go to him,” Gael said very quietly. “You’ll need to settle him, soothe him or he’s just as likely to destroy the whole keep. It’s been hard on all of us, this entire process, and he needs you to ground him.”

      “And what about what I need?” I asked flatly.

      “Tell me what it is and I’ll move heaven and earth to get it for you, if you just do this. I’ll be forever in your debt, because I can’t lose my brother, not to your father’s knights, and not to him going berserk.”

      It felt like an ice-cold hand gripped my throat at the mention of the legendary battle state that wargen could go into. It turned them into instinct-driven killing machines, ones not always directed at the enemy. Tales abounded of berserk wargen who sliced through friend and foe alike, and that’s what got my feet moving. They felt like lead dragging in the sand as I went to Weyland’s side, the crowd around us taking a collective breath as I stepped closer and then placed a hand on his shuddering shoulder.

      “Darcy…”

      Weyland said my name like a prayer, tugging me closer, gazing down at me with an intensity that was frankly overwhelming, holding me against his body until finally the tension began to leech out of him. But then, as soon as he got to a calm state, he went and did something else dramatic.

      I was tossed over Weyland’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes and then he strode back to the keep.

      “Sign whatever the duke wants,” he ordered Dane. “We leave with our mate tomorrow.”
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      I caught sight of my father’s gleeful expression as I was carried inside the keep, but I bit back my response even as the door to the princes’ chamber was shoved open and I was tossed down on a bed on the far side of the room. As soon as I was freed, I crawled backwards at a rapid rate as Weyland tore his jerkin up off over his head and threw it to the ground. At some point my back hit the wall, and that’s when I reached for the dagger I kept stashed in my boot.

      “Brother…” Dane said, walking in and pausing when he saw me. He blinked when he saw the knife, then nodded slowly, before turning back to his fellow warg. “Brother, we—”

      “No, it’s done!” Weyland snapped, his eyes so blue right now. “We’re done. I’m done playing these endless games. I’ll take everything Father has to dish out if I can just have her.” His breath came in noisy gulps. “You didn’t see that whelp, what he was doing. He was touching—”

      “We know what he was touching, or we can imagine it,” Dane said, holding out his hands, as if that was enough to stop Weyland’s words from coming. He glanced at his brothers, at Axe’s face, a mask of fury. “You’ve defended Darcy’s honour—”

      I let out an incredulous little snort at that and then did something completely ill advised, particularly with a half-mad warg in the room.

      “What has any of this to do with me?” I asked in a voice far sharper than I’d ever dared, but I guess even humans reach their limits too. “I didn’t ask for you to come here. I didn’t ask for you to interrupt my hunt. I didn’t ask for you to lick the blood from my fingers like a bloody animal,” I spat at Dane, then my focus shifted to Axe. “Nor to be claimed like a war prize for the ignominious price of tonnes of raw iron.” Finally, I came to stare at Weyland. “I didn’t ask you to walk in on something… so private, nor to go and challenge a man who I…”

      I couldn’t complete the sentence, because whatever I felt for Kris, it was all a big, tumbled mess. He was as much to blame for the turmoil I felt right now, with his harebrained schemes, and yet… I saw him flying through the air over and over in my mind and knew that what he would face now was all my fault.

      When a knight was stripped his rank, it was a shameful affair, almost akin to a public hanging. The knight’s sword was broken or bent, his armour taken from him and crushed. His shield and its heraldic emblems smashed, and his spurs cut off his heels. He left the keep in a worse state than he entered it, never able to attain such a title again.

      “None of this has anything to do with my honour,” I said, and I realised that applied to both men. Kris’ professions of love were more about protecting me from the ‘heathen beasts’ than anything to do with me as a person. He wanted me physically, that was clear, but Darcy the woman? I recalled the way he’d described our life together, his blatherings about humours, about me becoming a mother. I balled myself up tighter then, wedging my back into the corner. “None of this has anything to do with me. I’m just a good, a chattel, to be passed around because for some reason I’m deemed to have value, so stop pretending it’s anything else but that.”

      “I told you this would happen,” Gael said, his voice knife sharp. “I said that we were taking the wrong tack. Human women are not ruled by instinct, not like we are. This must be completely and utterly alien for her. You say she’s our mate, that you’ll do whatever it takes to meet her needs, but what do you know of a human woman’s needs?”

      “We’ll need to learn more about that once we get on the road,” Dane replied in a determined tone. “I’ll return to the bargaining table, but the rest of you will stay here. Something’s afoot in this keep, no matter what His Grace might think. A human woman riding out with wargen? That’s the kind of thing to get other idealistic young men riled up, especially when one of their own is dishonoured for doing what they assume is right. We may need to leave tonight.” A series of groans were uttered at that. “Once we’re over the border, we can regroup, but, like Weyland, I am done spending time in Grania. Sleep if you can. You’ll need it.”

      And then he swept out of the room, the door slamming shut behind him. I jerked my dagger up as all the focus of the three remaining wargen came to rest on me. Gael shook his head in response and walked over to one of the beds, lying down flat with a sigh. Axe sat down on the edge of the nearest one, watching me intently. But Weyland? He edged closer, looking thoroughly shaken by everything that had gone on, and that somehow reassured me. But any relief I was starting to feel evaporated when he sat down on the bed I occupied. I tightened my grip on the knife, kept the point trained on him and bared my teeth in a way I hoped made clear my thoughts on the situation.

      “You don’t feel safe and that’s killing me,” he ground out, “because I’m the one that makes you feel that way. All I can say, lass, is that you will feel better when we get you away from here.”

      And the sad thing was, I couldn’t even argue with him. Whatever life I had here, it was entirely ruined. There would be no more fighting on the training grounds, then popping into the kitchen and stealing a scone, and no more sitting on the hay bales in the stable, just listening to the sounds of the horses. The best I could hope for was to take some valuables with me and try and use them as I went my own way inside Strelae.

      The men let out a breath when I laid my dagger down on the bed, but none of them dared come any closer. I settled down on a bed that smelled of man and wolf, bunching the pillow under my head, and then closed my eyes, wanting to escape into sleep.

      

      I got a few hours.

      “It’s done.”

      At the sound of Dane’s voice, I roused as did the others. I looked out the window and saw that night had fallen. The lamps on the wall illuminated the long lines on the warg’s face.

      “Father’s going to kill us,” he continued, “but we’ll face that challenge when it comes.” He looked at me now briefly. “If there’s anything you want to take, you need to pack it now and you’ll need to take one of us with you while you do it. His Grace has finally acknowledged the problem and agrees the men are restless. He didn’t dare strip Sir Kristoff of his position, not yet. He’ll carry that out once you’re gone and the king’s men have arrived.”

      Which would not cast my father in an especially good light.

      “He’s requested reinforcements and, now that the agreement is in place, the king has agreed to send them. That will take some time…”

      “Time we don’t have,” Gael said grimly. “We travel tonight, as late as possible.” He glanced out the window. “There’s only a sickle moon up, so there’s low light. That’ll make it harder to follow us if they persist.”

      A knock at the door had everyone turning around, just staring at it. Axe peeled himself off the bed and stalked over, jerking the door open to reveal Linnea. I blinked at the incongruous sight of her, then frowned as she and some of the servers brought food in.

      “His Grace thinks it best that you eat in the rooms tonight,” she explained, setting down bottles of wine and a ewer of water. “The keep is… uneasy. There are some who are having difficulties accepting the arrangement outlined in the agreement, but His Grace has sent a bird to the monastery, to have one of the fathers come and officiate the marriage in the morning.”

      We wouldn’t be here by then, apparently, but we all just nodded in agreement.

      “I’ll water some wine for her ladyship,” Linnea said, using the saccharin mother figure act she put on for strangers. “She’s a nervous little thing at the best of times, but nursing a sore head and a sour gut…”

      “Thank you, Lady Linnea,” Dane said crisply, ushering her out of the room. “We’ll look after things from here.”

      “Well, feel free to ring the bell if you need me,” she nodded at the velvet covered rope that was connected to a pulley system on the wall. It could be used to summon servants, although I always liked to go and find someone, not ring for them like they were a trained monkey.

      “Why does my jaw clench the moment that woman enters the room?” Gael said with a growl, grabbing one of the pewter goblets and filling it with wine. “Water or wine, milady?”

      “Water,” I said. “Apparently, I have a reputation for being a poor drunk.”

      He filled a glass and set it in front of one of the dining tables, forcing me to slide off the bed and come closer. At that, they all rose and sat down to eat.

      “I’m sorry it went this way,” Gael said, ostensibly to the luscious slices of pinkish lamb laid out on a silver platter, before his eyes slid to me. “But I can tell you one thing. I’ve lived in the human world and I’ve lived in the wargen one and, as a woman, you’ll have much more freedom on our side of the border than here.”

      “Even be free to drink as much wine as you like,” Axe said. “Perhaps hard spirits? Do you remember that winter solstice when our mother got drunk?”

      “And then she accused all of the Wolf Maidens of secretly sleeping with Father?” Weyland said with a slow shake of his head.

      “What’s a Wolf Maiden when it’s at home?” I asked.

      “Most women can’t shift into wolf form,” Weyland replied in a carefully calm tone. “We had many more with the ability before the invasion but—”

      “Those that can often join the royal guard,” Dane said. “They are fierce warriors who protect the king and queen.”

      “But if your mother is your father’s mate, how could he be sleeping with the guards? I thought wargen were true to their mates.”

      “We bond for life,” Axe said. “When you accept us as your mates, there will be no other for us.” His eyes slid to Gael whose expression had darkened again. “But our mother is not our father’s true mate.”

      “My mother is,” Gael said, snatching up a bread roll and biting into it. Silence reigned as he chewed the soft bread with brutal efficiency. “I’m not pure wargen and I am the youngest of all the brothers.”

      “Our father spent some time searching for his mate in Strelae and when he didn’t find her, he married our mother,” Dane continued. “She was of noble birth, daughter of the previous ruling pack. She was accepted by the people as suitable to rule over them. People assumed they were mated, and our parents didn’t bother to correct those assumptions. It all worked well until our father was forced to come over the border to meet with the human king.”

      “My mother is human. She was a servant at some lord’s castle,” Gael said. “She saw our father and…” He let out a sigh. “He knew what she was. Couldn’t keep his hands off her as a result and then he left. She got a handful of gold and a belly full of a half-warg child for her troubles. She moved away from the castle, went back to my grandparents’ home and had me.”

      “We… found Gael sometime later, when he was still a boy,” Axe said, slapping a hand down on his brother’s shoulder, yet the other man flinched. Gael’s jaw tightened as he focussed entirely on the food, piling it onto his plate and eating with a kind of mechanical efficiency. “He was brought to court and that revealed our parents’ lie. Nearly cost Father the throne.”

      “It changed our Mother,” Weyland said, then he took a long mouthful of wine. “Perhaps she knew Father had his little peccadillos on the side, perhaps not. The problem was it was revealed to the world, and that’s made her… suspicious as a result. But enough of that. Women are not beholden to men like they are in Grania. No one’s going to beat you for the temerity of having an opinion.”

      “And if my opinion is I don’t want to be your mate,” I said, real heat colouring my words. “If I want to pursue my own life, find my own way?”

      “You can only do what’s in your heart, lass,” Weyland replied, fixing me with those steely blue eyes. “And we can only do what’s in ours.”

      “Let’s eat and get some rest,” Dane said. “Whatever the future holds, we’ll need to delay leaving until well past midnight. Your father has sent down barrels of rum to the barracks to give the men the chance to drink their anger out and then hopefully pass out before we leave.”

      On that at least we all agreed. The future would have to look out for itself for the moment, as we had to focus on the present.

      

      We followed Dane’s orders to the letter and perhaps that should’ve warned me of what was to come. We ate and then stumbled into bed all too easily. The lamps weren’t even turned down when sleep took us. Gael, Axe and Dane slept in the other beds and Weyland slumped into one of the armchairs, soon falling to snoring. And me? I curled up tight in a strange man’s bed, feeling like I surely would not be able to sleep a wink…

      

      Until a hand shook my shoulder roughly.

      “Darcy!”

      The harsh whisper had me groaning, then blinking, my mind feeling like it was filled with glue, so it took me some time to recognise the man hanging over me. Blonde hair, bruised face and intense brown eyes.

      “Kris?”
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      A hand was slapped over my mouth and that helped me wake up really quickly. Someone picking me up in their arms and carrying me out of the room was another means to assist with that. The hand wasn’t removed until the bedroom door was closed and we were in the silent hallway.

      “Kris, what in the name of all the gods?” I hissed, looking blearily about myself.

      “It is in the name of the gods that I rescue you,” he said in a low, terse voice, eyeing the door like it was a wild animal. “Word has gotten out that the wargen have signed the deal with your father, that the priests are due to officiate the wedding in the morning. He left you to sleep in their room like a common slattern!”

      The boy I’d thought I was in love with reached out then, gripping my arm, some other knight still holding me in his arms, not allowing me to wriggle free.

      “Magnus?” I said, when I saw the other man’s face.

      “We couldn’t let you go to the wolves, lass, no matter what His Grace says,” the knight said ruefully.

      “Did they dishonour you, Darcy? You can tell me if they did. We’ll take you to the nunnery over by Templestowe and leave you in the care of the abbess there. She’s looked after other noble-born girls who have been sullied—”

      “What?”

      It felt like my heart was beating too fast or too slow and I couldn’t decide which. Each word was like a ball of flaming pitch lobbed inside me, the stuff sticking to me, burning me alive.

      “I know you wouldn’t have suffered their attentions willingly, but when a girl is left without all protections—”

      I just stared at him, trying to consider what he said. Being locked up in a nunnery for life, devoted to the worship of the gods, never allowed out for the sin of being touched by a man who wasn’t her husband.

      “No one touched me,” I said, shoving my way free until I landed unsteadily on my feet. I didn’t want him. I didn’t want this. I didn’t want… Hands reached out to steady me, but I batted them away. “I had my dagger with me.”

      Kris’ face transformed then, flaring brightly with all that radiance that had always set my heart afire, and habit had me turning towards him.

      “I always questioned the wisdom of allowing Nordred to train you, but now I see it was all part of the gods’ plan,” he said. “You fought the beasts off? Managed to save your maidenhood?”

      I just stared dumbly at him in that moment, unable to believe what I was hearing. But there was more to it than that. Whatever was in my system that’d had me falling asleep precipitously fast, that had me swinging on my feet now, was hitting me hard. Sounds appeared muffled and drawn out, the words not making any sense and when I tried to move, I pitched forward alarmingly. When arms scooped me up again, I was grateful for them, finding that I lolled like a limp little doll.

      “Never fear, my love. As you remain untouched, we can fulfil our dreams and marry. I’ll take you to the priests now. We’ll throw ourselves on their mercy, make them see that this is the gods’ plan.”

      A kiss was pressed to my forehead, and I made a contented little sound, nestling down in the warm wall of muscle my head rested against.

      “Just you wait and see. All will be well.”

      

      That phrase would haunt me for the rest of my life, because nothing went well at all. I woke again to being jostled and tossed around, the cold wind of the night whipping across my face. I groaned, then felt a frightening lurch in my stomach.

      “I’m gonna be sick,” I said.

      “Here, my love.” I was hauled over to what appeared to be the edge of a cart and once my head was clear of it, all of my dinner came rushing up, splattering the ground below. I coughed and spluttered, my whole body lurching, trying to rid myself of everything inside me, before I let out a pathetic little mewl.

      “The duke must have drugged the keep,” Kris said, rubbing his hand across my shoulder blades. “The men were about ready to tear the place down, brick by brick, yet when we slipped inside the place was as silent as the grave. I can only assume you got a dose too?”

      “Food,” I croaked out.

      “I don’t think eating right now will help—”

      “No. Poison. Food.”

      I retched again, the thought of all the rich meats and vegetables swimming in sauces enough to make my body revolt, but there was nothing more to come out.

      “We’re getting close,” Magnus, who was driving the cart, said. “How are we going to rouse the priests, Kris?”

      “With the bell, as always,” he replied. “They’re honour-bound to answer the call of the devout at any hour, even now.”

      “They won’t like it,” Magnus said. “Father Gerald is a grumpy old prick at the best of times, let alone in the middle of the night.”

      

      He was an even grumpier prick in the middle of the night, apparently.

      “What on earth brings you to our door at this time of night?” he spluttered.

      We’d been met at the locked gate by a lowly acolyte, then admitted into the inner sanctum by another minor member of the clergy until Father Gerald or another ordained minister could be produced.

      “A matter of great urgency, Father,” Kris said.

      I was trying to take all of this in, still wavering on my feet, Magnus putting a hand on my shoulder to steady me, but it didn’t do anything to clear my head. People were talking so damn loudly, and my guts roiled in response.

      “Lady Darcy has been bartered off like a bale of wool to the heathen wolves, sacrificed to appease the martial ambitions of our king,” Kris said. “This is an affront to the gods themselves. I have spent my life patrolling the borders between the gods’ own country and that of the dreaded wargen. I have engaged in countless skirmishes with the beasts, turning them away from our fields, our towns and our women, and now I’m being expected to stand by and allow them to take the rose of Elverston Keep into the heathen lands? To be debauched by a quad of beasts?”

      “Of course, you bloody are,” Father Gerald snapped. “Come, Kristoff, you’re not a boy anymore. You have always been a devout member of the congregation, a light that leads others to the faith, but we are also men, having to deal with the practicalities of the world. The girl is to… marry the four wargen princes, but to be blunt, she could be sent over the border to wash dishes or serve up the raw meat and viscera they no doubt eat, and she would go if that got us access to the Strelan’s iron ore. Grania is facing increased… incursions on our other borders, so there comes a time when an enemy must become a friend of sorts, if he has what we need to protect ourselves.”

      “But Father—”

      “What’s all this noise?” another waspish male voice asked. My head swung drunkenly in his direction to see a tall, thin man with glasses perched on the end of his nose peering blearily at the rest of us. “I thought we were to travel to the keep for the marriage, but if the duke has decided to bring his daughter here, I am much happier. The roads over to the keep are still in a deplorable condition.”

      “The duke’s daughter is here, but not her grooms, Father Francis,” Gerald said. “Sir Kristoff appears to have staged a midnight rescue to save the girl from the clutches of the heathen savages.”

      His sarcasm was palpable. Francis’ gaze was equally as withering as he sized the three of us up.

      “Prideful, this is,” he tutted. “As a sworn knight of His Grace, this is how you repay him?”

      “But Father, this is—”

      “You fancied yourself as a knight of old,” Francis continued, his voice getting louder as he got warmed up, just as he did on worship days. “Father Gerald, I’ll be betting he has a copy of The Chivalrous Tales of Sir Kenneth tucked in his jerkin somewhere.”

      “I’m betting he does too, Father Francis. Thought you were Sir Kenneth, whisking away Lady Fleur from the dreaded Black Knight, only to fall head over heels for the maiden, forsaking his oath to the king?” Gerald shook his head slowly. “I’ve told the king many a time that we should outlaw the damn book. Fills these idiots’ heads with rubbish. Which brings us to you, my lady.”

      He said the words like they weren’t my title, but an admonition.

      “Where did a good and just knight like Sir Kristoff here get the idea to stage a daring rescue, hmm?” Gerald and Francis fixed me with their beady eyes. “I understand that he’s idealistic and a hothead and that would make him perfect clay to shape in your feminine hands.”

      “Women are the root of all evil, Father Gerald,” Francis said. “I know there is dispute about the words in the Book of Halgroth, but I think it is clear. Their reckless, emotion-driven natures make them prone to such things.”

      “Yes, yes,” Gerald said with a wave of his hand. “A debate of the finer points of the Book will need to happen at a more decent time. We’ll need to rouse the others. If we’re up now, we may as well return the girl to her father, before the heathen beasts discover her gone.” He sighed, his hand going to his back. “I had hoped to get a good ten hours sleep before I was set on the road to the keep, but the gods send us these trials to test us.”

      “His Grace will need time to discipline the girl as well,” Francis said, looking me over very closely. “She’s always been an unrepentant hoyden and I’ve brought this up with the duke many times. We reap the harvest of ignorance tenfold.”

      “Amen, Father. Now, girl, what do you have to say for yourself? Your little games have fallen to nought, let me tell you. Well? Speak up. Speak up!”

      “What the hell is going on?” I said, swaying wildly, then my hand went to my mouth as a giant burp erupted. “Oh gods, I think I’m gonna be sick.”

      

      I was, in a hastily provided receptacle, something that had the priests screwing up their faces in disgust. Then, when all eight were woken and piled into the carriages that would take us back to the keep, I was sick again, outside the monastery’s gilded doors.

      “This is unbearable,” Father Mars said, a big bulky priest of the war god. “Put the girl up with the driver. The fresh air will do her good.”

      “She’s just as likely to leap off the stoop in her attempts to thwart her father’s will,” Gerald said. “A wilful creature. Thought she’d have us marry her off to Sir Kristoff to escape her fate.”

      “Simply Kristoff now, if this missive is to be believed,” the slender priest of the storm god said, reading a small scroll of paper. “He’s lost his title and his lands.”

      Everyone looked out the window now, to a forlorn looking Kris and Magnus, just standing there, looking so small and lost. Kris’ face, a kaleidoscope of bruises across most of it, the way one eye was swollen shut, was clearer now in the lamplight.

      “We’ll use that in a sermon next worship day,” Gerald said with a smile. “A perfect illustration of the sins of hubris and pride. The whole town will be talking about it, so we’ll have their full attention.”

      I just stared and stared. Whatever drug I’d been given, it muted everything and everyone until all that was left was a soft grey background noise, one I closed my eyes to try and shut out.

      

      “We’re here now, girl, and it appears it's time to face the music.”

      I opened eyes sticky with gunk and blinked rapidly to try to clear them, without too much success, but that was soon resolved. The door to the carriage was rudely wrenched open, something that set the priests twittering, but I couldn’t focus on that. A familiar iron grip closed around my arm, hauling me out. I stumbled, my legs like rubber, unable to support me, but he could.

      “What the fuck did you do, you wilful little bitch?”

      Father dragged me up, up, onto my tiptoes and then beyond that, leaving me dangling in his grip like a small child as his face was shoved into mine.

      “Sought to escape the marriage,” Gerald informed him, even as I tried to stammer out an answer. “Kristoff was at our monastery in the dead of night, ready to fall on his sword and rescue the girl through matrimony.”

      “That was your plan?” I opened my mouth to reply but he shook me so hard my teeth began to rattle in my head.

      “I would suggest a ritual birching to cleanse the bride before her big day,” Francis said with a sniff. “It’s a practice that’s fallen out of favour and much to the detriment of our womenfolk I feel.”

      “A splendid suggestion,” Father said, dropping me to my feet and then hauling me along.

      The priests didn’t follow. They had their own business to attend to and it had little to do with me. They didn’t care if I turned up to the church bleeding, as long as I did turn up.

      I glanced up the stairs with eyes that burned as Father dragged me up, up, my mouth falling open, ready to shout for the wargen.

      “Don’t bother with that, missy. Your plan backfired. Those beasts are still sleeping off the draught you gave them to keep them quiet as that idiot Kris came to your aid. Not that it did you much good. Fortuitously, it means they won’t interfere with this.”

      As he opened his bedroom door, I made a sound I hadn’t made since I was a child. A pathetic little whimper as my heels dug into the flagstones, as I frantically tried to free myself from his grip. But when I dug my nails into his wrist, he stopped and struck me across the face, stilling me utterly.

      He hadn’t done this for so long. When I was small, he’d beaten me assiduously, to an extent even Francis might have baulked at, but when I proved to be so relentlessly recalcitrant that even beating Linnea wasn’t enough to make me comply, we’d formed an unspoken truce. Do whatever I wanted, as long as I didn’t embarrass him. And I hadn’t. But right now, he believed all his chickens had come home to roost, that my half-heartedly hidden rebellions had coalesced into this.

      And the problem was, he was half right.

      I had talked about this with Kris. We had schemed to get me out of this arrangement. But I hadn’t done what he thought, what the priests had said, what…

      Linnea appeared with a serene smile on her face, her wimple snow white as she presented him with a fresh cut birch branch. Stout enough that it wouldn’t break. Still green and full of sap, so it would be marvellously flexible. So that when he raised his arm, when he cracked it down across my back, it would mould itself to my skin, making sure every inch of me felt its lash.

      “No,” I said, fighting in earnest now. “No, no, no, no!”

      But my protests meant nothing as I was hauled inside the room and thrown at the bed, the drugs in my system not allowing my reflexes to help me. I sprawled across the end and felt a rough hand hauling my shirt up and away from my back.

      “Undo her corset, Linnea,” Father ordered. “We don’t have much time. The beasts will rise soon, and I need her subdued before then.”

      “Of course, Your Grace.”
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      “I didn’t do this, Father!”

      “You think you can lie your way through this?” he replied as I felt the firm hand of Linnea shoving me down onto the bed as her clever fingers undid my stays. “You think that somehow you can twist your actions with your words to escape my wrath? The entire country relies on you, one stupid girl, to know her place and could you do that? Could you just lie down with the damn beasts and complete the deal?”

      His hand went to my hair, grabbing a handful of it and hauling my head back with it until my teeth were forced to clamp tight or I’d cry out.

      “The king’s bloody eye is on us. He’s sending his knights here to settle my men down. Mine. That blasted Kristoff has them all riled up and ready to revolt, because of you.” His grip tightened and I really did whine then, as it felt like every strand was being very slowly torn out at the scalp. “Everyone told me I should’ve taken a firmer hand with you, and you just had to prove them right.”

      I was let go abruptly and with that came my words.

      “Father, I admit I didn’t want to marry the wargen, but if I truly meant to dishonour you in this way, why would I have protected Axe in wolf form?”

      “A means to throw you off the scent, milord?” Linnea suggested in an angelic tone. “A ruse perhaps?”

      “A ruse indeed, Linnea,” he agreed.

      “Then how the hell did I drug myself?” I snapped, trying to rise but being shoved back down again. “I was out cold when Kris came.”

      “To try and maintain your innocence if your stupid plan failed,” Father replied. But it wasn’t his words that had me flinching, it was the sound of the birch rod being swiped through the air, something that was all too familiar. I knew what was coming, and hence my words became a rapid babble.

      “If you wait for the wargen to rise, they’ll tell you I planned to go with them tonight. It was them I was going to slip from the keep with, to ensure that the men didn’t see and try and stop us. Please, Father! Please don’t do this!”

      “I have to, that’s what you’ve never understood. You know the consequences of what you do, but you do it anyway. Well, no more, Darcy. You’ll go to your marriage bed with a healthy reminder of the limitations of your power.” His hands grabbed my wrists, holding them behind my back in a way that drew a long and incoherent cry from me. “It’s a match made in heaven, because you’re little more than a beast yourself.”

      Was it that last statement that allowed him such freedom when he beat me? Later I’d think about it often, but like most women that survive these things, I found few answers. Who can truly say why one person believes they have a right to lash another? We just know they do. And so, when the first crack whipped across my back, I screamed. Linnea fussed and Father berated me for being weak, but I didn’t care anymore. I wasn’t blameless, but I wasn’t the arch-manipulator everyone seemed to think I was. But what was real didn’t matter. They had the whip in their hands, so they created reality with it. And my reality? It was one of pain.

      At first it was just a white-hot feeling, too intense, too sharp to truly feel. But the affronted nerve endings quickly gathered steam and then my body exploded in sensation. Red-hot stripes of agony flared hard before another crack was applied, then another. The pain then became greater than the sum of its parts, my skin becoming sensitised, even the parts that had escaped his lash. But they didn’t last long anyway, because Father was relentless. He striped my back over and over from top to bottom, leaving no part of me untouched, and that’s when I went away.

      You must be wondering why I was the way I was. If I’d just done as I was told. If I’d just followed the rules. Many asked me the same question and the answer was this. Rule followers, I’d found, were very convinced by displays of power. The threat of this or that coming down to crush them was enough to get them to toe the line.

      Then there were people like me.

      Father had started beating me too early, too young and he got to the point of reaching for the birch too quickly. I was beaten for small infractions and I was beaten for large, so I stopped trying to evade the lash, because I couldn’t see a way that I could avoid it. Instead, I found the means to escape it mentally. My mind detached from my body, the pounding sound of my heartbeat something else altogether. I felt airy, insubstantial, as if all that was Darcy could blow away and, frankly, I wanted it to. I just wanted to not be. I could still feel the pain, still hear my father’s shouts, but it was all  far, distant, muted. But often, as I drifted, a small fear would form, one that I would drift too far. That I would go away from everything and never come back.

      But right now, I was more than happy for that to come to pass. I willed it to be so with every breath and that’s perhaps why the next thing happened. I wanted to be nothing too damn much, so instead, I became everything.

      I couldn’t be allowed to just float, to drop down, down, down into myself and exist in some somnolent state. I felt the blood trickling down my skin for just a second, knowing that this time was different. This time he was going to tear my flesh from my bones. And that made my mind consider what had happened, how I had come to be here.

      Kris.

      The thought of him conjured his golden presence and, for a moment, I felt that same wrench inside me at the sight of him. He was everything I’d been told to love and desire, so obviously I’d done just that. But it was the childish, ill-formed thing of a girl, that had finally become clear to me. The things he said about nunneries and being intact, the reckless disregard he had for the power of my father and the wargen, yet he left me to bear the consequences of that rashness?

      He felt good to kiss, hot under my fingers, was a devil on the battlefield and then…? What did I even know of the man? My mind couldn’t provide much and that wasn’t something that could be just blamed on the abuse being heaped upon me. I literally knew very little about the man I had been willing to jeopardise my future for, which made me wonder why the hell this had become my fate.

      My father was beating me because he was scared. Of the king’s wrath, of the withdrawal of royal gratitude for everything Father had managed to achieve in getting the deal signed. Of the deductions Father could expect the king to make when he was due to receive his reward. Of my cousin taking over the title as duke, turning Father from a powerful man to a figurehead, left to rubber-stamp all my cousin’s decisions. Because he’d learned just how perilous his hold over his knights was.

      A lord relied on having loyal, compliant men who’d fight his battles for him, otherwise what was he? An over-bred, overly privileged target, sitting on a pile of land and money that others coveted. He’d had to drug them into compliance last night, for fear they’d tear it all down and, in his mind, he’d centred the blame for all of that on me.

      Unwomanly Darcy. Reckless Darcy. Rebellious Darcy. I was the nail that refused to be hammered down and therefore I attracted his ire like a lightning rod.

      But what I was? There was so much more to it than that and some of it had been beyond my ken before now.

      Why did the wargen want me so much? Why was some ill-bred woman from the borderlands so damn enticing? I couldn’t flatter myself thinking it was my personality, because they barely knew who I was. They’d tasted something in my blood… And at that, my vision filled, with fat red shapes that moved along a long pink corridor, pulsing to the beat of my heart.

      It was my blood, I learned that later, but right now I just watched their pulse. Better that than the ruin Father was making of my back. Blood was falling now, too much blood. Blood that sang when Kris touched me. Blood that pulsed, throbbed, overcame me when the wargen did. Blood of a nobleman. Blood of girl. Blood of…

      I can’t precisely tell you what happened next, just how it felt. When Weyland had touched me, it’d felt like he set my body on fire. A pleasant burn full of gasping pleasures, but there was none of that now. Despite all my efforts, the raging conflagration of pain my father had inflicted came rushing back, but something else came with it. It wasn’t just my back that burned, it was all of me. My head whipped back, a strangled scream tearing through the air, one that quickly transmuted, becoming a howl.

      The sound of a wolf’s howl is part of what made us hate them. So eerie, so crystalline and perfect, soaring through the air, reminding us of our frailty. That the dark of night had big white teeth lurking within it. Well, I was about to remind Linnea and my father of their frailty.

      The fire burned the drug away first, bringing a kind of clarity I quickly regretted, but with that reminder of the ill done to my body came something else. The knowledge of how to repair it. I was being punished for a crime I didn't commit, and even if I had, I would no longer tolerate it. The fire in my blood burned all the way through me, repairing torn muscles, replacing blood and skin until I was whole again.

      “What in the…?” my father said.

      “This is the devil’s work!” Linnea hissed. “This is witchcraft!”

      She was going for broke; I’ll give her that. A claim of witchcraft would begin with a trial and end with my death. The only way I could prove my innocence was to die by failing their tests of drowning. But I would not die today.

      My father and Linnea, however.

      I heard the whistle of the branch, my father willing to begin again, if that’s what it took, but I was different now. It was no longer solely his daughter that resided in this body. I was something else.

      Something just as cruel, just as harsh, so I turned around and caught his wrist in my hand, holding it with little effort as I straightened up and stood tall. Taller than before, it seemed, it felt like I loomed above both of them, and wasn’t that nice?

      “Darcy…” Father began to say, his eyes going wide.

      “Shut. Up.”

      I bit off each word, my voice having transformed too into a strange kind of growl that felt like it echoed through the room. My eyes jerked up as I heard a thump at the door, a muffled masculine shout that I recognised immediately. My mate. But I had business here to attend to before I could claim them as mine and I refused to be rushed by it.

      I pulled my father’s arm up, the one he’d used to beat me, pulling, pulling until he was forced to stand on his tiptoes, then just a bit more, until I heard the joint begin to creak, his little whimpers such a lovely sound.

      “You beat me.” I tightened my grip until I got a frantic nod from him. “You beat me until I bled. You beat me until you tore the muscles beneath my skin and you weren’t going to stop.” I paused and waited for that nod. “You were so angry that I’d become an obstacle to your ambitions, on some level you wanted to remove that. If there was no Darcy, there was none of this mess.” I frowned then, just slightly, hearing more hammering sounds at the door that let me know my time with my father and my former governess was coming to an end. “I’d be dead or so badly broken, I wouldn’t even serve my purpose, but you couldn’t see that. All you could see was you.”

      “Darcy, daughter…” He panted the words out, oh so desperately, but I could see his point now. They didn’t affect me at all, just as my pleas and cries hadn’t turned his head.

      “I need you to stay alive,” I told him. “To tell the tale of what went on here, but you can’t hurt people like this anymore.”

      The fire inside me, it knew exactly what to do to incapacitate him. I broke both his wrists with the same effort an ordinary human might a breadstick, then as he screamed, I gripped his hands, crushing the bones in so many places there wouldn’t be enough complete ones to splint back together. Then I threw him against the wall, watching him slide down, frantic little high-pitched pants letting me know just how deeply he was hurt.

      I’d made those sounds when I was seven, after he’d beaten me severely for some infraction. He’d just laughed at the sound of it and then sent me on my way. I stalked over, lifted his chin with my finger and stared into his eyes.

      “If I hear you’ve been beating women again,” I said, “I’ll be back. I’ll break so much more if I have to.”

      He just stared at me, his small mind unable to comprehend what I was now. I’d face that problem often, the fire told me. What I was hadn’t been seen in the world for some time and it was completely unprepared for it. But I jerked back as my now sensitive nose was hit by the acrid scent of urine as my father’s bladder let go.

      Then I heard Linnea’s little whimper.

      She regretted the sound as soon as I turned to her, clapping her hand over her mouth but unable to stop the squeaks from coming, especially as I stalked closer. My head tipped to one side, my neck twisting in response to what burned inside me. She was prey, that was clear. All pale and weak and… Prey was tricksy though, running away on little bunny feet, doubling back to throw us from its scent, hiding deep in briar patches. And this one? She was a twister of words, of actions.

      “You drugged the two-souled,” I growled, getting only an incoherent shriek in response, so I helped focus her attention. I grabbed her by the throat, the wimple bunching under my hand, and shoved her up against the wall. Her pulse jumped oh-so-distractingly under my thumb. “You worked with Kris.” She opened her mouth, but no words came out. “You set me up.” I shook her then, like a wolf did a rabbit to get its attention. “Answer me.” And somehow my voice freed her of her fear and the rabbit’s fangs were bared.

      “Wilful girl,” she snapped. “Always doing just as you liked. Your mother was nothing like you. When she died, I told her I’d devote my life to raising you, ensuring you grew into womanhood, a picture of elegance and humility, just as she was. Instead, you were… angry and wild. You didn’t love me. You didn’t love anything other than your own iron will. The gods cursed milady that day, dying so young trying to bear the son you should’ve been—”

      “I don’t care about that,” I growled.

      “I drugged the wargen, let that fool, Kristoff, into the keep. I knew he’d get nowhere with his stupid plan, but it’d be my opportunity to finally show His Grace what kind of viper he’d let live here. He should’ve beaten the flesh from your bones. He should’ve—”

      Her speech was abruptly shortened as I threw her with all my now considerable might at the other wall. I heard something crunch, saw her land, then slide down, a red stain on the plaster marking her passage and that’s when the door was torn open.

      “What the fuck did he…?”

      Weyland’s voice was rough, his eyes glowing, fur spreading across his face, his claws forming and he couldn’t have looked any more beautiful. I let out a harsh little breath, a feeling rising, rising inside me, as alien as it was complete.

      He was mine, as were the others that spilled in, half in, half out of their warg forms. “My mates…”

      I gasped and that’s when their entire focus shifted to me and whatever burned within me spluttered and then flickered out.

      “Get me out of here,” I rasped out with what I had left, the world slowly growing darker and darker. “Take me and run for the border and don’t stop until we’re home.”

      Then everything went dark.
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      It’s in our dreams we’re the most powerless or the most powerful and, right now, in mine, I was omnipotent. I grew and grew, becoming taller, harder, stronger. I towered over the keep’s occupants cowering before me, and they watched in horror as my body changed.

      I didn’t have hands; I had vicious, slashing claws. I was no longer weak; my body was roped with enough muscle to do terrible things. But it was my face that made the greatest change. Not a pretty girl, eyes downcast and pretending to be docile. No, now I was wild. My face was longer, sharper, my mouth opening on row upon row of vicious fangs, the people below me shying away. They didn’t want me to bite them, rip them in two and so, they turned and ran. Like the frantic scurry of a disturbed ants’ nest, they scattered everywhere, and I just laughed.

      Run, I thought, because I am—

      

      I sucked in a breath, eyes flicking open, and for a moment I could only stare. At a room not my own. A room in … an inn, if I wasn’t mistaken. The exposed beams, the small window,  a bed crammed into a stuffy room, but I couldn’t pay too much attention to that. I shoved the bedclothes off me, the sheets sticking to my clammy skin and that’s when I looked down at my hands.

      Shaking, long, slender fingers with too many calluses for a lady, I turned them over and back again, reassured somehow by their ordinary appearance and yet at the same time that felt utterly wrong. I couldn’t, shouldn’t look exactly the same, not after what I’d been through. So I jerked myself to my feet, walking across the room to where a small mirror hung on the wall and found the evidence I sought.

      I still had hair that was too red, skin that was still marred by freckles, a long thin face, and a full mouth. But that’s where the similarities ended. I had changed after all, my instincts ringing true, as those trembling hands came to land on my cheekbones. The deep brown of my eyes, the same colour as that of my mother and my father, was gone and perhaps that was fitting. I wasn’t their daughter anymore. Because my eyes? They were the glowing blue of the wargen, standing starkly against my now milk pale skin.

      I watched my eyes shift rapidly as I remembered how that came to be, that alien presence rising inside me. The girl, no, the woman who stared back at me now in the mirror, she had none of that appropriately modest look to her, feigned or otherwise, and she’d never be able to fake that again. Because she’d discovered who she was, whatever that was, and it refused to kneel.

      Or wear stays. My hands clapped down on the boy’s clothes I was still wearing, tearing off my shirt, to remove the loosened corset and that’s when my hands froze.

      “Undo her corset, Linnea.”

      But instead of it being that bitch revealing my back for my father to beat, it was me removing a source of restriction and control. I wrenched at the laces, hearing them groan under an onslaught the like of which they’d never experienced before. The bindings snapped all too easily and I looked with wonder at the offending article as it dangled in my hand. But that sensation of wresting freedom after being constrained paled in comparison to the feel of my bare skin against linen when I pulled my shirt back on.

      The stays were ruined now, that’s what I told myself as I strode over to the open fireplace, the flickering fire about to get a whole lot more fuel to burn as I tossed the corset on top of them. Something inside my chest loosened at the sight of the white cotton going black, red flames eating it all up until all that remained were some sooty whalebones. They had been the crushing supports that were used to bind my ribs, turn my figure into the shape dictated by society rather than nature, but they were just refuse now.

      Refuse someone was coming to take away.

      My head jerked up as the lock clicked and the door swung open, my hands bunching in anticipation of who might be on the other side. I hadn’t expected to see a woman. She was young, fresh-faced, with a tumble of brown hair and wide blue eyes, a small smattering of freckles across her nose. She smiled when she saw me, putting her hand on her hip.

      “Hello, you’re awake then.”

      “And who are you?” I asked, my head turning to one side.

      “Hey, stand down there, girl.” She held her hands up. “Not here to encroach on your turf or anything. I’m Pepin.” She thrust a broad, brown hand at me. “Pep for short.”

      “That tells me what you’re called,” I said, eyeing her hand. “Not who you are.” Part of my brain was quietly appalled by my words and actions. Not shaking a person’s hand, then interrogating them at first meeting? This was not done, yet I did it.

      “You’re wary,” she said, wiping her hands on her trews. “Makes sense. The princes have filled me in on what happened to you.” She frowned slightly. “Well, the basics. I live here in Bayard.”

      “Bayard…” My mind raced effortlessly, recalling the geography of either side of the border and able to put a pin in the map in my mind, identifying where we were. “We’re in Strelae?”

      “Of course, we’re in Strelae. That’s where you ordered the princes to take you, right? They half killed their horses trying to get you here fast enough.”

      “Arden…” I said, my voice little more than a whisper, as an ache set up in my chest so severe that I felt it physically. “Poll?”

      “Arden’s the black war horse, right? He’s in the stables, as is old Poll, the cheeky bastard. You could go—”

      “Take me to them,” I insisted.

      She grinned at that, her teeth even and white.

      “Right this way, princess.”

      

      I’d been right about us being in an inn. We walked downstairs to the alehouse below the accommodation and found it only a quarter full, but that wasn’t what drew my eye. I had rarely been able to visit one, only being allowed when Father and I travelled, but the few I had seen weren’t like this. Rather than buxom maids ferrying tankards of beer from the bar to the customers, being tugged down on men’s laps, both men and women sat and drank, and the staff were comprised of each gender too.

      “Through here,” Pep said, gesturing for me to follow.

      We walked down a hall and out a door that opened onto an adjoining stable, the sights and smells instantly helping to settle me. But it was the sight of Arden that had me running.

      “Boy!” He whickered when he saw me, shoving his muzzle into my chest, then snuffling around for a treat. “No apples yet,” I said with a grin, laughing at the way he pushed insistently at me and then I paused.

      “Been awhile since you smiled?” Pep asked as my fingers went to my face. It felt weird, like the muscles there weren’t my own and were moving of their own accord. “Worry not, that will change.”

      I nodded, liking the sound of that, and as I turned back to my horse, stroking my hand down his nose, I knew exactly what would help.

      “Is there a saddle and tack I can borrow?”

      “There is…” I frowned slightly, turning at the hesitancy in her voice. She looked me up and down and then grinned. “Problem is, princess, you’re gonna get a nasty surprise when you go jouncing around on horseback with no jerkin.” She tugged at the snug, sleeveless leather garment she wore over her shirt, the front laced to make it conform to her shape. “I’d lend you one of mine, but you’re…”

      She made an exaggerated gesture, indicating larger breasts than those on her frame. Something I just snorted at until I looked down. I pulled my shirt away, glaring down at my breasts, examining as if they were someone else’s. Had they gotten bigger?

      “Let’s go down to the markets,” she said. “Buy you something that will fit and some changes of clothes too. You came with nothing, right?”

      I blinked then, feeling like there were gaps in my memory. I’d been at the keep and then I was transplanted here. But how?

      “Yes,” I replied finally. “I came with nothing.”

      “Well, the princes gave me a big bag of gold for just this purpose. They wanted me to buy some clothes for you, but I know what we’re like.” She smiled at me, then tilted her head, indicating for me to follow her out of the stables. “We want to dress ourselves according to our own preferences and there’d be no point me making decisions for you.”

      I paused for a second, listening to her describe what to me was an alien state of being. My boy’s clothes were the only garments I’d ever chosen for myself, and I’d been forced to keep them hidden in the back of my wardrobe. Everything else had been Father’s, Linnea’s or the seamstress’s choice.

      “Yes,” I replied belatedly, hustling to catch up, “I’d like to choose my own clothes. And my name’s Darcy.”

      She grinned up at me at the confirmation that she was right.

      “Well, step this way, Darcy. The market awaits.”
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      Bayard was obviously bigger than Elverston, the small town attached to the keep, if the market was anything to go by. The marketplace was packed with people. Stall holders and shoppers, performers playing music or doing tricks to bring in coin, and those loitering around to watch the passers-by. For a moment I stopped where I was, on the outskirts of the fray, and Pep stopped with me, seeming to sense my alarm.

      “It’s alright, Darcy,” she said in a low soothing voice. “No one will dare hurt you here. No one in this whole damn country. You’re the princes’ mate.”

      I had been about to take a step, lured closer by her voice, but at that last sentence I stayed where I was, frowning. Feelings rose up at that in a great messy tumble, ones I struggled to parse.

      “Who are you again?” I asked, much more cautiously.

      “I’m P—”

      “No, I remember your name.” I frowned, pain building behind one eye as I scanned the busy marketplace, scouring it for threats. “What are you to me? Why are you helping me? Why did you come to my room?” My voice was rising and her eyebrows were rising with it. “Why am I here?”

      “It’s alright, Darcy,” she began to say, moving closer and putting her hands on my arms, but I shook them off. I wasn’t ready for comfort, not until I had answers. “You’re in Strelae. The princes brought you here after…” She didn’t need to tell me that part, I remembered the sound of the birch branch whistling through the air. “You slept for days, completely done in by what those bastards did to you.”

      That. The sound of her anger, contained but still burning brightly, that had my eyes locking with hers, and what I saw there was hard to take. Empathy, something that was always in short supply in my father’s household, but also…? I peered closer, struggling to place what else I saw in her. Not pity thankfully, because that would’ve had me jerking away. No, there was a warmth there, a steady regard. She didn’t know me, this stranger, but… It felt like despite that gap, she saw me, saw what I’d gone through and still wanted to help.

      “The princes asked me to come and look after you when they were out,” she said. “They weren’t sure you’d welcome their presence.” She smiled ruefully then. “They didn’t save you from your father. They were drugged and unable to, but… Let’s just say they’ve got their own shit to sort through. I’ve known them for a long time and they trust me, so they figured having a girl to talk to about the shit they don’t understand might help. And let’s just say I’ve got some insight into the way the Granians work.”

      She unlaced the top part of her jerkin, then pulled the back of her collar away until I saw a familiar lattice work of scars, a sight that had my bile rising.

      “What you want is something familiar. You want something that will give you pleasure. You want something to ground you after all that bullshit,” she explained. “Getting back on the horse, literally, will help you with that. So, let’s dive into this insanity, find you some clothes and get you on Arden’s back. I’ll take you for a ride around the outskirts of town and show you this part of Strelae. Sound good?”

      Nordred was like this when I was hurting. He’d identify the problem with pinpoint accuracy and then come up with the perfect solution, leaving me just staring at him.

      “Sounds good,” I said with a nod.

      

      “Well, well, young Pep.” An older man with a grey beard greeted my companion. He was standing in front of a tent, a table full of leather goods before him. I breathed deeply, the scent of tanned hides always a welcome one. “And what can I do for you this fine morning?”

      “Darcy needs at least one jerkin, Balin.” She surveyed me closely. “Maybe two. And we need one of them right now.” She hefted the bag of coins on her belt. “We’ve got the coin to pay for a priority order.”

      “Doing another job for the princes?” he asked and as she nodded, he turned to me, looking me over with an assessing eye, as if that was enough to take my measurements. “I’ve got something I think can be adjusted.”

      “Sure am,” Pep replied. “Darcy is the princes’ mate and they’ve asked me to keep an eye on her.”

      “Their mate?” Balin went pale, then went to drop down but my hand shot out to stop him.

      “Whatever you’re thinking of doing,” I said. “Please don’t.”

      “Of course, Your High—”

      “Just Darcy,” I said and those words, they went someway to doing what Pep suggested. I didn’t want titles or other names tacked on top of my own. Right now, I knew I wanted to be just Darcy. I felt a moment of discomfort as the man obviously struggled to get his head around that, but he nodded his head and then went into the tent, pulling out a leather jerkin and then offering it to me.

      The work was exquisite. The skin was butter soft, yet would give me support when I laced it around me, each hole reinforced with a metal lug. He undid the lacing swiftly, then held the garment out for me to try on. As it settled over my shoulders, I felt a feeling of rightness I hadn’t experienced since the first time I put on a boy’s shirt. He handed me the lacing and I wove it through the holes, cinching the jerkin tighter around me until I tied it off with a bow.

      “This,” I said, sliding my hands down my sides. “We need to get this.”

      “Yeah, we do,” Pep said, looking me up and down. “The princes are gonna be beside themselves when they see it.” But her focus shifted quickly back to Balin. “Make us two more, Balin, and add a surcharge on top of the cost—”

      “Oh, I couldn’t. Not for Their Highnesses.”

      “Darcy here’s gonna insist, aren’t you?”

      Pep’s eyes danced as she smiled up at me and this time I consciously responded in kind before turning to the leatherworker.

      “Absolutely. Your work is exquisite and you’re doing us a favour by prioritising our order over others. You deserve compensation for that.”

      “Well, if you’re sure, Your… Darcy.”

      The man flushed then, which was a strange thing to see, but he did look pleased.

      “I am,” I said with a nod.

      Pep paid the man then for the clothing I was wearing and then again for the ones he was yet to make, before she came and looped her arm in mine.

      “I think we’re going to get on famously, not-Princess-Darcy,” she said, grinning when I shot her a dark look. “Now, let’s get you some more shirts and a pair of good leather trews. They last forever.”

      We ended up getting the clothes and more, stopping at a pie stall on the way out, Pep’s eyes bugging at the wares there.

      “You eating with your mouth or your eyes this time, Pepin?” a stout woman asked, softening her words with a smile.

      “Do we have enough coin?” I asked Pep.

      “Coin enough.” She jingled the pouch, making clear it was still half full. “But—”

      “What’re your most popular pies, Mistress?” I asked the stallholder.

      “Mistress? I don’t think even my husband calls me that. I’m Kelly and you are?”

      “Darcy.”

      “Well, Miss Darcy, Pep here is a big fan of the mulberry tarts.”

      “Two of them, please,” I asked, then slapped my hand over my stomach as it rumbled noisily. Apparently, not eating for days will do that to you. “Perhaps three.”

      “I’ll pop another one in for free,” Kelly said, sliding heavenly-looking little tarts on some paper before wrapping them up and then Pep handed over some coin. “So Miss Pep here doesn't start sniffing around you, looking for a bite.” She looked me up and down. “You look like you could stand to eat quite a few pies, girl. Come back when you’re ready for more.”

      And with that, we walked out of the markets, munching on the small confections which were a glorious explosion of tart berries, sweet sugar and crumbly, buttery pastry.

      “By all the gods,” I groaned. “Thank goodness you took me there. These are incredible.”

      “Wait until you try her apple and custard pies,” Pep enthused, then moaned noisily, people’s eyes jerking up to watch us as we passed. “It’s like you’ve died and gone to heaven.”

      

      I might not know much about Strelae, but I did have a comprehensive understanding of Kelly’s menu by the time we got back to the stables. I looked around for a saddle blanket and tack, but Pep sat me down on top of a hay bale first, raking my hair back from my face.

      “One more step,” she said, fingers working quickly to put several thin braids in the hair around my face, then using a few of them on each side to tie back the mass of it. She stepped back to survey the results. “Now you look Strelan born. So, I think your saddle was stored—”

      “Messing around with my tack again, Pep?” a masculine voice said and my head jerked up, my legs instantly straightening me to stand.

      “Nordred?”

      I just breathed his name, unable to believe that I was seeing a familiar face here. I frowned slightly, feeling a terrible longing to rush over, but habit kept me where I was. The horse master didn’t seem to care, coming over and wrapping his arms around me.

      Get grounded, Pep had suggested, not realising this exchange went more than halfway to achieving exactly that. The man’s heavy frame, the weight of his arms, the way he held me like I was the most precious thing in the world, that sentiment mirrored in his face as he then held me at arm’s length.

      “I’m sorry, lass—”

      “No. No. Nordred, how are you here?”

      “I thought I had your father’s measure,” he said, his blue eyes hardening as he seemed to see what he spoke of. “I knew the man was all too handy with a crop, but he seemed to have at least a selfish sense that going too far would damage his asset.” His mouth twisted at using that description for me. “I assumed that you’d increase in value for him once the princes took notice of you. That it’d be in his best interest to see you in good health before the wedding.”

      He shook his head slowly then, his hand coming up to rest on my cheek.

      “Of course, it was my bloody arrogance that stopped me from anticipating just how broken that man was. Linnea hissing in his ear like the viper she was, trying to twist what was already twisted. I failed you, lass.”

      “No, Nordred—”

      “I thought I knew what was coming. That I could prepare you, train you, make you ready to meet whatever it was they’d dish out, but…” He looked me up and down then, his head shaking slowly.

      Seeing his distress, I found myself saying words I needed to acknowledge as well.

      “Neither of us could anticipate what they would do, because neither of us is as sick as those two were. I think it's a point of pride that we couldn’t.”

      He nodded then.

      “Perhaps that’s the way of it. Now, you want to take Arden out? The beast’s been kicking down his stall, wanting to get to you.” As if to prove that point, I heard my horse whinny, then stomp his feet. “I’ve had some time to think while you’ve been sleeping. We can get you back into training, get you using your body. Start a routine and help you settle into it. Best thing for getting over…” He paused and then stared at me, eyes seeming awfully pale right now. “For dealing with trauma.”

      Because that’s what I was now, a survivor of trauma. I’d vanquished my father and Linnea, left the damn country to stay away from them, but still… They’d thought they had the right to hurt me and that changes a person.

      Other people, those who don’t have to bear the weight of an abuser’s actions, they live in a state of blissful ignorance. They’ve been spared from seeing the truly dark side of people and that gives them an unacknowledged gift to carry them through life. As Nordred showed me where my saddle was, as I stepped into Arden’s stall; as I got my horse ready to ride, as I led him out, I could not claim that blessed state of obliviousness and perhaps that’s what came into play next.

      I was leading Arden out of the stables, Pep coming behind me with a horse I didn’t recognise, when the wargen princes approached the inn. Gael still had that perpetually closed off expression as he listened to his brothers, but when he turned and saw me it lessened in severity. The others were a different kettle of fish. Weyland took one long step towards me, then another, his eyes burning bright as Axe smirked, then nodded slowly. But it was Dane, with his mouth opening, a world of… stuff playing across his face, ready to be delivered, that had my hand on the saddle, hauling myself up on Arden’s back.

      The horse was skittish because I was, our bond that great, and Dane instinctively put his hands up to placate us.

      “Darcy…” he said, his voice rough and corded with so bloody much, but I shook my head.

      “No.”

      “Boys, you’ve got to give her time,” Pep said and that was exactly what I needed.

      I heard their growls as I kicked Arden from a trot into a canter, letting him have his head as soon as I could feel his willingness.

      “Darcy!” came Weyland’s shout as I took off. “Remember. We told you what would happen if you ran!”

      But I could no more stand still than Arden could. We loped through the streets, people throwing themselves out of our way and for that I was sorry, but I couldn’t stop. It was like I couldn’t take a full breath, not until we burst out into the open land beyond the town, the rising hills of Strelae all around.

      I reined Arden in for a moment, to look across the undulating landscape, the occasional scatterings of rock formations breaking up the greenery, growing more and more frequent the closer they got to the mountains in the distance.

      “You know this won’t help, don’t you?” Pep said, as she caught up to me. “Talk to them. Tell them what you’re thinking. They’ll be willing to wait, but if you run—”

      “No,” I replied, never feeling more definite than I did now. “Wait or don’t, that’s up to them, but me?” I scanned the landscape, so different to the flat moors I’d ridden across at home. I nodded to myself as I felt a strange rush of homecoming - something that made no sense whatsoever. “I’m done doing as I’m bade. I’ll talk when I’m ready and right now, I’m not.”

      She let out a long breath and then nodded. “Alright then, I’ll race you to Kervein Tor. Then we can eat the last of Kelly’s tarts and maybe that will settle you.”

      

      It wasn’t really a race, when she knew the way and I didn’t, but the speed with which we tore across the land, climbing, climbing to a great jutting outcrop of rock, made it feel that way. We left the horses to catch their breath and we walked along the spar of stone to come to sit on the point at the end, a panoramic view of Bayard below us.

      “That’s Grania,” I said, pointing off into the distance, the vague shapes there somehow familiar.

      “So it is,” she said, passing me a tart and watching me closely. “So, you miss it?”

      I thought of the keep, my father, the bloody priests and then, with a small pang, Kris, then found myself shaking my head sharply.

      “I don’t want to go there ever again.”
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      “So, women can drink in an alehouse, just like the men?” I asked as the horses ambled back to the town.

      “There’s not much a man can do that a woman can’t,” Pep replied. “Because some people are two-souled and some have one. Ability, strength, capacity varies from person to person, so gender isn’t the deciding factor. If you want a beer in the pub, we can grab one when we get back.”

      I thought of the way my father used to hurry me past the alehouse when we stayed at an inn, knights at my side like I was under attack. I felt a customary reluctance to say yes, which of course just made me more determined to do just that.

      “I’d like that,” I said.

      

      “The princes are beside themselves,” Nordred said as Pep and I reined in the horses on our return to the stable yard. He rubbed under Arden’s forelock before looking up at me. “According to them, half of Grania is preparing to kidnap you.”

      My jaw tightened, but I just nodded in acknowledgement as I dismounted.

      “Pep’s going to introduce me to the wonders of beer,” I said, moving to remove Arden’s bridle. “Can we persuade you to come and have one with us?” He blinked, and in his expression I saw the establishment of that customary invisible wall between the lady of the house and a servant. Didn’t I just want to pull it down, brick by brick? “Father’s not here to tell you can’t.”

      “I don’t suppose he is,” he said. “And if that’s the case, you young ladies can lend me a hand untacking these fine fellows.”

      I chuckled at that and the three of us moved through the motions that were so familiar that in doing so, muscle memory kicked in and, as Pep said, I started to feel more like myself. Hang up the tack. Put the saddle with the others. Make sure the horses had plenty of water and some feed. Consult the states of their stalls, making sure the stable lads were doing their jobs. It all helped settle me before I walked into the much less familiar environment of the pub.

      A few more people had come in since we’d passed through earlier, and some were having a meal, but the overall mood was quiet and laid back. In stark contrast to my internal state.

      “What’re ye having?” asked the man who came to our table to take our orders, in a slightly bored tone.

      Nordred put in his order, Pep doing the same, before their eyes all turned to me.

      “And for you, miss?” the man prompted.

      I just stared, bemused. They hadn’t just asked for beer, they’d used these other words that indicated there were different varieties, and I’d known none of them.

      “She’ll have an amber ale,” Pep replied when the silence stretched on, “and a bowl of the stew with some of that good bread Cook makes.”

      The man nodded and then went to get our order.

      “This is not like Elverston,” Nordred mused, somehow articulating exactly what I was thinking. The man returned, placing ceramic tankards full of beer before us.

      “No, it’s not,” I said as I traced the shapes that had been embossed on the side of the mug. A stylised wolf carved in a circle, chasing the tail of a raven, as it chased the wolf’s. It was precisely the unfamiliarity that had me lifting the tankard and taking a drink. But the other two started chuckling as my eyes went wide, then scrunched up in reaction to the bitterness I tasted, something I then mentioned.

      “That’s not even the most bitter brew they’ve got,” Pep said with a snort.

      But whatever shortcomings my beer might have had, the meal more than made up for them. Seeing a man waiting on tables, let alone carrying three bowls, was a strange sight, but as he deposited our meals on the table, the savoury aromas rose and filled my nose, leaving my mouth watering.

      “Don’t stand on ceremony, girls,” Nordred said, grabbing his wooden spoon and tucking in.

      Once I tasted the stew, it was easy to see why he was so quick to enjoy the meal. All of us made little sounds of pleasure as we took a first bite. Hot, savoury and laden with herbs to make it flavoursome, with chunks of beef that melted in your mouth, along with cubes of celery, carrot, potato and pumpkin. We spooned up the contents of our bowls quickly, then spread the bread we’d been given with thick yellow butter and cleaned the dregs up with that. A contented peace fell over the table.

      “If this is Strelan life,” I said, staring into my beer, “I can’t understand why there isn’t a stampede at the border to get in.”

      “Our heathenish ways have gotten to you already,” Pep said with a smirk. “Wait until you…”

      My eyes jerked up as her voice trailed away and I saw that we’d been joined now by four familiar figures. It felt like my gaze travelled up, up, up, until I found all of the wargs staring down at me.

      “If you’ll excuse us?” Weyland said in a low tone. “We need to have a word with our mate.”

      “Pepin,” I said when she got to her feet, but she just shook her head.

      “I’ll catch up with you later. There’s more adventure to be had in Bayard, just not right now.” She tapped the side of her nose, then winked. “I’ve got a few kettles on the boil and some of them should be just about whistling by now.”

      She nodded to everyone before taking her leave.

      “It's a long time since I’ve been in Strelae,” Nordred said, responding to my pleading look. He patted my hand with a smile, and for a moment I thought he’d stay. “If sticking around would help you, I would, lass, but it won’t. One way or the other, you need to find your way through this and only you can decide how that’ll go. I’ll be down at the horse yards, taking a look at what passes for fine mounts these days. Strelan horses were always hardy but some of the ones I’ve seen recently… Seems like they’ve been interbreeding them with some of the Granian lines.”

      “Looks like it's just you and us, lass,” Weyland said with a triumphant smile.

      There was something so bloody inevitable about the four of them. Like they were planets and I was just a moon, having to be content to orbit around them. But that feeling of just sliding into something, without choice, without input from me? I resisted it with every breath, even as I remembered them bursting into Father’s rooms. They’d come for me, tried to save me when everyone else deserted me and yet… I got to my feet, needing to put some distance between me and them, or I knew exactly where I’d find myself.

      “Or just you lot over there, and just me doing my own thing away from you,” I said, jerking myself to my feet, my readiness to flounce away ruined by the fact that I then had to stop and frown, considering whether anyone had paid the barkeep, as I realised that I had no money.

      “We run a tab at the inn,” Gael explained. “You’re free to spend as you like here, but…” He took a bag heavy with coin off his belt and handed it to me.

      “And what’s the cost of such generosity?” I asked, eyeing the bag warily.

      He grabbed my hand and then slapped the bag into it, closing my fingers around it, then letting go before I could protest. I could still feel the shadow of his grip when he pulled away.

      “Nothing.” He looked across the table at his brothers, his voice becoming a low growl. “No one will try to extort a thing from you.” Was that a promise or a directive to the others? When his dark blue eyes flicked back to me, I was forced to look away, unable to bear the intensity within his gaze, and when I did so, I caught the moment his little finger twitched, then strayed a small distance closer to me. “You are our mate. I accept that now and therefore you must be provided for.”

      “So, you could spend your newfound riches,” Dane said, shooting me a slow smile when I glanced up at him. “Or you could come to the barracks on the edge of town.”

      “Barracks?” I tried to smother the interest in my tone but failed utterly.

      “Our father maintains a garrison in all of the border towns,” he explained. “Not a lot for the soldiers to do most of the time, so they find their own fun.”

      “Fighting,” Axe said, thumping his chest, the chain mail on his armour jingling. “I need to release some energy after forgoing the pleasure of twisting your father’s head off.”

      The others hissed as I went pale, my focus dropping to the remains of my bitter beer, but I raised the tankard to my lips and drained the rest of it. I felt a little light-headed, but I nodded to the four of them.

      “Do women fight in these things?” I asked.

      “Thinking of getting in the ring?” Weyland asked, staring at me steadily. “Not often. Most of the women this close to the border can’t shift, but we might be able to scare someone up if you want to have a scrap. Got some of your own energy to burn?”

      Did I? I was still working that out, all of it. My skin felt too tight yet also airy and insubstantial when I stopped to think about it, so I vowed not to. I just shrugged and said, “We’ll see when we get there.”
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      Walking through the town with the princes in tow was quite a different experience than the stroll I’d taken with Pep. Everyone watched us as we passed, for one. People bowed low to the princes and to me, each one of the men greeting those they knew, except for Gael. His eyes were on me, a small smile forming when I met his eyes.

      “Don’t get too caught up in this,” he said. “It’s just the bullshit of being our father’s sons. It used to do my head in when I first came to Strelae, but I learned pretty quick it will all evaporate if Father gets torn apart in a challenge.”

      “And is that likely to happen?” I asked him.

      “At some point.” Gael’s eyes roamed over the streets of Bayard with a kind of restless energy, like a wolf searching for the sign of prey. “Every king goes down screaming.”

      “And on that pleasant note,” Dane said drily, “these are the barracks.”

      I blinked as I saw a long wooden building at the end of the street, fences barring entry and creating spaces for men to train and for horses to be kept. No one seemed to mind when Axe lifted the hasp on the main gate, letting us and other townspeople in.

      “Fighting or betting today, Highnesses?” one older man asked, his teeth a crooked line even as his eyes danced. “All the better to impress the young ladies.”

      “Only one I need to impress,” Axe replied, nodding to me. “But I’ve got a few kinks I need to work out.”

      “I’ll be betting on you then, Prince Axe. You were always a big bastard and, gods, if you don’t hit hard!”

      “You do that, gaffer,” Axe said, clapping his hand on the man’s shoulder with a grin. “I’ll try to make you your money back.”

      Any other promises were lost to the noise that increased as we moved into the building, finding a fighting ring and two wargs already brawling within it.

      I wasn’t sure how I was going to cope with this. I’d just come out of a violent situation, so was being exposed to more going to have me shying back like a skittish horse, or rushing towards it with bared teeth? As I walked closer, I realised with a sense of relief and a spreading smile that my reaction was positive.

      There was something honest about this: no subterfuge, no bullshit rules or traditions forcing these men into the ring. They came here because they wanted to knock heads and knock them, they did. As these thoughts passed through my mind, my hands formed fists in response. I jerked them up, staring at my fingers as my claws pricked my palms. Dane took my hand in his, gazing into my eyes as he straightened my fingers.

      “Take a breath, a long one,” he commanded, everything feeling like it dropped away at the sound of his voice. “When you breathe in, bring her with it.”

      “Her?”

      “Your beast.” I snorted at that. “Maybe you won’t shift. We’re yet to discover what lies within, but right now, take a breath and draw your power in.”

      He didn’t bark an order or growl one, but the results were the same. I found I obeyed him despite myself, sucking oxygen in, in, in… When I looked down my fingers were reassuringly human again. Dane nodded, giving my hand a squeeze before drawing me after him and around the side of the ring.

      “Jauncy’s the one to beat,” Weyland said, eyeing a huge man who was pounding his opponent before someone leapt forward to put an end to the fight. The other man lay there, still, his face a mask of blood and sweat, something that had me worrying for a moment, but as Jauncy’s massive arm was held up, declaring him the winner, the other man’s face repaired itself with a rapidity that shocked me. He shook his head and then got to his feet, smiling ruefully as the crowd shouted their mocking retorts at him.

      Which made me wonder how the hell we’d ever driven the wargen back to Strelae.

      “If you’re smart, you’ll wait until he’s got a few bouts in him,” Dane said. “Wait until he’s starting to flag.”

      “No one ever accused me of being smart,” Axe said, undoing his leather armour. Tossing the heavy cuirass onto a nearby chair, he shrugged out of his linen shirt. His boots came next, tossed aside, then he rested his hand on the corner post and, in one lithe manoeuvre, threw himself over the top rope to land in the ring. The crowd instantly perked up, shouting abuse and encouragement by turns, something that had my eyes flicking around.

      “Don’t worry, lass,” Weyland said, putting a hand on my shoulder until I stared pointedly at it. His face fell as he pulled it back, but he continued to explain. “They love us—”

      “Or love to hate us,” Gael said, leaning on the ropes like so many of the men were. He glanced at me and then smiled. “Wargen have an uneasy relationship with authority.”

      “Everyone’s always testing everyone else to see who’s the strongest.” Dane’s voice sounded somewhat weary, as he reached inside his jerkin to draw out a flat metal flask. He undid the bottle cap and took a swig, then offered it to me.

      I took a sniff, recoiling when I caught a blast of harsh spirits. He chuckled at that with that smug kind of disparaging laugh men often seem to use with women. I frowned at the implicit slight, then tilted the flask back ever so slightly until a small trickle made it into my mouth. That instantly set me to coughing and spluttering, Dane took back the flask, then thumped me on my back until finally I stopped.

      “Better watch out for that stuff,” Weyland said with heavily hooded eyes. “Put a little thing like you on your arse.”

      “Oh, I don’t know.” Gael looked over, then back at his brother who was starting to limber up. “Darcy’s shown us already just how bloody tough she is.”

      With that vote of confidence, I plucked the flask from Dane’s fingers and took another drink. I still coughed as it made its way down, but the bigger mouthful seemed to settle deep inside me, creating a slowly spreading warmth.

      “Well, let's see how tough our brother is,” Dane said. “I hope Jauncy’s still got fight in him, because Axe has.”

      The crowd bayed its appreciation as Axe moved around the ring, shadow boxing, throwing out punches to warm his muscles and limber him up, as Jauncy just eyed him balefully.

      “Time to lay your bets, gentlemen,” the man who’d ended the last fight said, pulling out a small pad of paper and holding out a hat brimming with money. “How much can I put you down to back Prince Axe?”

      “Here you go,” Weyland said, dropping several gold coins into the hat, Dane and Gael doing the same. The man wrote them out a little slip each and Weyland growled at what was written there.

      “Two to one?” he said.

      “Odds are in your brother’s favour,” the man replied mildly before turning to me. “We haven’t forgotten what he did last time. Had some fellas out of service for days. He’s a big fucker and strong with it. Now, lass, you want to bet on your man, or what?”

      “Be careful how you address our mate,” Dane said in a low, tense tone.

      “Mate?” The man’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline. “My apologies, Your—”

      “Darcy,” I said. “Just Darcy and…” I undid the pouch the Gael had given me, thinking the whole thing silly, but in my mind’s eye I could see the priests sermonising on worship days, sparing men in their pontifications but condemning women who gambled away the food money, so I sorted through the coins. Trouble was, they were all of Strelan mint, not Granian.

      “This one,” Dane said, plucking a coin and tossing it in the hat. “It’s the same as a Granian ducat.”

      Which was enough to feed several poor families for a week, a fact that made me wince as it joined the others. Regardless, my slip was written in some incomprehensible hand and then handed over before he moved on again.

      “So how does this work?” I asked. “Betting is strictly a male-only thing in Grania.”

      “Leads to licentiousness,” Gael agreed dryly, and then, to my shock, shot me a wink.

      “Well, then we need to bet every—” Weyland started to say, before his focus shifted to me.

      “Betting is when you take an educated guess on who will win the fight,” Dane interjected. “You put your money against it and depending on what the odds are, you get a certain amount back if your man wins. Two to one is about as bad as it gets. It means that Harris there”—he nodded to the man with the hat—“he thinks that Axe will win too, so he’s giving us pretty bad odds to try and dissuade us from betting on him.”

      “But he won’t. Axe has too much anger, fear and frustration to work out.” Weyland’s voice was low and dark. “We all do.” He dared a sidelong look at me, but not for long, as the two fighters were introduced to the crowd by the man with the hat. “Seeing you like that… Knowing that we were drugged…”

      I stared as all three growled, but they kept their eyes trained on the fight about to take place.

      “I’d say ‘keep the fight clean’,” the man with the hat said, then he just shook his head, “but I don’t think there’s much hope.” Growls coming from the men next to me were replicated by the combatants. Fur rippled over the other fighter’s face, but he seemed to be suppressing his warg form for now. “Alright, let's get this done!”

      Axe was startlingly fast, jerking his fist up and driving it into the other man’s face before he even had a chance to blink, sending him reeling back, to the sound of the crowd’s roar. I didn’t know how to respond at first; the hits were so brutal. Axe was on the other man as he was still reeling, slamming his fists into the soldier’s ribs and chest. But wargen were trained as warriors, and Axe’s opponent finally seemed to find his feet, ducking out the way of the blows and then striking back with his own, landing some punishing body shots.

      That’s when my fingers wrapped around the ropes. They tightened with every hit Axe took and every one he landed. But as red marks began to flower across Axe’s skin, something strange happened. I made a noise I’d never heard myself use before, starting deep down in my gut, curling there, wrapping tighter and tighter before it forced its way up.

      Dane stared as I growled, honestly growled, and then a small smile crept over his lips. His hand covered mine as it clasped the rope. Somehow that hot grip helped keep me where I was, anchoring me in ways I hadn’t experienced since I’d woken up that morning and I almost shook my head at the incongruity that this feeling came as I was watching two men brutalise each other.

      Despite the ferocity, there was a strange kind of balletic grace to the savagery they indulged in. They were making a mess of each other’s bodies, noses and eyebrows beginning to leak blood, Axe’s opponent spitting a mouthful of blood on the canvas of the ring before launching himself back at Axe. I was starting to map the precise steps they took. These were well practised, lethally delivered blows designed to take down the opponent,  and, just as I had when I’d watched the knights train when I was younger, I longed to be able to move my body with that kind of precision.

      “So, who are you, love?”

      My teeth bared at the stranger who appeared at my shoulder and my snarl only got broader when I saw several men had approached me. My wargen instantly mobilised, swarming around me, forming a tight ring at my back.

      “You dare speak to our mate?” Dane said in a clipped tone that tolerated no nonsense. “Who the hell are you? Give me your name.”

      “No need,” he said with a sly grin, looking across the ring.

      Axe had lost his focus, his eyes on us and not his adversary, and the other man capitalised on the distraction in a way that made me think this was all deliberate. I didn’t care about whatever machinations were underway. I saw the other man deliver a punishing uppercut right into Axe’s unprotected jaw as I screamed his name.

      My blood pumped furiously in my ears as I grabbed hold of the top rope of the ring. My chest felt a little tight as I swung myself over, but I didn’t let that stop me. Axe had already gone sailing back, landing like a dead man on the canvas, the sodden jolt of such a massive, muscular body feeling like a physical slap to my face. The other competitor was showboating now, playing up to the crowd, egging them on and allowing their reaction to go to his head as he turned back to my mate. Then, as his foot drew back to kick Axe, I let a breath out.

      My claws came with my breath, I remembered that, but this time it was more than just claws. My teeth ached, right up until I reached Axe’s side and, as I dropped down, I snarled, snarled like a beast, flashing a mouthful of fangs at the other boxer. He stepped back, his mouth falling open, his eyes widening, but then the jeers from the crowd broke through whatever spell he was under and he reapplied his dismissive sneer.

      But it wasn’t this anonymous man my heart beat frantically for. To my surprise, it was Axe. I looked down at him as I crouched by his side, the stillness unnatural in the big man, my hands shaking as I went to touch him and … do what? I didn’t know, but something told me I had to try something. That same hot feeling came rushing out as I touched his shoulder, but rather than light a fire inside me, it started to do the opposite in Axe as he began to stir slightly.

      “Come to do a man’s work, have you, love?” the fighter said with a twisted smile.

      This was the man’s first mistake. He could’ve said so many other things and it would’ve all gone so much better for him, but he hadn’t, so I got to my feet.

      “I need that pot,” he hissed. “Keep your prince down and things will go that much better for all of us. Otherwise, I’ll be forced to do what I have to, to make him stay there.”

      I watched his lips move, saw his fists rise, his body shifting restlessly, and I observed him like a naturalist would a new species of bird. I saw his fractious energy, his desperate desire, almost able to taste it on my tongue, right up until such a point as I decided to change that.

      “Kneel,” I said, as Axe sucked a breath in, then jerked up and into a seated position. The other fighter looked stunned, then uncomfortable, his brows pulling down as the crowd turned against him. His focus zeroed in on Axe, which of course, was his second mistake. “Kneel,” I repeated, the word growing in size and power the moment it escaped my lips. The masses howled, their jeers rising, becoming more and more animalistic as the fervour peaked, pushing back against my will, but it was no threat to me. Whatever alien consciousness had hijacked my body, it knew exactly what to do to get what it needed.

      “KNEEL.”

      My voice was sonorous as a worship day bell, ringing out through the space to alert the faithful and not so faithful that the time for obeisance was now. The boxer looked down in alarm as his knees buckled under him, hitting the canvas and then, just as the crowd began to hoot, so did theirs.

      As silence fell over the room, as Axe scrambled to his feet in front of me, as I felt a heavy hand, three heavy hands, land on my shoulder, I knew the rest of my pack stood behind me as Axe scratched his head.

      “Did he—?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” Dane said in a low voice. “Nothing else matters but Darcy now.” His cool focus shifted to the boxing match organiser, the hatful of money still clasped to his chest. My slip of paper fell fluttering from my fingertips.

      “Keep our coin for your troubles, but return everyone else’s bets,” Dane advised. “You can stage another bout, but not with my brother. My apologies for interrupting your entertainment, but we need to get our mate home now.”
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      Leaving the ring was a solemn affair, not one person making a noise until we turned and, even then, as we walked away, the few voices we heard were muted. We strode out into the late evening light, back through the town, which was emptier, much of the bustle of the day having been packed away. That wasn’t the same when we walked into the pub, though. Many of the citizens of Bayard had decamped to there, almost every table filled, including one where Pepin and Nordred sat. Pep got to her feet to wave us over, but her fingers fell limply to her side when she saw our expressions and she watched us progress through the taproom. That heavy mood persisted until we got back to our room.

      Dane held the door open for me, the others massed behind his back, but each one of them watched to see what I’d do. Part of me didn’t want to step into that room. Even with everything that had happened, I still suffered that customary wariness of being in a room with men I wasn’t married to and in a place like an alehouse, but I took a deep breath and stepped in.

      “Do you accept it now?” Weyland asked sharply and all of us watched as his hands formed fists.

      “Brother, this isn’t the way,” Dane said.

      “And what is the way, Dane?” Weyland snapped back. “She’s ours, and part of her knows that.”

      “And part of her doesn’t.” Gael stepped forward, walking over to one of the chairs and slumping down into it, his big hands rubbing at his face. When they did, they dislodged the sweep of hair that usually covered one eye and I saw red scars there. He jerked his hands away when he caught me looking. “You don’t understand what it’s like, being brought up to be one thing and finding out you’re another. Worse though, when that thing is despised by the people who raised you.”

      His focus shifted back to me.

      “How do you feel, Darcy?”

      I paused then, my mind scrambling for an answer, while my eyes slid over each one of them, trying to discern their intent. Weyland looked like he was being held back by a thread. Dane was artificially calm and contained. And Axe? He looked somewhat vulnerable, a strange thing in such a big man, and when my eyes caught his, he walked over and dropped down by my side.

      “You defended me?” he asked in the gentlest voice I’d ever heard him use.

      I stared intently at Axe’s face, unable to stop myself. It seemed I needed to catalogue every part of it. The broad span of his forehead, the way his braids pulled his hair back from his face. Those fine brows creasing slightly as his eyes searched my face in the exact same way. Then mine slid down his nose, pausing way too long on those full lips. I watched his tongue flick over them, his jaw moving as he did so and then he reached out.

      A long hiss escaped his mouth as I jerked back and away from him.

      “She’s not ready,” Gael pronounced. “She feels what we feel only in fits and starts, usually when her emotions are up or she feels threatened. I know what you all want, because I feel it too, but…”

      “But we won’t be doing anything about that any time soon,” Dane said with an air of command, looking his brothers over.

      He walked closer and while he wasn’t wearing his fur cloak or fancy clothes, he still looked every inch a king. He stared down at me, capturing me with those blue eyes and holding my gaze.

      “What did you feel when Axe was laid out?” he asked, mirroring Gael’s earlier question. “When the soldier sucker punched him?”

      “Bastard set it all up,” Axe muttered. “Using his pals to distract me.”

      But Dane shook his head, silencing his brother, just waiting for my answer. I glanced back at Axe, at that open face, now marked by mottled bruises. My hand lifted of its own accord, reaching out to brush my fingertips across the marks on the top of his cheekbone to the sound of his hissed inhalation.

      His eyes fell closed and I could see his huge chest moving faster, sucking breaths in as I touched him. A low rumble rose at that. “Steady, brother,” Dane said. He tried, I could see that, taste it, even. Axe’s desire was like the smell of fresh bread on the air, like that aroma that makes your mouth water in anticipation.

      I could’ve pulled my hand back. Axe’s bruises were disappearing at a rapid rate, the purple and yellow skin becoming healthy and brown again, and I’m not sure that had anything to do with me. I didn’t move my hand away, though. Instead, I shifted it to cup his jaw, and that’s when Axe’s eyes flicked open. They burned now with an unearthly blue light; a light that flared brighter as he turned his face into my hand, the stubble of his cheek scoring my skin as he pressed the smallest of kisses into my palm.

      But even that small action was enough to break the spell for me. I snatched my hand back, feeling the throb of heat on my skin even as I held my palm against my chest.

      “Thank you,” Axe said in a low voice. “I thought I needed to break some heads, but really… I just needed that.”

      And seeming to sense that I’d reached my limits of proximity, he got to his feet, towering over me for only a second before stepping back.

      “Now I’m wondering if it’s too late to go back and jump in the ring,” Weyland grumbled.

      “It is,” Dane declared. “I’ll have some dinner brought up and then we need some sleep.”

      Which drew my attention to a bigger problem. When I turned around to see what the sleeping arrangements were, I noted something I hadn’t realised earlier. There was only one bed in the room. A massive one, granted, but still just the one.

      “This is a room for a mated pack,” Dane said with an apologetic smile. “When we found you after your father… We thought…”

      “It’s just a bed,” Gael said drily, glancing down at it as if to make clear its benign state. “No one will touch you, not without your permission. I know they tell stories of wild wargen raping and pillaging, but we don’t do that. We can’t. Our beasts won’t tolerate us abusing a woman, taking what she doesn’t want to give. The others might moan and groan about it, but the choice will always be yours. Now, let's eat. I’m bloody starving.”

      

      And so, Dane instructed a serving girl to bring us up a meal, and we all sat around the table, ostensibly eating. It was as rich and nourishing as the food I’d been given for lunch, but I barely tasted it, which was strange as that’s all I kept my focus on. Keep my eyes on my bowl, watch my spoon dip into the stew then ferry it to my mouth and repeat. I was so focussed that when a hand landed on my shoulder, I jumped.

      “I’ve had them set up a bath for you in the next room,” Dane said with a slight smile. “If you’re ready?”

      I got to my feet straight away, glad for an opportunity to get out of the room. Dane followed me down the hall, opening a door for me where a welcoming bath of hot water was gently wafting steam.

      “Use one of Axe’s shirts for a nightgown,” he said, handing me a pile of neatly folded fabric. “That’ll just about reach your ankles. There’s a drying cloth there as well. Just hang it up on one of the hooks on the back of the door and the staff will see to it. I’ll be just outside if you need me.”

      “Outside?” I asked, in a quavering voice, then berated myself internally for doing so.

      Where was the woman with fangs and claws from the barracks? Why was my voice a thin little thing, not much more than a whisper? And why did I swing between the two states with little impetus? In some ways it should have been business as usual for me. I’d shifted between multiple different personas at the keep, so why couldn’t I do that  here? The realisation struck me that I was still just learning about the new part of me, something I needed to find out more about when I was finished washing.

      “Outside,” Dane confirmed with a nod. “I won’t be walking in on you, but Darcy…” Dane was the most contained, the most controlled of all of them, so when his hand reached out towards me now, I was too surprised to pull away. “Neither will anyone else.”

      He pushed a strand of hair behind my ear and that was all, pulling away with a polite smile, but the burning blue of his eyes told quite a different story, one I pondered over as I ducked inside the bathhouse and shut the door behind me.

      My heart raced just like it had when I had leapt into the ring after Axe. But I loosened the laces of my jerkin, stripping that off, then my shirt and trews, because I knew how much work it would’ve taken for the inn to supply this bath and it was a luxury not to be wasted. Once I was naked, the cool air playing over my skin; when I’d dropped down into the water’s depths and grabbed a cake of soap that smelled of lemons and lavender and started to smooth it over my skin, that’s when my eyes slid back to the door.

      Could I hear the wood creaking over the muffled sounds of the drinkers below? Could I hear Dane’s long sigh as he settled against it? Did he press his body to the door, perhaps his ear, to try and catch the sound of my hands moving through the water? It seemed hopelessly egotistical to assume that. And yet, they were so intense,  each one of the wargen princes, and that was both frightening and flattering by turns.

      The soap slowed its passage across my body, becoming a much more sensual thing than just something to wash off the stink of the road. Because it wasn’t hard to imagine one or more of the wargen sharing the tub with me, that I rested against a broad chest, that hands other than mine took control of the soap and used it as a means to discover me. We’d been told over and over that a devout woman does not learn the pleasures of her own body, that she leaves that for her sworn husband to do and, in that respect, I’d been largely compliant. Touching led to sex which led to babies, and I wanted none of that.

      But now? I was out from under my father’s thumb for certain, but I was also free of the gods’ oppressive gaze as well. The priests would’ve said otherwise, insisting that our gods ruled over the whole world, but I didn’t feel their presence here. This was a land ruled by the wolf gods and perhaps it was that which had my hands sliding to my breasts.

      Men went on and on about that part of a woman’s anatomy, I’d caught that much from lurking in the barracks. Small ones, big ones that poured out the top of a girl’s bodice, they had odes for them all, but as my palms settled over my own, now bobbing breasts, I didn’t understand it. They were soft and rounded, just as the men had said, and for some reason that was a very good thing. Perhaps because men were so big and hard and angular, they liked the comparison.

      Would I be similarly moved if I stroked the rigid chests of the wargen when we slept? I felt something clench down deep inside me, making me shift restlessly in the water, an echo of what Weyland had managed to show me. But right now, holding my breasts, giving them a squeeze, did very little, and I almost gave up, until my palms slid across my now-hard nipples.

      I shivered, then paused, feeling a ghost of what Weyland had been able to wring from me. My fingers searched curiously, moving to circle one breast and feeling another little shiver as a result, but that was nothing compared to when my fingers clamped down on the nipple proper. They got terribly sensitive and aching when my monthly menses came through, but that was both alike and utterly different to now. At those times of the month, I carefully avoided my breasts, not wanting to anger the painful mounds further, but this? My fingers plucked experimentally, a small moan escaping my lips as I discovered very different kind of sensitivity.

      When Kris had rocked himself between my thighs, when Weyland had placed his hand over my pelvis, I’d felt a restless kind of pleasure that hadn’t been fully satisfied. I always seemed to want more. Now, as my fingers worked at each breast, I felt some of that again. The sensation was both weaker than what they’d shown me and yet, at the same time, pleasure was a sharp knife twisting inside me. I moved then, faster, harder, water sloshing out of the bath as I reached out for… what?

      “Everything all right in there, lass?” Dane called from the other side of the door, and I jerked my hands down as surely as if the priests had walked in and caught me at my ministrations. “Darcy?”

      “I’m fine,” I replied, my voice sounding too high and warbly, making clear I was up to no good. “I’ll be out soon.”

      I washed much more quickly then, scrubbing my body, though much more cautiously when I got to the place between my legs. I felt echoes of that same pleasure, even as I made no attempt to stimulate myself, and that made me wonder about the connection. But, aware of the warg outside the door, I got out of the bath, dried off and got dressed, collecting up my old clothes, just as Dane said, then opened the door.

      He filled the doorway, standing there, staring at me with those fiery blue eyes. He tried to smile, but didn’t do a very good job of it. All his energy seemed to be directed to his gaze.

      His brother’s shirt was huge on me, coming to my knees and yet not doing a complete job of covering my body. I’d tied the laces up as tight as I dared, but still the massive collar hung off my shoulder, made for a much broader body than mine. Dane seemed transfixed by this small display of pale skin, tracing the shape of my shoulder with his eyes until he forced himself to look away.

      “A good night’s sleep,” he croaked, trying for calm and failing utterly. “That’s what everyone needs.”

      But I felt an echo of his pain when we returned to the room and I found the wargs were in a similar state of undress to me. Boots had been tossed aside, as had shirts, leaving the three of them lying there in just their trews.

      Axe and Weyland were discussing something, Gael lying in the middle of the bed with his nose buried in a book, yet they all looked up when we walked in. I got halfway into the room before I stopped, hearing Dane, behind me, remove some of his clothes, ready for bed.

      “So…”

      My throat closed up, wouldn’t allow another word past after I managed to get that  first one out.

      “Sleep here,” Gael said in a clipped voice. “Between me and Dane. It was agreed that we are the ones most likely to be capable of controlling ourselves.”

      “I don’t remember agreeing to that at all,” Weyland growled before letting his eyes slide slowly over me. “Though perhaps you have that right.”

      “I’ll wear that shirt tomorrow, still warm from your skin,” Axe said with a smirk. “I’ll smell your perfume in my nose all day.”

      “And none of those confessions are going to help our mate sleep,” Dane said, putting a gentle hand on my shoulder before steering me towards the bed.

      I climbed on, seeing a mirror of my wary expression on Gael’s face as I did. I quickly dove under the covers, feeling all shivery, but not cold as I buried my face in the pillow. Then Dane settled down next to me.

      “Pep will take you on a tour in the morning,” he told me as I lay shrouded in blankets. “We have some business to take care of, but one of us will come and find you and spend some time with you, if that’s alright?” I just nodded. “Well, good night then, Lady Darcy. Axe, turn the lamp down.”

      A warm kind of darkness settled around me, but it was too densely filled for sleep to come yet. I could feel their body heat, smell their rich spicy scents, hear the sounds of their sighs, and I couldn’t have been more aware of the slender gap between me and the males either side of me. But at some point my racing mind had to set that all aside and eventually let me slip into sleep.
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      I dreamed of a rich, red sea. I floated within it, wafting back and forth with a kind of unconscious sensuality that dominated my awareness. I didn’t exist, I just felt. But as I swayed in the rosy gloom, something surged up. A loud, regular sound thundered in the background, but that wasn’t what was most persistent. The low booming noise just provided a slow drumbeat for everything else to follow. Sensation, that’s what I got first. A great swelling feeling that seemed to grow and grow and take me with it. It was filled with a heat I didn’t understand, that had me writhing and shifting inside the red tide. But as I did, I found I wasn’t alone. Something, someone clamped down on me and that’s what brought all those feelings to a head.

      “Mmh…”

      An entirely masculine grunt was delivered against the back of my neck, my eyes flicking open to see the thin grey light of early morning coming in through the windows, but it wasn’t the light or the sound that had roused me. What I’d felt as a heavy anchor, weighing me down in the red tide, was evidently Dane’s hand. It shifted slowly, creating a burning path across the borrowed shirt I wore and my skin below it. He’d tucked me in against him, hard, allowing no gap at all between us and that’s when I felt just how he was responding to assumedly the same dream.

      It suddenly occurred to me that I hadn’t thought too much about Kris since we’d left. No doubt that made me the kind of fickle flibbertigibbet the priests preached about, but something had changed when we escaped the keep. Girl Darcy had been left behind, broken on my father’s floor, but this Darcy, me, here and now, I felt some of the same things Kris had managed to stir in my younger self. Dane’s hardness ground into my softness, just as Kris’ had, and his rocking motion replicated that of the tide I’d dreamed of. But it was Dane’s hand, placed low on my pelvis, that resulted in a deep, throbbing pulse that had my lips falling open.

      One little gasp, that’s all it took for Gael to become awake, one dark blue eye staring into mine, his hair, his hand covering the other side of his face. That eye studied me, taking in my shameful state with a curious kind of watchfulness. He noted my mouth and the soft panting noises that escaped it, the grip his brother held me in and the way it made me squirm. Then there were the low grunts of pleasure as I writhed against Dane. But what I didn’t expect was for that gaze to sharpen and for those long, sensitive fingers to reach out and press against the skin just above where his brother held me.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth to try and stifle my cries as the bliss Dane had stirred amplified exponentially. Gael seemed to know something about that, his own teeth baring, his elongated fangs clear from this angle. But he didn’t let up, his face questing towards mine, as if he would swallow the distance between us, while he sandwiched me between him and his brother so that I would die of ecstasy.

      Instead, a thin little moan escaped me, mostly smothered by my hand, but not quite enough, it appeared. My groan was joined by others, the other wargen rousing, rolling over so that Axe now peered over Gael’s shoulder. Gael snatched his hand back then, like a child caught with his fingers in the biscuit jar, but what was done, was done. I panted once, twice, three times before that red tide rose and dumped a wave on top of me, drowning me utterly in pleasure.

      I would do a lot to feel such perfect bliss again. So much of what went on in the castle made sense now. My body jerked, twitched, unable to contain what clenched inside me as I was burned whole and left bereft, wanting more tinder thrown on those flames.

      I went limp against the mattress, against a now waking Dane.

      “Someone got a little morning glory,” Axe said with a smirk. “You going to share, lass, or leave all of us hard and wanting?”

      He meant it as a joke if the wicked grin was anything to go by, but as I came back to myself, I found I shrank away, anyway.

      “Let me guess,” Weyland said, in a terse voice. “She said no.” His eyes were bright blue as he rolled up into a seated position and cast his eyes over the lot of us. “I need to go see a man about a dog.”

      “And by dog, he means raging hard-on,” Axe said with a chuckle.

      “Brother…” Dane growled.

      “Bastard hasn’t been this cranky since the first time he got his end wet,” Axe continued unrepentantly. “Tasted heaven, didn’t he, and wasn’t happy until he was able to get more.” His grin widened. “Treat ‘em mean and keep ‘em keen, lass. That’s what the old women say. He’ll try to convince you his balls are going blue, but he’ll survive, don’t you worry.”

      There was so much in his words I didn’t really understand, but that was alright. I was too busy burying my face in the pillow. Then a hand slid down my neck.

      “I’m sorry, lass. Gael and I, we thought we were the most likely to leave you unmolested.” The hand pulled away then. “It appears our instincts got the best of us, anyway. Are you well?”

      I was very quietly horrified, that was what I was. Moments before, I’d been feeling more pleasure than I’d had a right to experience and then, just as the priests said, I was left to reap the wages of my sins. I was fairly sure I’d do it again, though, especially as the benefit far outweighed the cost, so I flopped on my back, chancing a look at the three men, though not for long. Might as well be hanged for a sheep as a lamb, Nordred had always told me, so there was no point in bewailing what had gone on.

      “What… was that?” I asked.

      “What…?” Dane frowned slightly, scanning my face for clues.

      “What he did to you?” Axe asked. “How he made you feel? Some call it a woman’s peak.”

      “Axe—” Dane said with a frown.

      “Some call it her climax, her crisis, taking her satisfaction—”

      “For the love of all the gods, Axe,” Gael said, driving his elbow into his brother’s ribs before climbing off the bed in an awful hurry. The big man moved, within seconds, into the space his brother’d left.

      “Human women are kept wilfully ignorant about these things,” Dane said to him before looking down at me. “Did the…? Has anyone spoken to you about the way a woman comes to bear a child?”

      “You mean sex?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow. “I may be inexperienced, but I’m not entirely wet behind the ears.”

      “Oh, thank the gods,” Dane rasped as he scrubbed his hand across his face. “Well, since that’s established, do they speak of the way women can find pleasure in the experience?”

      I thought then, of the feel of Kris grinding against me, then Weyland’s hands pressing against my pelvis. I saw flashes of the maid and the knight rutting like dogs in an alleyway, of my father’s men pulling women onto their laps, tearing at their dresses, baring their breasts. My eyelids flickered as it felt like I re-experienced all of that and then finally they came to rest on Dane’s handsome face.

      He wasn’t the dark prince right now, the one always in control. His hair might be rumpled, his eyes still crinkled with sleep, but his changed demeanour went beyond that. I reached up then, touching his lips and they were just as soft as I thought they’d be before I pushed past them to what lay beneath. Sharp fangs, ready to snap and sink their way into my flesh, right as he made me utterly vulnerable. I jerked my hand back, and he smiled in response.

      “I’ve an idea,” I replied finally. “What you did, Weyland did the same after he found me with Kris.”

      Axe’s smile faded at that, and a low growl trickled from between his teeth.

      “Wanted to mark his territory after that little bastard got his hands on you.” Axe nodded sharply. “Did our brother look after you? Make you feel all sweet and hot.”

      I blinked, my tongue flicking out to moisten my bone-dry mouth, but I tilted my head, indicating that he had.

      “But what happened now was… more.”

      “Gods, don’t let Weyland hear you say that,” Dane said, shaking his head. “It’s clawing at him that he can’t touch you and if he heard that, he’d take it as a personal challenge to prove to you otherwise.”

      “Gael touched me just now, too.” I was surging on. Being a swoony young miss wouldn’t help me to understand what was going on here and I couldn’t afford ignorance. “Is that why it felt stronger?”

      Axe’s smile was back now, and Dane’s lips twitched, as if he wanted to join him.

      “The gods gift a wargen’s mate with the ability to be pleased by the entire pack,” Dane explained. “And to make sure she prefers the touch of all of her mates, that pleasure multiplies each time another mate touches her. Gael did that willingly?”

      “Well, I didn’t exactly grab his hand and force him to put it on my stomach,” I grumbled.

      “Might do him good if you did,” Axe muttered.

      “He was awake and saw what was happening to me and he put his hand above yours until I… took my pleasure.”

      “Looks like the little bastard is coming around to the idea,” Axe said to Dane. “Knew he would. He just needed some time.”

      “And the sight of our mate with her clothes falling off her back after enduring her father’s abuse probably went some way towards that,” Dane added. A sharp knock at the door had his head whipping around, and then he sighed. “That will be Weyland. We need to go back down to the barracks and get the official report from the garrison commander before we ride to the capital. We’re particularly interested in whether there’s been an increase of human activity around the border.”

      “You’re thinking of the king and his men?” I asked. “I can’t see why he would. The agreement about the ore is still in place, isn’t it?”

      “I’ll be delivering the deal to Father as soon as we reach the capital,” Dane said with a rueful twist of his lips. “Not that he’ll be pleased with it.”

      Another knock sounded at the door.

      “We better go.” Dane went to get off the bed, then paused, reaching out to trace the line of my jaw. “We’ll come for you in the afternoon. Our father’s business is important, but not more than you.”

      He moved slowly then, very, very slowly, like a wolf on the hunt, my eyes going wide as I felt his breath fan across my skin. But right as I blinked, he swooped in, brushing his lips against mine, then pulling away before I could respond.

      “Until later, my queen.”

      “Better give me one too,” Axe said with a grin, hauling me into his side and then slamming his mouth down, taking my breath away.

      Dane gave me his kiss, but Axe took his and kept on taking. I was still caught up in the sweet haze left by his brothers and now that was being joined by another that he was stirring. He parted my lips masterfully, then thrust his tongue inside until both of us groaned.

      “No more than that,” Axe said as he pulled away, “or I’ll not be leaving this bed and neither will you.”

      He stared at me then, that smile still there, but it was muted compared to the challenge in his eyes. He was taunting me, trying to prod me into asking for just that. To wrap my arms around his neck and pull him down on top of me. Part of me wanted  that, but a significantly larger part told me I was much less sure about what would come next, and that cooled my ardour considerably.

      “Weyland is angry that we are not… mated,” I said, forcing myself to voice my fears. “And I’m not sure when or if I’ll be ready for that.” I blinked then, realising I was in a foreign country with a culture I didn’t understand, with no family or husband nor the means or skills to support myself. I shook my head. “How is this supposed to work?”

      “We told you before,” Dane said, having pulled on his shirt and armour. “The two-souled convince their mate to give them their heart, soul and body by giving her theirs first. If you are not ready yet, that is no surprise to any of us, even Weyland.”

      “Our brother is not good at waiting,” Axe said with a shrug. “Be reassured by the fact that when you finally do surrender to us, he’ll devour you, inch by inch, channelling all that passion into your pleasure.”

      My eyelids fluttered as I considered that idea.

      “But until that point, he’s probably going to be a bit of a prick. There’s never been something that Weyland’s wanted that he hasn’t been able to get readily, so this is a new experience for him.”

      “So, he’s a spoiled brat?” I asked.

      Axe burst out laughing at that, before getting off the bed and dressing.

      “Please, for the love of all the gods, tell me that you’ll say that to his face. And let me be in the room when you do. Spoiled brat…”

      Dane just shook his head at us, then finally opened the door. I braced myself to see a cranky Weyland standing there, but instead saw Nordred.

      “Master Nordred, I wasn’t expecting you,” Dane said.

      “Probably not,” the horse master said with considerable nonchalance, “but I’m not here for you. Lass, it's beyond time to get back into your training schedule.” I groaned at that. “You wanted to be strong and to learn how to fight, back at the keep. Well, those will be essential skills this side of the border. Throw on some clothes and then meet me down at the stables. I’ve spoken to young Pepin. She’ll be joining us for a morning run.”

      Axe shot me a delighted smile.

      “So it won’t be just us having a shit of a morning.” His eyes danced as I clambered out of the bed and went to grab some clothes. “Now, give me my shirt back. I said I wanted to wear it today and I meant it.”

      Dane let out a sigh and then shook his head.

      “I’m going down to grab my breakfast. Don’t molest the girl and if you’re not down in five minutes, I’ll send someone up to retrieve you, brother.”

      I just stared at Axe as I heard the door click shut, but his smile faded as his hands landed on my shoulders, then he turned me resolutely around as he lifted the hem of his shirt. My arms went to my breasts the minute he pulled it off over my head, but my clothes were passed over and I shrugged them on in seconds.

      “Mm…” When I turned around I froze, watching him sink his nose into the bundled fabric, wadding the garment in his hand before putting it on too. “Aroused woman has a very particular scent,” he informed me with a lazy smile, “but the scent of your mate…” His grin widened. “Weyland will be grumpy as a cat with its tail pulled all day as a result.”

      Then he stepped in and pressed a kiss to my forehead.

      “Train hard, little huntress, because your Nordred is correct. Might equals right in the capital, and while I know you have considerable powers at your disposal, you’ll be forced to demonstrate them if you’re to find your place there.”

      Was that supposed to be reassuring? With growing alarm, I watched him walk away, the uncertainty just building and building as I ran downstairs.

      Pep was working with Nordred, seeing to the horses, when I burst into the stables and after I’d bade them both a good morning I asked for confirmation of Axe’s words. The quick look the two of them shared spoke volumes, but Nordred would not have his focus redirected.

      “We fight the enemy in front of us, lass,” he said, clapping a hand on my shoulder before leading his horse, the imaginatively named Blackie, out. “Now, ladies, a brief jog down to the barracks should get the blood pumping sufficiently before we start training proper.”

      “Jog?” Pep said with a frown. “That’s not what I signed up for. I said I’d practise fighting and such with Darcy.”

      “And you will,” Nordred assured her, “after a run.” When we emerged out of the stables, he pulled himself up onto Blackie’s back, then wheeled him around to face us. “Last one there will have to walk home, the winner gets the horse.”

      “Well then…”

      Pep gave me a shove, taking off at a sprint, something that had my breath blowing out in a huff.

      Ladies don’t run, they glide, Linnea’s voice rang in my ears.

      Well, look where that got you, I thought, and then took off after Pep.
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      Pep and I ran, neck and neck, casting swift glances at each other as we got closer to the barracks’ gates. The little wench knew all the ins and outs of the streets of Bayard and was using them to her advantage. But as Nordred thundered ahead, Blackie’s tail a pennant we were forced to follow, we entered the final stretch which was an open bit of land before the barracks gate.

      “I’m getting that horse,” Pep panted. “I’m gonna be knackered by the time we finish.”

      I didn’t waste precious oxygen bantering about this. I sliced my hands through the air just like Nordred had taught me, my legs following the same motion. Freed of long skirts and dresses, I could move like the wind, so I did, right the way up to the gate. But while Pep bothered with the hasp, I was throwing myself up and over the fence, landing neatly on two feet before she got through.

      “You cheated!” she said, then burst out laughing, her face just as flushed as mine was, I was sure.

      “I said get to the barracks,” Nordred said, dismounting from Blackie and tying him up next to the water trough. “I didn’t specify you had to go through the gate.” He nodded his approval to me. “Using your terrain to best suit your aims, just as I taught you.”

      “So it’s gonna be like that, is it?” Pep said, then shook her head, seeming to see the barracks for the first time, which made her frown. “Are you sure we should be back here? I heard there was a kerfuffle down here last night.”

      She eyed me speculatively then, obviously remembering what she’d heard but Nordred just chuckled and shook his head.

      “It’s been a long time since the world has seen the likes of our Darcy,” Nordred said placidly, ignoring the men who were watching us walk through the barracks’ grounds, avoiding the buildings and going around the back to where most of the training was taking place. “There will be many more ‘kerfuffles’ before it accepts what she is.”

      “And what’s that?” I asked sharply, his measured tone seeming at odds with what he was saying. “Did you hear about what happened? And why are you so calm about all of this when no one else is? Why would my father’s horse master know anything about Strelae?”

      “I was born here some time ago,” he said, casting an eye over the mountains far in the distance. “So I saw exactly what my people would accept and what they would struggle with. I was your father’s horse master up until such a point as it didn’t suit me, and now?” He smiled slowly then, the creases in his face deepening. “Now it suits me to train the new queen. And you, young Pepin, can help me with this.”

      “You’re not answering all of my questions,” I said.

      “No.” He smiled at me again, and it was difficult to see in his relaxed expression the man who’d worked for my father. It was as if something else had risen up within him, and what that was had yet to be determined. “Answering questions won’t help you with what’s to come, but training will.”

      “Well, that’s not mysterious at all,” Pep said with a snort. “So, our blood’s up and you’ve dragged us down here. What do you want us to attack or kill?”

      “A bit of archery practice is in order, I think,” Nordred said, waving us over to the archery range.

      Soldiers turned to take a look at us when we walked up. There was some low-level commentary going on as we walked behind the lines, but that went quiet when I drew near. Men eyed me as I passed, but said no more. Nordred set us up in front of the targets at the end, turning to retrieve bows and quivers full of arrows from the racks behind us.

      “You’ll need something smaller than that, Master Nordred,” one of the men said with a broad grin. “Those bows are a head taller than these girls. They won’t be able to pull them.”

      Nordred looked the bows over with undue care, then passed one to me, my eyebrows shooting up in response.

      “A smaller bow for Pep would be welcome, gentlemen,” Nordred replied mildly. “And the bushel of apples I asked to be delivered here. They should be sitting inside the armoury.”

      “Gonna feed the horsies, are ya, girls?” one of the other men asked with a laugh, then made an exaggerated whinnying noise.

      “I need moving targets that can be easily shot with arrows,” Nordred said, “now go.”

      My head jerked to one side as I heard a somewhat familiar sound. Nordred’s usually quiet, polite tone was replaced with one he would never use in my father’s stables, one of command. But his voice sounded faintly echoey, just like mine had when I… At the memory of what went on in my father’s room, I held the bow out, then braced myself to draw it.

      The men had it right. Under any normal circumstances, the thought of me pulling a bow like this was ludicrous. It was a heavy thing, made for a much bigger person than me, such as one of the wargen soldiers, with their impressive musculature. I heard a few titters as I got into position, understanding completely their reasoning. I must’ve looked like a child with her father’s bow in hand. But that chatter, all other noises fell away as I put my two fingers to the bowstring and then pulled back.

      I drew the bow like the thing was made of toffee, not good, hardened ash timber and reverse twisted linen twine. That’s when the jokes stopped. I held the bow as if I had an arrow nocked, as if I was ready to unleash the thing, but of course, I hadn’t bothered to grab an arrow. Instead, I just stood there, holding the weapon like it took no effort at all until someone returned with the supplies Nordred ordered, before finally releasing my grip and letting the bow go slack.

      “So what’s the reward this time?” Pep said, casting me a wary look. “And don’t say double or nothing, because I don’t think I want to bet against you, seeing you pull that damn thing. How did you—?”

      “No competition,” Nordred said smoothly. “You’re here just to practise. Everyone always benefits from honing their skills. Let's start with five bullseye hits at your current distance.”

      “From here?” Pep said with a frown. “Just remember, I’ve got a little bow, not like that beast of a thing.”

      “And how far away do you shoot your targets from when climbing across the roofs of Bayard?” Nordred asked Pepin, raising an eyebrow.

      “Yeah, alright. Ready, princess?”

      Was I? This felt so unreal. It wasn’t hard to imagine myself back at the keep, my father upstairs, doing duke-ish things while I unleashed arrows at targets with Nordred by my side. The men would talk, just like these did, some exchanging coin, never turning down an opportunity to place a bet. But all of that would fade away as I shouldered my quiver, as I nocked my arrow, as I drew back the string and stared down the sight, seeing, feeling the sharp point piercing the red bullseye before I’d even let fly.

      I could feel the differences though. My muscles didn’t tremble, my body didn’t have to work hard at all. And as a result, there was added power. Power I could feel coursing through me, through the draw of a bigger bow made of harder wood, the wooden stave resisting the pull. I felt it and then I redirected all that power down the arrow and let fly. A small flurry of comments and cries was the only way I knew I’d hit the bullseye, because I didn’t stop to look. I moved like a machine now, one who knew her true purpose. I drew another arrow and another, and another, keeping on moving until each of my arrows was loosed.

      “Gods, lass…” one of the men said and that’s when I stopped to take a look at my pattern.

      The first arrow was dead centre, somehow I knew that, and the other four? They were neatly arranged around that central shaft.

      “Well, remind me never to bet against you with a bow in your hand,” Pep said, her brow wrinkled. She’d gotten most of her arrows in the red centre, but their array was a little haphazard. I smiled then, my face feeling strange, and I clapped her on the shoulder, because I knew absently that that was what you did when competing with a friend, but as soon as I could, I turned to Nordred.

      “More,” I said, feeling a need I hadn’t been aware of burning, threatening to swallow me whole.

      He just nodded, smiling in recognition of whatever it was, then dragged the apples closer.

      

      “So, what’re the apples for?” Pep asked, sneaking in and grabbing one, then taking a big bite from it.

      “Enemies don’t sit still,” I said, Nordred said, and then we both laughed. “After you.”

      “Shooting at targets helps refine your aim,” he said, “but it doesn’t help you when dealing with a real enemy. They run, zig zag, stagger or sprint, and you need to be able to shoot them all.”

      He grabbed an apple, shining and red, and then tossed it in the air with an indolent flick of his wrist. An arrow was in my hand, nocked and loosed as my eyes followed the apple’s path. A little ooh of appreciation came from the crowd as my arrow slammed into it, dragging it down to the ground. I just watched and waited, feeling a familiar kind of endless patience settling over me.

      The reason why I’d been so willing to thwart my father and Linnea was because of this. If mincing around in frocks or working on endless embroidery had given me half the peace of mind that archery did, I would’ve been Linnea’s most diligent student. I just happened to have been born in a world that decided, before I even came into it, that I was to do one thing and never do another. Perhaps that’s why other noblemen never allowed their daughters to touch a weapon.

      Because when I did, the feel of the ash stave in my hands, the resistance as I pulled the string and then the unquestionable passage of an arrow through the air, swift as a swallow, I knew I’d never allow anyone else to stop me. So when Nordred tossed, one, two, three apples up in the air at the same time, I was the bow, was the arrow, waiting for the point when the apples would intersect and then cutting through several at the one time.

      “Well done, lass.”

      My bow swivelled around at that voice, the man in question throwing up his hands when my arrow was aimed at him.

      Not now, a small voice said inside me. Not him.

      So I let the string go lax, pointing the arrow at the ground, and then I took a deep breath.

      “You’re going to be part of their push for the throne,” Pep said in little more than a murmur. “I thought when they took a human for a mate that they’d given up hope of challenging their father, but…”

      She peered closer at me, like she was only just seeing me for the first time.

      “Can you do more?”

      

      Blackie was brought into one of the larger fields that apparently was used for whole unit conditioning. He snorted out his anticipation of what was to come, or maybe just his indication that he’d like one of those apples we’d left wastefully scattered across the training grounds. I pulled myself up into his saddle, not bothering with the stirrups, which were too long for me, anyway. I urged him forward with my knees, knowing I’d need to keep a good grip on him for what I was about to do.

      Nordred climbed the fence, what was left of his bushel hauled up and placed on top of the fencepost. I had the smaller bow with me now, the thing feeling too fine and almost fragile in my hands, but it was better suited to the task. I nocked an arrow, and with a quick glance saw that people were beginning to pull themselves up on the fence line as they realised that I was abandoning the reins altogether.

      I’d have preferred to do this with Arden. I knew him, knew his quirks and could read tiny changes in his movements by now, but there would come a time when Arden would die, or could be injured or stolen, and I’d be forced to do this with another horse. I’d practised with Blackie before at least, so we knew each other a little. I squeezed my knees, indicating he was to start to trot forward, then when we picked up some speed, circling around the paddock, I pushed him into a canter. A small whistle of wind, that was all the warning I got as Nordred tossed an apple into the air, my body twisting against the curve of the horse’s body as we went around the corner, my arrow flying through the air and sinking into the apple seconds later.

      Apple, shoot, apple, shoot, apple, shoot. Even though there was no rhythm to it, I found one in myself. I listened, nocked, aimed and shot, over and over, in increasingly strange positions, my whole body having to work to keep me upright on the horse’s back, even when some of the men took turns throwing the fruit, sometimes sending them wobbling through the air at odd angles. Finally, as I listened and listened, my bow at the ready and there were no more, Blackie trotted over to Nordred as if summoned, nickering when his master held out an apple sans arrow for the horse to crunch on.

      “More, Nordred,” I said, staring into his eyes, unable to hear, to pay attention to anything else anyone had to say, because only he knew. He’d  always been there, always anticipating what I needed and providing it the best he could within the constraints of the keep. Well, there were none of those constraints here now. It was just a girl and her teacher, and I told him exactly what I needed.

      Someone took Blackie away, a commanding officer arriving to take a look at what we were up to and directing some of his men to the fields to retrieve all the apples and the arrows. I should’ve done it. I had many a time before, bringing the spoiled apples to the ale house mistress to turn into cider. She said the flinty aftertaste of the steel arrowheads enhanced the flavour. But I couldn’t, not right now. I set the bow back against the rack, it feeling light, too light, when I did.

      “This way,” Nordred said, putting a hand on my shoulder and steering me over to where some soldiers were practising swordplay.

      “Um… I might sit this one out,” Pep said with a nervous laugh, pulling herself up onto the fence. She pulled a knife out from the sheath on her thigh and tossed it in the air, catching the hilt expertly. “I’m more a close combat kind of fighter.”

      Nordred nodded absently, retrieving a practice blade for me and putting it into my hand. My almost child-like acceptance of the action might have appeared at odds with my usual insistence on doing things for myself. But when I sank deep, when I got right into the spirit of what he was teaching me, practical things like that didn’t seem to matter. Men chuckled as I gripped the wooden sword, stopping what they were doing and leaning on the hilts of theirs with the points stabbed into the ground.

      “Your little bird is a dab hand with the bow, but she’s never going to hold her own here,” one man said to Nordred.

      He didn’t pay the man any attention, retrieving his own sword and whipping it through the air, the sound setting my teeth on edge. Something was ratcheting tighter inside me, rising up. If I let it have its head, it’d swallow me whole, have me flailing around like a mad thing, losing control and making a mess of everything. I had to channel it where I wanted it to go. My weight shifted onto the balls of my feet as I saw Nordred take up position opposite to me. He raised his sword to his lips, the only indicator he ever gave me that hell was about to rain down on me. I did the same, nodding to my teacher, and then we moved.

      I was fast, faster, so I parried his first strike, then the next, our swords whipping through the air in a way others had told me looked like a blur. Clack, clack, clack, swipe! I chanced a strike at him, cutting across his chest with the blunt point even as his sword scored down my arm.

      “That’d open you up wide, lass!” a man shouted. “You’d bleed out before your next strike.”

      I knew that, found my teeth locking together to stop myself from shouting it out, but Nordred shook his head.

      “Steady, lass. You can do this. Everything you need is inside you. It’s always been there. Reach for it now. You can do this.”

      I nodded and then without thought, launched myself at the only man who’d ever truly cared for me, intent on slicing him to ribbons.

      Faster, I had to be faster. He had a longer reach than me, had more power to throw behind his blows, so I had to cut him off before he even laid them. I moved more acrobatically now, my feet dancing across the sands until it felt like they hovered above it. I slashed and parried, my sword moving faster and faster and right when my muscles should’ve been about to start burning from the effort, something else kicked in.

      “That’s it, lass,” Nordred said, sweat dripping from his face, his grin fierce. “There it is.”

      What was ‘it’? I had no idea, but I knew its feel. Something flamed inside me, hot and wild, but the blast of it was channelled somehow, condensed down to make it burn truer. Shouts went up around the training ground as I attacked harder. Nordred’s sword got nowhere near me. I was parrying before he even moved, knowing exactly where he would aim and cutting him off before he could make his strike.

      But I couldn’t be contained to merely defensive fighting. The hunger was upon me, my eyes burning bright in my sockets. My mouth fell open, not to pant, but to reveal my fangs.

      “Gods, she’s going berserk!”

      That cut through into my consciousness, but for only a second. Whatever fire burned inside me, it swallowed any questions, any regrets, and focussed solely on the job at hand. In this state, I was a wolf on the hunt, a beast that ruled the plains, and someone had dared stand against my might. I noted the signs of age on my enemy, the way his body was slowly beginning to falter. I forced error after error, knowing his energy was beginning to run low. I would outstrip him and then—”

      “Peace, lass!”

      I stopped where I was, feet rooted to the sand, breath coming in light and even. My body was still strong, vital, coiled and ready for more. But my combatant wasn’t.

      Nordred sank down on one knee, dropping his sword to the sand, his arms stretched out wide in a position of surrender and at that I spared him the smallest of nods. But my grip on my paltry sword didn’t loosen.

      “More, Nordred,” I growled, my voice resonating with the tone of battle.

      “I know,” he said, “but not from me.”

      “And not from my men either,” the officer said, striding across the sands. “What the hell are you playing at? I thought you had a highborn lass you wanted to play at swords with, not… this. Look at her! She’s teetering on the edge of berserk. How the hell did you intend to explain to the princes that you’d—?”

      “How is he going to explain what to the princes?”
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      Weyland. His name rang in my head, announcing his presence.

      The dark drawl of a voice had my head jerking sideways. My eyes slid up the big man’s form, sizing him up, cataloguing all of those muscles that lurked underneath his armour. He seemed to do the same to me. I didn’t have his bulky musculature to carry me through this, but that didn’t seem to matter. There was something else inside me that burned: for this fight, for another sword in my free hand - so I grabbed a second training sword from the rack - and more than that.

      Because training like this was like taking the first full breath after I’d had one of my attacks.

      “My blood still burns inside you,” Weyland said, looking me over, then, as I backed away, he chose his own training sword. “That’s what’s got your back up right now. That’s what had you commanding that fighter and all the soldiers in the barracks.”

      I grinned then, something light and free, because he didn’t understand.

      “That’s what got you out from under your father’s wrath,” he continued, “It protected you when I couldn’t.” Then a small frown formed. “But it’ll burn out of you soon. Leave you broken and aching. Everything you’ve been putting aside—”

      “By the gods,” I swore, “all you do is talk.” I raised my swords, crossing the blades in front of my face. “Are we going to fight or chat like old women?”

      “I don’t want to hurt you, lass,” he said, the men around us starting to move again. More comments, more bets being laid.

      “How about you try first?” I snapped back.

      That seemed to do the trick. I didn’t get a salute or anything because Weyland had a lesson in mind, one he was desperate to teach me. But I had one of my own to deliver. I caught his blade between my two, twisted it before he could blink and then sliced the curved blade of my short sword across his arm before dancing away.

      My father had tried to beat me to death. That should’ve required a period of mourning or something, because from that moment our relationship wasn’t just in tatters, it was completely obliterated. He was nothing to me, no more than a noxious little bug that I would have no problems stamping on if it came near me again. A girl, she’s supposed to take some time to process that sort of loss.  Except, I wouldn’t. Because after each of the other hurts I’d borne from my father, I’d come downstairs and done exactly this, practised fighting, practised with my bow until I didn’t feel the pain anymore. Weyland thought he had given this to me, but it was something I’d claimed many years before I even knew he existed.

      “Well done, lass,” the warg said, a slow smile forming. One I hadn’t seen on him for quite some time. He twisted his wrist, spinning his sword before facing me again. I didn’t let him get a chance to attack, darting in with a flurry of slashes of my own, designed to distract him before cutting down with my non dominant hand, the one he wouldn’t expect.

      Because it hadn’t been Weyland’s orders that had Nordred refusing to allow me to train with only my dominant hand. When I’d kept on relying on it, it hadn’t been Weyland who tied my right hand behind my back while the knights laughed, then commanded me to continue. That had been Nordred responding to what he saw within me. And the fire that burned inside me, that had me skipping over the sands, circling the bigger man, forcing him to throw his bulk around after me because I was so much faster. That wasn’t him either.

      That was entirely me.

      “You said if I ran, you’d hunt me down,” I said in a sharp voice, pausing for a second, cataloguing the way Weyland’s chest heaved, the active stance of his body, ready to attack. I cocked my head to one side and smiled. “So hunt me.”

      Roars of amusement came from the crowd. They almost drowned out Nordred’s words of encouragement, but not entirely.

      “You’ve got the right of it, lass,” he hissed at me. “Wear him down until all that muscle is a liability, not a blessing. Make him hunt until he drops.”

      I turned back to the fight then and when Weyland grinned, so did I, but it felt like mine had a sharper edge.

      “That what you’ve been waiting for, Darcy? Need me to prove the ardour that beats inside me?” I jumped when his hand thumped against his chest. “Well, never fear, lass, I will provide.”

      He slashed out, once, twice, but I dodged out of the way easily, forcing him to reach further and further with his need to get to me. It threw off his centre of balance because he wasn’t thinking, he was feeling. I watched him cautiously as I parried his blade over and over, then when he totally overreached, I ducked in, sweeping his legs out from under him to send him face first into the dirt to the sound of the men’s howls of laughter.

      But he was a prince, and a well-trained one at that. He rolled before he hit the sands, landing on his back, his eyes glittering as I scaled the fence, jumping up beside Pep, grabbing her water skin and taking a long mouthful from it.

      “You’re that girl that had the men kneeling!”

      I turned to see a cluster of women had approached the fence. Some watched Weyland roll over in the sand, getting to his feet, but still others stared at me. I was about to reply when they started to shriek, pointing to Weyland coming lumbering towards us like a maddened bull. I turned my back to him, grinning at Pep and the other women as I climbed up onto the top rung and threw myself off, flicking my body over his head. My wooden swords did little against his leather armour, but as soon as I landed, I got as many hits in as I could before he spun around to face me.

      “Who the hell taught you that?” he snapped. My eyes flicked to the side, then Weyland’s eyes shifted sideways to where Nordred stood at the fence line, a small smile on his face.

      “Not going to assume that it’s all you?” I replied. “Not going to think it’s your blood that allows me to move like this?” I spun my blades then in a way I had practised for years. It was a flashy thing that served no purpose in a battle except to make an opponent question the wisdom of attacking you.

      “If this is all you…?”

      When I heard Weyland’s voice, something hardened inside me, because he wanted to vocalise thoughts I’d been plagued by for years.

      “Why did I let my father beat me?” I asked, biting off every word. My hands tightened so hard around the wooden hilts I heard small creaks of protest. “Why did I let him stripe my back from neck to arse, leaving me bleeding from it so many times?” Perfect silence reigned now, the whole training yard witness to this personal conversation. “Why didn’t I break his bloody crop or that birch branch across my knee and then throw it in his face?”

      I sighed, but it came out a sob, the fire inside me suddenly sputtering out, leaving just me there instead.

      “Because what stayed my hand wasn’t lack of skill and perhaps wasn’t even a lack of strength.”

      I flexed my fingers, feeling the slender muscles pop in my forearms and biceps now. My eyes flicked up to meet Weyland’s, but the heat, the softness I saw there was not what I wanted right now. He dropped his sword and came rushing over, but I grabbed the hilts of mine and raised them to cross at his throat, stopping him from getting any closer.

      “What would my people do if they caught me brutalising my father, the duke?” I asked him.

      “They would charge you with the crime and jail you,” he replied.

      “And if I managed to get away and my father was too ashamed to admit what I’d done, then what? Where would I go? Where would I live? What land would I be able to buy, if I earned the coin? How would I support myself?”

      I hated this conversation, because Nordred and I had had it many a time. When I’d slunk down to the stables crying. When I’d sobbed myself dry on his shoulder as his hand rubbed my back.

      “You think that it's your superior skill and strength that allows you to rule the world,” I said, “but instead it’s this. When a woman is born into a world where men own everything, all she can do is go cap in hand and beg for a piece of it. Her skills, her power, they don’t matter, just what she has to trade that they deem is worth something to them.”

      I lowered my blades then, not caring much what Weyland would do now. He’d said at the end of this I would be broken and aching and, in some ways, I was, just not in the physical way he’d thought.

      I nodded to Nordred. “You brought me here to remind me of what I am, to show me what I can do now…” Now what? Something appeared to have shifted in me, with the fangs and the claws, something I needed to discover more about.

      “You were always strong, fast, resilient,” Nordred said. “And now you’re free. It’s time to see exactly what you’ll do with that.”

      I nodded then, walking over to the rack and replacing my weapons, the crowd slowly dispersing.

      “I’m sorry,” Weyland said, and I didn’t pause in what I was doing, just nodding as I set the blades back into the slots. “I didn’t realise. I thought…” He kept talking, but I kept walking, so that forced him to move and keep pace with me as I walked out of the training grounds and back towards the front gate. “Darcy.”

      I stopped when his hand landed on my shoulder, weighing me down, pinning me to the spot. I stared up at him, into those bright blue eyes and just waited with a slight frown.

      “This is killing me,” he said, “all of it. Your father, finding our mate in bloody Grania. Needing you so—”

      I snorted at that, and it was his turn to frown. The warg took it like a slap to the face, just like I knew he would, but I couldn’t seem to stop myself. My head shook slowly as the prince had his feelings hurt.

      “You want me,” I stated baldly.

      “Yes, so much—” he said, starting to move closer but I held out a hand.

      “You think I’m your mate, the only woman for you.”

      “There is no other,” he ground out, staring down at my hand.

      “But you have no idea who I am. Right now, I’m just an idea, an abstract concept to you, along with some burning need to fuck me.”

      He blinked at that and then did something that surprised me. A smile spread across Weyland’s face. Not a cocky one or a sly one or even one full of the damnable heat. Just a light thing that seemed to brighten his whole face.

      “So, let’s do something about that,” he said, offering me his hand.

      I stared at it for a second, my mind racing. In the training field I knew exactly what I had to do, but here? After a few moments more, I lifted my hand and had to force it toward him, though, strangely, when he grabbed hold of it, something released inside me.

      “Are you tired after all of that…?” He looked down at me. “You’re not, are you? Whatever it is in you that had you moving across that sand like a devil, it’s still there, isn’t it?”

      “It’s changing.” I looked down at my free hand and watched the way the nails turned into claws and back again. “I’m changing and I’m not sure into what.”

      “That’s something I should be able to help you with. I hope those boots are comfortable, because we’ll be walking a-ways. We’re going up onto the tor.”
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      There’s a strange kind of peace that comes from just walking. The endless rhythmic pace, not rushed like running, can help to settle you. And that, as well as the sights as I passed, first of the town, then the outskirts, then the foothills beyond, all helped.

      Weyland, on the other hand, did not.

      He wasn’t doing anything, per se. There were no smarmy lines or grand declarations this time, but his mere presence, the presence of any of them really, was enough to unsettle me and after a while, he seemed to feel that. He let go of my hand somewhat regretfully, if the intense way he watched me move away was anything to go by, but his eyes flicked up to meet mine, holding them for a moment.

      “I’m not dragging you off to the tor to have my way with you, Darcy.”

      “I admit, I hadn’t considered that,” I said, taking another step away from him, which just had him stepping closer. I held my ground then, knowing I needed to do that just as I did in a fight. While I occupied my space, he couldn’t take it, not unless I ceded to him.

      “So why do I feel tension thrumming through you like a struck string?” he asked. “I’m trying to take this slowly. All I was doing was holding your hand.”

      “And do you know how many men have done that?” I snapped back. He seemed nonplussed. “How many hands have you held, Weyland?” I saw his mouth open, then close as he considered his answer. “Well, for me, it’s been you and your brothers and Kris”—he snarled silently at the sound of the knight’s name— “and all of that only in the last week. I’m sorry that I’m not accustomed to it—”

      He silenced me by moving closer, enough that there was barely a handspan between us.

      “Don’t be,” he said. “I’m trying to understand. Well, that coupled with a bone-deep satisfaction that you’ve had so little experience with other men - and where the hell does that thought come from?” His hands sunk into his hair, fingers raking across his skull as he considered that. “I’ve never begrudged a woman her pleasures before, but now?”

      He stared at me now, eyes slowly dropping down to my lips.

      “You say I know nothing about you? But the same could be said of you for me, couldn’t it? You know nothing about what being two-souled means, though”—he picked up my limp hand, considering my now fully human nails before letting my fingers go— “I’m thinking you might soon.”

      “You think I’m a warg?”

      Why hadn’t that idea occurred to me? I’d transformed my teeth into fangs, my nails into claws. I’d demonstrated superior strength and speed and there’d been that alien presence that rose when I dispatched my father… What else could it be?

      “For the sake of the gods, don’t use that term when we get to the capital. There are enough humans here in Bayard that you can get away with it, but there… Warg is a foul term used for a very specific kind of creature. One most of us work very hard to avoid being,” he replied.

      “So, what do I call you?”

      “Weyland,” he said, and I could hear the throb of passion in his voice when he did. “Love, my mate, something like that, when you come to feel the way I do.”

      “You’re so sure I will,” I said, my eyes narrowing.

      “Not sure at all.” There was something vulnerable in his smile now, something I didn’t think I’d ever seen in him, and that went some way to settling me. “Just determined to try as hard as I can to get you to see what I see. Now, if I’m dragging you up the side of this hill by the hand, with your hair standing on end like a startled cat, barely suppressing the desire to hiss your displeasure at me, that’s not going to help me present my case. I want to touch you. Sometimes it feels like my muscles ache all day from holding myself back from reaching for you, but if you don’t want that…”

      He raised his hand, moving it slowly. Really it just hovered in the air, waiting for me to pull away or draw it closer.

      I felt like my brows locked down super tight as I considered it. With Kris I’d just responded wholeheartedly, making love to a dream when he kissed me, touched me, and that had been enough to allow me to surrender to him, but with Weyland here, now? This was the first time I’d been given a choice and I admit I wasn’t sure which way to go.

      He let out a hiss when the very tip of my finger touched the centre of his palm and even that small point of contact was enough to set a much gentler version of that pulsing pleasure going.

      “Why does it feel like that?” I asked. “It didn’t feel like that with Kris. Do you feel it too?”

      “Waves of pleasure?” he asked. “I feel it, lass.”

      “And has it felt like that with another woman?”

      “No, Darcy. That’s how we know. I might feel an inkling of it with a woman that was also two-souled. It’s what tells us who we’re compatible to mate with.” I let out a small little growl at that idea, that someone else had experienced the same thing with him as I did now, which made him grin. “But there’s only ever going to be you that makes me feel like this, as it will be only us making you feel the same.”

      I thrust my fingers through his then, feeling his grip lock around mine. He could’ve pushed his advantage then, just as he had when he took me out onto the moors. But instead, we walked further up the hill, hand in hand, until we reached the top.

      

      Pep had taken me up to a rocky outcropping the first day I was awake, and it had been astounding, but this? We stood on top of a hill that stared down at the town, nothing higher than us for miles. Wild wind whipped at our hair, making me chuckle until I quickly tamed my hair into a thick plait.

      “You going to do the same for me?” he asked, his blond hair still whirling around his head.

      “How is it that a man has gotten to your age and can’t plait hair?” I asked, then nodded to the flat rock in front of us. He sat down, eager as a child, and I went to work pulling the thick strands back with my hands and trying to braid it close to his skull, the way warriors did.

      “Growing up a prince, we have someone to do everything for us,” he said. “So how did the daughter of a duke grow up learning how to do something like this? Didn’t you have ladies’ maids or something?”

      My fingers slowed unconsciously until I was left just standing there with his hair held taut in my hands.

      “Linnea didn’t like anyone getting close to me,” I said, then forced my hands to move, twining one third of his hair into one braid, then going to work on the next. “Now that I think about it, she wanted me kept isolated. She hated that I went down to Nordred.”

      “He was your true father.” Weyland nearly ruined my work, tilting his head back to look at me. “When we brought you down, when we carried you from the keep, he took you from us as we got the horses ready and then refused to let you go. Dane was worried there was a romantic attachment there—” I snorted rudely at that. “But that’s not it. You’re his daughter, in as much a way as a girl can be without a direct blood link.”

      “Daughter of Nordred?” I paused again, considering, then nodded and went back to plaiting his hair. “I’d be a damn sight prouder of that than of being the duke’s daughter.” In my mind, I saw the Nordred who knew exactly what I needed this morning and came prepared to give it to me. “But you’re right. He’s taught me the skills I’m proud of. If I’ve learned how to cope with anything, it's due to his advice. I used to pester him as a little girl, dogging his steps and he could’ve just brushed me away. He had more than enough work to keep him busy. Instead, he was the one that was patient with me, that listened to me, that saw me hurting and did his best to help. Who made me feel…”

      The splendid view of the town below, of what felt like all of Strelae and all of Grania, blurred as my eyes filled with tears. I needed to tell Nordred this, show him how much I appreciated him, but right now I shook my head, then wiped my eyes on my sleeve.

      “They say a girl marries the man that resembles her father,” I croaked out, Weyland going very still under my hands. “Then, if my heart is what you want, be like him.”

      I worked then much more swiftly, finishing the second braid, then the last before binding them together at the crown of his head.

      “In Strelae, we expect a woman to test us, to make sure we are worthy of her, but you…” He shot me a sidelong look. “You’ve set a very high bar indeed.” Though, as he nodded slowly, I didn’t see fear or worry in his eyes, but rather a kind of quiet determination. “Now, come and sit by me, as close as you are comfortable, and you can tell me about life in Grania and I’ll tell you about the same here in Strelae.”

      

      “… so women can own land here?” I asked, looking the town over much more closely now. It wasn’t as if I had the money to buy a plot of it or a house, but… “Does Pep own her own home?”

      “She does. She works mostly for us, doing… all sorts of odd jobs,” Weyland said, “and we make sure to pay her well. She has her own house and could own a stall in the market if she so wished. Women are obviously mothers and caregivers in our country, but they are also warriors, business owners, spies, crafters—”

      “So, I could be literally anything, as long as I had the skill or the capital,” I said.

      “And what would you be, if money was no object?” he asked.

      This was a meaningful question. I could tell by the shift in his tone. His voice grew softer, deeper. It was like I was a skittish horse and he had to go some way to gentling me at the first hurdle. I shook my head at that, but when I went to answer… My smile faded and I stared at him openly.

      “I… I don’t know. I used to think I wanted to be a sellsword.”

      “A mercenary!” His eyebrows shot up. “That’s a very brutal life.”

      “Yes, and I don’t think I’d be very good at killing people just at a lord’s say so.” We both laughed ruefully at my very evident unwillingness to do as I was told. “Perhaps working with a bailiff to keep law and order? Or maybe a magistrate?”

      “Ah, you want to use the strength of your arm to keep a community at peace, or uphold its laws.” He smiled gently. “You aim too low, lass. What you want is to be a queen. One of the warrior queens of old who rode into battle.” My heartbeat picked up at that and, as he spoke, I could almost hear horses’ hooves thundering. “One who led her people against those who dared bring trouble to her borders. Who’d never ask her men to participate in a fight that she wouldn’t ride into herself.”

      In Grania, we talked sometimes about something we called a harbinger. A person or sign that had your teeth clamping down, the hairs on your neck standing on end, your heart racing with a kind of foreknowledge that was just out of reach, until such point as what was foreshadowed came to pass. Right now, Weyland’s words had the feel of that.

      He was being self-serving, redirecting my desires towards a crown I assuredly didn’t want, but somehow, something had those words twisting in me. I assumed his lady mother didn’t lead their troops into battle, so why could I imagine myself doing exactly that? He stared at me, and I stared back, and when I did, I saw the dream I’d had before, of wolves, so many wolves, running across the plain. But in this vision, it altered slightly, because above the wolves flew a great black-winged raven, one which fixed me with its golden eye, right before it—

      “Why does that feel right?” I asked of the wind as much as of Weyland.

      “I don’t know if this is the way of it,” he replied, in just as faraway a tone, “or if every man who finds his mate feels she is the queen of the world, but it does, doesn’t it?”

      He reached for me then and I went into his arms, letting him set me between his knees, the two of us staring out across the hills of Strelae and the plains around Bayard, somehow able to see hints of what I’d dreamed of playing out. But despite this moment of closeness, I shivered, because when I caught flashes of that raven, it wasn’t just its eye that was golden, it was its whole skull. Bared to the bone, stripped of flesh, somehow it flew, directing the hordes of wolves but to where? That I didn’t know.

      But I would. All too soon I would find out exactly who they were.
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      "Well, don’t you look fetching?” Axe said, tugging at one of Weyland’s braids when we made it back to the inn. Weyland brushed his hand away with a scowl and I saw that Dane sported the same stern expression.

      “I said one of us would find Darcy at the end of the day,” Dane said. “Not leave the meeting we were in to go and spar with our mate and then…”

      “And then go to the top of the tor and talk,” Weyland replied, lifting his chin as he spoke to his brother. “Easy way of making sure we’re not wandering off is to bring Darcy into the meetings.”

      Dane’s eyes swivelled around to land on me, a curious light within them.

      “Ah, we didn’t discuss that,” I said.

      “You want to have an impact on people’s lives, have a say about how they are treated,” Weyland said, obviously warming to the topic. “I’d love to tell you it’s all fascinating, but a hell of a lot of the time is spent discussing where latrines should be dug. Although.” He smiled then. “Father expects Dane to take over the throne when he steps down and for us to support him, and as you are our mate…”

      “He’s not wrong,” Dane said, stroking his chin, “for once. You are our queen, but you must train to be Strelae’s queen if our bid for the throne is to be successful. You’ve obviously got a keen mind and are capable of handling yourself.”

      “If you want me to sit at your feet and do needlepoint, I’d rather stick said needle in my eye,” I replied.

      “That’s not how Strelae works. If you’ve fought your way into a position of authority, you can exercise it, whether you are man or woman. Many would say you’ve already battled your way to a place by our side,” Dane said. “But you don’t have to make a decision yet. Our business in Bayard is complete. In the morning, we’ll be travelling for the capital. There’ll be a contingent of soldiers and their mates coming with us. Nordred and Pepin have agreed to travel with us to form part of your retinue. Does this please you?”

      Did it? My eyes flicked nervously from one man’s face to the next and only Gael’s seemed to reflect my own ambivalence. He’d gone very pale, his one visible eye glowing fiercely against his milk white skin, and that concerned me.

      “Please me?” I forced myself to smile. “That I can’t say, but having Nordred and Pep along for the ride? That I would like.”

      “There will be many opportunities for you to learn statecraft in the capital, to have a hand in shaping policy that will change people’s lives,” Dane said.

      “Oh yes,” Axe said, clapping his brother on the shoulder. “Please talk to our mate about policy development. It’s guaranteed to get her wet between the thighs.”

      “Oh, I don’t know,” I said with a grin. “Perhaps if I’m sitting through a meeting perched on your brother’s lap, his arms around me…?”

      I’d only meant to joke along with him, but every single one of them went still at that, leading my attempt to fall very, very flat.

      “Anyway, I haven’t eaten all day and could chew the hind leg off a cow,” I said, patting my stomach and turning to leave, when a hand grabbed my collar and hauled me back into the room we shared.

      “Your hungers are for us to satisfy,” Dane said in a low rasp before wrapping his arm around me and directing me to the rough dining setting. It was my own fault, but I was pulled onto his lap as Gael went down to order, he and a serving man returning not long afterwards, with trays laden with food. Bread with yellow butter, warm soup thick with vegetables and a joint of roast meat had me leaning forward but Weyland snatched my plate even as Axe reached for it, both men working to fill it as Gael sighed and handed me a bowl of soup.

      “It would be much more efficient if I sat in my own chair,” I murmured to Dane.

      “Efficient?” He pushed my hair away, revealing the sensitive skin of my neck which tingled as his breath brushed against it. “Perhaps. But not more pleasurable. Now, tell me what my brother had you doing this afternoon. It was to be my turn to spend some time with our mate, in compensation for all the hours I had to deal with your bastard father.”

      My spoon froze halfway to my mouth, even though my stomach rumbled in complaint. Father, Dane, the two men warred in my head for attention, but I consciously shoved Father to one side. He didn’t deserve a place in my mind, or in my memory and so he wouldn’t have one. I swallowed my spoonful of soup and then grabbed my slice of buttered bread, leaning back into Dane, his arms tightening around me, nestling me in the crook of his arm.

      “We talked,” I told Dane, “about my future. What it might have looked like if I was free to choose anything. If I’d been born here, perhaps.”

      “You would’ve been a Wolf Maiden,” Dane replied, “if the tales the men told today were to be believed, so for once I am glad you were not born Strelan. Resigned to a chaste life, devoted to protecting my parents, unable to bear children of your own.”

      His hand moved slowly, covering my stomach, that burning feeling beginning again, though this time it was a slow rolling thing rather than a rapidly intensifying pulse.

      “The poets speak of star-crossed lovers, of princes falling for Wolf Maidens and betraying their crown, our gods, in pursuit of an unsanctioned love.”

      “Young girls swoon with distressing regularity over the idea of being a Wolf Maiden,” Axe said drily. “Until they actually meet them. They’re not the slender moon-struck maidens of the stories. Those ladies are tough enough to scare even me.”

      “I instantly want to meet all of them,” I said before setting my bread down and attacking my soup. My body didn’t care about any of this. Instead, it demanded sustenance.

      

      A strangely companionable air settled across the room as we sat and ate. Dane finally set me aside to eat his own food before his brothers demolished the lot, Weyland and Axe having particularly voracious appetites.

      “In more ways than one,” Axe said with a wink when I remarked upon it.

      Gael was much more circumspect. He was slower to reach for food and ate considerably less, contributing rarely to the conversation, seeming like a silent stone in the rapid flow of banter going on around him. And that itself caught at my attention more than anything the others said.

      Once we’d eaten, our bellies were full, the room was warm and this created a cocoon of drowsiness that sucked all of us into the bed, Axe donating another shirt for me to change into. I’d gone into the room I’d had my bath in, but when I actually went to lie down, that lethargy deserted me. As was often the case, it took until I was relaxed for my brain to bombard me with worries.

      I had no idea what the capital of Strelae was like. Named Snowmere, it had originally been a citadel of the old queen that ruled over the whole country, the city slowly spreading over the clifftop the castle was built upon. There was only one way into the city, through a manned gate, the rest of the city residing behind a tall, very thick wall created from quarried rocks many years ago. And that was the sum total of my knowledge about our final destination. I was kicking myself that I hadn’t asked more questions as I heard the men’s sighs get longer and longer, as they fell deeper into sleep. All except one.

      I was lying between Axe and Gael. Weyland had argued I should sleep with him, but the others shot him down after stealing me away today. Dane removed himself from the race after manhandling me this morning, which just left Axe and Gael. Axe held me tucked in against his body, his hand scrupulously above the waist, though I’m not sure that helped. My skin seemed to come alive when, and wherever, any of them touched me. I felt like a small child sheltered by a cliff, lying against his immense bulk. And Gael? He was very good at mimicking the attitude of sleep, his breaths quiet and even, his eyes kept resolutely closed as I studied the proud form of his face.

      Like the others, his was one of harsh angles. His cheekbones were severely flat planes, his forehead broad, his chin square. He had those long, long eyelashes that men do not care for and women envy. His eyes were the same deep blue as his brothers, but that’s where the similarities ended. He would’ve hated me staring at him, I knew that, because up close and personal like this, I could see the scars.

      All of the brothers wore marks, little nicks and slices that had long since healed, but there was something else about Gael’s face. His scars were deeper, redder, as if someone had gouged out slivers of flesh with their claws, which made me wonder what had happened to him.

      Kings, dukes, lords, they all had by-blows, children that came as a result of dallying with women or maintaining a mistress, but that noble blood frequently saved the child from a life of neglect. They might not inherit a grand estate, but it was seen to be important that any son that was produced from an aristocratic line was cared for in accordance with the law, bastard daughters married off quickly to loyal knights or minor noblemen. So if Gael was the bastard child of the king, how did he come by such scars? Perhaps my thoughts were too loud. Perhaps he just felt my eyes on his face, as Gael often seemed able to, but his eyes flicked open, meeting mine, no haze of sleep within them. He frowned slightly, but didn’t look away.

      “You should sleep,” he whispered, little more than mouthing the words.

      “Can’t,” I replied, just as quiet. I wanted to talk about that, about the tension in my body, the frantic bunny beat of my heart, but I couldn’t, not without waking the others.

      He scanned what he could see of me, his eyes running up and down my body before his eyes met mine again.

      “Do you need…?”

      He couldn’t bring himself to finish the sentence, to articulate what he thought I might need. His hand slid closer though, across the small divide between us and I knew exactly how this would go. It’d be like this morning, the shadow of that exquisite pleasure so easily roused in me, my body priming itself for more, but my hand caught his, my fingers weaving between his, stopping him from going any further.

      I couldn’t be quiet enough for one. Whatever happened, I’d be sobbing my pleasure into my hand and waking the others and then no one would get any sleep, so reluctantly, I held him off. His expression changed then, closing off like when the shop keepers set the shutters up in their windows at the end of trading. Perhaps it was that, his face, the faint air of regret and shame, that made me do what came next.

      I released his fingers and they curled into a fist, the muscles in his arm pulling tight in response, and that’s what I let my fingertips dance over. The cords standing proud on his forearm, quivering slightly under my inspection, the bulge of his bicep and the vein that snaked up and along its length. He sucked in a breath as my fingers moved higher, tracing the curve of his shoulder, then dipping into the hollow of his collarbone.

      “Darcy!”

      He didn’t say the words, didn’t let his vocal cords move even a millimetre, but the violence with which he mouthed my name made clear his protest. But I just smiled. Because despite his tension, his bitten-off words, he didn’t stop me. Not when I traced my fingers along the strong column of his throat, not as I passed over the small hollow at the base of his neck, nor when I smoothed my hand across his chest. No, instead his eye glowed brightest blue, and his breath came in shorter and shorter pants as I touched him.

      I liked this, being able to reach out and explore, rather than being always on the receiving end of other people’s touch. I was able to marvel at the velvety smoothness of his skin, the only softness he seemed to have in him. He blinked, seeming to accept this attention even if he didn’t entirely endorse it. But he moved with my hand, just slightly, opening other parts of him to my touch, letting my fingers trace the clean lines of his muscles, right up until my nail traced the small oval of his nipple.

      The skin crinkled immediately, the bead pulling tight and hard. I gave it a tiny little tug, something that had me jerking away as he let out a harsh hiss, but as I inspected him more closely, I figured that wasn’t a pain response. His eye was heavily lidded now, those full lips parting, and when my fingers returned, he arched his back slightly into that. I rubbed the hard point between my fingertips, catching the slightest ghost of a moan from him until I pinched down.

      The reason why I liked practising on the training field was because it made me feel powerful. Nordred had trained me for some time, building on my skills and exercising them made me feel like my body was strong and competent and would do what I needed it to. Strangely, touching Gael did the same. I had no idea what I was doing, but as I touched him, as I watched his lips fall open, his mouth forming an O, I felt a fierce kind of satisfaction. His face transformed into one of torturous pleasure, an echo of the same I’d felt this morning.

      My eyes slid down to see his hips shifting instinctively beneath the covers. I kept my fingers moving in the same rolling motion, his nipple swelling slightly under my ministrations. But the other hand? I shifted until I could slide it down his chest, over his flexing abdomen, down, down, until his hand slapped over mine, stopping me from going any further.

      I didn’t need to.

      Did I look the same way when he’d touched me in the morning? Did my eyes go wide and staring? Did I look caught halfway between agony and ecstasy? Did I let out little pants in rapid succession as I rode the wave of pleasure? I felt a ghost of it inside me, something ready to waken and grow if Gael had a mind to, but right now I wanted to push my own desires aside and see to his.

      This made me feel powerful. I was touching him, pleasing him, destroying any composure he might have, and replacing it with this. His hand moved mine just slightly lower. I could feel the tent in his trews just out of reach, but he pressed my hand hard against his abdomen until I felt it flex.

      “Darcy…” he hissed, just the tiniest of breaths. “Darcy!”

      I knew what had his muscles tensing, what made his whole body jerk and twitch, knew how it must have made him feel to have those waves of pleasure slamming into him. I rubbed my hand over his skin, slowly, just soothing him through this until finally he stopped.

      I wasn’t entirely sure how I expected Gael to act afterwards, but it wasn’t this. He snatched me from Axe’s arms, the other man grumbling sleepily, but Gael pushed a pillow into them, which seemed to satisfy his brother. Which just left Gael and me. He stared down at me for a second, then dragged me into his arms, turning so his chest became my pillow. He smelled so good, of pine needles, sandalwood and clean male flesh, and his hand moved slowly across my shoulder blades in a way that helped my muscles unwind.

      “Do you need…?”

      He actually spoke the words. I heard them vibrating through his chest, even if they came out as little more than a hoarse whisper.

      “I need this,” I replied, burrowing my head into his chest. And then for the first time ever, I heard him chuckle.

      

      I fell asleep, just like that, cuddled into one of these inscrutable men who seemed determined to claim me as their mate, feeling a strange kind of peace.

      That didn’t last long.

      I dreamed again of that massive horde of wolves, or was it a different one? These wolves strode across a plain I didn’t recognise, the ground arid and covered only by dead grass and the occasional spindly shrub, which they leaped over with ease. My view of them pulled back, seeing just how many there were, the desolate land virtually blanketed in wolves. And that raven I’d seen at the top of the tor? Perhaps it was my fear of what was to come, because I’d summoned it again. Its hoarse caw seemed to echo across the land, a battle cry for the wolves to follow.

      And they did, swarming over stony ground and then mountain sides when they came to them, then I watched them claw their way over steep slopes and rocky precipices, some slipping and falling into crevasses below. But that didn’t seem to stop the mass of them, the raven leading them on. Because on the other side, there was greenery, rich lands spreading out as far as the eye could see. Familiar lands.

      My heart was in my throat, small sounds of distress leaking out and, on some level, I knew that Gael held me closer as a result, but that didn’t stop the dream. The raven cawed out a challenge and the wolves answered, came rushing down the mountainside in an unstoppable wave, ready to—

      “Darcy.”

      I jolted awake to see morning had come and Dane was standing over me, staring at both me and his brother who was still wrapped around me.

      “It’s time to get ready,” he said in a low voice. “Take the chance to have a hot bath, because we won’t be going near a bathhouse for a few days.”

      “Mm…” Axe said sleepily and then rolled over to look at the two of us. “Looks like our brother is warming up to the idea of a mate now.”

      Gael came awake just as abruptly as I had, removing his arms and putting some distance between us when he realised what he was doing. I shot Axe an angry look, but he just chuckled unrepentantly. I went to see if Gael was alright, but he rolled off the bed and stormed out of the room before I could say a thing.

      “You should know better than to tease Gael,” Dane reprimanded him. “That can’t have been easy for him, reaching out for someone else.”

      “He just needs to harden up,” Axe replied with a shrug.

      “No, he doesn’t.” I shot him a dark look as I climbed off the bed. “You need to show him some respect.”

      And I didn’t bother waiting for an answer, going next door to take my bath.

      As I did, I saw Gael come back inside the inn. Evidently he’d slipped outside for a piss, but he paused in the doorway when he saw me. He just stared for a minute, the angle causing his hair to begin slipping back, almost about to reveal his hidden eye. He jerked his head down then, assiduously avoiding looking at me as he walked through the inn and out to the stables. I sighed and went into the other room, then set to washing myself.

      

      “You ready for this?” Pep asked me once everyone was packed and the horses were saddled. I sat on Arden’s back, my horse shifting restlessly underneath me with his eagerness to get going.

      “Not in the bloody slightest.”

      “Wise woman,” she replied, the muscle in her jaw flexing as she looked up the line where Dane was talking to some of the soldiers that were coming with us. “Snowmere? That place is a bloody cesspool. I wouldn’t be going anywhere near it if the princes weren’t paying me so well.” She glanced sideways at me. “You end up wanting to come back to Bayard and grab some of Kelly’s pies? You just let me know.”

      And as an added enticement, she pulled out a wrapped paper package that smelled of those delicious baked goods.

      “I might just take you up on that,” I said, staring down the road we were about to travel. “Now, can I have a pie?”
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      It was going to be a slow process, riding towards the capital. There were so many of us in the party that we couldn’t move at more than a walk, for fear of tiring the horses unduly and separating the group into smaller, more vulnerable parties. I mentioned to Pep how many weapons the men were sporting and she’d just shrugged that off.

      “The roads to and from the capital are the most policed. We’re unlikely to run into any trouble on the way. Obviously, there are some who turn to robbing travellers to support themselves, but I wouldn’t say it happens often.” Her lips thinned then. “The biggest thieves are situated in the city itself, not on the roads.”

      “So why are we going there again?” I asked, my fingers tightening around the reins while Arden started to paw at the ground in response, wanting to get going.

      “For looove, I thought,” she said with a grin, leaning out of the saddle towards me.

      “Everything alright, ladies?” Nordred said, taking up position on the other side of me.

      “Oh, just questioning the decision to travel to the capital,” I replied. “Riding away from the site of Kelly’s pies seems wrong somehow.”

      “You’ll be fine, lass,” he said. “It might seem daunting, but this was always where you were going to end up.”

      “You always speak with such confidence,” I said, looking the man over more closely. “That I was destined to be with the w—, the pack, that I’m supposed to be in Snowmere. Is there some secret source of information you’re privy to that I’m not?”

      He snorted and shook his head.

      “Just the same knowledge I’ve always had,” he said, holding my gaze with an even stare. “When you’ve lived as long as I have, when you’ve seen people get sent down the same track over and over, you start to see the patterns. I’ve trained young women before you, Darcy, which might tell you something. Another is that some of them have become queens.”

      “How old are you, Nordred?”

      “Old enough to know better,” was all he would say in reply.

      Before I could interrogate things further, the order was given, coming down the line that we were starting off. Arden’s head jerked up and so did mine as the horses in front of us walked forward.

      “This conversation isn’t finished,” I told the man at my side.

      “It is for me.” He just stared placidly at the line of horses in front of us, sitting perfectly in his saddle. “I’ve always shared what information I can with you, Lady Darcy, and that still stands.”

      “So, you can’t tell me or you won’t?” I asked, my back stiffening.

      He cast me a sidelong look before turning back to the road.

      “I will, when it's time and not before. I don’t like hiding things, but in the past when I’ve shared information too early, it's gone rather badly, for the girl in question and for me.”

      I started to laugh at the ominous tone of his voice.

      “How on earth can telling me how old you are be such a big deal? You make it sound like the fall of civilisation as we know it will happen as a result.”

      “Because I’m older than your father, Darcy,” he said. “I’m older than your grandfather would be, if he was alive. I’m older than the town of Bayard. When your people came across the seas to take land away from mine, I was old then as I saw it happen. As I was forced to watch her…” He smiled and shook his head. “And now your mind teems with questions, ones you think you can pester me with for this whole ride, when you should be focussing on what’s up ahead.”

      “Well, I wasn’t going to—” I began to say when Arden abruptly sidled sideways, having caught sight of a flapping piece of cloth and despite his size, he’d decided it was very, very dangerous.

      “Hey!” Pep said, having to correct her own mount as Arden nudged into hers.

      I soothed Arden with a pat to his neck, then got him back into position. When I was done, I turned to question Nordred, but he’d ridden off, slipping out of formation and taking Blackie further up the line.

      “Damn, that man,” I said.

      “Sooo, I didn’t want to say anything,” Pep said, “but Nordred? That’s a real famous name in Strelae. There are boys all over the country that wear the name, so I didn’t think too much of it.”

      “But…” I prompted.

      “But they’re all named for the one man,” she continued, casting her eyes along the horses further up, and focussing on Blackie. “He was advisor to the last Wolf Queen, before she defected to the blasted…” She winced as she stared at me. “When she went over to the humans in order to establish a truce.”

      “You’re talking about Queen Rieka?” I said. “The one who thought our king was her mate.”

      “One and the same.” Pep looked down the line, staring at Nordred through narrowed eyes. “He can’t be that Nordred, can he? That’d make him over three hundred years old…”

      “Apparently, we’ll only find out when we’re ready…” I said, doing an imitation of Nordred’s pronouncement.

      “Well, if finding out your teacher’s mysterious past is off the table, let’s drop back and have a chat to some of the wives,” Pep suggested, looking over her shoulder at the women who were riding behind us.

      “Alright. Why would we do that?” I asked, glancing back a little nervously.

      “We’ll be on the road for at least two days,” Pep said. “That’s a bunch of time spent riding in each other’s company, cooking around the same fire, shitting in the same hole and washing in the same creek. Best to get the awkwardness out of the way early on, I find. That way if you forgot to grab a handful of leaves on the way to the latrines, someone comes when you call out.”

      I spluttered at that, but as she pulled her horse out of line, I did the same, the horses behind us surging up to take our place.

      “Hello ladies,” Pep said with a bright smile, “I’m Pepin and this is Darcy.”

      “The princes’ mate?” one woman said, perking up and then taking another look at me. “I heard we were riding with a future queen but I could scarce believe it.”

      “That you, love?” another woman asked, peering over her horse. “Oh, you’re a pretty thing, so you are.”

      “Isn’t she just!” Our focus was jerked over our shoulders where another woman joined the conversation. “Let's make some space, ladies, let the princess and young Pepin in.”

      “Ah, not a princess…” I said, but the line of horses separated, and space was made for us to take a place within it.

      “What’s going on here, ladies?” a gruff masculine voice asked as a stout older man rode abreast of us.

      “Hello, darling.” The woman at the front left to us leaned over in the saddle and pecked a kiss on the man’s cheek, his skin flushing in response. “The princess has come to mix with the likes of us. Can you believe it?”

      “Still not a princess,” I said weakly, focussing on keeping in line with the horse in front of us. Arden was feeling his oats, thinking he’d like to stretch his legs, but he needed to save that energy.

      “Well, don’t let this become a mother’s meeting,” the man said, then nodded to the widening gap in the line. We women were slowing things down apparently. Those in front corrected their horses, trotting up to take their place behind some of the men, all of us shuffling up to regain formation. “We don’t expect any trouble on the road, but it pays to be careful. Keeping pace is important.”

      “Of course, love.” The woman patted his cheek, and I bit back a smile, and I think her mate did the same. He nodded sharply to Pep and I and then pushed his horse into a trot, going further up the line.

      “You’ll need to master the art of that, marrying those princes,” one of the women in front of us said. She turned in her saddle to offer me her hand, her horse plodding on without direction from her. “I’m Aila and this is Janis.”

      “How do you do, Your Highness?” the other, much more circumspect, woman said.

      I shook both of their hands before I went about correcting them.

      “I’m not a princess. The princes signed an agreement with my father for me, but they haven’t made any formal offer to me personally,” I explained. “We… had quite a lot to deal with when we left Grania, so any thought of forming a permanent attachment has gone out the window.”

      “For you, maybe.” A larger woman sitting on the horse behind me shot me a wide smile when I turned to stare. “I’m Lannie, love.” But her focus quickly shifted past us to the top of the train of horses. “Those princes are fairly smitten, that’s plain to see. My Patrick and Aila’s Jaylin have been coming home complaining about how distracted your men have been. Should’ve left a day ago, we should’ve, but they wouldn’t attend any meetings when you were still unconscious and then when you were awake, all they could think of is you.”

      “It’s lovely to see the younger generation still understands the power of finding your true mate,” Aila said, but then her nose wrinkled. “It’s become quite unfashionable in the capital, what with that queen.”

      “Don’t go talking about her,” another woman said. “I’m Nessa, love. And you might have had things on your mind other than being mated, but not those princes. They’re tracking your every move.”

      She nodded to the head of the line of horses where we managed to catch Weyland turning around and looking over his shoulder to us. He quickly turned back to talk to Dane. Then she jerked her head over her shoulder, and I looked behind us to see Axe towards the back, a slow smile spreading across his face when he caught us at it. Gael however looked anywhere else but.

      “But not Gael though,” I said.

      “Oh, don’t be fooled by that one,” Lannie said. “He’s had a hard life, has Prince Gael.”

      “Doesn’t go by his title in the capital, though as son of the king, he deserves it as much as anyone,” Aila said. “Perhaps more. Doesn’t matter that his mother was human. She was his father’s true mate, the one who should be sitting on that throne, not that bloody Aurora.”

      “The current queen,” Janis explained. “Queen Aurora is the mother of the other three princes.”

      “The son of the king and his true mate, stripped of his title?” Nessa’s disgust was plain. “It’s a testament to the man that he just grins and bears it all. He could raise an army without a second thought, could Prince Gael. Plenty see him as the real heir to the throne, as much as Dane, Weyland and Axe are good men. Not their fault they were born to the wrong woman. But her…”

      “Passed herself off as the king’s true mate, right up until a skinny little boy was brought across the border to Bayard,” Aila said. “I was on the brink of womanhood when my father brought him in. He was but a child of five, but he was a death knell to her ambitions, wasn’t he? Her boys were born, were accepted by the people as potential candidates for the ruling pack when the time comes for the king to step down, but at the appearance of Gael? My father, he brought Prince Gael to be cared for by Mother and me, right up until word could be sent to the palace. And then she came.”

      Aila went silent for some time, only the sounds of the horses’ hooves and the birds in the trees breaking the quiet, but the peace all around somehow translated to a rising tension inside me.

      “That little boy, he was whole when he was with us. A dear little man with eyes too big, like he’d seen too much. Absolutely no trouble for me or Mother. In some ways that was the issue.” She glanced back at us for just a second, then focussed back on the road. “A boy of that age? My boys are like a pair of puppies, always yapping on about something, but not Gael.”

      She let out a sigh then, her spine softening.

      “Next time I saw him he was almost a man grown and with his hair pulled over his face like he always does. And his eye—”

      “It’s probably not wise to be discussing our betters,” Janis said stiffly. “This story is Prince Gael’s to tell, surely.”

      “So it is,” I said, making a quick decision and pulling on Arden’s reins, guiding him out of formation. “Stay here, Pepin.”

      Axe and Gael looked up when I appeared by their sides, turning Arden around so he was walking in time with their horses now, three abreast.

      “Come to find us already, lass?” Axe said with a wide grin. “I knew it wouldn’t take long. You could tie yon Arden’s reins to my saddle, have him follow us as you sit on Poll’s back again.”

      “You mean riding double like my father ordered me to?” I asked and his smile faltered.

      “Ah, well, I was thinking…”

      “Can I ride with Gael for a bit?” I asked.

      “Well, I could shuffle the men in front of us—”

      “Alone?”

      The man in question didn’t respond, his back ramrod straight, his seat perfect, making me wonder if others saw the tension in him like I did. Axe’s eyes flicked from his brother and to me and then he nodded, pulling Poll out of line.

      “I’ll fall back to the very end,” Axe told Gael, “but stay sharp. We don’t expect trouble...”

      “But it finds us anyway,” Gael replied in a flat voice before he nodded. His hand strayed to his sword, caressing the wire wrapped hilt. “I will, brother. This shouldn’t take long.”
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      I watched Axe jerk his head in acknowledgement before holding Poll still as our horses passed him by, his hand rising, a small smile forming as he waved to me.

      “Won’t take long?” I said to Gael when Axe was out of earshot. “You know what I want to talk to you about?”

      “You were with the women. Women gossip,” he replied, then did something I hadn’t seen him do. I was riding on his right side, his blind side, the one he kept shrouded under his hair, so when he reached up and pushed the sweep of it behind his ear, I sucked in a breath.

      I shouldn’t have. It made it seem like it was his eye, his face, that I was reacting to, and I saw his fingers pause mid-way in response. But he resolutely shoved the hair back, revealing the hidden side of his face to the bright sun.

      Someone had tried very hard to ruin Gael. Long angry red scars scraped across his face, the deep ridges showing just how far the claws had dug in, but that wasn’t all. I’d seen blind people before. Some of the older villagers had eyes cloudy with cataracts, some were born with perfect looking eyes that just didn’t work, but that wasn’t what was happening in Gael’s case. I’m fairly sure he could still see me through the fractured blue orb. It moved, studying me like it could. But where his other eye was a deep blue that lightened when he was roused, this one was milky pale and shattered, like a smashed porcelain vase that had been hastily put back together.

      My hand shot out, landing on his arm and gripping him hard, which he tolerated for just a second before throwing it off. He released his hair from where it was tucked away, and it fell like a curtain, hiding away the source of his shame.

      “Who did that to you?” I asked in a low growl, my voice taking on an echoey sound, something that had the horses snorting warily.

      “The queen,” he said. “My father’s wife. My brothers’ mother. Fucking Aurora. Now, your curiosity has been satisfied, so you can go back to your place in the line.”

      “Gael—”

      “Don’t.” That’s all he would say, but when I didn’t move Arden, he let out a small hiss before jerking his horse’s head sideways, kicking the animal into a canter as soon as he was out of line and went riding up to the head of the riders.

      For a moment all I could see was that eye, those scratches, and I realised why Gael didn’t want me to see them. I wasn’t seeing him, I was seeing what had been done to him, and he couldn’t bear that.

      “So he showed you.” Axe moved Poll into the space Gael had vacated, but there was none of the man’s usual roguish charm in his expression now. He watched me closely, scanning my body, my face, trying to work out exactly what I was thinking. So I told him.

      “What kind of person…? What kind of place allows a queen to brutalise a child like that?”

      “He wasn’t a child when it happened,” Axe said, the words coming out in a hurry, a well-practised excuse, but his lips thinned down as he reconsidered what he’d said. “Not much older than one, but that doesn’t matter. She did it, sure enough, and for no good reason, even if she thought she had one. And as for the place we’re going to?”

      He let out a sigh, throwing back his head and staring down the line to the road beyond, like he could see Snowmere if he looked hard enough.

      “Dane didn’t want me to tell you, fearing you’d turn that horse around and sprint for the borders and, lass, I wouldn’t blame you if you did. On some level, I love my father.” He wrinkled his brow at that, as if considering whether that was true. “Even my mother too, despite all that she does, but the court? It’s a brutal place, one where you have to fight every day to maintain a place you don’t even want.”

      I considered his words, rolling them over inside my head, in time with the clop of Arden’s steps, before I turned back to Axe.

      “You were just going to let me ride into that blind?” I snapped out and he just stared at me, taking the hit head on. “And you’re going to make Gael go back there?”

      “You, more than anyone, would know what it's like to be forced into a space you’ll never fit,” he replied. “One where you bide your time, hoping for things to get better. Waiting for the moment when you might be the one to make it better. You have the chance to do that now, Darcy, for yourself, for Gael, for everyone. Nordred trained you to be a fighter, didn’t he? Well, we need all the warriors we can gather, because we’re preparing for the fight of our lives.”

      

      I rode beside Axe for the rest of the day. What I’d seen, what I’d heard, was like a stone in my stomach, hard and indigestible, and yet I had to try to make sense of it. By the time the sun began to set and we stopped for the day, I’d come to a decision about Gael’s situation. I slid off Arden’s back, removing as much of his tack as I was allowed, then feeding and watering the horse before I turned to go and find him.

      Gael was talking to some of the soldiers as I approached, giving them strict instructions in a voice that resonated with command, the men nodding and moving to do as he bade. As I drew nearer, I stared at his back, at the line of his shoulders and then down to his hand before I reached out and slotted mine into it.

      “Darcy—?”

      “I’ll go with you,” I said, trying to inject all of the fire that burned inside me when I did. “We can cut away from the pack tomorrow and go back to Bayard, to wherever you want. You don’t have to go back to Snowmere and see that… woman, put up with that bullshit anymore. There’s a whole world out there. We could find a place in it— Oh!”

      He used my grip on his hand to yank me closer, pulling me into his body, so I felt the seams of his leather armour, the links of his chain mail shirt, but the other hand went to my hair, just sinking his fingers into my unravelled braid.

      “I never understood my mother,” he told me. “Why she would take such a risk, tarrying with my father. She knew he had a queen back home, that lying with a lord had its risks, but at least a Granian one would have paid for the upkeep of a boy bastard.” His grip tightened, my arms going around him now and that feel of him, the weight of his body against mine, it helped uncoil a twist of tension I’d only been half aware of. “I’m beginning to understand it now. Finding your mate? It’s like being hit by a fucking thunderbolt by the one person who knows just how to get under your defences, and there I am, craving another blow.”

      Gael lifted my chin with his fingers, forcing me to look up at his face, seeing both eyes staring down at me from this angle, his hair falling away from his face.

      “If a woman had said she would run away with me even a month ago, I’d have gone without a thought,” he replied, then smiled when my teeth bared in a snarl as I imagined some mystery woman doing just that. “Anything to get the fuck away from that place, from the court, from… But finding you? It’s changed my priorities, just like my mother, like Dane, said it would.”

      His thumb brushed across the top of my cheekbone then.

      “I don’t know if you’ll accept us, accept me. I don't know what the hell our father is going to make of this deal, but… Every single fibre of my being wants to be the one standing between you and anything that might come for you. And they will come for you, Darcy. Don’t think for a second they won’t. You’re a power, my mate, and that’s a glorious, dangerous thing in this world.”

      He went still, staring as his thumb moved further down, the pad brushing over my skin until it reached the corner of my mouth and then—

      “Everything alright?”

      Both of us jerked apart to see Dane standing there, a quietly contained expression on his face. His eyes catalogued all the ways we were intertwined but I couldn’t quite work out how he felt about what he saw.

      “Darcy was just volunteering to run away with me,” Gael said with a slow smile.

      Well, that seemed to narrow Dane’s focus, his eyes boring into me.

      “How can you do this?” I asked, putting myself between him and Gael. “How can you make him go back there, to that place? To that woman who—”

      “I know exactly what my mother did,” Dane replied with a deadly seriousness. “I was forced to stand there and watch as it happened. This wasn’t the plan, you weren’t part of that, but I’ve been working every damn day to change the circumstances that allowed a grown woman to disfigure a child like that, and that hasn’t changed.”

      “He’s not disfigured,” I snapped. “And at what point were you going to include me in your little plan?”

      “As soon as I could be sure you weren’t going to slip through my fingers and go running off, though I guess if you’re prepared to take my brother with you, there’s some hope.”

      “You need to be open with Darcy,” Gael said, placing his hands on my shoulders and, as he did, I was hit by an instant wave of warmth that turned my muscles to goo. “We need to tell her everything.”

      “Fine,” Dane ground out, pulling up a log to sit down upon and we went to do the same.

      “No,” I told Gael, patting the dirt between my feet, “sit here.”

      He frowned slightly and I watched him waver, instinctively wanting to pull away, which made me feel all the more grateful when he sat where I’d asked him to. He regretted it as soon as he did though, when my hands went to his hair.

      “Darcy, no—”

      “You can wear your hair how you like,” I said. “I don’t care. But hiding, it makes people assume something about you. That this is a weak spot they can press their thumb into.”

      I stroked my fingers through the long fall of his hair, waiting for him to reply.

      “And you’re gonna give me warrior braids?” he said, his voice starting to take on that sneering edge. “That will make me vulnerable in a whole lot of other ways.”

      “No, it won’t,” I said, impulsively raking all of his hair back off his face, Dane nodding as I worked. “You are a warrior. You aren’t weak.”

      “I’ve said as much, many a time, brother,” Dane added gently, then the two of them fell quiet for a moment as my fingers worked, plaiting the fine brown hair into a series of braids. “But you want to know what the plan is? On the broadest scale, we bring our country back from the brink. Return to a culture of unity, one where our strength is shared, not pitted against each other. At its simplest, we overthrow our father, my mother, and usher in a new age. I was biding my time until we found our mate, knowing that whoever she was, she would bring an added layer of complexity that had to be considered and I couldn’t act until I knew.”

      My fingers slowed for a moment, my eyes staring at Gael’s hair, then I forced them to move again. I felt Dane’s eyes on me before I looked up and met his gaze while he continued.

      “Now I know. You told Weyland that he doesn’t know you. That you’re just an abstract concept to us, but while I see your point, I don’t think that’s entirely true.”

      While Dane watched me plait his brother’s hair, his mask of cool control slipped for just a moment and I saw his emotions writ large. Hunger, perhaps for me to do the same to his hair, or maybe just for some kind of physical contact. Longing, not just for me, but for the consummation of whatever was simmering away between us. Dane saw a whole new world of possibilities, one he longed for. And then there was one last thing. A frightening thing, something I’d seen in the eyes of many a Granian border lord. A yearning  to use power, the burning desire to impose your will on the world in an effort to make it better, whether it wanted it or not. That flickered just as hot as everything else. He looked at me for a long moment and then nodded in recognition of what I’d just seen.

      “We still need to find a way to slot together, to be a pack, but Darcy, you’re strong. Stronger than I could ever have hoped. Strong enough to deal with what’s coming.”

      “And what is coming?” I asked, tying off one plait before beginning on the next.

      “My father is not like any leader before him. In the centuries after the Wolf Queen stepped down, all ruling packs ran the country as a coalition. Of brothers, or brothers-in-arms, they worked together to keep Strelae strong and not allow the Granians to swallow us whole.”

      Dane shook his head slowly.

      “My father ended that. My uncles are merely there to back my father’s plays. My mother was not even his true mate, just a woman from a powerful family, one that would support my father and his ambitions when he took the queen’s throne. He pits the strongest, the smartest and the richest of our country against each other, keeping their focus on their rivalry so that they never seek to overthrow him. It’s why his queen could rip her claws across my brother’s face, tearing him apart and none stepped forward to stop her.”

      “Dane…” Gael growled, stiffening against me.

      “Gael’s the trueborn heir, the only one born of the king and his fated mate.”

      “Dane!”

      “So, she tore him open. In a court that prizes strength, speed, perfection in all things, she tried to make him too broken for the court to recognise as heir.” My fingers stopped plaiting, abandoning their work to slide over Gael’s shoulder, to reach for his hand, but his muscles bunched in anger.

      “That was my story, Dane,” Gael forced out. “Mine! I can’t have a woman come to me in fucking pity. That’s not how a relationship works.”

      He went to get up then, pull away, but my reflexes kicked in without a thought, shoving him back down again.

      “What if it isn’t pity?” I asked, my voice shaking. “What if it's pride?”

      Gael looked back at me slowly with the shattered eye, making clear it was still functional. His face was bare now, his hair scraped back and plaited hard against his skull, allowing him nothing to hide behind. And right now, he didn’t need it. His gaze was intrusive and questing, testing the validity of what I’d said, as if with that strange eye he could see all the way down to my soul and beyond.

      “What if I see someone like myself?” I asked, tugging open my jerkin and peeling back my shirt to reveal my scarred shoulder. “Someone else who got marked by an idiot with the power to do so, but not the wits to know they shouldn’t. Because by the logic you’re applying, you shouldn’t be able to feel a thing but pity for me. Poor Darcy, whose father chose to flog her over and over again. Who hadn’t the sense that the gods gave a cat—”

      My simpering recitation of Linnea’s words were abruptly cut off as Gael twisted around, pulling me off my log and into his arms, holding me cradled against his chest.

      “You’re fucking perfect to me, and you know it,” he growled.

      “Well, I do now,” I said, feeling curiously breathless. “You were always scowling and avoiding me with every breath, so you’ll excuse me if I thought that meant you didn’t like me much.”

      “I had to,” he said, looming over me then moving his face closer to mine. His eyes studied the shape of my mouth like it was a map showing us where to go. “It was all I had that could stop me from doing this.”

      When he brushed his lips against mine, all the breath left in me rushed out. I was empty of everything but him. He was so gentle, using just a little glancing touch, but it led to another and another, until finally our mouths parted to each allow the other in. He was hard and hungry and eminently masculine, wanting more and more until I was forced to jerk back, my fingers going to my lip at a sudden sting.

      “Gods, Darcy…” he said, peeling my hand away. “I fucking bit you—”

      Any self-recrimination was soon cut off as I launched myself at him, sucking his full bottom lip between mine and raking my now sharper fangs across it. A small burst of his hot coppery blood had both of us groaning as I sucked it down.

      “Sharing blood is one of the first steps in mating…” he hissed out, finding the place he bit me and sucking at it, laving his tongue over the sore spot until it healed over, just as he had done to my arms after Father had gripped me too hard and hurt me. “We haven’t talked enough about the process.”

      And we wouldn’t now. The priests always like to say that men shouldn’t touch a woman until marriage because it would inspire an unholy hunger in her, one she would try and satisfy with any and all men, once roused. While I had no desire to touch anyone else in the camp, I began to see some of what they had spoken of.

      I hadn’t been kissed by very many people or very often, but those who had seemed to create a need in me that couldn’t be satisfied. Just as when I’d taken Weyland’s blood, a fire raged inside me and I kept on fanning its flames. I sucked at his bottom lip, pushed mine between his, felt the clamp of his teeth, the grip of his hands, the flick of his tongue, until it was either take things to the next level or stop.

      “Dane…” Gael panted, pulling away from me.

      But when we both turned around, the log was bare. At some point his brother had left us to it, and right then I marvelled at Dane’s control.

      And feared it.

      He was leading us into a spider’s web, it felt, and while he might know how to nimbly traverse all those different filaments of sticky silk, we didn’t. Which had me turning to Gael.

      “How are we going to get through this?” I asked him.

      “The same way I have in the past,” he said, pressing his forehead to mine. “I’ve always been able to trust my brothers and that hasn’t changed. Stick with them and everything should pan out fine.”

      I wanted to question that, pull it apart and ask for examples to illustrate his point, but the cloud of his musky scent pulled me down as he dragged me back onto his lap to sip from my lips again, his hands sliding down to settle on my hips.

      “We need to grab something to eat,” he panted between kisses. “Or we’ll miss out altogether.”

      “Soon,” I promised, finally pulling away. “I just need to finish off your hair.”

      

      That night I slept poorly, despite being curled up against Weyland and Axe. They had argued that each one of the brothers was terrible at keeping their hands to themselves, so it didn’t matter where I lay. They probably regretted it as I rolled restlessly on my bedroll, dreaming of wolves, skull-headed ravens and then two shadowy figures. Rising higher and higher, they looked over me with claws like scythes and teeth like knife blades. But it was the slice of those claws across my face, ripping skin, muscle and sinew with little effort that had me jerking awake in the early hours of the morning.

      Gael found me by Arden’s side not long afterwards, creeping up behind me, quiet as a ghost, but when I felt the warmth of another’s body, I knew it was him. He kissed me against the flank of my horse, just once, and all the more sweet for it, before the others started to rise.

      I rode with Pepin and Nordred, resisting vocalising all the questions that roiled around in my gut like eels, making me feel sick. I didn’t want their thoughts, their understandings and, as a result, we travelled almost the whole day in silence.

      When we got to Snowmere, the sky was blood-red due to the sun setting behind the city, the steep road up to its gate yet another obstacle to overcome. But when we strode through the gates, our horses' hooves clattering on the cobblestones, I looked around the city with my eyes wide.

      I took in the state of the roads, the type of architecture and wondered whether or not it changed based on location. What were the big manors of the lords like compared to the homes of the commoners? The presence of commercial districts along with soldiers on the street to keep the peace, even their waste disposal system, all those things would tell me something about the culture. Oddly, I was disappointed. Snowmere seemed a model city, particularly for one so large. It was clean, orderly, and well designed. Then we came to the palace.

      Our number had thinned by then. The soldiers and their wives had returned to the barracks here. Pepin and Nordred were going to rest at an inn until we could establish a place for them at the palace. And us? I stared at the hulking grey granite building that thrust up high into the sky, the tallest point in the entire city.

      “Built to be closest to the gods,” Axe said with a snort, then shook his head. “How do we do this, brother?”

      “There’s no way we can rely on the element of surprise. Mother’s spies in Bayard will have reported back to her by now,” Dane said. “Father will have received our messages, so a full-frontal assault it is.”

      “With no weapons,” Weyland said bitterly. “No ability to stage an honest attack. No strategy. No–”

      “We have each other,” Dane said, taking one long, shuddering breath, then another. “It sounds awfully simple, but honestly, it's all we’ve ever had and all we’re ever likely to get, so let's treasure that while we can. Some men never find their pack, others do, but never their mates. We have both.”

      Gael’s hand reached out, taking mine without looking, his eyes trained on the castle.

      “You can hold my hand too, lass,” Axe said. “I hate the fucking place almost as much as Gael.”

      I snorted but took his hand, feeling the slow pulse of warmth that came from each of them as I did.

      “Once more unto the breach,” I said, reciting a line from a famous Granian play.

      “Let’s do this,” Dane agreed with a nod.
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      I didn’t want to be in Snowmere.

      We’d arrived late in the second day and gone straight to the king’s castle. It was cavernous, that was my first impression. It was designed to make you feel as small as possible, with its soaring ceilings and vast spaces, and the throne room was no different.

      “Princes Dane, Weyland and Axe, Your Majesties,” the steward announced as we stood on the long red carpet that led from the doorway of the room all the way up to the black basalt throne at the end of it. I didn’t dare look at the occupant, keeping my eyes on the ground.

      “Master Gael,” the steward continued. My fingers twitched then, wanting to take his hand, but when I shot him a sidelong look, he shook his head ever so slightly, so I curled my hands into fists.

      “And Darcy, daughter of the Granian Duke of Elverston.”

      That wasn’t my full title, but I wasn’t about to quibble, especially as the man delivered my father’s title as if Father was some unruly child putting on false airs and graces.

      “Come forward, my sons,” a deep, masculine voice said, and it was then I heard some of that throaty air of command that we humans called the two-souled’s alpha bark. King Ulfric. It wasn’t directed at me, but when they stepped up, I followed. “You have returned from your dealings with the humans. Now, Dane, tell me what concessions you’ve managed to wring from the usurpers? Not territory, I’m guessing. The bastards are like a dog with a bone with their grip on our land.”

      “Father, I wish to present to you Lady Darcy of Elverston,” Dane said when we reached the end of the carpet. Each one of us sank into a deep bow until we were given leave to rise. Then the group parted and Dane held out a hand and I stepped forward and took it.

      I didn’t want to be here, and I didn’t want to meet royalty with the dust of the road still on me. I’d pleaded for a chance to clean up and make myself more presentable, but the men had predicted dire consequences if we didn’t present ourselves immediately. I felt every inch the shabby little pigeon as Dane’s introduction was met with silence. One that felt like it was stretching on and on and—

      “Why is a Granian lady being presented at our court?”

      Her voice, Queen Aurora’s, it was a throbbing contralto that washed over you, her arch question making me wonder why the hell I was there too.

      “Mother, Darcy is our true mate.”

      I also really didn’t want an audience for this, but I wasn’t going to get much of what I wanted today. There were courtiers arrayed all along the two sides of the throne room. Elegantly-dressed people in confections of leather, lace, silk and velvet, who had watched us pass by with the eyes of predators. But those predators gasped audibly at Dane’s pronouncement.

      “The Duke of Elverston was the king’s representative in this deal, wasn’t he?” The king’s voice was still cool, but even I could hear the growing irritation there. “The king didn’t want you coming to the capital itself, not wanting to let wolves into his pretty little henhouse.” A small titter of amusement from the crowd. “So how is it you’ve come to be in possession of his daughter? Am I to expect to find an angry Papa and his king’s army at his back?”

      “Of course not, Father. I have the deal here. If you would like—”

      “The deal?” The queen’s voice rose in volume. “What has the girl got to do with the deal?”

      “My king, my queen, we didn’t expect to meet our true mate, well, ever,” Dane said, and I chanced a look at him then. His voice was sincere, impassioned, something I thought was a rare occurrence here. “We’ve never been drawn to a woman within Strelae.” A small murmur in the crowd in response to that. “Not in the way we were when we met Darcy. It was just like the poets say, like being struck by lightning, like—”

      “Tell me, Dane,” the king said, a slight growl in his voice. “What did you sign away for this girl?”

      And just like that, the air in the throne room sharpened like the edge on a whetted knife. Blood was in the water and the predators had got the scent in their nose. And me? I was the wounded deer, floundering around in the shallows. I heard Dane clear his throat and then he continued.

      “The duke was unfortunately aware of our connection to his daughter and used it to wring greater concessions from us.” His voice was flat, lifeless as he described something that had nearly torn the lot of us apart. “I had intended to stay in Grania for longer, to try and wear him down and bargain for what you asked for, Father, but…” He let a long sigh out. “Things escalated. If the duke hadn’t drugged his men, I’m not sure we’d be here standing before you.” Growls went up around the throne room. “The thought of a human girl being married off to a pack of two-souled seemed to incense his people and they were prepared to use lethal force to stop that from happening.”

      “And are you married to this woman?” That was the queen. She said the words slowly, giving us a chance to rethink our response, come up with the right answer and I knew what it was.

      “Well, no. We wanted—”

      “If the boys have not married her and I see no mating marks, then the deal can be nullified,” the queen told the king. “We could send her back—”

      “No!”

      The peanut gallery should’ve tittered at that, at Weyland’s voice slicing through his parents, his king and queen’s conversation. I felt a pair of arms wrap around me, pull me close and press my face into his chest and I couldn’t have been happier to do so. I didn’t dare hug him back. My breath was coming in faster and faster, my chest beginning to tighten. My body knew it was in danger and responded accordingly.

      “Steady, lass,” he said in a low mumble. “Steady.”

      I took a long shuddering breath in then and thankfully felt my chest begin to open up again, the air coming and going unaided.

      “Darcy is our mate,” Weyland said in a much more civil tone, though there was no mistaking his intent. “She stays with us.”

      “And it was my fucking fault we didn’t get what you wanted,” Axe said with a grunt. “You want to send someone back to Grania? Send me.”

      “Son—” the queen began to say.

      “I knew that we’d spend weeks, maybe months playing all the stupid fucking games we were sent to engage in,” Axe charged on, “and I didn’t want to. Not when I saw Darcy. I knew she was mine, ours, and I blurted out to the duke our intention to marry her. Look at the deal, make your decisions, but if there’s anything that you don’t like there, that’s on me, not Dane, Weyland or Gael.”

      “Gael participated in the negotiations?”

      If I thought the queen’s voice was scary before, I had another thing coming. I moved around in Weyland’s clasp, daring to take a look at the king and queen through my lashes. He sprawled in his throne, the queen perched on the blocky square arms of it, his hand in her hair. She was a perilously beautiful woman and the source of Dane’s colouring. Her hair was long and as black as night, her eyes flashing bright blue right now. But for all her beauty, something seemed to curdle inside her as she stared Gael down.

      “Is this your doing?” she asked him sharply. Axe had literally just claimed responsibility for this and yet her ire was saved for the member of the pack that was not bound to her by blood. “Did you push for this girl to be part of this agreement? You are always seeking to rise above your station and—”

      “Enough!”

      The king’s bark created a perfect silence in the throne room.

      “I’d like to thank everyone for their presence here today,” the king told the courtiers, “but I fear this issue must be dealt with privately. You are excused.”

      He waited until the room had fallen silent before continuing.

      “The truth of the matter will be discovered, my dear, never fear,” he told the queen. “But the time for flinging around accusations is not in front of a full court.”

      “Of course, my love.” I was shocked at how contrite she sounded. “I was just concerned—”

      “I’m familiar with your concerns.” The king evidently tired of this conversation. “Dane, Weyland and Axe, you’re with me.”

      “Father, we haven’t even had a chance to wash in two days,” Dane protested. “Can’t we have just a few minutes to settle Darcy into our suite and see to her needs?”

      Oh gods, I thought, do not make this about me. I went to step free of Weyland, but his arm wrapped around me tighter.

      “The girl will not be staying in your suite,” their mother said crisply. “You say she is your mate, but no formal agreement has been made, nor has she been marked. Gael can see to her.”

      “So it's fine for him to keep her in his suite, but not us?” Axe said in a low growl.

      “Gael is not a prince,” she replied before turning to the man in question. “Take the girl, see that she has a bath and some food.” She wrinkled her nose then. “You should have a wash yourself. And remove those ridiculous braids.” The woman let out a low chuckle. “It’s not as if you’re about to do battle with the humans for the honour of Strelae.”

      “Go, son,” the king told Gael, and I watched him nod in recognition, Weyland’s grip tightening rather than loosening.

      “Come to us tonight,” Weyland hissed at Gael. “We’re not staying apart, not now.”

      “Of course, brother,” Gael replied before holding out a hand for me.

      I didn’t want to walk into this throne room. I didn’t want to meet this king and queen. I didn’t want them to read the agreement Dane had worked so hard to hammer out and I certainly didn’t want the queen’s focus on me, but as we walked out of the room, I felt a curious sense of deflation.

      Something inside me, it shifted restlessly. It was something that had sharp fangs and claws that were bared and ready for a fight and it didn’t like that I was walking away from one, but walk I did. Because Gael’s voice was low and quiet, delivering me a little litany to get me out the door.

      “Ignore Aurora,” he murmured. “If you react, she wins. She’d love the opportunity to challenge you right now and break your neck in front of her sons, so don’t give her one. Just get out of this room and away from her.”

      For a man I barely knew, in this moment I trusted him implicitly. I finally reached out and took his hand in the way I’d felt the need to since we arrived and his fingers squeezed mine as we walked down the stairs, into the rest of the castle.
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      His rooms were small and simple, tucked away in some place at the back of the castle. Out of sight, out of mind, I thought. His mouth twisted as he unlocked the door and then ushered me in. Gael, I was hit hard by that as I surveyed the place. I could smell his scent, faded and slightly stale from being closed up, something he rectified by opening his windows, but there was so much more.

      His bed was set into a small room, not even having a door to screen it off from the rest of the living space, almost an alcove of sorts. On the other side there was a room that looked like a bathroom. He reached for a pulley, a faint ringing sound setting up somewhere else in the castle as a result.

      “I’ll get you a bath set up,” he said. “Retrieve your saddle bags and your clothes…”

      His voice trailed away though as I walked towards the back of the living room. There was a desk and all across it were papers and books, with meticulously drawn plans on rolls of paper.

      “You must be cold,” he said. “We’re in the midst of summer, so it's warm during the day, but it still gets bloody chilly at night. I’ll set a fire.”

      He did, because I dimly heard him rustling around, then the crackle of flames, followed by the door opening and him giving instructions to a servant to fill the bath, but they were just background noise as my fingers reached out, gently shifting through the papers.

      “These are blueprints,” I said, glancing up at Gael when he got closer. “This is your vision for this city.”

      “This city, any city…” His lips twisted then into a shape I now realised was his usual smile. It didn’t conform to the social expectation of one, and to me, that said a lot. That he didn’t feel like he could let his lips shift into a curve, that he didn’t dare bare his teeth. “It’s just rubbish, anyway.”

      He went to sweep the papers out of the way, but my hand went to his arm, stopping him.

      “I don’t have much to do when we are in the capital,” he explained, his eyes sliding down to focus on my hand. “My brothers slip out to spend time with me when they can, but… The queen works hard to underscore the differences between us. She can’t banish me to some hovel. Father won’t have that, so instead I’m just stowed away in the castle. A chess piece of questionable value, kept in its box until needed.”

      “You have to know you’re more than that,” I said.

      “Do I?” He stared down at me, his eyes glowing brighter and brighter as he took a step closer. His hand went to my cheek, his thumb brushing across it. “And why would I think that?” That thumb moved lower, skating across my bottom lip, and he watched with rapt attention when they parted. “The queen sets the tone in the court, and she’s made clear to everyone her thoughts about me, made it difficult for anyone to think otherwise, or risk her wrath.”

      “And now she’s given me to you.”

      I meant it as a positive thing, because if I was to be locked down here to alleviate Gael’s loneliness, well, I’d like that better than being hauled back before the royal couple. But as I spoke the words, Gael frowned slightly and so did I.

      “So she did,” he said, getting closer again, his other hand going to my jaw. “She gave me the one thing all four of us desire over everything else. Why would she do that? She’s spent her life harassing me as much as my father will tolerate, so why give me you?”

      My lips parted when his did, our breath coming faster and faster until a sharp knock at the door forced us apart. Gael blinked, stepping away from me consciously before turning to open it.

      Water was brought in by a string of boys, poured into the copper tub in the other room, steam rising lazily from the surface.

      “Take your bath, Darcy,” Gael said when they had left. “I’ll go get our things.”

      Which left me alone in a strange palace, feeling like the walls were slowly closing in. I took a deep breath, feeling the tightness growing there. My mind was like a rabbit in a trap, kicking and fighting, thrashing and jumping with all its might to try to head off the perceived threat, but the challenges I was facing I couldn’t think my way through. Ruminating on this wouldn’t help. It stripped my ability to respond nimbly, to meet an actual threat head on rather than having me jumping at shadows. I glared down at the hot steamy water, closed the door and undressed.

      When I got into the water, I narrowed my focus down on the lemon-yellow soap I’d been left with, doing what Nordred always told me to do.

      “Be here, be now,” he’d said, twisting his practise sword to take another swipe at me.

      “But Linnea—”

      “Thinking about Linnea”—slash—“will not help”—slash—“you defend yourself.”

      I struggled to block his blows, ultimately failing when his sword rapped me across the knuckles. I glared up at him mulishly.

      “Quite the opposite,” Nordred continued. “Your mind is on what happened, what will happen and not on what is happening. Thinking ahead has its place, but it’s a tool we are all too willing to use. Don’t focus on the threats that might be there. Focus on what’s happening right now, because those threats may never eventuate.”

      He’d struck out then, and I’d blocked him with ease, which had made him smile.

      “Good, again.”

      I came back to the bath, focussing now on the way the soap slid over my skin, on the grime that dissolved into the water, at the way I felt, finally feeling clean and when I stepped out, I found I could take a full breath with ease.

      

      Gael looked up when I emerged, wrapped up tight in a large drying cloth.

      “I have your clothes,” he said. “I’ll step into the bathing room and you can—”

      “I’ll get changed out here, you have a bath,” I agreed in a firm voice now. “Then we’ll go down to the inn Pepin and Nordred are staying at. We’ll grab a meal there, have a few drinks and pretend that we aren’t trapped in this bloody place. That your brothers aren’t being grilled about the deal as we speak. We can’t help them now and moping around here won’t help. Oh, and wash your hair. I’ll redo the plaits when you’re done because damn that woman’s eyes.”

      For a moment Gael just stared, then slowly, he smiled, really smiled. I saw the way the scars made the skin tighten, probably uncomfortably, when he did and that plucked at me.

      “Already deciding to rule the roost?” He cocked his head to one side and then shook it. “As if I could deny you anything.”

      “You denied me a whole lot when we first met,” I said. “I’m fairly sure you just wanted me to bugger right off…”

      But my voice trailed away as he undid his leather armour, tossing it down on a chair beside the fire, revealing the crushed linen shirt beneath it. Then that went as well as he walked into the bathing room, and I got one look from him over his shoulder before he shut the door on me. I scrambled for my saddlebags then, pulling out trews and a shirt and donning them, then standing there uncomfortably, waiting for Gael to finish.

      Because when he came out again sometime later, he didn’t swaddle himself with a drying cloth like I had. Instead, he wrapped it tight around his hips, rivulets of water running down a chest that looked like it’d been sculpted by the gods themselves.

      Broad shoulders bulky with muscle that bled down into taut pectorals. His abdomen bunched and flexed as he used my discarded towel to dry his hair more thoroughly, then scrubbed it across his front, his hands going down to swipe across the sharp line of muscle at his hips. And then he chuckled, breaking the spell I was under.

      “A comb?” I asked, belatedly coming back to myself.

      “You don’t want me dressed first?” he asked, but Gael’s voice sounded very different. None of the sharp edge or the raw hunger. Instead, there was something of a purr about it. My eyes roamed then, trying to look at anything else but him and then I chanced upon an unfortunate fact I hadn’t bothered to consider.

      “So where will I sleep tonight?” I asked.

      “You’ve slept beside me every night since we got across the border,” he replied, rifling through his bags before producing a comb. “That’s not going to change here. I need to know where you are, that you’re safe. The queen said it herself. If she can get rid of you, then she can kill way too many birds with one stone.”

      I forced my focus back to him now, feeling a sense of dread rising.

      “If you’re dead or gone, that frees the princes up to marry the girls she’s hand-picked for them. If there’s no Darcy, if she could persuade the Granian king that you ran away, then the old deal could potentially be torn up and started afresh. But most of all?”

      He moved closer then, pressing the comb between my fingers, them tightening hard around the handle.

      “If she can get rid of you, it’ll break me in ways she’s always hoped for but never been able to manage. My wolf knows you, Darcy.” His fingers trailed along the sensitive skin on the inside of my wrist, making me shiver. “He’s ready to bide his time, to wait for you to accept us as we do you, but if you’re taken away from us? Well, I’d become exactly what she claimed I was. Feral, out of control, something that needed to be put down.”

      And right then, as I stared up into Gael’s eyes, I knew how she’d gotten away with slashing his face. Somehow, some way, she’d pushed a much younger Gael until he lost control and then… Her claws sliced through his face, skated over his eye, all under the pretext of stopping an out-of-control warg.

      “You sure we can’t run away?” I asked in a small voice.

      “Not yet,” he replied. “Not until they’re ready to come with us. They’re getting close, closer every day they’re with you. Now, let's put these braids in before I think better of it.”

      He sat down by the fire, leaving me to take the chair behind him and his bare back pressed against my shins as I went to work. I tried to focus on the job at hand, using Nordred’s trick of focussing on the minutiae to get me through this, but even as I slowly worked the comb through his knots, that same awareness brought me other things.

      His woody scent fusing with the lemon of the soap. The hard and unyielding mass of his back. The little smattering of freckles across his shoulders. The way he leaned into my strokes when I managed to untangle his hair. The slow almost inaudible hiss of satisfaction as I began to work.

      “I still think warrior’s braids are a mistake,” he said in a strained voice. “But damn me, I cannot find the strength to say no to the feel of it.”

      “Does the big bad wolf like his fur being played with?” I said with a snicker, finishing up one braid, but he tipped his head back, fixing me with that endless luminous gaze of his.

      “I’ve never been one for being touched,” he said with much seriousness now. “My beast is a prickly bastard, not allowing many close, but you, Darcy? He lays down and rolls over, presenting his belly when you’re around.”

      “Will I get to meet him?” I asked, remembering Axe and his shift.

      “Not here. Nowhere near the castle,” Gael said in a harsh voice.

      “You’ll take me somewhere else then.”

      He let out a sigh, went to move, but I started to put in the next braid.

      “We’ll find a place that’s safe enough for him to come out,” he assured me. “But you’ll have to promise to stroke his belly for him.”

      I ran my fingers through the hair that remained loose and he made a dog-like huff of appreciation. But when I finished the last braid. When he got to his feet, towering over me. When he looked down, the clean, sharp structure of his face revealed by those tight braids, I did something brave, something foolish.

      A lady was touched, she did not touch. Not until she was safely married and then only at her husband’s behest. He would take my hand after I was wed and show me how he wanted his body caressed and it would be beholden on me to follow his lead, learn what he liked in bed as well as out. So, to reach out now, with just a fingertip. To trace the narrow channels between his stomach muscles, to let it scud along the little trail of black hair that led from his belly button down, right up until his hand snapped out and around my wrist.

      “Don’t go lower,” he growled, his beast in his voice. “Not yet. You’re not ready yet.” And as he pushed my hand away, I was forced to face why.

      I knew what a cock was and how it worked in theory. I’d seen bulls inseminating cows, stallions covering mares and dogs mating bitches too often to remain as pure minded as Linnea would have liked, but this…This was the closest I’d ever come to being near a man’s cock and I found my eyes traced the sizeable lump beneath the drying cloth with a mix of curiosity and alarm.

      “Oh, don’t go looking at me like that, lass,” he grumbled, but when he went to turn away, I grabbed his hip, keeping him where he was. “Darcy?”

      “That… doesn’t seem like it could possibly fit.”

      “This?” That purr was back as his free hand smoothed the fabric tighter over the lump, the shape becoming slightly clearer. “Oh, you’d be surprised. A woman has a body the gods deem flexible enough to bear a baby. You’ll take me fine, when you’re ready.” His fingers moved restively. “And women say they like the stretch, though possibly not the first time.”

      “Stretch?”

      I glanced up at him with a frown and he smiled then, rubbing a thumb across my chin. I knew there was some kind of… hole between my legs, one where my moon blood came from and that he would put… that into to create a child, but stretching?

      “Some things can only be experienced, not explained. When you’re ready—”

      “You keep saying that.” Irritation bled into my voice. “What does that even mean? When I’m ready to accept you? When I’m ready to mate?”

      “When the fear of moving forward is extinguished by the need to be with me, be with us,” he replied in a definite tone. “Because then you won’t be eyeing my cock like it’s some snake in the grass, and you’re not sure if you should stroke it or break its fucking neck. When you’re ready, you won’t accept no for an answer. You’ll need me just like I need you and I’ll be helpless to do anything other than give you everything I’ve got.”

      “Oh.”

      He pulled me to my feet but didn’t give me any ground, staring down at me before kissing me so sweetly.

      “We’ll have plenty of time to kill now we’re in the palace. If there’s anything you wish to explore, I’ll be your willing victim. Now, give me your back. I need to stuff the aching bloody thing into pants that’re gonna feel way too tight if we’re to go to the inn.”

      “It gets painful?” I asked, turning around as he asked, but considered looking over my shoulder to take my own look.

      “Of course, it does. It aches to be inside you, but that’s no matter. And don’t get soft hearted about it, or Axe’ll have you on your bed with your legs in the air in seconds, getting you to apply ‘therapeutic relief’ to his knob.”

      I chuckled at that until he turned me around and then took my hand, drawing me out of the room after tamping down the fire. We walked through the darkened, silent corridors of the castle, out of the building proper and into a stable that would’ve made Nordred gape. I told Gael that.

      “Your Nordred, he’ll have other things to do here, I think,” he said, hoisting himself up into the saddle of a massive piebald beast and then reaching down to me to haul me up. “Arden’s walked all day and needs a rest,” he explained and then settled me on the saddle in front of him. Choosing to ride double with a man, feeling his body pressed against mine, it was such a different affair to when I did the same with Axe. “Things are about to change, Darcy, but right now, it’s in me to believe it could be for the better.”
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      We tied Gael’s horse up out the front of the inn and when we walked into the alehouse on the bottom floor, the ambience couldn’t have been more different.

      “Prince Gael!” came cries around the room and he smiled and nodded to those he knew, all the while steering me between the trestle tables until we found Pepin and Nordred.

      “Gods, you left the castle already,” Pep said with an exaggerated wrinkle of her nose. There was a tankard in her hand and another empty one beside her. “It was awful, right? I bet it was awful.”

      “Not all of it,” I said, looking over my shoulder at Gael, but as we settled down on the bench seats I nodded. “Mostly awful though. Queen Aurora is going to try and invalidate the agreement by making sure I don’t claim her sons as my mates.”

      “And risk war with Grania,” Nordred observed much more dourly. “The agreement was signed in good faith and the Granian king will not take kindly to this kind of quibbling.”

      “Ready to step up and take your place, Nordred?” Gael asked, leaving both Pep and I staring at the two of them quizzically.

      “Not yet, young prince, and you have your own role to step into.” Nordred’s eyes slid to me. “Both of you do.”

      “I have literally no idea what any of you are talking about,” Pepin said. “Do you, Darcy?”

      “None in the slightest, though…” I stopped talking as tankards of beer were set before us along with bowls of food. I looked at the soft as butter shredded meat, succulent vegetables and clouds of mashed potatoes with rapt attention. “I’m guessing we’re not going to find out until it’s ‘time’.”

      “You were always my most apt of students,” Nordred said, with a mysterious smile, and it was then I was struck by the change in him. This was not the gentle man who lurked in my father’s stables, the one who was my bulwark against my father, against Linnea’s wrath and that’s when a thought hit me.

      “Would I have been taught to fight if you had never come to the keep to serve as horse master?”

      He paused then, his spoon halfway between his mouth and the bowl, that strange smile widening.

      “How very astute of you, Darcy. I will admit freely that I change things to suit myself, find ways to persuade people to do what needs to be done.” He stared at me then and for the first time, I saw his blue eyes begin to glow.

      Granians birthed children with blue eyes too, but it was a rare thing and often seen to be a sign of bad luck, for exactly this reason. All of the two-souled had eyes like ice chips when their beasts rose within them, but I’d never seen this side of Nordred, not for all the years I’d known him.

      “You were born to fight,” he continued, his voice containing a weight that far outstripped the king’s, the tables around us instinctively falling quiet when he spoke. “And the Granians are too hidebound by their ideas about women to allow that to happen, so I… persuaded your father that this might be a useful way to spend your time. It kept you occupied. It made you invested in the idea of appearing to be the docile daughter when he needed it. It stopped your nature from souring, forcing you to defy him in more embarrassing ways.”

      “So, if you could do that…” I swallowed, my throat bone dry. I reached for a tankard to take a drink of the bitter brew. “Why was I beaten?”

      “I ensure what needs to happen, does,” Nordred replied, his tone tight. “You’re not a true warrior without a notch on your belt?” At his words I went cold, remembering Magnus’, one of my father’s men’s careless words to me, the ones that drove me out onto the moors that day hunting. “You’ve a battle ahead of you, lass, and no student of mine goes into a fight untried and unblooded.”

      “What did you do?” Gael growled, his presence feeling like it grew beside me, and as I watched, his fingers turned to claws and scratch at the tabletop. “You let him brutalise her?”

      Nordred shook his head slowly then, his spoon dropping into his bowl. “My curse is there are times I know what’s going to happen and it does, no matter what I do. Did I know the duke would beat her half to death?” He stared at the two of us then, but for some reason I don’t think it was us he saw. “Of course I did. But so did half the keep. They’d heard your screams in the past, they’d seen you afterwards, small and bleeding. Some of the staff had brought you to me after it was done, so I could patch you up.”

      His hands gripped the edge of the table and the wood creaked underneath his grip.

      “I like to tell myself that night I would’ve stepped in if I wasn’t drugged and passed out unconscious, like the rest of the keep, but…”

      Nordred shook his head slowly, the lines in his face seeming to deepen by the second. His brows creased, the muscles twitching in his face and when he finally looked back at me, his eyes were blazing blue.

      “But you became what you were supposed to as a result of it. Stronger, faster, more resilient. I might hate the path, but I see what’s at the end of it and I cannot argue with the final result.”

      The man jerked himself to his feet and was up and away from the table with the preternatural speed of the two-souled.

      “What the fuck…?” Pepin hissed, glancing at us two and the space Nordred had left.

      “What did you mean beforehand, about Nordred taking his position?” I asked Gael between gritted teeth. I’d managed to steer clear of the ghosts of what had happened to me, and I was determined to stay that way.

      “I think your Nordred is the Nordred,” Gael said. “Nordred the wizard. Nordred the Wise.”

      Pepin spluttered at that, sending a fine spray of food particles across the table, forcing us to wipe the mess off us.

      “The old queen’s advisor?” she said, her voice rising. “The one who sent her across the border to the Granians? The one who lost us the bloody war with the usurpers?”

      “The one and the same,” Gael said, then bent his head and began to eat.

      

      I was too hungry to avoid the food, even though I already felt way too full of all the stuff that happened today. But filling my belly, even drinking down the bloody bitter beer helped to settle me. Nordred had told me to focus on the now. Well, right now we were in a noisy alehouse, watching a trio of musicians take up position on the stage. We listened to their bright, rollicking tune, people beginning to sing along, others getting up to perform a rowdy clomping dance. Despite what my mind thought, as Gael’s arm settled across my back, as I was pressed into his side, there was no danger here and so I forced myself to relax, settling against my mate’s body and even singing away with Pepin when she taught me the words.

      By the time we rode home I was drowsing in the saddle, only Gael’s grip on me keeping me upright.

      

      “Where’ve you been?”

      I blinked and blinked, seeing a pale faced Dane standing there in the stables, Weyland and Axe behind him.

      “I took her to the inn to see Nordred and Pepin. Our theories about him? Looks like they’re true,” Gael replied.

      “So, he’s…” Weyland looked at me. “Then, she’s…”

      “Gods above, we need to get her the fuck out of here,” Axe said. “Gael can take her to the hunting lodge we set up near the mountains, hole up there and keep her safe—”

      “And alert your mother to exactly how important she is,” Gael replied.

      “He’s right,” Dane said. “She needs to be hidden in plain sight and that shouldn’t be hard. There’s no expectation of a queen rising again, so why would they be looking for one?” He shook his head. “Let’s get your horse unsaddled and then you’re bunking down in our suite.”

      “That would not be wise,” Gael said stiffly, and I moaned slightly as his grip on me tightened.

      Wolves… I could see wolves running over the plain, hear the sound of the raven.

      “Wise or not, it’s what will happen,” Dane snapped. “There is strength in numbers and strength is the only thing that this place respects, so we start a campaign to convince the court of ours.”

      “Easy for you to say. Darcy and I will bear the brunt of it.” I sighed as the horse shifted beneath me, its rolling gait feeling like the thud of paws on dead ground. “Don’t hang us out to dry, Dane. If I think your plans are going to compromise Darcy or my ability to protect her, I’ll do more than take on Axe’s advice. I’ll disappear with our mate to a place you’ll never be able to find her.”

      “You’ve come to accept the bond then, brother,” Weyland said with a slow smile.

      “As if there was any choice in the matter. Help me get her down. She’s half asleep and will need carrying.”

      “Let me.”

      I felt big strong arms go around me, and I was nestled in against a chest that felt as broad as the plains in my mind. The dream took a hold of me then, drawing me along with those wolves and their endless sprint, getting closer and closer. I felt a growing sense of foreboding the nearer they got. Something that persisted when I woke up.
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      The next morning, at court.

      “Dane!”

      A beautiful woman rushed over to the leader of our pack, her face radiant with delight. She had long, dark hair that flared around her in a cloud, her eyes not seeing anything but him. Her smooth brow creased for just a second, then she swooped in, putting her arms around his neck.

      “Mother said you returned last night,” she said. “I can’t believe you didn’t call on me or send word. You know I would’ve come, at any hour. I’ve missed you so much.”

      The last two sentences were said in a very quiet, intimate tone, which told me a whole lot. I shifted my weight from one foot to the other and found the other three men watching me closely.

      And why?

      Because I didn’t want to be back here at the doorway into the court. I wanted to be back down at the inn with Pepin, grooming Arden with Nordred, riding out of this bloody city and never coming back. Instead, I was forced to stand here and experience something curious.

      A feeling of possessiveness so intense it stole my breath away, the ragged sound of air going in and out of my chest drawing the other’s focus. Gael took my hand, as if to keep me where I was. Because I stared at this beautiful, beautiful girl who obviously thought she had a right to manhandle my mate, who had volunteered to come to his room at any time, day or night, like she had a right to. My focus finally caught her attention, or it was the feel of Dane plucking her hands off him and setting her aside, firmly, but gently.

      “Malia, we need to talk.”

      “Well, that sounds serious,” she said, trying for a smile, but it faded when she saw he didn’t return it. “Were the humans frightfully boring? I imagine dealing with them must’ve been like attempting to reason with a cat. Are they even capable of proper negotiation?”

      Funny, I thought, people said the same thing about the Strelans on the other side of the border.

      “I heard that Gael brought one back as a pet,” she said with a smug smile. “Or was it his mate? I can hardly remember. When someone tried to tell me the story I just laughed…”

      Dane stepped back then, revealing me and that’s when her face fell. She blinked, then took several deep breaths, her nostrils working.

      “She’s human…” she said in a much smaller voice, a frown forming for real now. “And she smells of…” Her eyes searched every man’s face before coming back to Dane. “She smells of all of you.”

      “Lady Darcy is our mate,” Weyland said, his hand going to the back of my neck, stroking the bare skin there possessively. I’d woven in my own warrior braids today for some reason. Braids were always seen to be a feminine thing in Grania, but in Strelae? The way they were pulled back in a topknot or bound into a queue made a man’s face look fierce and I found I liked that style a lot.

      “Our?” Malia had to force that word out.

      “We were always a pack,” Dane explained in a calm voice. “And now we are complete. We’ve found our mate.”

      “No,” she said, shaking her head and holding out her hands, like she could ward the words off. “No, your mother said…”

      “I’m well aware of Mother’s machinations, but we’ve had conversations about this,” Dane replied.

      “No, no. My father is the king’s closest ally. The alliance was cemented. We—”

      “Malia.” I felt a spike of sympathy as Dane gripped the girl on the shoulders and forced her to face him. “We have spoken about this at length. What we… had, was always going to be trumped by finding my mate.”

      “Mates are an outdated concept,” she said with a ferocious sneer, her voice taking on a growly note. Her eyes flashed bright blue, which should’ve been warning enough. “We are not beasts and we needn’t live like them, letting instincts dictate our actions. Our parents approved the match. We were to be—”

      “Malia.” Dane cut her off with a forbidding tone. “Anything that was said or done before this means nothing now. I have found my mate. I belong to her, body, mind and soul. I have nothing else to give any other woman. It’s all hers.”

      I blinked then, my eyelids fluttering. We were making a scene; I could see that. People looked through the doorway, chatting amongst themselves at what was happening, trying to glean the gist of the conversation. They reminded me of crows clustering around a corpse, each one fighting to be the one to pluck out the eyeballs and eat them.

      But Dane’s words? They were blunt and concise, the message only now driving home and that, in some ways, was a mistake.

      “You’re the one that seeks to take Dane from me?” she snapped, finally acknowledging me.

      All those instincts Nordred had worked so hard to instil in me came alive as she stormed over. The men went to cluster around me, to prevent her from coming close, but me? I walked up to her, prepared to meet a challenge head on. I felt the whisk of her hand before I saw it, my own whipping up and grabbing her around the wrist, stopping the slap from landing.

      “Let go of me, you grubby little human!” she snarled, all her composure shattering around her.

      “No,” I said, refusing to bite, because in the end, I’m not sure I would have responded all that differently if Dane had ridden away from me for a few days and then presented me with some stranger as his mate. Malia tried to jerk her hand free and when she failed, something finally seemed to dawn on her.

      I got a front row seat to watching her realise her relationship with Dane was over, that I wasn’t just a grubby little human, that I was holding her off from slapping me, the men growling as they clustered around us.

      “Get the hell away from Darcy,” Axe snarled. “Whatever deal you thought you had is done!”

      His voice rocketed through the throne room and silence replaced the low burble of chatter. Malia jerked her wrist free of me, taking a step backwards and that’s when I thought this unfortunate little scene was over.

      Of course, I couldn’t be that lucky.

      “Get the priestess,” Malia shouted, Dane rushing to try and silence her. “She will need to officiate, because I challenge the human ‘mate’ of the princes.”

      “I’m guessing that’s not to a hand of cards, is it?” I muttered to Axe.

      “If only,” he replied. “You’re about to see the stupidity of my father’s court in action.”

      “Anyone can challenge another for their position, except those that are protected, like the army,” Gael said, eyeing the girl as she stood there triumphant, the queen’s expression an echo of Malia’s. “In some ways it creates a peace. People don’t spend their life envying another’s position. If they feel they have the requisite strength and numbers, they can challenge for it.”

      “And in some ways it creates fucking chaos,” Weyland said. “Mother planned this.”

      “Seems like as good a way as any to get rid of Darcy,” Dane said in a terse voice. “Her hands are clean, and she’ll push Malia and the others towards us to help us get over our loss.”

      “The lack of confidence in my ability here is not heartening,” I said.

      “Not at all,” Axe said, putting his hand on my shoulder. “I didn’t want this for you today, but you’ll put that wench on her arse.”

      “Someone was calling for me?”

      We all turned to see an older woman wreathed in a silken shawl come forward, eyeing the lot of us.

      “Holy mother,” Malia said, dropping a curtsey. “I have wish to challenge this human woman. She has usurped my position by the prince’s side while he was away on the king’s business.”

      “Has she indeed?” the woman said, her cool blue eyes sliding over me.

      “She is our fated mate, Holy Mother,” Dane said. The woman’s eyebrow jerked up at that, then she nodded slowly. “You must be able to understand that any relationship I might have enjoyed prior fades in importance in the face of finding my mate.”

      “Perhaps,” she replied, her voice deep and rich, her pauses feeling like they went on for aeons. “And what do you say young… human?”

      “She’ll answer the challenge.”

      A masculine voice had us all turning and there on the steps was Nordred, followed by Pepin. She mouthed the word ‘challenge?’ to me and I just shrugged in response.

      “Nordred?” the priestess said, all her former hauteur gone. She peered openly at the man.

      “Aeve,” he said, moving in to take her arthritic hands and then placing a chaste kiss on her cheek. “How have you fared?”

      But the priestess couldn’t seem to answer him, her hand shaking as it went to touch his face before she snatched it back.

      “Mother Aeve, you’ve come to witness a challenge?”

      The queen stood there then, staring at the lot of us, a quietly expectant air about her.

      “It appears I am,” the priestess replied, “though no word was sent of that when I was summoned to court.”

      I glanced at the queen then, knowing that all of this had obviously been discussed with Malia prior to our arrival. But then Dane turned to me.

      “You don’t have to do this,” he said. “You can nominate someone as a champion.”

      He had other advice, delivered in a hushed, urgent tone, but as I stared everyone down, I saw fear in the pack’s eyes, alarm in Pep’s, but that same sense of quiet confidence I always associated with Nordred in his. I decided that’s the approach I would adopt.

      “How does a challenge work?” I asked.

      “You’ll meet me in the throne room, human,” Malia growled. “And you’ll answer for your trickery. A human being the fated mate of our princes?” As she went to splutter her disgust at that idea, I lifted my hand and let the claws that now ached come through. She frowned, just a tiny little bit, but then shook her head and kept on. “No weapons, just what strength the gods have given us.” Damn, I didn’t like that. “Whoever manages to incapacitate the other is deemed to have the right of it.”

      “Whatever you believe, whatever you think is going to happen,” Gael growled. “If you harm a hair on Darcy’s head—”

      “Threatening a lady of my court, bastard?” Queen Aurora snapped.

      “Peace, peace,” the priestess said wearily. “These old bones are not made for standing around on stairs. Let’s go into the throne room and resolve this mess, see how the gods feel about this matter.”

      And at that, everyone filed inside the room, the chatter that had been going on around us beforehand only getting louder as we moved towards the throne.

      “Malia has challenged Darcy, my king,” the queen said as she swept over to provide a chair for the priestess, then returned to her spot by the throne.

      “Has she indeed? On what charge?”

      “This ‘true mate’ business has to be the result of human witchcraft, Your Majesty,” Malia said. “For who has been a truer mate to your son than I?”

      The girl threw a look over her shoulder then, maybe to make sure I was listening.

      “And you are happy to officiate this challenge, Holy Mother?” the king asked.

      “Happy?” She slung one leg over the other knee, then gripped the top knee with her interlaced fingers. “Happy has little to do with the lot of a priestess. But the challenge has been agreed to by both parties, so I will watch to ensure the gods’ work is done.” She then nodded to the both of us.

      “A moment, Your Majesty,” Nordred said with a bow. “Holy Mother. I need to inform my charge of the process. She was not raised in a world where challenges are fought between women.”

      A chuckle went around the room at that, no doubt at my expense, but I was strangely untouched by any of this. I just was: my breath sucking in and then exhaling out, the fine tremor in my body, the muscles taut and ready to be deployed. It felt like I had achieved the perfect state of readiness that Nordred was always going on about, something that was only slightly ruined by him coming to my side.

      “You can’t kill the girl,” he told me. The others had also clustered in close, hiding me from the crowd beyond, but Axe blinked in surprise, then snorted in response. “The wargen are like all civilisations, savage and genteel by turns. You need to incapacitate her decisively, make it apparent to all that she cannot continue.”

      “You’ve trained her to duel?” Dane asked aghast.

      “Darcy fought hand to hand with the men at different times, but mostly with the boys. She hadn’t found her strength then, so she was put on her arse more times than not, but…” Nordred’s eyes went paler and paler. “Not now. Not when what you truly are is right at your fingertips. Fate is reaching out its claws for you now, my girl, and only you will know whether that’s to raise you up or slap you down.”

      He shook his head then, his eyes returning back to their usual steely blue.

      “Wolves don’t fight like this,” he told me, a kind of sadness colouring his words. “They live in extended family groups up until such point they’re old enough to go it alone and find their own mate. Positions in the family are dictated by the parents and they have many ways to resolve a dispute without blood or death.”

      Nordred looked over his shoulder for a second.

      “This kind of thing happens only when strange wolves are forced in together, penned up tight with those not of their choosing. That’s when their natures twist into something entirely unnatural.”

      “So, this isn’t the way of things?” Weyland asked, frowning slightly.

      “Not in the past, but it is now. You know what to do, girl?”

      I nodded then, my head feeling like it floated on my shoulders and that’s when everyone stepped back.

      “Don’t fucking die,” Pep hissed at me as I moved forward, tossing aside all weapons, each one landing with a dull thud on the thick carpet. “You’re actually alright for a… whatever you are and missing out on Kelly’s pies? No one wants that.”

      I just nodded to her, feeling the compulsion to smile, but unable to honour it.

      As I stepped forward, I saw the girl, Malia talking furiously with a bunch of richly clad people. Her family, her allies, I assumed. Their position, close to the throne and the size of the faction made clear their importance in the court, but none of that would matter here.

      “Each of you bow to the other.” The priestess’ creaky voice cut through the chatter, and both of us did as she asked, while keeping our eyes trained on the other. “The gods hear your challenge, they see your fight and they will bless the arm of she who is true.” She let out a raspy little breath and then with an alpha whip the kind I’d never heard before, she snapped, “BEGIN.”
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      Nothing I’d learned before was going to help me, I realised as I stepped forward. Malia let out a battle shriek, then came at me with lightning-fast swipes of her claws. I dodged one blow, then another, surprised to find I was moving as fast as she was. Titters went up around the crowd as I kept on dodging, but that was drowned out by the frantic throb of my heart. No one I’d ever sparred with at the keep had claws or fangs to fight with, so all the usual techniques didn’t apply. As I tore across the thick carpet, keeping out of the girl’s reach, I tried to work out a strategy, adapt what I knew.

      “You realise you actually need to fight Malia, human,” Queen Aurora said in an arch tone.

      I did. I just needed to work out how.

      Then in response to the queen, Malia redoubled her efforts, raking her claws across my forearm, the hot prickle of blood coming quickly afterwards. And pain, that strange kind of white-hot pain that was slow to develop. I knew I was hurt, my hand slapping over the cuts and I instantly regretted that. My flesh was torn like my shirt, ragged and slippery under my fingers making me yank them away.

      “First blood!” came the cry from a section of the court, my eyes flicking to take them in for a second as Malia stood there, basking in the adulation. She was such a strange figure, with her pretty dress and her blood-soaked hands.

      “Darcy!” Dane snapped. “You need to…”

      His words, everyone’s words, fell away as did the sounds of the court. There was only the thud of my heart, the drip of my blood and this: Nordred stared at me and when he caught my attention, he nodded slowly. My focus jerked back to my opponent and that’s when I knew what to do.

      My brain became cool, cold, analysing her fighting style and seeing the weakness. She threw her whole arm into every swipe of her claws, which in boxing terms was called a haymaker. The blow used huge amounts of momentum and with someone who didn’t know how to fight, they could be devastating.

      But I did.

      She stopped her showboating, a slow smile spreading across her face, her fangs flashing now, but I didn’t care. I had no reaction, no response to make. As she took another swipe at me, riding the high of her success, I was up and under her guard and punching my own claws into her sides. The shorter, sharper strike from the shoulder wasn’t as powerful, yet my claws slid into her flesh like butter before I yanked them free. Her attack faltered, her mouth falling open, a horrible scream filling the air and that’s when I realised something most unfortunate. As Malia’s knees wobbled, her hands going to her wounds, blood blossoming on the very pretty fabric of her dress, it was clear.

      Malia had never been really hurt before.

      I catalogued the shock on her face, heard the censorious cries of her family urging her to keep her guard up, to fight on, but right now she wasn’t hearing any of that. This wasn’t a girl that had been beaten over and over until scars formed a ladder down her back. This wasn’t a girl who’d taken a punch to the nose, to the cheek, to the chin and everywhere else I’d copped them training with Nordred. Someone had taught her to fight, but they’d never taught her to take a hit.

      I didn’t really want to be the one to perform that lesson, but as I stared up at the queen, I knew she wouldn’t allow either of us to walk away from this until it was done.

      So the only thing to do was to get it done as quickly as possible.

      Malia bared her teeth at me, her eyes flashing bright blue, but her hands were still on her wounds, right as I added to them. A sharp downward slash across her arm had her scream ratcheting higher, but then whatever lurked within her, it sprang into action, not ready to go down. Fur prickled across her face, the muscles beginning to jump as she let out a god-awful snarl.

      I danced then, out of reach of her wild, swinging claws and then back in as she fought to recover, stumbling from overreaching, to deal my own much more precise blows. I went for places of maximum hurt, but where my strikes were unlikely to leave permanent damage. The soft places, the vulnerable places. But even though I knew Malia was hurting, she wouldn’t back down.

      I pulled my claws with ease, then punched her in the face, hearing her nose crack, thinking that might be enough to dissuade her. The sheer fucking agony of it was enough to stop most people, but apparently not the two-souled. Her scream, her roar, reverberated through the hall as her hands clapped over her face and that’s when I realised my mistake.

      I’d trained to fight other humans, never to fight anything else. But Malia was two-souled and right now, her wolf’s back was against the wall, and I was the one pushing her there. So it was going to push back. I just stood there, hearing people’s shouts, so many voices screaming at me, at Malia to do something. This was some kind of archaic blood sport taking place in Strelae’s throne room. Malia shredded her dress as the woman disappeared, and her wolf emerged.

      Bigger than a timber wolf, and stronger, more powerful, the big grey beast dropped its head down and snarled at me. Blood stained its fur, but only a little, the shift obviously having healed all of my hard work. An inherently human need rose inside me – a need to run – but with it came an equally powerful yet alien one.

      Something loosened within me: my rattling heart, my rapid breaths creating a savage song for me to dance to. I watched the wolf’s haunches bunch, knowing it was preparing itself to leap and at that moment I saw how this could go.

      Under the pretence of being at the mercy of her beast’s nature, she’d rip out my throat before everyone, leaving my blood to soak into the rich red carpet as it gushed out of me. She would be Dane’s mate and I would be meat, and it was that thought that pushed my own change.

      I wasn’t going down like that; I knew that for sure. 

      I hadn’t survived the beatings I’d taken, hadn’t fought my way free of everything that had weighed me down in Grania, just to be killed by a spoilt Strelan noblewoman who was herself being manipulated by a vengeful queen. That will, that need, to survive, to walk away from this place, was a match tossed on the tinder stored inside me and at that moment, it flared to life.

      My body had already partially shifted before, claws on my fingers, fangs in my mouth, but this went far further than that. My breath came fast, hard, everything feeling like it burned as wolf-Malia shrunk then, or I grew. Fur prickled across my skin everywhere, the bones in my face aching before they shifted too. When I held out my arms, ready to attack, they were heavy with a kind of muscle I’d never possessed before. If I needed a term to describe what I was, I got it. 

      “She can maintain a half-form.”

      Queen Aurora looked gratifyingly pale just then, perched on her husband’s throne like a pet. She stared at me, mouth open, but she wasn’t the immediate threat. Malia was. Because the wolf/girl was still facing a very present danger and if she didn’t try to defend herself, then neither would survive. So she snarled at me and then leapt into the air with every ounce of muscle she had.

      My body moved without thinking, my massive, clawed hands shooting out and catching the wolf by the throat. It still scrabbled, snapped, tried to get at me with everything it had until I began to squeeze. Then finally, the snarls turned to yelps, then hoarse whimpers, then nothing at all.

      “Let her go!” the queen barked at me, and I felt the push of it, her will, trying to get me to do what she ordered, but I brushed that off without a thought. The wolf was struggling to get away now, its claws, paws, scratching at my hands to make me release her. “The fight is until one person is incapacitated, not to the death!”

      When her pleas didn’t work, the queen turned to the crowd gathered.

      “She’s gone feral. She’s going to kill Malia!”

      “Oh no, she’s not.” Dane stepped forward then, ignoring the frantic rasp of Malia-wolf’s breath and staring at me. “You’re going to set Malia down now, aren’t you, my love, my mate? You’ve defended yourself admirably.” I was caught then by the shine in his eyes, the radiant smile on his face. “You are strong enough to vanquish this challenger.” My eyes flicked back to the now exhausted wolf in my hands, sagging in my grip. “But you’re also strong enough to let her live. She won’t be a threat to you ever again.”

      His voice was persuasive, sinuous, sliding under my defences and dismantling everything in a way that seemed entirely effortless. I tossed the wolf to the ground, leaving her to suck in frantic breaths, her family rushing in to cluster around her, many of them glaring up at me.

      But none taking a step forward to challenge me.

      “Shift!” Aurora said imperiously, slipping off the throne to stand before me. I felt her will pushing down on me, but it was not an oppressive thing. I could’ve shaken it off, if I wanted to, but something told me now wasn’t the time. Because when my breath began to even out and my heart slowed, the fire that had burned inside me sputtered out and it just left me like this.

      In a body that wasn’t mine. I stared at my now massive hands, at the way my claws raked out from blocky fingertips, then traced the spread of silky black fur that trailed across my limbs. My thoughts raced. This was not me. I couldn’t do this. I didn’t shift, wasn’t a warg. I had the one soul… But as my thoughts began to tumble frantically around in my head, another form of knowledge entered my awareness. It didn’t use words, didn’t spit out observations in rapid succession. It just knew.

      That I needed to bide my time, because I was on enemy turf. That I was strong, but I would need to build my pack, far beyond what the males had planned, before I could openly display my powers. That if I did not submit to this queen, just for now, she would issue another challenge, one I wasn’t ready to meet. So when her mouth opened again, when she injected all of her will into the command, I took that direction to heart, let my beast recede and was just left with Darcy, standing there now, in clothes that sported great rips down their length.

      “You’re out of control,” the queen said, holding out a shaking finger to me. “To allow a duel to go so far! If you can’t control whatever it is that’s inside you—”

      “She’ll need to train with the Wolf Maidens,” Mother Aeve said smoothly. “We have so few women that can take the half form now, they are the only ones who will be able to teach her control. That’s what you were about to say, weren’t you, my queen?”

      Aurora’s face screwed up at that, becoming a furious mask before she hastily smoothed it out again.

      “Of course, Holy Mother.” The queen eyed me speculatively then, with a strange gleam in her eyes. “The Wolf Maidens would welcome another such as Darcy to their number.”

      I’d been fascinated by the brief mention of these wolf-women warriors back in Bayard, but right now it felt like I had put down one threat, only to be presented with another. I just nodded in response to their ruling and took my place back with the others.

      “Well done, lass,” Nordred said, his voice cutting through the hissed worries of the other men, as Pep just stared at me with wide eyes.

      “But out of the frying pan and into the fire,” Dane said grimly. “We’ll talk further once we are able to leave court.”

      

      The next few hours were spent in an interminably boring way. Nobles brought forth their complaints, the king and queen made judgements and then came the next. On and on it went, until finally we were all excused.

      I ran down the stairs when we got out the main door, Pep following hot on my heels.

      “You hated that place too? Nordred made me come up today,” she said, “but forgive me, Darcy, I won’t be returning if you are called to court. After it all started out so promisingly with that challenge. Gods, girl, you didn’t tell me you were two-souled!”

      “I didn’t know,” I said, blinking, feeling oddly like something had been stolen from me. Perhaps if I’d been left alone, I’d have discovered… whatever was inside me under my own steam. Instead, I was forced to grab for whatever means I had to survive and now, here I was. I watched my nails turn to claws, the fur springing up across my arm before I took a deep breath and released it again. Taking the half form, half-beast, half-human, seemed to be an appropriate thing for me, because apparently I wasn’t human anymore and neither was I a wolf.

      

      “Mother will try to force Darcy to join the Wolf Maidens,” Weyland said when we reached their suite. “I knew she’d seek to separate us by any means possible, but this?”

      “The Wolf Maidens are a religious order and a martial one,” Gael explained to me. “All of the women who can maintain a half form are relegated there to protect the throne. A Maiden can’t have a mate and needs to remain a virgin.”

      “Well, that’s a situation we can rectify right now,” Axe said with a grin, one that faltered under everyone else’s inspection.

      “Training with the Maidens would be useful for Darcy,” Nordred said and the other men growled their disapproval at this. “They can teach her things none of us can. A woman’s relationship with her beast is different to a man’s.”

      “And that’s all she’ll know, if Mother has her way,” Dane said. “This isn’t about what’s best for Darcy. It’s about furthering the Queen’s ambitions.”

      “Her motivations might be suspect,” Nordred said. “But that doesn’t mean the proposal is a terrible one.”

      

      They kept bickering, passionately defending their points of view as I drifted into the bedroom of the suite, then past that to the bathing room.

      You could see this was a place lived in by men. Shaving soap, a strap and a straight razor lay on the bench, as did bottles of cologne that smelled of pine needles and sandalwood when I sprayed them into the air. But this was all me delaying what I’d come in here to do. 

      I stared into the mirror, saw my thin face, full lips, freckles scattered across my cheekbones and my flame red hair still bound back from my face, making it appear even thinner, then my bright blue eyes. But that wasn’t what I’d come here to look at. It was easier now to summon… whatever it was I’d become. I let my hands turn to paws first, holding them up before the glass as they appeared to lengthen, grow hairier, great sabre-like claws protruding from the ends. But letting that out seemed to let everything else out too.

      I grew before my very eyes in a process that could only be described as magic. I went from being a wiry looking girl to a beast. Any traces of femininity, of humanity, were lost. I became a lean rope of a thing, all hard muscle and fur. Darcy was gone, all but for those blue eyes, and even they were a recent development. My face shifted, morphing into this grotesque combination of wolf and woman, until finally furry ears twitched atop of my head. I was a woman in a wolf mask, or was I a wolf in a human mask? I couldn’t tell. I just stared and stared and stared.

      “Darcy?” There came a knock on the door, and I released the half wolf form, reaching for my humanity and donning it like one would a robe. And wasn’t that a strange thing? I’d thought my human nature the sum total of what I was, so to find it was one of several options was dizzying. I opened the door and found Gael standing in the doorway. “Are you alright? This has been…”

      “There aren’t any words for what this has been, are there, Gael?” I asked in a low voice, some of my previous form’s growl in it. “This is what you wanted to keep me away from. Why you wanted to protect me.”

      He nodded slowly.

      “But you can’t now.” I stared down at my hands again but they remained reassuringly human. “None of you can.”

      

      There was a sharp knock at the outer door when we walked back into the main room, Dane crossing the floor to answer it. I assumed it would be the Wolf Maidens, come to collect me, but it wasn’t. Instead, a soldier stood at the door with a frown across his brow. When he saw Dane, he thrust a piece of paper at him and left.

      “All of this is an academic discussion for the moment,” he told us as he scanned the contents. “This will give us grounds for leaving the city.”

      “What does it say?” Weyland asked, moving closer to read over his shoulder.

      “There’s been an attack on one of the border towns,” Dane said.

      “Bayard?” Pepin asked in alarm.

      “No, near the mountains. In Wildeford.”

      And as he said those words, I stilled. My dream, of wolves running, running in a great carpet, stirred then, but it wasn’t them that pushed aside my view of the room. Instead, it was a great big raven with a golden skull swinging up in my mind’s eye, then cawing straight into my face. And with it came the stench of death.

      Wherever we were going, we wouldn’t like what we found. I felt that deep in my bones.
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      I thought getting out of the city was a good idea.

      I was wrong.

      We had travelled for a day and half to get to Wildeford. We’d spoken to one of the higher-ups in the army, a report having come to him via one of the stewards that cared for the lords’ lands while they were at court. The steward had written to his lord, wanting to send men out to the far-flung village, but the request had been ignored. Then the army had wanted to send men. While the king acknowledged their request he did not respond to it. 

      “It’s a pissant little town,” Axe informed me as we rode. “Mostly humans now, though there were plenty of two-souled living there under the queen’s rule. There were more of us when she reigned. It's an insular little place. People talk and live the way they did hundreds of years ago, not that it helps them any. They live on the foothills of the mountains. Pasture is thin. No iron ore deposits to bring the money in. Depressing place, really.”

      “Which is perhaps why Father hasn’t sent anyone to help,” Dane said, craning his neck to try and work out what was sending up the big plume of smoke off in the distance. We were riding through a forest, so we couldn’t see what it was yet, but it didn’t stop him from looking. “No two-souled to call upon. No one of importance lives there.”

      “Important to them though, isn’t it?” Gael growled, scowling at the trees as if that would get us out of the forest. “The king is lord of all of Strelae, not just the affluent parts.”

      “Well said, brother,” Weyland said with a little smile.

      “That’s why the army wanted to send us,” Dane said. “If we take a look, report back on what we see—”

      “In theory, we’re harder to ignore,” Axe said, stroking the haft of his weapon. “Though after yesterday, I’m not so sure.”

      They all chattered about what was going on, what we were likely to come across, but me? I was quiet as the grave. I’d been plagued by strange visions since I’d met the four brothers, but now. Caw! The sharp cry of a raven had my head jerking up, my eyes following it as it flew across my path. I narrowed them as I saw a glint of gold. Or did I? I gripped the reins tighter, Arden whinnying in response, forcing me to straighten my back, to become more alert.

      But not for long. That feeling, when you wake up too early or after not having enough sleep. That haze of tiredness that a nap couldn’t rectify, that resisted the use of stimulants. It hung over me like a grey pall, softening the edges of everything, lulling me with the rocking rhythm of Arden’s gait, plucking away my grip on consciousness, one finger at a time and replacing it with this.

      Wolves running.

      The slow, steady hush of the breeze through pine needles.

      A raven screaming.

      Clop, clop, clop, clop, the horses’ hooves setting up a slow rhythm.

      Blood spurting.

      My back swaying in time with my horse, the feel of my hair brushing over my face.

      Teeth tearing. People screaming until they abruptly stopped.

      As did we.

      

      Dane sat stationary at the front of our party, and I quickly realised we’d come to the end of the forest path. The view of the valley and the mountains beyond spread out before us. Wildeford was indeed a tiny little hamlet, no more than ten houses clustered together.

      Or what was left of them. 

      We could now see where the smoke was coming from. The wreckage of some houses smouldered still, starkly black against the grey of the stones and the green of the grass.

      “Perhaps we should leave Darcy here,” Axe said.

      “No,” both Dane and I replied, and the dark-haired man caught my eye and smiled in response. “Strength in numbers.”

      “Couldn’t agree more, brother,” Gael said, eyeing the landscape suspiciously, that fractured eye of his seeming to see something more than we did. “We won’t be leaving our mate anywhere.”

      “So, we take a look,” Weyland said in a deceptively light tone, which was undermined by the fact his fingers strayed to his sword, caressing the filigreed hilt. “Report back and see that whatever happened to Wildeford doesn’t happen again.”

      It sounded so simple when he said it like that. The reality was so much different.

      The haze settled down around me hard, so it felt like I’d just blinked and we’d crossed the plain between the forest and the town. But whatever clouded my mind, the sight of something on the outskirts of town quickly tore that lassitude away. 

      I blinked, felt my heart begin to beat faster, felt the tension ratchet up in my limbs as I focused on a brightly coloured piece of cloth had been left half trampled in the mud.

      “Wolf prints?” Weyland said, staring down at the tracks into town. 

      But I was down and out of my saddle before any of them could say anything about it, walking over the tracks and obliterating them with my own, squelching through the thin layer of mud before I came to a stop by the piece of cloth.

      “What’ve you found?”

      I just stared at Axe, feeling like I was looking at him for the first time. He was just a face, a man, a good-looking one, but one of many. Nothing to do with me. But his gentle tone, I clung to that, somehow knowing I’d need it. I turned back to the fabric and then pulled it from the mud.

      She was well loved, this dolly. Made from brightly coloured cotton that had long faded after being dragged around, chewed on and clutched tight, I knew exactly how she’d been constructed. Women in the villages often made them for their daughters, using a square of old fabric from a ruined dress. The ‘head’ was created from a wad of cloth pushed into the centre of the square, then the maker stitched around it, the rest of the fabric forming a primitive dress. If the woman had the skill, she might stitch on a face, like this little poppet. The thread had gone fuzzy from being handled so often, but the blue eyes and cupid’s bow mouth were still plain. The little face wore a veil of black mud and for some reason that had my hand gripping the doll tight.

      “Darcy?” Axe said, following me as I walked now, briskly, towards the first house. I stuffed the doll into my pocket and then pulled the swords I’d been given out of their scabbards, moving faster now I was armed. “Darcy?”

      Something was wrong. Dolls like this were treasured little effigies, talismans for a young child against all that scared them about the world. They hugged them close when they saw strangers, at night when in bed and everything was dark, when their father appeared at their door, demanding you walk down the hall to his room to answer for your sins. No girl let go of her dolly without due cause.

      “Darcy!”

      Axe shouted, several of the men shouted to me, as I broke into a run. I moved so much easier now that this other part of me had risen, with the endless lope of a wolf. Because I was on the hunt and I had the scent in my nose, but unlike an animal I would not like what I caught.

      I wrenched open the door to the nearest building, the stone walls having saved it from much of the fire damage, though the roof was just a cluster of bare broken boughs. But when I looked inside, I think I wished the fire had burned out the contents as well.

      It could’ve scoured the site clean, burned up all the evidence of what had been perpetrated here, turned it all into innocuous black ash. Instead, I was forced to face something I hadn’t for some time.

      

      When I was a young girl, I used to help Cook feed the chickens. It was really the job of the kitchen girls, but they were busy enough to dump the chicken feed with me and let me scatter seed to my heart’s content. If the daughter of a duke wanted to dirty her hands caring for the birds, then who would say no to me?

      The chickens had come to know and like me, as provider of the food, and when I turned my hand at taking the eggs from their nests, they seemed remarkably placid about it. I was stealing their babies for Cook to turn into my delicious breakfast, but people had done this since the first time they produced an egg, so they seemed to accept this as a necessary sacrifice for the sake of being fed.

      The kitchen staff had warned me of the folly of naming chickens, but I did, in the contrary way of privileged children. I was an only child with few friends and only a bewildering array of adults bossing me around. Giving every chicken a name, developing a sense of each one’s personality, having endless conversations with them as I fed them, then raked out the chicken poo from their enclosure seemed natural.

      And then I discovered why I’d been warned.

      The stupid thing about eradicating all the wolves in Grania meant that we had a serious fox problem, because there were few large predators to keep their numbers in check. I knew this, but somehow I’d felt like I’d cast a spell on the chicken coop, with my names and morning feeding ritual. I was Lady Darcy of Chickentopia and no ill could come to my subjects during my reign.

      “Darcy…”

      Cook said then, Axe said now, as I walked up to the doorway, standing in it but not willing to step any further. Cook had said something hurriedly, her hands, Axe’s hands trying to steer me away from the carnage within.

      “Don’t look, don’t look,” they said.

      But how could I look away? The chickens had been torn to pieces; blood and feathers and limp bodies littering the coop with no one to mourn them but me and, right now, I felt the same way. There were bodies here, adults and children, but I couldn’t say exactly how many, because just like the chickens, they’d been ripped asunder, reducing people to chunks of meat, destroyed not to fill an animal’s belly or for any other reason than for the thrill of the kill.

      I wrenched myself away, went stumbling into the burnt remains of a cottage garden, the trail rations we’d eaten for lunch coming right back up. Axe grabbed me, held me still, pulled my hair out of my face and his big hand rubbed circles on my shoulder blades as I emptied everything out of me.

      “What the fuck?” came a low growl, indicating someone else had seen the grave site, but that’s not what caught my attention. 

      I spat out the last of my bile, then moved, thrusting my swords in my scabbards before throwing myself over the low stone fence then walking swiftly across the burnt rows. I dropped my centre of gravity right down until I was almost crawling, then over in the shadows of a small lean to, I saw a pair of eyes. I moved slower, much slower, then sent a frantic hand signal to whoever was following me to stop, then pulled out the little muddy doll from my pocket.

      “Hello…” My voice sounded rough and rusty and that sent the pair of eyes scuttling back deeper into the shadows. “I’m sorry, I know I sound a little growly, but I’m not going to hurt you.” 

      I laid the doll on the ground then, just inside the darkness of the structure. I shuffled back a little then and waited. Frantic little whispers broke the silence, but only just, then were followed by a little sniffle. A small hand reached out then, one so tiny it hurt my heart to see it, jerking out and then snatching the doll before it was gone again.

      “Something came here,” I said. “Something that hurt you. We just want to help because—”

      A thready little growl cut my speech off and with it came a wild scrabble of limbs. A boy, perhaps all of nine, popped out of the shadows, but he wasn’t just a boy. His eyes blazed bright blue, his teeth had become tiny fangs as his bloodied, muddied form launched itself at me.

      “Gods above, Darcy!” Axe shouted, but I didn’t care. I caught that thin little body in my arms, felt him thrash in my grip, copping a smack to the ear that had my head ringing, then felt his fangs sink into my shoulder, bringing with it a sharp, bright burst of pain.

      “It’s alright.” My attempt to soothe the boy was pitiful, tears clogging my throat because everything hurt. The bite hurt, the devastation in the house hurt, that tiny little hand snatching the doll hurt, and I wasn’t sure if I could bear it. I would’ve gladly gone back to the castle and let Malia and the queen trample me over and over rather than deal with this. But I held the boy as he worried at my flesh, right up until Axe stepped up, pushing a finger between the boy’s teeth and my skin, forcing his jaws open.

      “You’ve done well, young warrior,” he said in a voice as rich and warm as a fur cloak. “You’ve protected your family, kept them safe until help arrived, and now help has come. We’re here to look after you, to right whatever wrongs caused this.”

      I felt the moment when the boy went limp in my arms, a small girl crawling out when he did. She held the dolly tight to her chest, staring up at us with wide blue eyes, but not coming forward until her brother burst into tears.

      These were not the sobs of a spoiled child or the wails of a deprived one. These were the ugly, hacking howls of a child who has seen something they never should have, where all of their helplessness, desperation and rage was cried out of them. And as I soothed the boy through this, I found I did the same. I tried to keep my tears quiet, to try not to compete with his pain, but damn me, if I could hold them back. They burned their way out of my sockets like caustic acid, turning my vision to a blurred mess. And that’s when she crept closer. Tiny arms went around her brother, around me, and for just a moment, we grieved under the cool mountain sky.
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      “Go with them,” I told the children. Her name was Jan and his was Del and they weren’t keen on the idea at all. I’d led them out of the garden, then hurried past the devastation in the house to bring them over to my horse and the rest of the men. “These are my mates. They are princes, sons of the king, sent here to help.”

      “Like the fairy tales?” Jan asked in a small voice.

      “Just like the fairy tales,” I replied.

      “Hello to you, young warrior,” Dane said, thrusting out his hand for Del to take. The boy clasped arms, his fingers going white in an attempt to make a good show of it, to prove his strength. “You saved your sister.”

      Del blinked then, his face locking down into a harsh scowl, a look which I knew well. When you needed to cry more than your next breath, but you didn’t dare do so, so you screwed your face up tight as a result.

      “We’ll work out what happened here,” Weyland said, crouching down to his level. “But while my brothers do that, how about we get the two of you some food and water and then you can tell me a little bit about what you saw?”

      Del looked at me, searching my face, as if I was the authority here.

      “Weyland is a good man, and he always has the best snacks. Make sure he gives you some of those smoked almonds he has in his pockets,” I said.

      “My smoked almond stash?” Weyland said, pretending to be offended. “Oh well, I guess I can share.” He pulled some out and then offered them to the children, each one trying a single almond, then, at the taste of them, going back for more.

      “Darcy, you need to stay here,” Dane said, as the rest of us faced the wreckage of the village.

      “No, I really don’t.” I replied, already questing forward. Whatever… sense had me finding the children, it was still twitching inside me. “Axe will come with me. He can take down anything that tries to hurt me.”

      “Gladly, lass,” he said, hefting his axe.

      And at that, I didn’t bother with my weapons. Somehow, I knew with him at my back that was all I needed. The next house was a burned-out ruin and I was ready to dismiss it when we heard a small faint moan. I crept over the sooty ruins, the remains of furniture still smouldering, the heat coming through the soles of my boot as I went. Roof trusses had collapsed everywhere, and I was forced to test my new strength, setting my shoulder to one and lifting it, before Axe came along and tossed it aside like a child’s toy.

      “It’s… coming from the cellar?” he said and then the two of us worked as one. Tossing chunks of wood and warped metal to one side, some making my skin ache at the heat of them, but work we did, until finally we pulled back the trapdoor we found underneath. Several women quailed back at the sight of us, but a brave one dared to take a look and it seemed the fact I was a woman was somehow reassuring for her. When she moved closer to the bottom of the steps leading down, so did the others and it was then we saw there were three women and a baby that one was desperately trying to shush.

      “You’re… You’re not Reavers?”

      “What the hell is a Reaver?” I asked Axe over my shoulder.

      “A myth,” he said with a frown. “Something I thought mothers used to scare their children straight.” He reached out a hand and helped each woman up and into the ruined house, one of the women’s hands going to her face when she saw the state of it.

      “Oh my…” Her voice was little more than a breath, yet it was a pained one. “John? John!”

      “They came like a wave,” another woman said, her eyes empty and staring and I knew then exactly what she saw. “A pack of wolves the like of which I’ve never seen.”

      “Wolves, wolves, as far as the eye could see,” we both said and then she frowned at me.

      “You’ve seen them?” she asked me. “We told ourselves it was the king’s men, but no man from the city has ever done what they did. They rode in here and…”

      Her voice cracked and then stopped altogether, the last woman rushing to her and wrapping an arm around her.

      “They weren’t two-souled,” she said as she consoled the other woman, then her mouth twisted in fury. “They were berserkers. They tore through here, killing and maiming everything they came across and even that wasn’t enough. Covered in our blood, they set the houses and the fields alight. Smashed everything they could and gutted our animals, leaving them to die in the paddocks. They destroyed… everything.”

      She blinked, as if it was all finally sinking in.

      “My Bill, he told us to hide down in the root cellar and not make a sound. Heather’s wee babe was starting to fuss and we had to keep him quiet. She kept him nursing the whole time, too scared to let him off the breast for fear of making a noise. Then we heard the house collapsing and Bill…”

      “We’ve come from the capital,” I said hurriedly. “This is Prince Axe and his brothers have come to see what has happened here.”

      “Princes?” The woman seemed stricken by that, smoothing her hands over her pinafore.

      “What good would a prince do?” one of the other women said. “We sent word to the steward at his lordship’s estate when the attack began but…”

      “No one came, until it was too late,” the woman with the baby said flatly. “My Zed, gone. Everyone and everything, gone. How will we get through the winter? How will I look after my baby?”

      “There, there, love. Don’t fuss.”

      “Ladies, it might take us a while, but we’ll bring you back to the capital in the meantime. Until we work out exactly what happened here, it's not safe for any of you to remain,” Axe said.

      “They’re Reavers, I told you,” one of the women said, clambering over the wreckage of the house to get to the front door, leaving us to follow. She marched down the dirt road that led through town and then pointed defiantly at a symbol I never expected to see when awake. A skull had been crudely painted, white as a ghost, and from it black wings spread.

      “No…” I whispered, shaking my head, but Axe moved closer. “No…” He pressed his fingers to the paint, and they came away white, the paint still damp. “No, no…”

      “What’s the matter, lass?”

      Axe appeared at my shoulder, and I flung myself at him, burying my face in his chest, but that didn’t eradicate the image from my sight. I could see the symbol on the inside of my eyelids when I closed them, could hear the caw of a raven in my ears, drowning out the beat of Axe’s heart and, even when I screwed my eyes up tight, I saw the wolves come over the mountainside in a great swarm, their paws tripping over rocks and stones, but nothing would stop them. They would sweep down into the valley, even if they had to do so falling head over tail. Because what drove them wasn’t instinct or the hunt, or even a disturbing need to kill for fun, it was this. The raven flew through the air before them, its raucous caw their battle cry. 

      “Reavers?” I tried the name out the woman gave them and the raven in my mind’s head jerked up, its golden skull glittering.

      Caw! it called. Caw!

      “We need to get everyone out of here,” I insisted, and my frantic tone seemed to please the woman, her mouth becoming a grim line as she nodded at me. “We need to get them as far away from this place as possible.”

      

      The process took a lot longer than we had hoped. We were forced to rake through each house and retrieve whoever we could, the villagers we found sitting with Weyland, trying to prepare an evening meal from what ingredients could be recovered. But between peeling muddy potatoes and carrots, he started playing a game with the children, one we called jacks at home. We’d discovered a small ball and they bounced it in the dirt, picking up various odd-shaped rocks in increasingly complex ways. He looked up when he felt me watching him and I nodded, unable to match the bright smile he was gifting all of them, but grateful for it all the same.

      “I’ve found a couple of carts,” Dane said to Gael, Axe, and me. “They’re not in great shape, but they’ll help with moving that many people. We should start tonight…”

      “We can’t,” I said with a shake of my head. “Everyone’s dead on their feet and at least some of us will need to walk.”

      “I can run back to the city in fur,” Gael said. “Let the commander know. He can send out some troops to assist.”

      “Not you, brother, me,” Axe insisted. “If my mother caught sight of you in fur…”

      I was struck then by the memory of my father’s men and their aborted attack on Axe. I grabbed Gael’s hand then and squeezed it.

      “Axe will go then,” Dane said. “Tonight?”

      “It’ll half fucking kill me, but yeah, tonight,” the big man agreed, but then he turned to me, pulling me close and tucking me in against his body. 

      I gripped him tight then, wanting to imprint that hard expanse of a body into mine, so that I’d feel him after he’d gone. I was still stumbling around where I stood with the four men, but right now it felt like there was nothing to quibble about. I didn’t want their throats slashed and dumped in a mass grave to be burned, as many of the men in the village had been. I just wanted him here with me, even though I saw the logic in him going.

      “Everything will be alright, lass. Nothing gets by ol’ Axe.”

      “It better not,” I said, my voice muffled by his taut stomach as he stroked his hand through my hair. 

      

      “What the hell happened here?” Gael asked much later as we sat around a large fire. In that respect we had plenty of fuel to burn. “Reavers are something grannies talk about to scare the kids.”

      “Then we need to start speaking to some of the old ones,” Dane said. “Because whatever this was…” As he stared at the flames, I knew he had to be remembering what the commander had shown us on a map of Strelae and Grania, the ring of the Eaglefell mountains that fenced us off from the rest of the continent sketched in remarkable detail. But all around the mountain range, where there were tiny villages, pins had been placed.

      “That’s everywhere we’ve received reports of an attack,” the commander had told us. 

      “And how many calls for help have we answered?” Dane asked.

      The commander said nothing, because his expression did the job for him, because he didn’t want to chance deriding the king to his sons, I was willing to bet. He just stared and waited for us to respond.

      “None of them?” Weyland asked, putting his hands down on the map and inspecting it more closely. “Not one?”

      “The stewards ask us for help because the lords won’t give them permission to send their warriors out. When we request permission from the king to go, he doesn’t even bother to respond.”

      “They’re ignoring this?” Gael asked in wonder. 

      When Dane blinked, his eyes met mine. We looked out at the people huddled around the fire, those we would be trying to bring back to the capital tomorrow. We both frowned at the pitiful size of the group, at the way they’d been forced to huddle up in small groups against the cold.

      “Darcy.” Weyland slid down beside me and then waved me over. “I promised the children the princess would tell them a story.”

      “Princess?” I baulked at the label but then got to my feet, following Weyland over where the kids were wrapped up in Weyland’s bedroll. I sat down on the cold grass beside them and smiled at the way Del held Jan tight to his chest. “I hear you want a story?”

      “Tell us one with swords and stuff,” Del insisted, seeming to have found his voice now.

      “No, one with princesses!” Jan argued.

      “Well, how about one with a princess that wields a sword better than the strongest warrior?” Weyland suggested, winking at me.

      I sighed then, forcing myself to smile at him, then the children.

      “Well, once upon a time—”

      “Stories always start like that,” Del complained.

      “They do, but they won’t get much further than that if you’re not quiet,” I said with a wink and the two of them snuggled down at that. “Once upon a time, there was a princess born in a country not her own.” I had no idea how to tell a bloody story, having no younger siblings and never having cared for children before. “She thought she belonged to Grania.” Del wrinkled his nose at that. “But really she was meant to be a citizen of Strelae.” That seemed to settle him. “She grew up in the presence of a fearsome wizard and from him she learned how to fight with swords.”

      “Wouldn’t a weapons master teach her how to use a sword?” Del asked.

      “Girls don’t have swords!” Jan said with a frown.

      “I do,” I said, tapping the hilts of mine.

      “So does the wizard teach her how to use magical swords?” Del suggested.

      “Why, yes, he does.” 

      Weyland grinned at that, but schooled his face to seriousness when Del looked up.

      “He taught her to fight so well, no man or woman could stand against her…”

      Stories were always a combination of life lesson and wish fulfilment, or at least the ones I’d bothered to read. They helped you dream of the future while dealing with the present. So I created this mythical princess with her magic swords, built this perfect shining figure in the children’s minds, because right now, that’s what they needed. But as I spoke of her adventures, of her beating off terrible foes and righting wrongs across Strelae, I realised something for myself.

      My dreams had been filled with visions of wolves and ravens with gold skulls, though in this moment, I could see none of that. What I was doing, telling the story, was like casting a spell, creating a circle of light for us to warm our hands on, to help drive back the worst of the shadows. And my spell? It involved four princes, who strode at the princess’ side, who helped her to beat back the evil that visited Strelae.

      By the time I finished the story, the children were snoring lightly, and I felt curiously hollow and empty, like everything I had to give had gone into those words.

      “C’mon,” Weyland said, holding out a hand for me. “We’ll need to share your bedroll, but I think we’re going to need to sleep over here. I don’t want the children waking without us.”

      I just nodded, falling onto the soft surface, then wriggling over to make room for Weyland under the covers. 

      Sleeping with the men was sometimes a fraught thing and sometimes way too stimulating, but right now I just felt a reassuring pulse of warmth from Weyland as he tucked me in under his chin.

      “That story will come true, you know,” he told me, spinning his own tale to help me to sleep. “But it won’t be a princess that saves the land, it’ll be a queen.”

      That last word tugged at me, trying to draw my attention, but I was too far gone to pay it heed. The day and its traumas hit me like a ton of bricks, shoving me into unconsciousness. But whatever Weyland had said, it did the trick, because this time when I dreamed of the wolves, I saw a golden figure standing on the cliff, staring down at them. And behind her? There was an army that outstripped the wolves twenty to one. She raised her sword and, as one, they charged.
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      It took us several days to get the refugees to the capital. Axe arrived in the city the morning after he left, collapsing into the commander’s yard before passing on the message. Supplies were ferried out to us by a few riders on very swift horses, which was good because we had quickly run out of food. A much slower escort came the next day and then we all made the torturous route back to the city together. Weyland and I sat with the children the entire time, either walking by the cart or carrying them with us on our horses when we rode. But when we finally got to Snowmere, we did so circumspectly.

      “Straight to the barracks,” Dane ordered. “No one goes in or comes out without the commander’s express permission. It’s the safest place for the people right now.”

      The soldiers nodded and then went to take all the horses to the stables for a rest and some food. The commander arrived as soon as word was sent and with him came a sea of women.

      “Oh, you poor love!” Lannie, one of the women that had ridden with us from Bayard to the capital, came rushing over, the children tensing when she took their faces in her hands. “Little motherless mites.” I winced at that, shooting Weyland a warning look. “Let's get you home and in a hot bath.” Del stiffened. “Then some fresh clothes, and a big hot meal for you two.”

      At the mention of food, the two children brightened.

      “Lannie’s a good woman, Del,” Weyland said to them. “She’ll take care of you and make sure you have everything you need.”

      “But will you come and visit?” Jan asked, blinking up at us with her big blue eyes.

      “We will,” I promised. “But it won’t be as often as we’d like.”

      “Darcy and Weyland have royal stuff to do,” Del said in a gruff voice, trying to be the man of the family now. “They’ll come see us when they can, but… I’ll look after you, Jan. You’ll always have me.”

      

      “Why do I feel like a total arse right now?” I asked Weyland as we walked back to the palace. “I don’t want children anywhere near what’s happening in the palace, but…”

      We both looked over our shoulder to see Lannie chivvying the children along, but Del looked over his shoulder and raised a hand in farewell, leading to us doing the same.

      “Father’s in a meeting with some of the more prominent lords,” Dane said when he joined us, Gael and Axe walking up to us as well. “We’ll corner him there and try to get to the bottom of this situation.”

      “Don’t tell him about the refugees,” Axe said, watching as the rest of the people of Wildeford  were guided toward accommodation and food. “We don’t want to give him any more targets.”

      “So we tell him… what? That everyone was killed?”

      

      Of course, in the end, it didn’t matter what story we’d come up with, because when we were granted entry to the king’s map room, we didn’t find a particularly sympathetic audience. We were confronted by the sight of a massive table, covered with a huge map of the realm, but rather than pins to mark massacres, it had small clusters of figures placed in each province. 

      “And what do we have here?” King Ulfric said as we entered the room. “My erstwhile sons and their ‘mate.’ Darcy was due to present herself to the Wolf Maidens three days ago.”

      “Father, we were called away on an urgent matter,” Dane said, stepping forward. “We received reports that an attack from some unknown force took place at Wildeford, near the mountains.”

      “Wildeford?” one of the men seated at the table said. “Where in the bloody hell is Wildeford?”

      “One of those terrible little mountain hamlets from memory,” another man said, peering at the map. “Tiny, muddy and the people are always awfully inbred. I’ll never know why they don’t come into civilisation.”

      “Better they don’t,” another man snorted. “Filling Snowmere with the likes of them…”

      “And why would a mishap in some pisspot town warrant all of my heirs rushing to its aid? Without my permission, I might add,” King Ulfric said, inspecting each one of us. “If you’ve decided to engage more in civic life, perhaps you should rush back over to Grania and fix this aberration of a deal. Though maybe I should go to renegotiate the terms. If I’m to be fucked by someone, I like to at least look the bastard in the face.” The king’s gaze landed on me, and I fought the urge to take a step back. “I can take this feral little slip with me. One duke’s daughter, gently used.”

      He and the other men in the room all chortled at that.

      I’d known we would get nowhere with the king, as soon as we’d started climbing the castle stairs. The knowledge had slowed my steps, felt like a weight around my feet, dragging me down, but that was nothing compared to the reality of his response. It was the humiliation that bit the deepest, that we had thought to bring something so patently wrong to the king’s attention and he just dismissed it like it was nothing. For a moment, all I could do was focus on sucking one breath in after another. 

      In all of our minds, there existed a fantasy of the kind and benevolent king. The sort of leader who, when something awful happened, something that could potentially threaten the whole country, they would step in. They’d use all that power and wealth for the betterment of the people, because if we were all his subjects, surely he could be trusted to look after us? But as I stared at the assembly here, I could see that not one of them gave a single shit about any of it.

      If they’d seen what I’d seen? The blood, the torn bodies, that mark painted on the side of the house. Reavers… Surely, their own self-preservation would kick in at some point, if not a basic amount of human empathy. But these men really were the wolves they were supposed to be fused with, sitting around the fire, jaws open, their teeth glinting in the flickering light.

      “Father, we saw evidence of Reavers.”

      Axe said precisely the wrong thing. At the sound of the title, the men’s faces transformed, becoming pictures of sadistic delight, right before they erupted into gales of laughter.

      “Ooh, the Reavers are coming,” one of the lords said, his eyes too bright, his face too flushed. He had several empty glasses in front of him that stank of whiskey. “Good gods, Your Majesty, I can see why you’ve turned us away from the idea of fated mates, if this is what happens as a result?” The man shot Dane and the others a scathing look. “The girl must have addled their brains, to have them signing this deal and chasing after myths in the foothills.”

      The others went to laugh along with the lord, but at the king’s steady regard, they all fell silent well before the speaker. 

      “Be careful how you speak about your princes,” the king said with quiet menace. “Dane will rule after me”—his eyes flicked to the man in question—“if he can get his head out of his arse. He will be the king you answer to.”

      “Of course, Your Majesty. My apologies, Your Highness.”

      The mood in the room had well and truly soured, but for us it had been that way since the moment we stepped inside.

      “So, you propose to do nothing?” Dane asked, the challenge just simmering under the surface of his words.

      “Of course, I will do nothing,” the king replied. “Wildeford is not that far from the capital. A few days' hard ride, so these ‘Reavers’ you speak of should already be here, ready to lay siege to Snowmere.” He tossed his hands up in the air. “Where are they?” He shook his head slowly. “If you become king, you’ll need to prioritise, Dane. A bunch of spats between some tiny mountain towns is beneath our attention. They’ll sort things out in the same backwards way they have for centuries - without our input. Now.”

      Whatever jovial facade he’d been maintaining, it was in this moment that it well and truly slipped. The lords might be hazy-eyed with drink, but not the king.

      “If you want to protect your country from outside threats, find a way to improve this deal.” The king shoved a curled-up piece of parchment at Dane. “If we sell iron ore for a decent price, our coffers fill. Money equals soldiers, equals a larger army, equals a stronger, better Strelae. One that might have a chance of throwing off the yoke of the humans, once and for all.”

      I felt like I’d been suddenly thrust into a thick fall of snow, every single part of me going ice-cold and numb. Like all Granian children, I’d been schooled in the cost of the war, seen whole paddocks filled with the old graveyards where all the dead from the battle between our two countries had been laid to rest. To consider doing this, again?

      “You want the Granians to bankroll a future war against them?” Dane asked, aghast.

      “Genius, no? No one has ever had the kind of vision I have. No one has had the balls to make the changes I have. The previous packs that ruled us were all caught up in these hidebound rules, following traditions, waiting for the return of a queen that was never coming. If we are to take back our land, we’re to do so the old-fashioned way.”

      The king’s nails lengthened then, and he rapped the sharp claws on the desktop in a rapid staccato.

      “With fangs and claws.”

      “With fangs and claws!” the lords said, lifting their glasses in the air in a way that seemed well practised.

      

      “Brother, you better have a deadline in that head of yours for when we challenge that bastard,” Gael hissed, once we regrouped on the steps outside the palace. “Because I’m not sure how much longer I can bear this.” He wrapped an arm around me to pull me in close, and I welcomed the heavy weight of it. “I don’t have it in me to keep playing their games. If you’re still telling me we have to bide our time, Darcy and I will go and hole up somewhere, wait it out there, because…”

      “I always knew Father was a fucking bastard,” Weyland said, shaking his head, “but…”

      I knew what he was going through, the way it felt when all the worst things you suspected about your parents turned out to be true. That sometimes, just sometimes, monsters came together and rutted, producing children who weren’t touched by their madness. Children who were unable to believe that the people they’d been raised to love were more frightening than any imagined monster hiding in the dark. But then as you grew older, your ability to ignore the truth faded, and you were confronted with an uncomfortable reality.

      “Your father is a fucking monster,” I said, the four of them blinking when they looked at me. “But you knew that already. Well and truly before this happened. He saw his true mate serving in a castle in Grania and… There’s nothing that gets through to him, no fine feeling. Just ambition and greed and an incredible willingness to sacrifice the lives of hundreds of thousands in a bloody war?” I shook my head. “Grania is an independent state now, with its own king. It might not be able to draw on support from the Empire but…”

      I stared at the floor, my whole body shuddering in reaction: my breath, my lungs filling and then deflating, my muscles trembling with a need to do something, my legs coiled. 

      “You have to challenge him,” I said, emotion rising that I couldn’t keep down no matter how frantically I tried. I smiled then, but it was utterly without mirth. More a wolfish baring of my teeth. They watched fur prickle across my skin and then fade away as I thought of Del and Jan, as I saw that tiny baby, the women huddled down in the cellar. “They’re going to let that happen again and again, and they’re going to laugh about it.”

      Dane moved in then, with much less confidence than the others used when they held me, but still, he enfolded me in his arms and pulled me against him and it was only then that both of us could let out a full breath.

      “I’m working on it,” he said, real passion in his voice. “I hate this situation just as much as you do, but if we don’t do this right, we’ll end up successfully defeating Father, but without an ally in the country. We need to find out more about these bloody Reavers, about what they are and why they didn’t march on the capital. What is that symbol about? Why would they destroy a village so wantonly like that? They didn’t seem to take a thing, just—”

      “Thrill kill,” Gael said grimly. “We know what they got out of it, but you’re right, we don’t know why, and we need to find out. As Father pointed out, they haven’t attacked anywhere large yet and he’s assuming that’s going to continue. We need to work out if that is going to be the case.”

      “And we need to keep helping people,” Weyland said, his voice somewhat forlorn. “Those children…”

      All those pins in the map we’d seen, they were like tiny gravestones now, rather than attack sites, because we knew that each and every one of them would be just like Wildeford.

      “But we might not be able to be the ones that go there,” Axe said, and we all let out a sigh. “If Father has his eye on us…”

      “I got word you were back. Pleasant trip?”

      Nordred appeared on the steps, Pepin in tow, a wary smile on his lips. But it didn’t meet his eyes and it faded quickly, to be replaced by a steady regard.

      “You knew about this,” Dane said.

      “I know many things, young king,” he replied. “That’s my curse.”

      “But you knew about the attacks. What these Reavers did.”

      “The Reavers are legends in this country,” Nordred said. “They’ve been used as bogeymen to scare children, but one must ask why this myth has persisted.”

      “Can’t you just give us a straight answer?” Axe grumbled. “Why does it have to be all mysterious?”

      “Then take this straight answer,” Nordred said. “The Reavers are devotees of the Morrigan.”

      “What?”

      I searched the faces of each one of the men for clues, as the Strelans’ pantheon of gods was different to the ones I’d been raised with.

      “We all worship Lady Death,” Dane said. “She is an inevitable part of life.”

      “No,” Nordred said, “they worship only the Morrigan.”

      “Is she…?” That persistent vision swam up out of my subconscious as I tried to say the words. “Is her symbol the raven? A raven with a golden skull?”

      “You’re thinking of the sigil painted on the house,” Gael said.

      “No, I mean, yes, but… I’ve seen her before, that raven. Since the moment you came to Grania, I’ve had visions. Of a sea of wolves as far as the eye can see, racing over a dead landscape. Of a raven leading them, one with a golden skull instead of a head. They run and they run and they never stop.”

      “Until they do.” Weyland frowned at that. “Then they obliterate everything in their path.” He glanced at the others. “Is this a religious thing? The festival of the triple goddess is coming up soon and we all destroy precious things to show respect to Lady Death, but…”

      “But they destroy everything, wantonly and without regard,” Gael said with a curl of his lips. “And what does she give them in return?”

      “You’re talking about a goddess,” Axe said, his brow wrinkling. “An actual goddess. I attend sacred days and observe the rites as much as anyone but…” His eyes slid to the ceiling. “I always thought of the gods as considerably less interventionist than that. If I go about swiving every woman I see, will the god of love grant me special powers?” I glared at him and then he grinned. “Theoretically, of course.”

      “All this talk of gods isn’t relevant right now,” Dane said with a frown. “If the Reavers are destroying small towns on the outskirts of Strelae, then that’s what we need to focus on. We need to find ways to protect them if we can, or the very least render aid for those displaced.”

      “All without leaving the city,” Weyland said with a sigh. “Father’s got his eye on us and obviously we can’t keep going on rescue missions to the border without him becoming a problem.”

      “Which is where I come in.”

      We all turned to stare at Pepin, and she looked a little sheepish in response. “I told you I had a lot of pots on the boil, I just didn’t tell you what they were. This isn’t a new problem. That’s the thing with nobles. A helluva lot goes past their noses without them even realising. And when they do work it out? It’s not always a good thing. Me and some… associates have been working on this issue for a while, but we could do with some help.”

      “Who are these associates?” Dane asked warily.

      “The nobles here in the capital, they’ve all got lands, men, and stewards to look after them,” Pepin said with a twist of a smile. “In the old days, it was to have someone to watch over them while court was in session, but now… All of the nobles are in Snowmere all year round. They daren’t leave because they’re terrified someone else will start eroding their alliances and influence the moment they do, so the stewards have become de facto lords, without any of the accompanying power.”

      She smoothed down her leather jerkin, flicking away non-existent lint.

      “They send requests to the capital to allow them to intervene in these attacks. Along with the little foothill villages, good farming land and well stocked woods have been razed and burned as well. The Reavers are like rats in a silo, nibbling and nibbling at all the grain, until suddenly there’s nothing left.”

      She shrugged then.

      “Merchants and stewards, villagers and farmers,” she said. “All good honest people, facing a growing threat and they’re getting no help from those that should be protecting them, making them wonder what the point of the nobility is.”

      “And all without a voice,” Dane said, then he smiled. “Maybe that’s what we need to do. Give them a voice. Perhaps we needn’t go anywhere. We can stay in the capital, pretend to be dutiful sons. Darcy can train with the Wolf Maidens as directed until such point as these people can come to the capital.”

      “And when do the crowds flock to the city?” Nordred asked, smiling slowly.

      “The Festival of the Triple Goddess,” Gael said, his gaze sharpening. “The city will be flooded with the devout, come to participate in the rites. During the day, everyone will flock to the temple and at night…?”

      “Every inn in town will be full to the gills,” Axe said with a broad grin. “The drink starts flowing the minute the ritual ends and the streets fill with revellers. The bonfires are lit to keep evil away.”

      “And people talk,” Weyland said, his smile slow and sly. “They share their experiences. Talk about what has happened to them in the last year. Talk about the Reavers.”

      “You’ll need to be very careful,” Nordred said, much more solemnly. “A collective voice is a powerful thing, but you don’t want it spilling over into a mob. They are wild, unruly things that can burn everything in their path.” 

      “But they could light the fire under Father’s arse,” Dane said. “It would be up to him whether or not it motivates or burns him.”

      “Pray for motivation,” Nordred said, staring, but not really seeing us, “but be prepared for the burn.”
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      “The girl must come with us to the temple to train with the Wolf Maidens.”

      The next morning, I walked up the grand stairs of the temple and saw the ancient carvings of wolves with arched backs in the granite stone. Semiprecious gems had been roughly faceted and used to create eyes in the beasts as they were frozen mid lope along the walls of the building. And at the top of the steps, Mother Aeve stood, wearing a flowing robe of dark velvet, her gnarled hands resting on her cane. 

      She and the queen had appeared in the princes’ suite early the morning after our return to Snowmere, just as the lot of us were stumbling out of bed. Queen Aurora had stared at me, sporting a smug smile as the priestess made her declaration. There would be no further procrastination. So, here I was. I would find out exactly what these Wolf Maidens were and why the queen seemed so enthusiastic about putting me among them, but first, I bowed to the priestess.

      “Welcome, young wolf,” she told me, then smiled. “Come, come. I’ll take you to where the Maidens practise their arts. You know very little about them, yes?”

      “Yes. Apart from the fact they are fearsome warriors, always female and always celibate. Oh, and they protect the royal family.”

      Mother Aeve snorted. “The pack leader will weep at how her order has been summarised. Back before the humans came, the two-souled outnumbered those with one in this land.” 

      We passed inside the temple as she spoke, a strange kind of hush settling over us. The ceilings were high here, but not in the pitiless way of the palace. Rather than trying to make you feel small, this place seemed to place you in amongst a great mythos. Murals on the wall depicted men, women and wolves completing feats of wonder, their stories playing out as you passed.

      “There were those of the two-souled, women who did not wish to take a husband nor bear children. The wolf spirit beat hard in them, resulting in women who ran across the plains for the sheer pleasure of it. Ones who caught their food in their hands and tore it to pieces. Ones that refused to be domesticated.”

      The priestess eyed me then and it felt like she could see straight through me.

      “Having packs of feral wolf women roaming the foothills was… discomfiting at best and resulted in the wanton deaths of citizens at worst.” 

      I shuddered then, seeing again the destruction of Wildeford.

      “So the order was formed. In here, women with a wolf soul can be free to nurture it, to feed that part of themselves.”

      “And that’s what you think I have?” I asked. “A wolf soul?”

      She paused then, and that stopped me in my tracks. She stared at me with a small smile on her face, like I wasn’t a person whose humanity hid my emotions, but rather as though my inner self was covered in a thin, semi-permeable membrane. All of my secrets, my thoughts, my feelings, they were exposed to her and she searched with sharp eyes for what she needed to know.

      “You’ve never really found anywhere where you fit in, have you, Darcy?” 

      I went to answer, but my words stuck in my throat.

      “The Granians would have put forward considerable… incentives for you to sit quietly, to be demure, to be a good little girl, but you couldn’t, could you? Something throbbed deep inside you, something that had you striding across land my forebears ran across on feet as well as paws. You went to the places of mystery.”

      I saw then the pool with the rocks carved with wolves, my fingers tracing the shapes.

      “You hunted the open plains.”

      The stag, standing there and munching on the grass as I stood hidden, my bow drawn.

      “You sought to sharpen your teeth and your claws with Nordred, even when women in your world were told to stay placid and docile. They had a wolf in their midst and on some level, they knew it.”

      When Mother Aeve moved toward me, I just blinked, too slow to jerk away when she grabbed my shirt and pulled the collar back as far as it would go. She nodded when she saw the scars on my skin, as if they confirmed something to her.

      “There is a wolf that grows in some women, one that is always hungry. It forces her to move, to pace, to run. It forces her to hunt. It meets a challenge with four paws planted on the earth and it will not back down until it succeeds or is bested.” She let out a shuddering breath.

      “Is that you, Darcy?” 

      She looked impossibly sad then and I had no idea why. But her words, they stirred something inside me, something restless. Fur prickled across my skin, appearing and disappearing with each breath. When I inhaled, I was human, but when I exhaled? I felt the bones in my face begin to ache, wanting to shift, but I shook my head, suppressing it.

      “I feel like I should be able to answer that question,” I replied. “I’m twenty. Surely, I should know, but…” I traced the intricate designs on the temple floor with my eyes, some of the tiles featuring the imprint of a wolf’s paw. “But I feel like I grew up in a world that was too small and I thought that was all there was. I’ve had that world torn away and now I’m too busy trying to understand it to be able to work out where I fit in.”

      “A good answer,” Aeve said finally, then tapped her cane on the ground, before leading me further into the temple. “I sensed that ambivalence too. But the only way to discover what you are is to try things, yes?”

      “Yes,” I replied and then my eyes started questing down the hall to where I could hear the muffled sounds of women doing something.

      “Come then, young wolf, and let’s see what you are to become.”

      

      When we arrived at the door of a massive room that looked like it was devoted to training, Aeve stopped. Women moved across the floor, performing different manoeuvres that looked like a cross between a dance and a fight. I found it hard to tear my eyes away from them: the combinations, the cadences, plucking at me.

      “Normally candidates for the Wolf Maidens come to us in the winter,” the priestess told me. “They have half a year to decide whether or not they belong among the order. During the Festival of the Triple Goddess, they either return to their families, sure that the order is not for them, or…” I frowned then, tearing my eyes away from the women. Aeve smiled as a result. “Or they devote their lives to the hunt, to the kill, to the ever-present vigilance. To a life of fangs and claws.”

      She fell silent then, but for some reason the quiet wasn’t a comfortable one. She was waiting, but for what, I didn’t know. I was ready to move. My eyes followed the steps the women performed, somehow knowing I could do the same. 

      “But during the festival, the daughters of the noble families in Snowmere come to practise as well. They have a role to play in the proceedings and the Maidens take over their training.”

      “You’re warning me,” I said, looking her over more closely now. If I’d been pressed to answer, I’d have thought that Mother Aeve was the queen’s pet, but now?

      “I am,” she replied evenly.

      “Malia?” I scanned Aeve’s face, as if all the answers in the world could be found in her scored skin. “And others… Of course, there’d be others. The queen had them all matched up, didn’t she? All of her sons.” 

      When I stared at the performers now, it felt like my gaze had become sharp as a knife, slicing through each one of them, sidelining some as unlikely. Some seemed to be the serious practitioners, more focussed on the steps than the others. Then I saw Malia, standing there with a disgruntled look on her face as an older woman in a severe black uniform lectured her and a group of girls. 

      “You’re going to put me in there with her,” I said, my voice sounding echoey in my ears. “You’re going to put me with all the women who were supposed to marry my princes.”

      “Your princes?” Aeve’s question was gentle, but the interest was plain. “Then you’ve decided to accept the pack’s offer to become their mate?”

      “I…”

      All the certainty I’d felt dissolved.

      What was holding me back? What stopped me from walking out of this temple and marching right back to the suite, baring my neck, my body for them to take, to mark, to claim as theirs? I liked them a hell of a lot more than I had when they had come to my father’s house and, as that thought formed, I saw Gael naked, but for the drying cloth wrapped around his waist and…

      As I watched the women in the black uniforms, something tugged at me, pulled me right away from the princes, from any other man. I’d spent my time idolising my father’s knights, knowing I’d always be forced to hide what I learned from them, keep it locked down. But as three women went pirouetting across the floor, gliding, twisting and twining, the swing of their legs, their hands, like knives through the air. All that momentum, all that precision, it could be deployed on the battlefield, and I could just see how it would work.

      Just like when I had visions of the golden headed crow and her Reavers, the world faded away, the sounds transforming into the whistle of the wind, then the discordant clash of warrior against warrior. These women would wear armour light enough not to hamper their movements, weapons that were an extension of their limbs. They would skim through the combatants caught in the grim grapple between life and death, slicing their way through, cutting down the unworthy like the Granian goddess, Hrist, she of the bow. 

      “I want the princes,” I said, my voice sounding distorted and strange. “They are mine.” Yes, that felt right. “But I need more.”

      I went to articulate that, to explain what more was, but just as when I was training with Nordred at the barracks, too much rushed up when I said the words.

      “You’ll get your wish here,” Aeve said wryly. “More than you could possibly want, I fear. The Maidens, they are pitiless in their preparation of their acolytes. You’ll be pushed harder than you have ever been in your life.”

      And with that, the discussion was over. She preceded me into the room, people looking up as we passed, only to be reprimanded by their black-clad tutors. But Aeve had one in particular in mind for me, cutting through the room to bring the two of us to the woman who had been lecturing Malia and her friends.

      “Holy Mother Aeve,” the woman said, bowing before the priestess, making me wonder if I should’ve done the same. Then her eyes came to rest on me.

      I was being measured as surely as if I was in front of Linnea, ready to attend a ball, but it was not my dress or demeanour that was being judged. The woman’s keen blue eyes took in my stance, my musculature, the quiet readiness that was always present in my body.

      “This is the woman who can maintain a hybrid form?” 

      “She can. I have witnessed it myself.” Aeve then nodded slowly to Malia who stood just off from us, her face screwing up into a scowl. 

      “Then you will train with us, and we’ll discover just what you’re capable of. I am Selene.”

      She bowed then, her fingers linking before she held them out from her. I did the same.

      “I’m Darcy.”

      “I’ve heard.” That was the only acknowledgement I got before she turned to the others. “Go, train harder and perform the steps perfectly or be sent back to your families in shame. You are lazy, indolent, which may serve you just fine in the castle, but not here. I have more than enough Maidens to carry out the rite. You’ll be excluded if you cannot master the steps.”

      “But my father—!” one of the women said, pushing herself forward, her blonde braids limp with sweat.

      “Your inclusion in the ritual is a courtesy, not a right.” Selene didn’t say the words with any kind of acrimony. They just were. Like a slab of granite that felt the beat of rain and the whip of wind and remained as it was, impervious, and I couldn’t have been more envious than I was right then. 

      I knew that my involvement with the Wolf Maidens led me into a trap being set for me by the queen, but I had to admire her then, because it was a very carefully laid one. The bait was so very tempting. And as I watched the girls draw back, frowns very evident, but no further arguments forthcoming, my need to possess that kind of power virtually had me salivating.

      “Come,” Selene said, then the two of us nodded to Aeve as we walked away from her to a quieter corner of the training room. “You’ve had some kind of training.” Her eyes roamed all over me, searching for evidence of it. 

      “Yes, I—”

      “That can be as much a curse as it is a blessing. It may mean you have a lot to unlearn,” she said. “Show me this hybrid form of yours.”

      I just blinked then. Something shifted inside me, something restless, ready to surge up and meet that challenge, but…how? No warm-up? No explanation?

      “Show me or be gone,” she said, in the same even but very firm tone. There was to be no arguing, no prevaricating with Selene. You just did or were dismissed and that’s when I saw my out.

      If I let the doubt and confusion in my heart have its head, if I faffed around and struggled to manifest the hybrid form, as I really felt like I might, she would dismiss me instantly. That would remove me from the requisite training with the Maidens, leaving the queen open to pester me in other ways, but my days would be free, for as long a time as it took the queen to come up with something else. 

      I just had to fail to impress Selene.

      But some part of me, something that lurked much further down in my core, it couldn’t back down from a challenge and it never would. I stared into her blue eyes, caught all the shades of faded grey and steely blue in them right up until they began to narrow. Then, I let a breath out, and something came out. 

      Wolf-Darcy, she was harder, tougher, a stick figure carved from whippy birch branches and twisted rawhide, and she was not someone I allowed out very often. The fact that I now wore a mantle of fur, that my fingers were claws, that my mouth ached with fangs, was irrelevant. This was just the most recent evolution of what I was, what I had always had the possibility of being. But I could bring her out now. Because when I looked at Selene? Rather than clutch at her pearls or bristle, thinking me a threat, she just smiled.

      I didn’t realise how long I’d waited for this until I felt it. A rush of something heady simply for its rarity, that small flash of approval going straight to my head like strong liquor. She saw me, saw my hard, vicious little self, and she smiled. But there was more. While she remained in human form right now, she wasn’t like other women and that’s when I really understood what Aeve had tried to tell me. This was a wolf who took the form of a woman when it suited her, not vice versa.

      “Well, well,” she said, walking around to take a look at me. “Looks like we have something to work with after all. You’ve done strength training and conditioning with your tutor?” I nodded. “Then show me, wolf girl. Ten laps around the perimeter of the room to get you warmed up and then we’ll see what you’ve got.”

      And with that, I was dismissed, left to return to my human form and follow her orders, or not. I got to choose, but each choice would come with consequences. I nodded then, just to myself, and then jogged over to the edge of the room, already feeling my body moving differently as I did. My limbs were looser, my gait smoother, like this was the most natural way for me to move. Other black-clad women acknowledged me as I passed, even as the girls in human form just stared. Then I took a breath and began.
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      “You got caught up in it.”

      My head jerked up, my body slowing belatedly as Selene stood in front of my path, her hands on her hips, a smile on her face. My focus narrowed down on that, the look of pride, of understanding. It was a gift I’d only ever received from Nordred and that realisation created a strange dissonance in me. To only ever have men approve of my actions alienated me from my own nature, so even though I’d barely shared two words with this woman, I found myself craving that approval.

      “You find yourself going away in your head, yes?” she asked me, and I frowned slightly, remembering my father’s beatings and the way I’d coped with them. “You get caught up in what you are doing and forget about time, space, those around you?” I shook my head, still trying to put what she said together. “You’ve run around the training room more than twenty times and if I had to guess, you’d have kept going until I stopped you.”

      She crossed her arms then, the slim muscles obvious.

      “I can see why they sent you to me. If you’d grown up in Strelae, your parents would’ve had you sent to the temple before you were ten, I’d guess.” My eyebrows jerked up at that. “You’d have been training with us instead of some Granian lunk.”

      “Nordred,” I said, words feeling weird in my mouth, but I forced them out. “Nordred trained me.”

      Her eyes widened at that name, the way everyone’s did. I just waited for her to recover.

      “The Nordred?”

      I shrugged. “I’ve only ever known the one, so for me he is the Nordred.”

      “Well, let's see what else this Nordred showed you. What have you learned to fight with?”

      “Swords, bows.” I scratched a hand along my scalp. “I can fight with knives, but not as well.”

      “Swords then,” she said, nodding to a rack of practise weapons and we walked over.

      

      I watched her strap on a small shield, then grip a sword, as I tossed up whether to do the same. Double wielding was often criticised for its lack of defensive capability, and Nordred had made that clear over and over on the training grounds, but here, maybe … I grabbed two swords almost defiantly and, sure enough, as I raised my gaze to meet hers, Selene shook her head.

      “You’ve been taught some bad habits then,” she said. “But something tells me that only experience will make that clear. We’ll try things your way, then we’ll talk about much better strategies.” She smacked her sword against her shield. “Show me what you’ve got, wolf-girl.”

      I stood there in direct defiance of her, of what I should be doing. Standing tall with my swords held out from my body, I provided the enemy with so, so many easy points of attack undefended and I did it because I knew I was either going to regret this at my leisure, or it’d pay off. Her eyes lit up immediately. She was an animal seeing its prey display a weakness and it made her hungry. I thought that would set her off balance, force an error, but as I raised my blades, ready to block her strike, I felt the sharp slice of the blunt blade across my bicep, making the muscle spasm in response, a hot flare of pain resulting.

      “I told you I’d show you,” Selene said, then moved back. “Now, has the lesson been received or do you need me to go over this again?”

      I hated her voice, the sneer there. The knowing edge that seemed to slice right through me. “Double wielding only works if you’re fast,” Nordred had said to me with a shake of his head, thinking that would be enough to dissuade me. Instead, I practised and practised and practised, the men chuckling all the while. It was their laughter I heard right now.

      Faster… came the hiss within me. And I was.

      One blade was up, blocking Selene’s before she’d even fully raised it, then I was stabbing out with the other, the blunt tip punching into her, forcing her to stumble back. My blades were up, ready for more, my heartbeat rattling frantically inside my head, but everything went still and quiet. Women all around the room stopped to take a look at what we were doing, to catch the way Selene reacted. Her short, sharp bark of a laugh seemed to settle things, as those other eyes slid away, people going back to their assigned activities.

      “Interesting,” she said, then dragged her shield up, so it covered much of her body, providing me with far fewer targets. “Do that again.”

      To do so I had to be even faster, to get around her before she struck me, and my muscles seemed to ratchet tighter in response. As soon as she nodded at me, I became a whirl of arms, legs and swords as I swung around and stabbed into her as she slashed out.

      “See, that is the problem,” she said when we stopped. My sword point was at her throat, but hers was in my ribs. “It’s flashy and takes an amazing degree of skill, so it has my respect, but in a real fight, you need some kind of protection. My sword can’t do any serious damage here, but on the battlefield? We’re both dead, when it should only be me.”

      I was surprised to see her toss aside the shield and grab another sword.

      “But if you want to show me what you’re capable of, let’s both give it a try.”

      She held her swords crossed in front of her and nodded while I did the same, and then we danced.

      

      That seemed to be the only way to describe what we did. Our feet skated across the floor, barely resting for a second, neither of us giving ground or taking it. My blades met hers, and hers slashed out at me, but when we scored a hit, we didn’t pause to acknowledge that. It wasn’t the point here. What was? It was time to let that hunger that coiled inside me out, to let it run just as Selene had described, and we did.

      “Peace! Peace!” she said finally, blocking my blades with hers and holding them there, resisting my attempts to free them. “Darcy, come back to here, to now.”

      The alpha bark we heard so much about in Grania, it was a much more subtle thing than I’d been led to believe. Her tone was gentle, her words that too, but there was a steely thread within it which seemed to pull me back from wherever the hell I was. I blinked and looked around me, the girls brought here for training having left by now, the sun much lower in the sky, if the view through the windows were to be believed.

      “I’m going to be aching in the morning,” Selene said, straightening up and replacing her blades in the rack, then swinging her arms around to loosen her shoulder joints. “I haven’t been pushed that hard for a bloody long time.”

      “She’s one of us,” a blonde-haired woman said, edging closer. Her long hair had been bound back tight in a series of warrior’s braids I instantly wanted to emulate. “How the hell did a Wolf Maiden survive growing up in Grania? I thought they squashed their women like bugs.”

      “She was trained by Nordred she says,” Selene replied, taking my swords carefully from my fingers, the aches in them only just beginning to register.

      “So she was.”

      That deep masculine voice felt odd, weird, in this space, and he had us all turning to look at him.

      Axe. My mind was slow with the name, slow with everything. My blood was still up, the terrible tide still stirring, ready to sweep up and over all things… I jumped when a massive hand landed on my shoulder, then felt the urge to throw it off. I tested that impulse in my mind, turning it over and over, not sure what it meant, whether it was one I should give into. As I did so, I slowly came back to myself. 

      “Nordred came back with us from Grania and is staying in an inn in Snowmere, if you can believe it,” Axe continued. “He performed some kind of magic, getting those hidebound idiots to allow Darcy to train with them.”

      “More than train,” Selene said, squaring up to the big man. Her stare was uncompromising, her arms locked down across her chest. “He fed a hunger inside her, one that would’ve swallowed her whole if he hadn’t taken her on.”

      “The Maidens that don’t get sent to us quickly enough,” a woman with light brown hair said. “They are the ones who are the most likely to take their own lives. The wolf gets turned inwards, starts attacking she who gives them life.”

      “You know what this means though, Prince Axe,” Selene said. “You say this woman is your mate.”

      There were rumbles from the other women at that, but his big hand slid under my plait, to where sweat soaked the small hairs at the nape of my neck. 

      “I’ll say it until she says I’m not, then I’ll keep saying it until my last breath leaves me,” he replied.

      “And if she says she is one of us?” the blonde-haired woman said. “Some Maidens find their mates, but…” She shook her head slowly, her eyes coming to rest on me. “What’s inside us, it can’t settle, can’t allow us to play house, raise children, be a fucking princess.”

      “No, instead you are forced to make sure queens and princesses stay safe,” Axe replied. “You’ve been with Darcy for one day. Give her the time to find herself. That’s what we’ve been doing.”

      “If you’re smart, you’ll present her here every day,” Selene said. “She has to find a way to live with what’s inside her or…”

      “Or she’ll turn feral, and my mother will have everything she needs,” Axe replied. “We know, Selene. Darcy will come here on her own and none of us will seek to stop her, but…” His grip tightened around my neck. And that slight bite? It had my eyes closing, my head leaning into that harsh embrace. “But my mate is right out there, on the precipice of something she’s not ready to jump off from, and I need to reel her back in.”

      “Maybe that’s where she’s supposed to be, did you think of that?” a slender dark-haired woman said. “We are the Wolf Maidens. We live on the cliff’s edge you speak of. We always have.”

      “But she hasn’t chosen you. Not yet, so I ask with all due respect, leave my mate to me, until she does.”

      “Keep your cock away from her,” Selene said as she turned to go, the other women going with her. “If you really love her, you’ll do that. We can’t take her if you’ve claimed a part of her.” Her fist slammed down on her chest. “Mind, body and soul with the pack, always.”

      

      When he nodded, they took their leave and I was left wavering on my feet, just staring at where they had gone. Axe moved so he was facing me, peering into my eyes, and then his lips thinned down.

      “Battle fever,” he said. “Damn close to pushing you into a berserk state. Fuck!”

      At that sharp exclamation, my swords came up, ready for more. More, more, more came the frantic throb of my heart.

      “No more,” Axe growled. “You’ve had too much already. I’ll need to talk to Dane about this. If you choose the Maidens, if this is the life you want to live, I’ll let you go.” His teeth clamped tight then, the muscles in his jaw jumping like a hooked fish, his eyes burning with a light I couldn’t quite understand. As he shook his head sharply, I saw them take on a curious shine. “But I can’t see you go berserk. Do you know what that means? A battle fever that consumes you and everyone around you. You can’t sort friend from foe, innocent from combatant. You fight, destroy everything.”

      His words snagged at me, small flashes of memory disturbing this strange state of readiness I found myself in. Of people turned to meat. Of broken and burned buildings. Of a wall painted with the crude effigy of a raven… My breath sucked in, and I felt tears prick at my eyes, but even as they did, my arms trembled.

      “Axe…” I ground out his name, having to force it out between my lips. “I need more.”

      “I know, my love, I can feel the hunger inside you like it’s my own.” His hands went to my face, staring down at me. “It claws at me like it does when I’m on the battlefield.”

      I could see it then, his massive hulking frame covered in chain mail armour, his battle-axe raised and ready and, just then, I wanted to meet that impressive warrior head-on more than anything I’d ever wanted in my life. He was so big and so strong. My eyes raked over his muscular form, seeing the challenge he posed and being unable to look away from it. But he kept on saying no. He explained his reasoning, but I couldn’t seem to hear it. I jerked away from him, even as he called my name, and marched over to the rack of practice weapons before grabbing a fake battle-axe and throwing it at him.

      When he caught it with little effort, I grinned, a long, nasty smile with a whole lot of teeth. What I’d been doing with Selene, it’d felt good, right, but this? There was something else here, and my head jerked up, my spine growing longer, as a result. I spun my swords in my grip with and then tracked him.

      “You keep pushing and we’ll both tip over,” he promised in a dark voice. “I know the siren song of going berserk as much as anyone. To abandon all thought and feeling and just become the blade.”

      Yess… a voice hissed inside my head. Test him. You’ll never really know him until you test him.

      If I’d been in my right mind, such thoughts would have probably worried me, but there was no place for wariness now. The tide in my blood was creeping back, bringing with it a wave that kept rising. I bowed to Axe, even as he growled complaints and words of caution at me, and then I moved. I was a flashy twirl of limbs going around and around, hurtling towards him until I felt the blunt clack of my swords against his axe, setting a song soaring in my heart, making me grin even wider.

      “Dammit,” he snarled. “I hope to hell I can exhaust you or I’ll be facing my brothers with a grim truth tonight, one they won’t forgive me for. C’mon, girl. You want to fight me? Then fight!”

      This was what I was made for, I felt, as I jerked into action. I was fast where he was slow, although he was so much more powerful, where I was comparably weaker. We moved like lightning, around and around the room, until the sweat came freely, until I was straining with every fibre of my being to hold him off. Block, block, parry, stab! I felt my swords, my limbs, slicing through the air, and watched as his did, too. When he let out a gleeful roar, I wanted to join him, to howl until my throat bled, to be like this forever. I felt like I was made of quicksilver, running, dodging, slashing, blocking, the lot of it making up a savage song that thrummed within me…

      Until I hit a discordant note.

      His axe slammed into my arm, the now exhausted muscles spasming so painfully I couldn’t even cry out, as my grip abruptly loosened and the first sword fell to the ground. When I went to snatch it back, he swept in, driving me away with breathtakingly powerful blows, and I now knew just how painful they’d be if they connected. Fear finally seemed to trickle in and, rather than help me to move faster, it made me fumble, twist awkwardly. And then I copped another slice along my forearm. I yelped out a protest, but apparently I’d wakened a beast. Axe’s eyes burned bright blue as he came and kept on coming, not seeming to register my pain.

      It was then that I saw in Axe a mirror image of what I had become earlier today. Blinded by the fever inside me, I’d no longer felt pain, exhaustion, all the natural limits that defined humanity, existing instead, for a short moment, like some kind of tiny battle god. I could fight forever, it felt, tackle any enemy. 

      Until I couldn’t. 

      And now I wasn’t fighting. I was desperately trying to ward off the tornado that was Axe, barely managing to squeeze out a request for us to stop, but he didn’t. Just like I had been, he was maddened by his success, the fever growing with every swipe of his axe, until he knocked my final sword away. I watched it go clattering across the floor with a hopeless look and then faced the man down.

      I wasn’t the tall, fearless warrior anymore, I was just Darcy. Darcy, whose limbs ached with what I’d put them through today, every muscle shaking with the effort. My stomach was more than hollow because I hadn’t bothered to eat, my mouth dry as the desert. I was weak, so weak, and tired beyond belief and it was that which had me sinking down onto my knees. 

      I didn’t want to surrender. Something in my spirit baulked at the very idea of it, but I just couldn’t keep going. I had been a bushfire raging out of control, but now I was just a slender little candle, the flames burning on each end sputtering out. I bent my head, unable to hold it up anymore and that’s when I felt it. Just a whoosh of air against the nape of my neck, leading me to expect it to be followed by a crushing blow, but when only the very edge of his axe kissed the skin, I let out a sigh that seemed to deflate me entirely. 

      When his axe clattered to the ground, when he scooped me up, that’s when I finally came back to myself. I knew again that I was Darcy, woman, warg, wolf, student of Nordred, Granian refugee, and Axe’s mate. I flung my arms around his shoulders and then sobbed because my mind had literally no other means to process what had just happened.

      “The fever’s broken,” he said in the gentlest of tones, sweeping his hand up and down my back. “Damn them for pushing you that hard. Damn them for letting you push yourself that far. It’s dangerous, Darcy. The two-souled were notorious for their ability to shift in and out of a berserk state at will, making us deadly fighters, but that all went when Queen Rieka died. If we catch true battle fever, we don’t come back: we stay merciless killing machines until such time as someone puts us down.”

      His grip on me tightened then and I needed that bone-deep sensory feedback so very much. I collapsed into him, not able to do a single thing more.

      “And what do you do when you break the battle fever?” I croaked out.

      “You get drunk enough to forget it all,” he replied, then pressed a kiss to my neck. “It seems to help settle you, until you have to start up all over again.”
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      “Prince Axe! We didn’t expect to see you here,” an older man with thinning hair and a cheery face said from behind the bar of the rowdy ale-house.

      “A beer for me and one for my mate,” he said, depositing me on a bar stool, then coming to stand behind me, keeping me sitting upright. “And some of your fine food, if you’ve got some.”

      “How on earth will this help?” I asked drowsily as two tankards were put before us. I picked up mine as I desperately needed to drink something, downing the ceramic mug’s contents to the cheers of approval from the men around us.

      “Alcohol is a necessary evil of sorts,” he replied, sipping his own. “It loosens the inhibitions—”

      “Is that wise? Your mother thinks I’m verging on feral.”

      And after today, I was beginning to understand why.

      “And it calms your nervous system down, slows you. We’ll get a few beers into you, get you a solid meal and then I’ll carry you back to the palace—”

      “The palace?” I wrinkled my nose at that, the movement somehow causing me to sway on the stool until Axe put a steadying hand on my shoulder. “I hate the fucking palace.”

      “I hate the fucking palace too, love,” he replied, slamming his tankard down on the bar, the man behind it taking our mugs and refilling them. “It’s a cesspool full of the most venal, grasping sacks of shite I’ve ever had the misfortune to come across, and that’s just my own family. I tried to persuade Dane we needed to stay in Bayard.”

      “I liked Bayard!” I exclaimed, sloshing the beer I hadn’t realised I’d grabbed off the bar. “It was nice there. Though I didn’t like it when that man beat you.”

      “Sucker punched me, more like,” Axe replied. “Though having a growling little Darcy standing over me, ready to take on all comers, that was entirely worth it.”

      I turned around then, craning my neck to catch him smiling down at me, a possessive arm around my shoulders.

      “He shouldn’t have tried to hurt you. He just wanted to win the bet to clear some debts.”

      “No, love, he shouldn’t have. And if the bastard had been smart, he could’ve talked me into throwing the fight for him. I just needed something to hit after what I saw you go through. Didn’t mean I had to come out the conquering hero to do that though.”

      “I didn’t like it.” My eyes felt like they narrowed down to slits as I frowned, taking another big mouthful of beer until suddenly it was empty. “He was kicking you while you were down.”

      “I was already down,” he said, plucking my tankard from my hands and placing it on the bar, draining his own when I reached for his. But his eyes remained on me the whole time. “I was out for the count the fucking first moment I laid eyes on you. Savage little girl with blood on her hands, it felt like you ripped my heart straight out of my chest, that I was lying on the ground, still and cold, like that deer.”

      “The deer…” I breathed the words out, feeling, tasting its blood in my mouth now, seeing the moment it was struck down by my arrow. My fingers tightened and it felt strange there was no knife there. But tears, there were tears aplenty, filling my eyes, blurring my vision.

      “Maudlin already, love? Gods, they must’ve pushed you hard today. You’re bloody drunk, probably from an empty stomach. Dane’s gonna fucking kill me. Johns, can you get us some water here?”

      A big hand pressed me against a broad chest, and I leaned into it gratefully, feeling the cloth soak through with my tears, thankful I wasn’t making a sound. I’d learned to cry silently many years ago. But I felt held, as I let the sobs rack me, right up until Axe pulled away.

      “Let’s get some food into you,” he said, scooping me up off the stool and taking me over to a booth. I slid into the corner, curling up into a ball until Axe came to sit beside me. Stew, cheese and crusty bread were set before us and the smells helped break me out of whatever mess I was in, as my stomach growled frantically. “You gonna be able to eat that by yourself?”

      I answered that by tearing a hunk of bread off and then taking a big bite of it, my guts aching for food now I’d recognised the need. Axe nodded with satisfaction, watching me eat that, then another bite, before turning to his own food. I managed to finish my bread, a chunk of cheese and all of my bowl of stew and some of Axe’s before I was done, sitting back in the booth, my stomach tight as a drum.

      “Let's not go back to the castle,” I said, leaning against the wall.

      “What?”

      “Let's just stay here. Just you and me.”

      My limbs felt like lead now. I’d drained my body of every single thing it had to give. Well, almost. 

      “You want me to get us a room here?”

      “Room. Bath…” I nodded slowly, staring at him but not really seeing him, through slitted eyes.

      “Gods, girl, if you knew how bloody much I’ve wanted some time alone with you… But you’re half gone to beer and the other half to exhaustion. Johns, you got a room? A clean one? And a bath as well. I need one for my mate.”

      “Of course, my prince. The fancier rooms are standing empty until the crowds start coming in for the festival. I’ll have some of the boys bring some hot water up.”

      When Axe carried me upstairs this time, it was a very different feeling to back at the keep. Being in his arms felt good, right, as right as my flurry of energy had felt before. So when he kicked open the door and brought me inside the room, then set me down beside a steaming bath, I let out a small huff of appreciation. When he stripped me down, unlacing my jerkin and my boots with some haste, then going much slower when he got to my shirt and pants, I just gloried in the feel of the cool air against my sweaty skin. But it was as I was stepping into the bath that I turned to see him begin stripping off his own clothes.

      I froze where I was, staring up at the massive muscular expanse of his now bare chest and he stared back.

      “It’s a big bath,” he told me. “It’ll fit the both of us and then neither of us will catch a chill getting clean.” I still stared. “I won’t do anything other than wash you, even if it kills me,” he muttered to himself. “Just… get in the bath, Darcy.”

      I stepped into the water, feeling all that delicious heat radiating up my body as I did, my eyes steadfastly on my feet as I sank down into the water. Because Axe did the same. He slotted behind me, stopping me from having to rest my back on the cold copper rim, instead being pressed against him. I shifted restlessly, not entirely sure where or how to put my body until his hand slid down my breastbone and firmly pushed me against his body. 

      I could feel him, all his bulk, all his hardness and, yet, with that one gesture, I went limp. It was like I knew, deep down, that this was where I was supposed to be. A hand trailed over my arm, just stroking me as I finally relaxed and then he reached for the soap.

      I’d washed myself many a time before, but this experience was so different it was almost like it deserved being called  something else entirely. He started simply, smoothing the cake of soap along my arms, letting the lather build before I washed the bubbles off into the water. He smoothed it across my collarbones and chest, my breath picking up slightly as a result. My breasts felt like they bobbed up in the water, ready for their turn, the nipples pulled curiously tight at the simple caresses.

      “Darcy?” he asked me as the soap in his hand began to sink under the water. “How much of you am I allowed to wash?”

      “Ah…” I couldn’t say, couldn’t point to the parts of my body like one would a prize wall at the fair and say, ‘that one’ and ‘that one’. “How about I tell you if I want you to stop?”

      A low chuckle from him had something tightening inside me, flexing and clenching in a way I didn’t totally understand. His touch always brought that deep pulsing feeling with it, but this? They’d made me come with just their hands pressed against me, but this was something else again. It was more direct, blasting away the artificial lassitude provided by the beer and winding me tighter in a way I was still trying to come to grips with. Then the soap moved lower, and I followed its path, every nerve ending on high alert.

      Which was perhaps why I responded so intensely. He smoothed soap over the top of one breast, letting the bar slide across my skin at a much slower, more languorous pace than I would use. So I felt the slip of the soap, the brush of his fingers and that’s when I began to stiffen.

      “Shh…” I felt Axe’s lips pressed against my neck as he made a sound a man would use when gentling a horse, for apparently I was the skittish one. I’m not sure if it was that or the feel of him, but I flexed against his body, the water lapping lightly against the edge of the bath as well as against us. He grunted as I surfaced up and out of the water, the soap dropped into its depths, forgotten. If my skin was to be cleaned, it’d be by the rough abrasion of his callused palms as he covered my breast with his hand.

      “Axe…”

      “I’ve got you, lass. I’ll always have you.”

      His other hand slid up and around my throat, just holding it lightly, keeping me pinned to his chest, but his fingers? They moved, playing me like a bard would a lap harp. But it was me that he plucked, not the strings, and my sounds were very, very different. There was nothing pretty or decorative about my moans, but they were an honest response. 

      I shifted under the water, unable to stay still, what he was doing resulting in a slow simmering pleasure in my breast, but it went well beyond that. It was as if a secret string was attached to my nipples, one I’d been unaware of my whole life, and tugged at another between my legs. I’d felt the sullen swell of pleasure in my pelvis before, but this was so much more. I pulled away finally, resulting in a groan of frustration from him, until I turned around in the tub and knelt to face him.

      Right now, Axe looked like Dae, the Granian god of wine and pleasure. His massive arms rested against the edge of the tub and he stared into my eyes, his own heavily hooded ones quickly sliding down my form.

      “If you think this is going to bring things to a halt, I regret to inform you, it just makes me hungrier for you, not less. Look at you, lass.” Those hands moved, cupping both breasts, drawing a pained little gasp from me.

      “How?” I forced out as his thumbs began to move, brushing much more lightly against my breasts.

      “How what, lass?” he asked, shifting under the water, more of that massive body revealed. “How do I make you feel things you don’t understand?” I frowned slightly for a second and then I nodded sharply. “Because they’re backward bastards in your country and they don’t seem to see fit to inform a woman of her pleasures. Any bastard could make you feel the way I do. I’m just fucking glad it's me.” 

      He moved then, staring up at me with eyes bright blue as his head came closer and closer, forcing me to stare back, perplexed. What the hell was he going to do and how would it—? My spine jerked perfectly straight as his lips parted around my nipple, his fingers sinking into the softness of my breast before he sucked the aching point in.

      “Oh…! Oh!”

      I made stupid little sounds of surprise, but what else could I do? His mouth was so hot and he pulled my nipple in with such powerful sucks that sparks formed before my eyes. My fingers gripped the bathtub rim, digging hard into the metal as my back arched, chasing more.

      “Oh, don’t you worry,” he promised when he pulled free before turning to the other nipple. “You’ll get more. More than you could possibly want if you keep doing that.”

      Like beforehand, my hips twitched in response to his caresses, but now they slipped against all parts of his body that I had come to straddle. His hand pushed me down, settling me on top of him and that’s when I felt it. The long, thick length the like of what I’d seen beneath Gael’s drying cloth, but now this was pressed hard against the seam between my legs. He watched me lazily move against it, rubbing myself against him like a cat in heat as he rolled my nipple between his fingers, pinching tighter and tighter, the pleasure ratcheting up, even as it was coupled with a brief spike of pain.

      “You’re going to work yourself on my cock like a good little girl,” he said and part of me bristled at that. My lips peeled back, my fangs flashing as I bared them, but he didn’t look scared at all. Axe looked like he loved every bloody moment of it. “You keep doing that…” His voice tapered away, his smile faltering as I moved harder, faster against him, some instinct pressing into my spine, showing me exactly what to do. “You’ll be able to take your pleasure, rather than be given it. You keep nudging that little pearl at the top of your slit.” His hand shifted my hips slightly, altering the angle until I let out a rapid succession of gasps. “You’ll come all over me. You can do that, can’t you? You can give me your pleasure and I’ll give you mine.”

      I couldn’t tell if the last bit was dark promise or threat, but I couldn’t seem to care either way. Axe had shown me something, and just like when I was training with Selene, once it’d caught my attention, I couldn’t let go of it. His mouth returned to my breasts, showering them with kisses before grabbing one. The brutal bite of his fingers sent a shiver up my spine, making me move faster, the water sloshing around in earnest now. It felt like I was shoving my breasts into his face, needing, wanting, more from him, but he was more than happy to give it. He called me beautiful and lush and lass and a million sweet things, before he swept me up and out of the bath and deposited the two of us on the floor beside it.

      “Ride me, lass,” he told me in a harsh tone. “You’re not a girl anymore. You’ve a wolf inside you and it knows exactly what she wants. Take it. Take your pleasure. Take me.”

      I scrambled over him with undue haste, momentarily freezing when I caught sight of his cock in all its ruddy glory. But he tipped his hand under my chin and brought my eyes to meet his.

      “Don’t worry about that. It’s not going inside you any time soon. Feel this. Feel me. Feel us.”

      It felt different when I settled down on top of him, my body and his slotting together like a key in a lock. The long curve of his shaft lay flat against his taut stomach as I pressed myself down onto it. 

      It wasn’t hard to find my rhythm again. It beat inside me, like the thud of my heart. He beat inside me. This strange bear of a man with biceps bigger than my head, he stared up at me like I was the queen of the world or something.

      “Because you’re the queen of my world,” he ground out, making me realise I’d spoken my thoughts aloud. His face reddened, his muscles strained as he reached down and then pressed his thumb against a place that made me explode with pleasure.

      I stared at him, completely unable to believe what I was feeling, which was a terrible urge for him to throw me down on the bed and…

      “Axe…! Axe…!”

      What they’d done before was nothing compared to this. I felt a rush of a feeling so sweet, tears pricked at my eyes. My head was thrown back, my hips working spasmodically to prolong a wave of the purest pleasure that washed through every cell in my body.

      “Gods, lass…” he grunted, his hands slapping down on my hips, holding me exactly where I was as his cock jerked in time with my body, a long groan escaping him.

      He rolled up then, pulling me into him as tight as I could go, nestling me within his body before his mouth came down on mine.

      “I could die tomorrow, and I’d go a happy man,” he rumbled, kissing me again and again before I had a chance to respond.

      But at some point we were forced to pull apart, our bodies as sticky as they were when we got in the bath.

      “Only thing for it is another wash, but a fast one now, so we don’t catch our chill.”

      He stood me in the water, working the soap over in a much more perfunctory way, then himself before rinsing us clean.

      “I could almost imagine us man and woman, just married,” he said when we dried off then piled into bed, shivering. His immense body warmed me up pretty quickly, particularly with the way he wrapped himself around me. I was just floating in a sea of pleasure now, so I nestled down into his chest, fingers teasing the sprinkling of hair there. 

      “So, I’d be Mrs Axe, and you’d be Mr Axe,” I said, my eyes already falling closed, the weight of everything that had happened today crushing me into the bed, into him.

      “Mrs Axe… I like the sound of that.” He pressed his mouth to mine and I kissed him back, just once. I didn’t have the energy for anything more.
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      I’d dreamt of the Morrigan, of the wolves running over the land and towards Strelae so many times, that to have a dream featuring someone else was a strange thing. 

      I walked down the aisle of some massive cathedral, people watching me pass with genial expressions. My steps felt long and ponderous, like it required a great effort to take them. I worked out why as I looked down and saw I was trailing a huge cloak behind me. Ermine trimmed and made from a deep red silk velvet, the nap of the fabric felt like it clung to the carpet as I moved, providing significant resistance.

      “Don’t worry about that,” a tall woman said with a smile. She was wearing the kind of brief leather armour that wouldn’t have looked out of place in the Empire four hundred years ago, a bow and quiver over her shoulder, as she nodded for me to keep going.

      So I did, my head bobbing as I went, and when my fingers touched my forehead, I felt something heavy and cold sat upon it.

      “Don’t touch that,” a big stern man said, standing in the aisle. He stroked his beard thoughtfully as I passed.

      There were several people also in the aisle as I walked by, each one encouraging me to keep going until I drew nearer to the front. Two women stood either side of the aisle, one catching my eye instantly. She smiled slowly and her mouth was all I could see, hooded as she was by the fur and skull of a wolf. And when she grinned? I saw the razor-sharp canines of a beast flash as she did so.

      But the other woman? I stepped towards her then, frowning as I did so. My cape felt even heavier now, like it was actively grabbing at the ground to stop me from taking another step, even as she smiled.

      She was radiant, that’s why I struggled to get close to her. Her hair was a cloud of strawberry blond, her eyes gentle and warm as she held out her hands to me. I knew I needed to get closer, to take them, somehow, deep in my heart.

      “Mother?”

      The word seemed to resonate throughout the whole chapel, containing some kind of weight, but I didn’t care. People were chattering, their voices getting louder and louder, but I couldn’t hear them.

      “Mother?”

      She nodded then, and that’s when I saw the thing I’d longed to for so long. 

      She rushed towards me, no, my mother did. “Mother?” I asked, as our hands touched, but that was simply a formality now. I knew it was her. There was something about the feel of her skin, her sweet floral scent, the softness of her body as she pulled me close.

      “Yes, my darling girl.” I let out a long sigh then, deflating against her. Everything felt too hard and too heavy once she took a hold of me. “You are my daughter, and you must carry a terrible burden.” I didn’t want to hear that, snuggling in closer and she stroked my hair as a result. “More than any of my other children.”

      “Other?”

      At that, I turned in her embrace and looked back down the aisle I’d walked down, seeing now that I wasn’t in a cathedral, but in a field somewhere. We were perched up high on a hill and, as far as the eye could see, there were people clustered around us. 

      “I am everyone’s mother,” she said, and tears pricked my eyes.

      “No,” I said, shaking my head and wanting to pull away, but I couldn’t seem to bring myself to. I’d wanted, needed, her for so long. “No, you’re my mother!”

      “Yours, theirs.” She let out a long-suffering sigh, the like I’d seen Cook and the other older women in the keep do often. “All of them. I birth the world.”

      “And it’s not doing so well right now,” another voice said.

      I turned to see the wolf headed woman had prowled closer. I spun around, forming a protective barrier between me and my mother, but she just chuckled.

      “You don’t need to protect her from me,” the wolf girl said with a smile that seemed to belie her words. “The three of us, we’re supposed to work in harmony. I’m all the wild, viciousness of youth. The part of a woman who won’t sit down and submit.” 

      She winked at me slowly, as if I knew exactly what she was talking about.

      “She’s all the sweet self-sacrifice of motherhood, but she’s got some of me in her,” the wolf girl continued. “She surpasses my savagery when her pups are threatened.” And when I looked up, I saw my mother’s eyes burned bright blue now, a terrible determination there. “And then there’s her.”

      The old dream, the vision I’d seen so many times, kicked back in then. The wolves that threatened to swallow the world, a golden-headed raven at their head.

      “They woke our sister with their worship and that wasn’t wise. She’s ravenous, with a maw that can’t be filled, no matter what you feed it. She wants to eat every damn thing. All the people, all the towns, all the animals, all the plants, all the insects and worms, all the microbes, until there’s nothing left.” The wolf girl turned to look at me. “And then she’ll eat us too.”

      “A balance must be restored,” my mother said. “That’s why I gave birth to you, brought you into this world. You are my weapon against the darkness, and you must strike true.”

      “You won’t like the process much,” the wolf girl said with a rakish smile. “Sorry for that. If it could all be done with a few firm words and some gentle correction, well…” Her smile faltered as she watched the wolves come closer. “We wouldn’t be in this predicament then, would we?”

      “Remember what is true,” my mother insisted, drawing my attention back to her. “Amongst all the games and lies, focus on what is, not on how things appear.” She leant in then and pressed a kiss to my forehead, an explosion of light following it, flaring up and blocking out the aspects of my dream vision, only my mother’s voice remaining. “You are the queen we have been waiting for and now it’s your time to rise.”

      

      My eyes flicked open at that to see that morning had come and Axe was lying on his side, watching me.

      “Were you having a nightmare?” he asked, his face crushed still by sleep. “You were crying.”

      I threw myself at him, feeling like a great gaping hole had been opened in me and that the only comfort to be found was in him. Axe hauled me in close, stroking his hand through my hair, murmuring reassurances even as I clung tighter to him. I felt small and raw, and much too pathetic for whatever the hell that dream was about, then as I came back to reality, as I was just held, I settled.

      I looked up at Axe slowly, his eyes burning into mine and then I pressed my mouth to his, something he responded to wholeheartedly.

      His breath was sucked in rapidly through his nose, his hand sliding down to my butt to press me more firmly against him and when that wasn’t enough, his heavy thigh slid over me and pinned me to the bed. What had begun as my kiss became well and truly his as he plundered my mouth, claimed my tongue and then started the deliriously wonderful rocking against me, right up until there was a sharp rap at the door.

      “What the bloody hell?” Axe snapped, leaving me hanging there, lips swollen as the door slammed open with the force of three princes behind it.

      “I had Jessa come running to me,” Weyland shouted, “gloating because she was sure the Wolf Maidens had sent Darcy berserk!”

      “A bird, brother?” Gael said. “A messenger? A bloody scrawl on a piece of paper? Something, anything, to let us know what was going on with our mate.”

      “But we know now,” Dane said. He crouched down beside the bed, making me all too aware of my nakedness beneath the sheets, something each brother noted in some combination of interest, frustration, need or irritation. “What actually happened?”

      “They had to have tried,” Axe replied, holding me where I was. “When I came to collect her, she was half-gone to battle fever.”

      Low growls echoed around the room.

      “But we resolved that, didn’t we, Darcy?”

      Apparently, it was my turn to speak now. I clutched the sheets to my breasts as I rolled over, but any focus I’d managed to gather was quickly fractured when I faced them. Axe filled the gap left at my back, pressing his body into mine, making clear just how happy it was to be there, especially when he pressed his hardness against my softness. My eyelids fluttered as I felt his kisses raining down across my neck and shoulders until the others snapped.

      “For the sake of all the gods, Axe,” Weyland said. “Keep your hands off Darcy for just a moment so she can tell us what happened.

      “Tell me you wouldn’t do the same if you were here in my place,” Axe growled, his hand burrowing underneath me so he could hold me in his arms. “Tell me you don’t want the covers flipped back, so you can see everything I’ve got here, that you don’t want to join me in whatever I’m doing.”

      Any thoughts of yesterday were well and truly shoved to one side as I went very quiet and very still. Low, trickling growls came from the men and as they stared down at me with eyes that blazed phosphorescent blue, I shivered.

      “Is that…?” My words faltered as I remembered the doubled pleasure of Dane and Gael’s hands upon me. “Is that how it will be?”

      Axe’s grip was already sending distractingly throbbing waves of pleasure through me; but to quadruple that? My mind struggled to imagine it, the way we could all to be together, but more than that, to imagine the pleasure of last night amplified beyond all recognition.

      “Do we want that?” Dane asked, and the cool politician was gone now, a much darker, more animalistic creature replacing him. “Do we want to shed our clothes, scatter them across the floor like our brother has and slip between those sheets, with nothing between your skin and ours?”

      He smiled then, his head tilting slightly to one side.

      “Do we want to put you between the four of us? Run our hands over every sweetly rounded inch of your flesh? Taste you with our tongues? Suck you into our mouths?” I began to shift restlessly then, and Axe nipped at my neck, leaving stinging little bites to make me hold still. But his palm moved lower, a warm pulsing pleasure deepening as it settled over my pelvis. “Plunge our fingers into you, opening you up for what’s to come, the moment when you…”

      I hung, we all hung on the last of his words, but Dane seemed to come back to himself abruptly, the savage poetry gone now that he had himself back under control.

      “We hunt as a pack. We run as a pack and we will claim our mate as a pack, when she is ready. It will be all of us in that big bed in our suite and you in the middle of it, the focus of our entire attention.” He blinked then, slowly. “Now, we must get you to the temple. The Maidens are not above providing an armed escort to get you to training if they deem it important enough. We’ll leave you to get dressed. I need to have a word with Selene about my mother and her machinations, making clear just who she needs to keep happy when it comes to you.”

      Dane turned his back, Gael doing the same after a moment’s resistance. Weyland, however, swooped in.

      “Can’t have you going to training all wound up,” he said, flipping the sheets back enough to slide a hand under them and settle it just above Axe’s, making my back arch in response.

      “Gods…” I ground out, feeling a sudden sharp spike of pleasure jolt through me.

      “You want to see what it would be like with all of us,” Axe purred into my ear and then he pulled his hand away, making me claw at his arm to bring it back. Instead, he lifted my thigh to slide his hand between my legs, his fingers skating across a curiously slick part of my body before a single finger pushed in.

      “Oh!”

      I knew that my husband would want to push his cock inside me when we were married, that he needed to until he took his pleasure, filling me with his seed. But I had no idea that I might come to crave the same. The intrusion felt rude, harsh, forcing a strange kind of stretch, which should have been unpleasant, but instead had me craving more. It was closest to that feeling of stretching your body, making it to perform faster, harder, and yet right now I could do nothing. Just grabbed at Weyland’s chest, as his mouth slowly lowered until I reached up and met his lips with mine.

      His kiss, the slow thrust of Axe’s finger, the heavy weight of Weyland’s palm against my pelvis all had me feeling like I was clawing my way out of my skin only to emerge… I sobbed into Weyland’s mouth and he sucked away every sound of pleasure as I erupted.

      I felt myself clamping down on Axe’s finger hard, but he kept pushing through each wave of pleasure and somehow that made it so much better. My nails bit down through the fine linen of Weyland’s shirt, becoming claws and drawing blood.

      “For fuck’s sake,” Gael growled. “Now I’ve got to front up to the temple with a raging erection.”

      “Worth it,” Axe declared as I collapsed down onto the bed, completely boneless. He winked at me as he licked the finger he’d retrieved, creating more questions in my mind, but they were ones I couldn’t give voice to yet. I just sucked in breath after breath as Weyland inspected the damage I’d done.

      “You’ve given me my first mark,” he said, seeming inordinately pleased by this. He pulled his shirt away and then swiped the welling blood away before pushing his fingers between my parted lips. 

      Granian Darcy had been appalled at this kind of transfer of blood from one person to the other, Dane licking my fingers clean, Weyland forcing his blood between my lips in my room, but not Strelan me. I could smell the scent of it before he even got close, my mouth watering, then my hands went around his wrist before I licked his fingers, just as Axe had.

      “You’re making me think some very inappropriate thoughts right now,” Weyland said in a low husky voice. “That kittenish little tongue…”

      “And you’ll need to explain to the Maidens exactly what she was doing with it if they find us here,” Dane snapped. “Everyone out but Darcy and Axe.” He turned to us. “You have two minutes to get ready or I’ll come in and throw the cold bathwater over you.”

      And with that the door was slammed shut behind him.

      “Mm…” Axe said, grabbing me as I went to get up, and pulling me on top of his hard body. “This was a most pleasant way to wake up. We’ll need to do this again tomorrow morning.”

      “Axe!” came Dane’s muffled response.

      “But not now. My brother is about to blow something internally. Something in that big brain of his and I fear we will need it. Though perhaps if we woke earlier and you started on him first…”

      I blinked then, scrambling off the bed and yanking on my clothes, it never really occurring to me until then that the men would welcome my touch as much as I seemed to like theirs.

      “So I should what?” I asked, tugging on my boots. “Just wake him from his sleep with a touch? How can I be sure he’d like that?” 

      He answered in the bluntest of ways, which I was beginning to think was Axe’s way. He pulled back the sheets and then stepped forward, making clear just how much his body responded to mine. I just blinked, my eyes widening as I tried to take him all in, then his hand slid down in a way that seemed entirely sensual, cupping all his hardness before giving it a few swivelling tugs.

      “You know how a man expresses his desire?” he asked me, and I nodded. “Well, I can guarantee you the four of us have been in this kind of rampant state since the first time we clapped eyes on you. A man exists to please his mate.” The amused tone in his voice had trailed away for a second, but it came roaring back quickly enough. “And to give her children, to keep the pack safe. To chop logs and keep the hearth-fire burning.” He shrugged then. “Whatever it takes to keep them healthy, safe and happy. But what do we want in return? Right now, it's to know that the raging fire of need that burns inside us isn’t just one sided.” He nodded then. “Dane would like it just fine if you woke him up like that.”

      A sharp knock at the door jerked my focus away from Axe and I opened the door to find the three of them waiting.

      “Gods, Axe,” Weyland said, clapping a hand over his eyes. “I did not need to see that.”

      I looked over my shoulder to where the man was standing there, still naked and a big grin on his face.

      “You’ll see a whole lot more when Darcy agrees to become ours,” Axe replied with a wink.

      “No, no, I won’t. My focus will be entirely on our mate as we–” Weyland began to say, smiling down at me.

      “Move our fucking arses,” Gael said as he glanced down into the almost empty alehouse. “The Maidens are here.”

      Selene walked in the door, the blonde-haired woman and the one with the light brown hair from yesterday at her side.

      “We’ll meet you at the temple steps,” Dane told Axe, moving now.

      “You were told to report to the temple in the morning,” Selene said to me when I approached her. “It’s gone ten now. For that, you won’t get breakfast.”

      “Yes, she will,” Gael snapped, pulling a paper wrapped package from his jacket and handing it to me.

      “The privations of the Maidens are not my mate’s, not until she decides once and for all that she wishes to join your order,” Dane added, stepping between me and the women. “She will take breaks, drink water regularly, eat her meals and train as you dictate. One of us will be present in the temple each day to ensure this.”

      Selene snorted at that, then shook her head slowly.

      “You don’t understand. You think you do, but you don’t.”

      “And you are being my mother’s puppet in this, though for the life of me, I can’t work out why. Everyone gets irrational, on edge, when deprived of life’s essentials, and you’re doing it deliberately to someone who isn’t even an acolyte. One who’s being forced to train with you. The queen wants Darcy to break so she can put her down like a rabid dog, and she’s using you as the wheel to break her on.”

      Selene’s smile faded then and she glanced at the others, who looked similarly discomfited.

      “We’re here to protect the king and queen, not do their dirty work,” the blonde said.

      “So we are,” Selene said with a nod. “One of your number may stay for the training session, but you will only interrupt during set break times.”

      “I’ll stay with Darcy today,” Gael said, shooting me an almost shy, sidelong look. “The three of you will have business to attend to. I’m the one with the most spare time.”

      “Stay with her,” Dane instructed, “and be vigilant for signs of battle fever.”

      “Of course, brother,” Gael replied a little indignantly.

      “Well, now that you have your escort, are we ready to go?” Selene asked. “We aren’t doing fight training today, anyway. The festival is coming, and I need to have all the little princesses they sent down from the castle able to perform the Hunt of the Maiden dance perfectly before that.”

      

      I felt a sense of disquiet as we walked over to the temple, though I ate my breakfast as we went. The queen did want me vulnerable and, while I wasn’t especially hungry, food-deprived was weaker, I knew that. That strange sensation, of something being… off continued as we climbed the steps, increasing sharply when I turned to look at Gael.

      “You shouldn’t be here,” I said, not knowing where that knowledge came from, even though I knew it to be true.

      “No, he shouldn’t,” Selene agreed. “Men come here occasionally when we can’t find anyone else for a task, and on the day of the festival, but not often.” She shot a dark look back at Gael. “This is a women’s space, and you’ll need to respect that.”

      “It’s for a woman that I come here,” he replied quietly. “You think what we want is at odds with your mission, but we all want the same thing.” He stared at me then as we stepped into the shaded halls of the temple. “For Darcy to discover her true self.”

      “Well, we won’t get much of that today,” the blonde woman sighed. “It’s dance class all day, and I’m sure it’s going to frustrate me until I’m ready to pull the hair from all these pampered misses.”

      “Not every challenge we face can be sorted out at the end of a sword,” Selene said as we stepped into the training room.

      The women from the castle all stood together chattering and, for a moment, they seemed to perk up when they saw a man come in with me, though they visibly deflated when they saw it was Gael. He just shook his head and handed me a water skin, waiting until I’d taken a long drink before walking over to the wall and taking up position there.

      “Now, ladies, we need to go over the steps again…” Selene said with a clap of her hands, drawing everyone closer. I nodded to Gael and then moved over to join them.
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      My skin began to prickle when Selene brought out the headdresses. I caught sight of the grey fur, saw the gleam of white skulls and stiffened. I must’ve done so in a significant way, because some of the women standing beside cast me a sidelong look, then Malia turned around.

      “Are we really including an outlander in this ceremony?” she asked in a sharp voice. “The Granian doesn’t even believe in the Maiden.”

      No, but I’d seen her. I watched the blonde-haired woman don her headdress, the skull of the wolf fitting on her head so the top jaw hung over her eyes, then she fluffed the fur so it lay over her shoulders and I knew then what this was. As if in confirmation of this, I heard a low chuckle in my ear, but when I turned around to find the source of it, everyone was suitably solemn faced.

      “The queen herself ordered Darcy to participate in the rite,” Selene said. “So, if you have any questions about that, I suggest you bring them to Her Majesty. Now, the dance, as most of you know, is supposed to represent the first time the Maiden aspect of the triple goddess went hunting. She is the one our two souls come from, and we pay homage to her in this ritual. I needn’t remind you that keeping your beast under control during the performance is important. It is natural to feel her pushing to the surface, wanting out. What we’re doing conjures her in a way. We become the Maiden, hunting for what she wants, what she needs, in the world. For some of you, it will be a festival mate, a bond that lasts only as long as the rite itself.”

      “And will the princes be participating in the rite this time?” a blonde-haired girl asked. She slid a look at me over her shoulder, her lips curved into a nasty smile. “They were always the best prey to ‘hunt’ on festival night.”

      Selene just shook her head slowly, her jaw flexing before she continued.

      “That remains to be seen. But what you should be concerned about is how many of you will be chosen to participate.”

      “What? But my father—”

      “I was sent—”

      “I am part of—”

      “Stop.” Selene didn’t raise her voice, just holding out a hand and waiting for silence, which came quickly. “I don’t give a damn about who your parents are or how important you are back in the castle. You’re in my house now. I am the pack leader. I decide who participates and who doesn’t, and your parents can kiss my bloody arse if they have a problem with that. This is one part of your lives where the family you were born into and the land they own has no bearing on my decision-making process. You will learn the steps, learn them well and perform them perfectly, or you will be watching the rite from the sidelines like everyone else. Am I clear?”

      There was a mumble from the crowd.

      “This is when I hear you all say ‘yes, pack leader’ in your best voices,” Selene prompted.

      “Yes, pack leader!”

      “Good, now, Ayla and Orsha here will begin to show you the steps. Some of you already know them, but you will watch and listen respectfully anyway.”

      Ayla was the blonde-haired Maiden; Orsha the one with light brown hair. Both had their headdresses on but when one of the girls moved to retrieve one for herself, they just frowned at her until she stepped backwards.

      “Before you start donning headdresses and roaming around showing us just how little you understand about the other side of your soul,” Ayla said, moving forward to face the group, “let’s get one thing straight. The steps are prescribed. They’ve been the same for centuries. We do not need you to embellish or do anything else to try and differentiate yourself from the pack.”

      “Seeking to draw attention to yourself goes exactly against what the ritual is about,” Orsha said. “On that night, we become the Maiden. We do. We are her vessels, allowing her to hunt again for just one night and remind the world of her divine spirit. Now, loosen up, do some stretches, because we will be practising the first steps until I’m satisfied.”

      Stretches? Loosen up? I’d, of course, received dancing lessons as the daughter of a duke, but they were mostly a sedate swaying affair, yet as I watched the women stretch out their arms and legs, I realised this would be something more. I moved through the stretching routine Nordred had shown me and then took my place when we were drawn closer.

      “You can perform the steps impeccably, but still miss the point,” Ayla said, throwing her weight onto one foot while the other raised elegantly behind her, toe pointed, then she seemed to stab forward with one shoulder, her raised foot snapping down to support her weight and the other sweeping up, then her spine curled upwards, bringing both feet down to the ground until she was standing on her tiptoes. It all happened so fast, I wasn’t entirely sure I had it right. “Memorise the steps first, but keep in mind, this is a religious rite. You need to let the Maiden into your heart, let her flow through you as you perform her dance. Become her avatar in this world, if only for a night. Now, first position.”

      We all moved out then, giving ourselves enough space to move and both women showed us the first form. I wavered, something that drew snickers from the others, because I was unused to putting my weight forward on one leg like that. I used to run along fence poles and skip over stepping stones in creeks, but my centre of balance was off, so I was forced to correct it. 

      “Steady…” Selene said as she passed by, to me and a few of the other girls who were flailing around, but I found as I strengthened my core I could balance my weight on the one foot much more successfully.

      Then they showed us the next step.

      The transition from one leg to another led to a whole lot of wobbling, with the exception of a small group: Malia and her friends. They looked back at the rest of us with a smirk as we struggled to complete the move, but the Maidens constantly circulated, offering tips and small moments of praise, at the same time keeping Malia’s cohort from saying too much. Of course, once we were semi-proficient at that step, we moved to the next. By the end of the first hour, I had a newfound respect for the Strelan dance traditions. My fellow Granians liked to portray the Strelans as worthless heathens that on sacred days did little other than run around a bonfire naked, but my joints told another story.

      “Alright,” Ayla said with a clap, “let’s get everyone together and try the first segment as a pack. Remember, you are only as strong as your other packmates.”

      “Well, then the Maiden is doomed this Festival,” an icily beautiful girl near Malia said to her friends, the group of them snickering.

      “Less cackling!” Orsha snapped. “The older women are practicing the dance of the crone elsewhere in the temple. If you wish to join them, raise your hand!” She cast her eyes imperiously over the crowd. “No? Well then, let’s try this out.”

      It was an aberration, I knew that from the first step, but as we all struggled to perform the movements, I could begin to see it, feel it. When we stopped agonising over where our right feet were and what our hands were supposed to be doing, it came. A sensation a little like a breeze blowing over your skin, but instead of coming from without, it came from within.

      “Good, good…” Orsha said as she walked past me, watching the way my fur sprang up and receded as I moved. “You’re feeling your wolf inside you. Ladies, this is what you all need to be doing.”

      Of course, the minute everyone looked, I lost that feeling and I stumbled and fell forward, forced to catch myself on my hands. I was followed down by the sound of other people’s laughter, but I got back on my feet. If the mirth of others had been enough to stop me, I’d never have learned anything.

      My father’s men had cackled when a tiny little me was led out onto the training grounds, struggling to lift the smallest of practice swords. They’d laughed as I’d sent arrow after arrow into a hay bale, or worse, somewhere behind it, failing to hit the target. And to cap that off, when I did start hitting the target, they’d continued to laugh, hoping to put me off, only developing a grudging respect when I pushed through. I’d pulled arrow after arrow, getting closer to where I wanted it to go, then run off to retrieve them before starting again.

      People always laugh at others when they’re just learning something, because they’re confronted with the memory of their own failings. They want to feel safe, secure in their now expert proficiency. But the problem is, no one ever got better at anything without being willing to accept they might be bloody terrible, at first. Terrible is our natural state, skill comes from an act of will to push past that and reach for something else. So I got to my feet, not really giving a damn what the others thought, as I started from the beginning. 

      I made the first position, then the next, then the next, feeling that flow rush through me, my fur forming and disappearing as I did, my body feeling like it was moving on its own now, as my brain had finally seemed to communicate properly with my limbs. I moved and I moved, feeling the thud of the wolf’s paws as I stamped my feet, feeling the questing of a sensitive nose each time I thrust my face forward. My hands raked through the air, now vicious claws. I swung my body around, teeth bared, a wolf posturing in front of others so as to prevent them from taking her kill.

      And then I ran out of steps.

      “Well done,” Ayla said with a tilt of her head. “Now, if the outlander can do it, so can you. Again!”

      

      “Darcy.”

      This room always seemed to cast a spell over me, my eyes blinking, my head jerking back at the sound of a masculine voice. When the man reached for me, pulling my head to press against his, I baulked, bucking against his grip.

      “Shh, shh…” he told me, even and calm, but I didn’t want that. I wanted this. This dance, it unlocked something inside me, something wild, something hungry… And that’s when I stopped resisting. I cocked my head to one side, then grabbed the collar of his shirt, pulling it to one side before burying my nose in his neck and breathing in a woody scent that felt more vital to me than air itself.

      “If we have to have one of the king’s get here, watching us dance, I don’t see why it can’t be the princes,” a feminine voice complained.

      “I wouldn’t mind sniffing Weyland again. He smells like rum and spices.”

      I stiffened then, strong arms wrapping around me as a growl trickled out from between my lips.

      “Weyland smells like rum and spices or whatever fucking cologne he’s wearing for you only, my mate,” the male voice said, low and terse. “No one is sniffing him but you. They want to taunt you as much as they’re able. To get back at you for being stronger, better than them. For possessing what their parents say they must have.”

      “Gael?”

      I blinked as I looked up at him and it felt like I saw his face for the first time.

      “Always, love.” He moved in slowly, waiting in case I pulled away before brushing his lips against mine. “You’ve been at it for hours and were starting to sink deep again. Have a drink, then come sit with me for a second. Just come back to the real world.”

      I walked over to the spot on the wall he’d been sitting against, the water skin and a discarded book on the ground beside him. He pocketed the book and then handed me the water and I drank from it greedily.

      “Slowly. You’ll make yourself sick if you guzzle it,” he said. I felt like something came back as he rubbed his hand over my shoulder blades, but also something intruded.

      Right now, in this place, it was like there were two Darcys. One who was a wolf, a maiden, on the hunt, some kind of devil moving her limbs as she performed a dark rite that somehow, she’d always known. She smelled Gael’s scent and just wanted to burrow her nose in his skin and never leave, breathing him in for the rest of my days. That ignored the other Darcy, the forgotten one, left at the border as I entered Strelae. The one whose lungs clamped down, refusing to fill when stressed, the one who snuck out to play at being a knight or a hunter. And that girl was also Darcy, daughter of the Duke of Elverston. Prim and proper as a noblewoman should be.

      So which one was I?

      Gael, seeming to sense my confusion, took the waterskin when I was done and curled me across his lap, letting one Darcy come to the fore.

      “I can’t stay here for long,” I said, watching the dancers take a break as well.

      “I know. You’re always slipping from my fingers and the only way I can bear it is by reminding myself that you always come back.” He stared down at me now, stroking the side of my face. “You will, won’t you?”

      I would’ve said yes to anything he asked right then, absolutely anything, and I told him as much, which made him smile. His fractured eye twinkled just as bright as his unchanged one.

      “I’ve got to go soon. Weyland will take over and be here when you’re done. Pepin has me doing some coordinating of the people coming into the city. She’s quite the operator.” He kissed me one last time. “Just stay out of trouble until he gets here.”
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      Did I do as he asked? I think so, because as soon as he left me, I was up and on my feet, practising the steps we’d learned so far in my own little corner, moving, moving until someone stopped me.

      “You think you’re some reincarnation of the Maiden.”

      My eyes jerked up to see I was ringed by Malia and her friends now, their bodies forming a wall between me and the rest of the room. I glanced over one of their shoulders and saw that Selene noted where I was with a slow nod of her head.

      “What?” I asked belatedly.

      “Dear gods, can she take two cocks up her arse?” one of the girls said with a toss of her head. “Because honestly, I do not understand the appeal. The outlander is obviously sub-moronic.”

      “It’s this ridiculous fated mate thing,” sneered the blonde-haired girl who had sniped at me before. “Somehow the princes are supposed to ignore good breeding and political connections, for what?” Her eyes slid down my form with barely concealed disgust. “You have no place here.”

      “The Hunt of the Maidens is for noble-born women to perform, not interlopers,” Malia said, her mouth twisting. “This was my year to hunt and claim Dane—”

      “And instead, you’re going to end up empty-handed.” Whatever spell this place cast over me, it felt like it emptied all the different Darcys out and left something else in its place, something that seemed taller, stronger. The women’s mouths fell open at that, as my voice took on an echoey quality, each one feeling the reverberations. “By your own laws, you are not worthy. I beat you soundly before the queen.”

      “Because you’re a bloody animal!” Malia shouted, her hand going up but getting nowhere against my reflex grasp. Her wrist felt like twigs in my grip, one I could easily snap without a thought. But I looked over her shoulder and saw Selene, Orsha and Ayla watching me while I did so.

      They would step in, if they had to. Just like in a wolf pack, scuffles might take place between the junior members, but they could only go so far before the adults intervened. Their never-ending gaze asked me now which one I was: juvenile or adult?

      “If I’m an animal,” I said, smiling, feeling my fangs flash, just like the Maiden’s had in my dream last night, “then you’d best keep your distance.” I thrust her arm backwards, the lot of them stepping away as I got closer. “Animals are unpredictable.”

      “You can growl and bare your teeth all you like,” Malia said, holding her hand to her chest. “But you’ll never have the princes. The queen won’t allow it.”

      I was struck then by the ridiculousness of this. We were quibbling over men who were perfectly capable of making their own decisions about where they went and that might not be towards me. That would hurt, but I had no control over it and neither did the girls. I smiled then, before I stepped forward, into the mass of women and surprise, surprise, the ladies all moved to let me pass. But as I was enjoying that success a memory struck me. Of Del and Jan, of bloody Wildeford and with that in mind, I looked back at them.

      “If you don’t think I’m worthy, take the princes from me,” I said. “If you think the queen will support your marriages, marry them, but you and I both know there’s a bigger hurdle to climb to achieve that goal than intimidating me or getting the queen’s approval. It’s them.”

      “He loved me before you came along,” Malia said and right then I felt some empathy for her, because she really believed that. Gods, maybe it was actually true. I didn’t really understand this whole mate thing and maybe I should.

      “Then why did it all disappear the moment he tasted my blood?” I asked.

      That was a low blow, and I saw her physically shrink from it, but it was a valid question. Just one she wasn’t likely to answer.

      

      “I was beginning to think I was going to need to step in there,” Selene said when I returned to the main group. The other girls with her turned to watch the two of us, looking expectantly at what we were going to do next. They actually wanted to learn this dance, be a part of this ritual and not shame their family. “But you seemed to handle it quite well.”

      “The fact that I just don’t care is the key, I think,” I replied.

      “But you do about this,” she said. “You’ve picked up the steps fast. Very fast. I’ll get you to help us with the others.”

      I nodded and then waited as she went through the next few steps, feeling that same narrowing down of my focus again. Malia and her friends didn’t matter, neither did the rest of the world right now, just this. As the young women wobbled through the steps, I was like Selene and the other Maidens. I corrected gently, assisted and then gave compliments to help bolster fragile confidence, which was half the battle anyway. They had to believe they could do the steps before they could actually do them. But after a while, an itch started up under my skin. I could only help others for so long before my own need to move came over me. I performed the dance steps with them, feeling the strange rhythm now, which was a big part of successfully performing the dance, but that was a difficult concept to teach.

      

      “You’re done for today.”

      Selene’s face swam up in front of mine, breaking my concentration and forcing me to stop and stand still for a moment.

      “You’re in, just in case you’re interested. I don’t know how you know those steps, but you do.” She frowned slightly then, shaking her head. “We’ve had other Maidens like you here before. Goddess-touched we call them. It’s like the Maiden has put her hand on your head, is moving your body for you.” She stood back, crossing her arms. “I reiterate my concern about you formalising things with your mates. I know that they are filled with the madness a mate bond brings, but being goddess-touched is something bigger again.”

      She peered at me through narrowed eyes.

      “Don’t you feel it? Doesn’t this feel like the place you were always supposed to be? For most of us, it’s a bloody relief being allowed in here. It’s like coming home.”

      I looked around me then, really looking at the training space for the first time. The walls were carved with bas reliefs of feats of old: long windows on the left side giving us a view of the city and the valley beyond. It was empty now, and felt emptier because it was such a large space and we were the only ones in it.

      “It depends,” I said, staring out those windows, “on which part of me is in control. One part does feel like this is home.” Then my focus shifted back to the alpha of the Wolf Maidens. “But another part of me feels at home when I’m with them too. I know you said I can’t have both but…” I shrugged.

      She shook her head slowly at that, then smiled.

      “You walk a difficult road, Darcy of Grania, but I think you’ll take the right steps in the end.” She clapped a hand down on my shoulder and gave it a brief squeeze. “Now, those men of yours didn’t turn up for the afternoon session. You can stay here in the dorms, if you like?”

      She sounded hopeful, in the way one does when you don’t want to show it.

      “I’ll find them,” I said, somehow knowing that was true.

      

      When I walked out of the training room, I did so on legs that were pretty rubbery, with joints that ached, but as I’d not done anything like this level of activity for so long, that made sense. I needed to find an ice bath like Nordred used to make for me, to try and ease the aches. It was these mundane thoughts that filled my head as I went to the doorway, then heard them talking.

      “Weyland, you know it could be so good—”

      “I know nothing of the sort, Leia.”

      “Do you forget what it was like?” Her question was delivered in a silky voice I could almost feel across my skin, so I was sure he could too. I peered just around the wall to see my ‘mate’ standing there and the blonde woman with the poisonous smile looking up at him. “Do you forget what I could do to you? She’s not giving you anything, is she? Uptight little outlander like her wouldn’t know how to see to your needs, my prince.”

      He stared down at her, as if caught up in her spell. My heart began to thud, my breath becoming raspier and shallow as I watched, waited for him to pull away.

       “And even if you do manage to break her in, you’ll never have all of her, not like you had all of me.” Her voice broke then, and I heard a real note of pain in it. “I didn’t hold anything back, not from you. I let you take me everywhere and anywhere you wanted, and I’d do so again. You don’t have to tell anyone. It can be our little secret.”

      I watched her hand rise, elegant and long fingered. As it did, I felt a growl form in my chest in response, but I stifled it. I needed to know. Would he let her touch him or would he…?

      His hand wrapped around her wrist and, for a moment, she thought she’d won, a radiant smile spreading across her face, right before he threw her hand away.

      “If Darcy only ever gives me tiny little scraps of her time, of her love, then I’ll count myself a king among men. She’s mine, and I’m hers in every way possible. Mind, heart, soul and, especially, body, and you’d know that if you found your true mate.”

      All that beauty soured so quickly it was hard to believe it had been there in the first place. She screwed up her face, bared her teeth, and then snapped at him.

      “That’s where you’re wrong. I met him. He’s a stable hand on my father’s estate. He wanted me to run away with him, and for what? So I could scrabble around in the dirt with him, living hand-to-mouth as I spit his brats out year after year until my body fails?” She shook her head abruptly. “You’ll regret this, just as I would’ve regretted marrying Stuart. We’re not animals, Weyland. We can choose to be happy rather than being like them, led around by their instincts.”

      But Leia’s last plea fell on deaf ears, and she saw that, her shoulders slumping as she pulled away from Weyland.

      “Wait until the festival,” she said over her shoulder. “You might change your mind then.”

      “I won’t,” he replied with a sigh, “but I hope you find what you’re looking for, whatever that is.”

      I froze where I stood, just blinking as I tried to process what had just happened, then stiffened and swung around the corner, like I’d just come to find Weyland. That look on his face, a glorious smile that virtually glowed with pleasure had me moving then, running towards him and he reached out, sweeping me up into his arms and holding me tight.

      “What’s all this for?” he asked. “Were the stuffy Maidens riding you too hard today? I’m sorry I couldn’t come to you before but—”

      I silenced him with a kiss and he had a small moment of hesitation, as if he couldn’t believe this was happening, followed by a determination to take everything I had to give. He stepped forward, pressing my back against the wall as he plastered my body against his. He kissed me and kissed me until finally we pulled free.

      “For the love of all the gods,” he said, his eyes hazy now, “tell me what I did to deserve this, so I can do it again and again.”

      “Nothing. I just… felt like it,” I said, unable to say anything else.

      “Well, will I get more kisses if I take you to see Pepin and Nordred? They’ve been working rather hard on our… project and I think they’d like to report back on their progress,” he asked with a wicked smile.

      “Definitely more kisses. Double if we can stop and see Del and Jan.”

      “Double for each child, at least,” he said, letting me slide down the wall, then taking my hand. “I could be getting you drunk in an alehouse, then washing your nubile body in a bathtub, but I chose to share something much more meaningful with you.”

      “You talked about that?” I squeaked as we walked out of the temple, nodding to the holy mothers as we passed.

      “Of course, we did. Axe was a smug bastard about it all day long, grinning like the cat that got the cream until I popped him in his fat mouth. Father took us to task for fighting, but I made clear my thoughts on what he did.”

      “Are you… jealous?” I asked as we walked out into the early evening air. “Is that how it works in a pack?”

      “I’m bloody envious as hell,” he said, shooting me a sidelong look. “I don’t want Axe to miss out, but I want to be there too. I was fuming. Father kept me in the palace while sending Gael on some ridiculous task. He knew where I wanted to be, needed to be, and he refused me permission.”

      Weyland stopped me there on the tiled courtyard of the temple and then stepped in closer, his hands burying themselves in my hair.

      “I’m not sure you understand how it is for us. I was drawn to you like a bee is to honey, seeking something sweet, back in Grania. I adjusted quickly to the realisation that you were our mate because I was entranced by the idea of a feisty Granian huntress, and then I found the reality.”

      His thumb brushed along the tops of my cheekbones.

      “When I saw you in Wildeford. When I saw you tracking those children, there was something far beyond my initial estimation. This was a wild girl, a savage girl, ready to tear the world down to protect those children, and I didn’t realise how much I needed that in a mate. No one cares for a fucking thing in this hellhole but themselves. But you…? You’ll be queen, Darcy, the queen we’ve been waiting for, the one we need, and I’ll do whatever it takes to get you on that throne. That’s given me the kind of purpose I’ve been looking for my whole life. So…” He smiled then at my blank look, because I hadn’t expected to hear a single one of those words when he stopped me, and I was struggling to process them. “Let’s go down to see Pepin and see what her little network has achieved.”

      He took my hand and tugged me along after him, and I went.  I’d been struggling to sort through all of these different versions of myself and now Weyland had gone and introduced a whole new one for me.

      Queen.

      The word felt like a depth charge dropped down in my soul, its explosion far-reaching and beyond my ability to comprehend. And as we walked through the town, towards Pepin’s headquarters, I saw, felt, that dream. Of walking along,  the ermine cloak tugging at my shoulders as I processed, the crown heavy on my head, and I wondered if Weyland’s view of me was a blessing or a curse.

      There was only one way to find out.

      “You’re here!” Pepin said, opening a wooden door in what seemed to be a nondescript little house. Inside things looked very different. Nordred looked up from the table where he was sitting, having a robust discussion with many other men. Dane, Gael and Axe were all spread throughout the room, engrossed in similar conversations. “Come and sit down and let me fill you in. Much has changed since we last talked.”
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      “Darcy!”

      A little voice had my head jerking up and I saw a young boy come barrelling towards me. Strong young arms wrapped around my legs, and my hands went to Del’s shoulders.

      “Del! What’re you doing here? And where’s Jan?”

      “Miss Lannie said Jan had to go to bed. She’s too little for ‘gallivanting around,’ but I’m not.” He peered up at me then. “You said you’d come and visit.”

      His voice wasn’t exactly accusing, but there was a hurt edge to it. I dropped down to his level and, when I did, I was reminded of how I’d found him. But this was not the wild-eyed boy sinking fangs into my shoulder. He had obviously been presented well for tonight. His hair was washed and brushed neatly, tied back into a small queue, and I noted the braids running along his scalp.

      “Someone’s been putting in warrior braids for you,” Weyland said. “They suit you.”

      Del straightened up at that, meeting Weyland’s look head-on.

      “Miss Lannie said I’d earned them, looking after Jan.”

      “And so you have,” I replied. “More than anyone I know. So how are things with Miss Lannie? She seems like a very nice lady.”

      Del nodded slightly. “She is. She’s very gentle with Jan. When we, I mean, she cries at night, Lannie always hears her and comes and gives us a cuddle.” He frowned a little, then glanced warily at Weyland. “It’s good for Jan. Helps her to try and forget what happened to Mother and Father.”

      “A cuddle is a good thing for anyone at any age, Del,” Weyland told the boy. He moved in closer to me and snaked his arm around my shoulders. “I’m pretty partial to them myself.”

      “So, Darcy gives you cuddles when you’re feeling scared?”

      There was a desperation, a hunger, in Del’s voice, like he really needed to hear our answer to normalise what he was going through. I moved then, Weyland’s hand slipping off me as I wrapped my arms around the boy and squeezed him tight.

      “People need human contact,” I said, almost whispering it into his ear. “Wolves need the touch of their pack. Wanting to be hugged, for someone to show how much they care about you? There’s no shame in that. Everybody needs it, from the fiercest of warriors to the smallest of children.”

      It was then I felt him slump against me, just going limp and surrendering to my embrace. I’m not sure how long I held him for. The sounds in the room seemed to drop away then and there was only the frantic little beat of his heart.

      “I needed the cuddles too,” he said in a breathless little voice. “When it gets dark, I see them, the monsters. They’re half wolf, half man and they have such long teeth and claws. They slice through everything and then…” I clasped him tighter. “And then I become just like them.”

      “No, Del,” I said firmly, holding him at arm’s length. “You might be two-souled.” I saw something shift behind his eyes then, just a flash that was there and gone again. “But that doesn’t make you like the Reavers. No one is like the Reavers. No one else is as senseless and stupid in the way that they are.”

      He nodded sharply at that, his jaw clenching, his eyes shining.

      “But you’re going to stop them, right? I hear Patrick, Lannie’s husband, talk and he’s mad. Mad at the king for not sending the soldiers. Mad at the Reavers for destroying all those towns.” Del’s hands became fists. “They’re taking more and more of them. People are coming flooding in—”

      “And that’s what I need to show Darcy now,” Pepin said in an even voice. “I know you’re angry, Del, and you have a right to be, but right now we all need to work hard to try and change this, right?”

      The boy nodded, but there was a terrible fire burning in his eyes.

      “Now, there’s some children who’ve just come in from some of the towns that were destroyed. They’re tired and scared and don’t know what the hell is going on. Do you think you could maybe talk to them about what this place is like? About how it works?”

      “I could do that,” Del replied.

      “Good lad.” She patted Del and then waved someone over, who started to lead the boy deeper into what appeared to be quite the complex. Like before though, he looked over his shoulder, watching us, as he went.

      “I thought this was just a house,” I said, glancing around me, seeing rooms upon rooms.

      “Snowmere is built on the foothills of for a reason. Initially, for less salubrious reasons,” Pepin said with a sheepish smile. “There’s a network of tunnels left over from when it was used as a smuggler's den, bringing in stolen goods and such. But now those same secret pathways are used for a whole new reason.” 

      She nodded her head, leading us into a massive room that looked somewhat like the map room in the castle. No king and his smug bastard lords here though. Instead, the room was teeming with people, some I recognised from the barracks in Bayard, some I didn’t. Pins were being pressed into a map as some sorted through pieces of paper or others took down notes as they spoke to people with bloodied faces and empty eyes I now knew well. But it was the map that drew my eye more than anything.

      There’d been too many pins as it was when we saw the one inside the barracks here in Snowmere, but now the markers seemed to nibble at the edges of Strelae like rats with a wheel of cheese. I studied the lands they were pressed into. Not just the tiny foothill towns now. The pins cut deeper into what appeared to be the lands of the nobles.

      “Why do the lords not do something about this?” I asked Pepin. “Their own farmlands are being destroyed.”

      “Because their focus is centralised here,” a harried looking man said. He had on a doublet and trews that were tailored finely enough to make him appear relatively well-to-do, but not ornate enough to be a lord. A steward, I assumed. One of those men left in charge of a noble’s land, the de facto lord while his master was away. “They daren’t leave the capital for fear of losing what place they’d fought for in the hierarchy and so all they care about is their balance sheet. I’ve told Lord Fulder that I cannot get him the same returns as I did before the Reavers came and the bastard…”

      He stopped for a second, then raked a shaking hand through his hair.

      “I’ve done my duty, made sure the taxes were all paid, but some of our people… They come to town on tithe day and they’ve got nothing but the clothes they’re standing in. And, more besides: injuries of the like I’ve never seen. And that’s the ones that can walk. We have wounded coming into the estate every day and we’ve got no medicine for them and—”

      “Peace, Virgil,” Pepin said, placing a hand on his shoulder and, just like Del, he seemed to deflate under that touch. “Tell us what you need, and we’ll send what we can out to your people.”

      “The lords don’t see what’s going on, protected here,” Virgil said in a much smaller voice. “They never see how hard people toil. I’m just told to tax the others harder to make up for the lack and I’m bloody worried that there’ll be an uprising if I try to do that again.”

      Pepin’s eyes glittered then, and, for the first time, I wondered if she was two-souled. Her eyes were brown, not blue, but something sparked deep inside them which made me wonder.

      “The festival is a time for truth and lies,” she said. “Everyone attends masked.”

      I watched her walk over to a large box, then pull out a mask that I knew all too well. When she raised it up to put on her head, I went very still. Pepin. Now placing a wolf mask on her head, her face shrouded by a cowl of grey-flecked fabric until only her eyes and her very sharp teeth glittered from its depths.

      Wait, what?

      As I watched her, I could hear the words of another woman in my ear. “I’m all the wild, viciousness of youth. The part of a woman who won’t sit down and submit.” As the Maiden’s voice began to fade away, I heard a low chuckle.

      “Not quite as fancy as what you’ll be wearing,” Pepin said, but… was it Pepin? She seemed transformed by the mask, becoming something else altogether. “But it’ll do the job. Survivors, people from the country, will swarm into the city to celebrate the festival of the triple goddess and with it will come a freedom.” She ran a finger along the papier mâché skull, her finger tracing the shape of a long canine. “You’ll be able to tell people what’s going on, Virgil. Everyone will. The city and all its people will know about the fate that awaits them if they won’t wake up.”

      “And will they care?” Virgil snapped. “They’re protected behind their massive wall with the king to oversee them.”

      “You’ll have to make them care, in any way you can. Come.”

       

      The only time that strange timeless state used to come over me, when learning rather than doing, was when I was left to my own devices in the library of the keep. When I pulled down book after book of my own choice, discovering things about Granian geography and history, of tales of knights and queens. Of Strelan society structures, of all the things a son should learn, but not a daughter. Linnea had tried to teach me more appropriate topics, but when my interest waned, so did my attention, even if she struck me across the knuckles with her wooden ruler each time I drifted off. And right now, I felt that same strange focus kick in. Pepin was showing me how this place worked, everything she and her people had achieved, and my mind had decided that I needed to learn all of it.

      The place was massive. There were meeting rooms and storage facilities that had been repurposed as emergency housing, with families set up on camp stretchers, many huddled together, blinking as they tried to take in everything. I found myself filing the information away, forming a map inside my mind.

      Food that had been brought in from the estates by the stewards was stored in great larders and a kitchen had been set up where provisions were being handed out to the masses of people. I took it all in. The places people came in, where they were sorted, places to heal, places to get clean, places to eat, to sleep, places to share. My eyes felt like they were getting bigger and bigger, my sense of my body falling away. I was watching a catastrophe play out in slow motion and I had this feeling that I needed to catalogue it. But that ferocious need stuttered, then stumbled, when we got to the next room.

      Pepin led me into one of the intake rooms and I saw people staggering in through the tunnels, then taking a seat, waiting their turn to be admitted. It felt like I floated after Pepin then, moving from person to person, hearing their stories. Some wore their scars openly, the blood of the Reavers still on their skin. Others you had to look a little deeper for it. They might have wiped away the soot, and the bruises might have healed, but there was no missing the shadows in their eyes, the scars on their spirit. For the first time in a long time, my breath stuttered in my chest, and my ribs felt like they’d been forged from iron.

      “They raped my daughter over and over,” one man said, his face a mask of disbelief and misery. “I heard her screams, and she kept screaming until finally they were done. I was trapped under too many bodies; the rafters of our house had fallen on the lot of us and when I crawled out—”

      I was dragged forward.

      “They cut my son in two,” a woman whispered, rocking back and forth on her stool, her eyes wide and opening. That’s all she would, could say, over and over, a sad faced man at her side.

      I was moved on.

      “Gutted the cows, the sheep. Just left them screaming there as their entrails fell onto the ground in a bloody mess,” said a grizzled man. “Went for the dog and dispatched him too, then came for me. Was only the scent of better prey that pulled them off me. They found the widow next door and her children.”

      On, always on.

      Their stories, their feelings, they were a massive wave, and I was just a tiny shell on the seashore. I didn’t want them to come crashing down on me, but crash they did, pulverising me with all their tales, too many tales of pain. What I’d seen in Wildeford was an open sore on my soul, but this? Each story was another sharp slash across my heart.

      Or my lungs.

      I sucked in a breath and that’s where it stayed, the oxygen trapped in my lungs, unable to escape.

      “Nordred…” I squeaked, the words barely making it past my lips. “Nordred….”

      “Darcy!” Weyland’s face swum into view and as he blocked out the sight of the rest of the room, of everyone else, my chest eased a little. But when I tried to suck in a breath, my lungs burned with the need to, without the ability.

      “Nordred!” I yelped, clawing at Weyland’s arm and he nodded.

      “Nordred!” he shouted, his alpha bark cutting through the noise and the chatter, the pain and the stories, the rolling waves of pure bloody misery. Darkness fluttered at the edges of my vision and with it I thought I heard the caw of a raven. “She can’t fucking breathe!” Weyland snapped when the horse-master appeared. 

      I realised now that Nordred was something much more than  the role he’d fulfilled in Grania; something I’d always known, just not recognised. He rubbed his hands together, a blue light flickering openly between them, and then he pressed his palm to my chest. 

      “Breathe, lass,” Nordred said, staring into my eyes, his voice containing the weight of a sledgehammer as it smashed the stone wall that was resting on my chest. “She can’t have you yet, if ever. Breathe now and live.”

      “Is Darcy alright?” Del had appeared from somewhere and he stared at me with eyes wide. It was then I sucked in a breath. My lungs fought hard, it felt, to fully inflate, but then they did, like nothing had ever happened.

      “She will be, lad,” Weyland said with a deadly determination. “She will be.”

      “You haven’t had an attack for some time,” Nordred said, peering up at me, watching me breathe with the eyes of a hawk, then he glanced around him. “Too much going on here. The world cries out from its pain, but you can’t do much to help by drowning in it.”

      There was a wisdom in his words, I knew that, but I couldn’t hear it right now. I was breathing fine again, but, perhaps due to the violence of the attack or because it hadn’t happened for some time, my vision was still blurry. Because over Nordred’s shoulder I saw a dark figure of a woman wearing a wolf mask, her fangs glinting in the lamp light. Pepin, I assured myself. But beside her? Just a hazy mass of strawberry blonde hair and a soft, willowy figure, one I blinked furiously to see clearer.

      But when my vision cleared, all I saw was Pepin looking concerned, her mask lying down on the table now, and all of my mates clustered around me.

      “What happened?” Dane’s voice was sharp with his alpha bark as he demanded an answer. “What did you do to Darcy?”

      “I healed her,” Nordred said, “just like I used to. I thought we were done with this, that when she–”

      “Sounds like an explanation is in order,” Weyland said, shooting him a dark look.
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      “Has she been pushing herself hard lately? Physically, mentally?” Nordred asked in a soft voice.

      “Mother is forcing her to, and we’re fairly sure she’s trying to induce battle fever,” Weyland replied grimly. “It would solve all her problems if Darcy went berserk.”

      “Going berserk didn’t use to be a life sentence,” Nordred said, his eyes searching my face. “It was a blessed state, one where we became one with Fnor, the battle god, or even the Morrigan. We became one with our bodies, our minds, our instincts and our wolf souls—”

      “And then eviscerated every damn thing in its path?” Axe added drily. “Things have changed, old man. You become a killing machine, one that won’t stop. No better than the blasted Reavers.”

      “That’s because you’ve lost your anchor.” The others looked at Nordred quizzically as he leaned into me, staring into my eyes. “If you go out, out, into that instinct-driven space, you need something to pull you back. That’s what you need, don’t you, Darcy? Something to pull you back. You get lost in how you’re moving, what you’re learning or what you’re feeling and then you don’t know how to come back.” He tapped my sternum. “And then your body has to compensate for it. It jerks you back, makes you deal with a very real, very present problem to keep you from flying away.”

      He turned to stare down the others.

      “Have you been attending these sessions with the Maidens at the temple?”

      “One of us has been going whenever we can,” Weyland replied. Dane growled at that, but his brother shot him an irritated look. “Father knew what I was doing today, where I was going and wouldn’t allow it. He has no reason to. Whoever goes with Darcy needs to stay for the day. Father can’t send his soldiers in to retrieve us from the temple.”

      “Or I can go,” Gael said. The others looked at him with an air of suspicion, but he just shrugged. “Just one of the many benefits to not being a prince. I can go where I bloody like, as long as I’m nowhere near the queen.”

      “You need to be Darcy’s anchor and she can be yours,” Nordred said, still staring into my eyes. “You’ll be able to sink deeper into your relationship with your wolf soul, be able to tap into powers people speak of now like they were legends. And so will she.”

      “And potentially stop breathing if she does,” Dane said with a frown before glancing at his brothers. “Mother can’t get word of this. She’d traumatise our mate beyond all bearing, then make sure Nordred wasn’t around to heal her.”

      “Is that what this is?” I asked Nordred, and he watched my fingers run along my breastbone. “It used to come when I was working physically too hard or when Father…” I swallowed and then shook my head. “But I’ve been training here, Nordred. Fighting and fighting until I’m ready to drop and even that takes hours to come. It’s like I have no limits, when I’m caught up in it. Like there’s no end to what I can do.” I frowned then, the words sounding completely ridiculous, yet they remained true. 

      “There is no end to what you can do,” Nordred replied, holding my gaze as his hand wrapped around my spare one. “It’s why I’ve always pushed you so hard, trained you in preparation for this. You’re still discovering the different parts of yourself, and I’m sure they feel alien right now, strange adjuncts. But when you accept who and what you are, when your human soul fuses with your wolf soul, that’s when you’ll feel it. Nothing will hold you back again, and that will be terrifying for a whole other set of reasons.”

      He scanned the group then, taking the time to look into everyone’s eyes.

      “You’ll become queen.”

      The words felt like a slap to my face, my head jerking up, my legs straightening and automatically moving me a step away from the table. I stared around at the complex rabbit’s warren that was Pepin’s headquarters. People were everywhere, filling rooms, reporting in, being seen to, children huddling in against their parents’ legs, and they were just a tiny sliver of the people present in the whole of Strelae. I could hear people talking, so many people talking. Planning and recounting, complaining or begging, thanking or crying, the tide of emotion feeling like it was swelling, swelling until a hand landed on my shoulder. At the brief moment of quiet, I stared into Dane’s eyes.

      “We knew what you were when we first found you,” he said. “Our mate, that was clear by your scent, but the taste of you? When I sucked your finger clean of your blood, I knew.”

      “We knew,” Weyland said as he stood up, the others coming closer as a result.

      “Why the hell did I lick the blood off a Granian noblewoman’s fingers?” Dane asked. “It made no sense. Other two-souled have found their mates in the Granian population, and it’s common knowledge that we have to tread carefully, knowing what you are told about us. But I knew it then, somehow, what you were. Father feels like I signed a poor deal, but we don’t.”

      “No,” I said, almost able to feel the heavy weight of the ermine robe around me, dragging on my steps. I’d only just learned to fly and they were going to weigh me down with this.

       “Yes, Darcy. Whether you’re some offshoot of the old queen’s line, left to moulder in Grania—”

      “No. No, Dane.”

      “—Or something new entirely. You are the true queen of Strelae.”

      “No!”

      I took a step away from him, from all of them and their expectations, and I kept on taking more steps until I found the front door. I heard the men coming thundering after me as I jerked open the door then went stumbling out into the night, not sure where I was now. It didn’t seem to matter, as I ran down dark streets fast, so fast now, my legs pumping, my hands slicing through the air as I tried to outrun all of it.

      The house, the people there, even poor little Del. My mates, my friends, and especially their pronouncement.

      You are the true queen of Strelae, my heart beat out as I ran, not letting me escape.

      And neither did he.

      Arms wrapped around my middle, jerking me off my feet and into him, my claws out and raking across his face before I heard the words.

      “What did I tell you about running?” he growled, forcing me to still. His fangs nipped my ear and he licked away the blood that welled there. “We’ll always hunt you down, find you and that will never change.”

      “Weyland…” I breathed out his name and he loosened his grip on me then, letting my feet return to the ground.

      “We thought we knew how this would go,” he told me, stepping in and pressing his forehead to mine, his lips hovering inches away. “We knew we’d be forced to bring our father down. That any mate we took would become queen. But we thought we’d help her adjust, teach her the ways of the crown as we took control of the city, of the country, starting to right all the wrongs Father has created. And then we met you.”

      His head tilted sideways then, his mouth kissing the air between us.

      “All our grand ambitions fell to nothing when we saw you. You’re going to be the one to do all the things we dreamed about, and more besides. Our job is to keep you safe from the bloody bastards with their sharp knives that will come for you as a result.”

      His hand went to the small of my back and he pressed me hard against him.

      “You’re my queen in every way possible and I will spend my life explaining just how that is true, until you start believing it.”

      

      But he didn’t understand. His words, his touch, the pulsing hot sensation that came from being near him, near any of the pack, had me feeling things I had no right to feel, but it was all just window dressing. Because beneath it was something that made me ache.

      How on earth could a whole country, a whole culture, be ruled by a silly girl who got lost in her own thoughts, her own steps, in the movement of her own body? Half of me was sure that, when we finally consummated what flared between us, I’d lose myself in them and the way they managed to make me feel, going back again and again for more of it. Surely there had to be someone wiser, smarter, who actually understood the way to run a country…?

      And that’s when Dane shouldered forward in my mind.

      Right then, I saw the reverse of the way we’d met. Dane, red of tooth and claw, striding up to take his place on the throne that his father had been forced to vacate. Would I lick his father’s blood from his fingers?

      I just might.

      “Just… help me forget, for tonight at least,” I said to Weyland. “If I was born here and my father was Strelan. If your mother didn’t hate the idea of me and supported our relationship, what would we do?”

      “You want to live in a world of pretend for a night, lass?” he asked me with a grin, then swirled me around in his arms. “I think I can manage that.”
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      “Where are we going?” I said as we walked along a street, the houses bigger here, and the walls around them  higher. Weyland stopped in front of a gate in the wall, produced a large key and slotted it into the ornate lock before swinging it open. “Are we even allowed to be here?’

      “I should think so,” he said, with a shake of his head. “I hold the deed for the place.”

      “You have your own estate?” I asked as we stepped inside, confronted immediately with the shadowy shapes of a beautiful garden. Small lanterns had been lit and left to flicker, illuminating teeming flowerbeds and gently swaying willow trees.

      “We each have places we call our own,” he said. “Some were inherited. Others we purchased ourselves. We are a pack, but even brothers must spend some time apart or we’ll kill each other. We also had to be prepared for a reality none of us wanted to accept.” 

      He led me deeper into the property, up to the front door of a looming house.

      “That we wouldn’t find our mate. That we would be forced to each take a wife and try to find love that way.”

      “Your Highness?”

      A man came walking towards us, holding out a large lamp, directing the light at us.

      “Ah, Gerald,” Weyland replied. “I apologise for the unplanned visit. This is Darcy, my mate.”

      “Oh, it's such a pleasure to meet you, Your Highness,” the man said, sketching a quick bow.

      “Just Darcy,” I said, with a nervous smile.

      “Oh, I couldn’t, milady. Your Highness, she’s a beautiful one. Your true mate?”

      “Mine and my brothers both,” Weyland replied with a smile. “I plan to be here for a while and cook my mate a meal. If that doesn’t have her running for the door, I know I’ll have a partner for life.”

      “A meal?” Gerald looked a little alarmed at that. “Did you send word, Your Highness? Because we didn’t receive anything. There are some basic staples but—”

      “Eggs from the chickens and some fresh vegetables from the kitchen garden. Perhaps some cheese?” My stomach rumbled at the list of those ingredients, as I’d been neglecting my belly lately.

      “Well, yes, you should have all of those things and the missus can rustle up some more ingredients if you’d like. She’s a-bed right now, but she’d welcome rising to help you cook a meal for your mate.”

      “I think even I can make a vegetable omelette, Gerald,” Weyland replied with a grin. “Go, rest. I promise not to leave too much of a mess. And kiss your wife for me and tell her she’s not to come into the main house. Prince’s orders.”

      “Well, good night then, Your Highnesses.”

      “Gerald and his wife, Lola, they look after the house for me,” Weyland explained, before opening the front door. “I don’t come here that often, so it tends to send them into a flap.”

      He grabbed a lamp that was sitting by the door, lighting it with a flint before carrying it deeper into the house. I didn’t see much, just glimpses of thick, patterned carpets, of wallpaper and gilt frames, but he didn’t pause for any of it, walking further and further until we found the kitchen. He lit a few more lamps, filling the room with a rosy glow before going and starting a fire. I watched the golden-haired man move around the room with the kind of confidence I’d never expected to see in this setting. In a fighting arena, yes, but in a kitchen? He already had taken out a ceramic bowl and a whisk, and had set up a chopping board and an impressive knife before he grabbed a basket and walked out the back door. I scurried after him, not wanting to miss any of this different side to him. 

      “Why do I feel like you’re taking undue pleasure in this?” he asked, setting the basket down on the ground, between the rows of vegetables. He bent down and plucked a few tomatoes off the vine, pulled some spring onions, a firm red capsicum and a handful of baby spinach leaves before straightening up.

      “I am. I’m not sure why. Perhaps because the great Weyland always seems so assured. You strode into my father’s hall, then your king’s throne room, like you had a right to be there. You seem to fit in anywhere you like without too much trouble.”

      He slung the basket over his arm as he snorted in response to my words, holding the lamp in his hand. The other hand came up and touched my chin.

      “Is that how I seem, lass? All confident and right where I’m supposed to be? If it helps my prospects at all, it's not how I feel. I wanted to tear your father’s fucking head off at the neck when I saw you sitting on that damned pillow by his feet, like some kind of bloody lap dog. I wanted to run after you when you were in distress. I harangue Dane every day about challenging Father and the uncles, because damn me…” He paused and trailed his fingers along the side of my face. “I’ve always been accused of impatience and irritability. That if something doesn’t come easily to me, I give up on it altogether, but seeing Wildeford…”

      “Don’t,” I whispered, frowning now, reaching up and taking a hold of his wrist, as if that was enough to stop him.

      “I won’t. We both need to escape the thoughts of that place for tonight, at least. Look, I’m not comfortable anywhere, love. I don’t want to be king, but I can’t bear the bastard who is. I don’t want to rule over a court that will remain a pack of venal bastards, no matter who’s in charge. In my mind I see the two of us, roaming around Strelae and beyond, swords in hand. We could do so much good that way.”

      And just like that, he had my attention.

      What would it be like, to leave behind everything and just be? Go from place to place without a care in the world. If we met danger, we would face it together. If we found peace, we would stay in the one place for a while, just until the boredom set in. And when we met with power-hungry bastards throwing their weight around – because there were plenty of them either side of the border – what would we do? Well, we’d sort them out and then move on.

      “You can see it,” he said, his eyes shining in the lamplight. “You know what it would be like.”

      But then I remembered Dane’s declaration at Pepin’s.

      “We can’t,” I said, in a small voice. “If we do, we leave Pepin and all the others without protection. If the king found them…”

      Weyland shook his head and sighed.

      “I thought we might have a nice quiet little moment, just Weyland and Darcy, but of course, reality has to seep in. We’ve put ourselves in amongst something important.”

      “And we have to see it to the end,” I finished for him. But as I considered our situation, my head jerked up. “But what if, tonight, we pretend we don’t? What if we act like there is only you and only me, and this house, of course? While we’re here, there is no past, nor a future.”

      “Well, then.” His teeth glittered in the darkness. “That would be a fine thing indeed. Come inside, Darcy of the now, and be prepared to be amazed by my culinary genius.”

      “You’re going to burn those eggs, aren’t you?”

      “Probably. We’ll just scrape off the burned bits and call it good.”

      

      There was a strange kind of peace to food preparation. The kitchen was huge, but the lamps turned it into a cosy space, a timeless cocoon for us to hide within. Weyland washed the vegetables as I cracked the eggs into the bowl, then whisked them with milk before grating in some cheese. Weyland turned out to be an expert with the knife, dicing and slicing the cleaned vegetables with an ease that had me giggling. 

      “When I started in the army, as a young lad, my commanding officer didn’t take too kindly to my attitude,” he explained. “I thought as a prince that I was owed certain… privileges. Let’s just say that I very quickly became very proficient in digging latrines and peeling and cutting potatoes.” He stopped then, obviously having a little moment of reflection. “The man was a holy terror, but…” He smiled, all the golden brilliance that was Weyland on display, all the more so as he wasn’t consciously deploying his charm. “Dane tried to warn me, to get me to pull my head in, but I had to learn. Ellsworth, his name was. He was more of a father to me than my own ever was, helping me to become a human being rather than a spoiled brat and then honing me into an actual soldier.”

      He shook his head and went back to chopping.

      “Dane had tried to make me see since I was young, but it took the iron hand of Ellsworth to show me. I challenged him on my second day of latrine-digging duty.”

      “No, you didn’t!” I gasped, remembering the brutal discipline of my father’s men. Young boys were schooled hard, through the process of being a squire, to respect the knights.

      “I did. All of eleven years old. Mouth much bigger than my fists. He put a training sword in my hand and then ‘fought’ me. Spanked my arse with the flat of it each time he beat me, until finally I couldn’t get up again.”

      He slid the chopped vegetables into the egg mixture in my bowl and then took over, mixing them through before setting a big pan on the griddle and dropping some butter into it with a sizzle.

      “Sometimes you just have to face an equal and opposite force to realise your place in the world. In my case, it was an unequal one.” He shot me a sidelong smile as he eased the mixture in, the eggs instantly starting to bubble. “That was the moment I began to understand my brother. He saw what we pampered little bastards didn’t. Then he brought Gael home.”

      “I wondered how he found his place here,” I said, moving to sit on a stool beside him. “Your father was obviously happy to leave him in Grania.”

      “Dane used to intercept a lot of Father’s mail. He’s always been like that. Unable to just go along. He needs to know the hows and whys of everything, even if it used to enrage Father. But Dane never contradicted him or went against his orders, so Father couldn’t discipline him, not until he brought Gael home… Bugger.”

      I peered at the frying pan, then watched him cut through the mass with a spatula, turning the dish from an omelette to scrambled eggs.

      “Why the bloody hell did I say I'd do an omelette,” he muttered. “I’m terrible at them.”

      “Scrambled eggs taste the same if that helps,” I said.

      He paused for a second, turning to smile at me.

      “Yes, I think it does.”

      He focussed then on cooking the lot of it through. Once he’d finished the eggs and removed them from the griddle, he found what looked to be a fresh loaf of bread, slicing and buttering a few pieces before putting them on two plates and then spooning the eggs onto them. A little salt and pepper and mine was pushed towards me, along with a fork. Our fingers touched as I plucked it from his grasp and for a second, I just let the contact happen.

      “Thank you, Weyland,” I said, meaning more than just for bread and eggs and I think he knew it. 

      They talked about grounding me all the time, but this? The kitchen might be grander, the china finer, but this was still a kitchen, we were still having a simple meal, as thousands of people were doing all over the continent. For a moment I imagined Cook and all the other kitchen hands settling down to eat their own meals after the dinner service was done, the only sound people chewing and the clunk of dishes in the sink as someone finished the washing up. Then I took a bite.

      “Oh, gods…” I said, groaning, my voice muffled by the mouthful. I’d deprived my body of food so it seemed insistent on reminding me just how good it was, tastes exploding on my tongue. “What?” I asked after I chewed and swallowed, because Weyland just stared.

      “Well, if I’d known I could get you making noises like that with my primitive bachelor dishes, I’d have cooked for you long ago,” he said, scooping up some eggs and holding them out for me.

      “That’s yours,” I said.

      “You’ll realise soon that everything that’s mine is yours,” he said, waving the fork around like a mother would for her obstinate child. “Now open up.”

      I took the mouthful dutifully, resisting the urge to make a sound now, but it didn’t seem to matter. He watched every chew with rapt attention.

      “I can’t eat with you watching me like that,” I said.

      “I’d apologise,” he replied, “but I wouldn’t mean it. My wolf has been a very good boy, considering what the hell he’s been pushing me to do to you, but seeing you eat food we prepared is satisfying him in ways I find difficult to articulate.”

       He spiked more eggs on his fork and offered them to me, dragging my plate closer when I went to get my own. I began to laugh at this, but then saw the intense look in his eyes.

      “You’re being awfully controlling about what I choose to put in my mouth,” I said, reaching for the fork.

      He grinned then, his fangs flashing as he relinquished the utensil, then as I began to hoe through the food, he stood up, moving behind me, strong hands pressing into the muscles of my neck as I ate. I felt like groaning then, at the way they ground into knots I didn’t know I had, forcing them to relax.

      “Now, how long do you want to keep this illusion up. Am I going to go upstairs and warm up a bed for us, or do you want to go back to the castle?”

      I never wanted to go back to the castle, ever, I realised. I’d skip between each man’s property if that’s what it took to avoid the court. Gerald seemed like a nice man and his wife was surely just as nice. She’d love to have a house guest here, wouldn’t she? But then I felt Weyland’s thumb sliding up my neck.

      “Weyland…”

      There was a question and a warning and a plea in his name and I wondered if he would be able to decode it, but he did.

      “We won’t take you to bed to explore your body in every way we can,” he told me, his hands digging into my scalp. “You’re not ready for that yet.”

      I set my fork down, turning around to face him then, Weyland feeling so big and so tall, looming over me in the near dark.

      “You all say that, but how do you know? Are you going to wake up one morning and say, ‘Darcy’s ripe for plucking now?’”

      He laughed at that, but quickly sobered.

      “We’ll know because you won’t be able to hold back anymore. You’ll know we’re your mates and you’ll be ready to express that bond in a more physical way.”

      Yet despite his cool words, his fingers slid down my neck and into the small hollow at the middle of my collarbones, about to go lower until I caught his hand.

      “And you?” I asked. “Are you ready?”

      He let out a long hiss then, tossing his head back, his braids falling over his shoulders. His hand went to my shoulder, almost pinching down on the muscle there.

      “Don’t ask me questions like that, lass.”

      “Why not? Is that why you were in such a foul mood in Bayard? Because you were ready and I wasn’t?”

      “No future, no past, remember,” he insisted.

      “Tell me,” I countered.

      He dragged over a stool, sitting down so he faced me, then he motioned for me to go back to my dinner. I did, despite myself. I’d gone too long without food. It also meant he could tell me his truth without looking me square in the eyes.

      “It felt like you were always slipping through my fingers. First your father and his bullshit, then your Kris trying to steal you away. When I saw you come out of your father’s room… the state you were in.” Claws raked across the very nice wooden table, leaving deep furrows in their wake. “Then when you woke, in Strelae, when you were safe and there was no Granian bastard to take you from us, you were up and on that horse of yours, running off with young Pep to the foothills.”

      He stroked the grooves now, with fingers, not claws.

      “Dane made clear it was just selfish desire clouding my judgement, but…” He shook his head. “I’d spent my life waiting to find my mate and, when I did? In my head I think I saw it as oh-so-easy. We’d see each other across a crowded room, then fall into the other’s arms and that would be it. I’d rut her, bite her, claim her…”

      Those last few words were like hot brands against my skin, making me feel flushed then ice-cold by turns. I turned to stare at him.

      “All of that described what you would do,” I said. “What would you see your mate doing?”

      He paused, a small frown forming, momentarily filling me with alarm, but it smoothed away so quickly I wondered if I’d ever seen it. He blinked, then smiled.

      “Whatever she damn well wanted.”
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      “Strip,” I ordered after we’d got to Weyland’s very nice, very large bedroom and he’d set a fire, chasing the chill from the air. He was working to pull the covers back when I spoke. At my words he went very still, then turned to me.

      “Darcy?”

      “If there is no future or no past for tonight,” I said, “then it doesn’t matter what I do. So, strip.”

      “You want to—”

      “I don’t know what I want, but I’d like a chance to explore. If you don’t want that then…” 

      Weyland’s fingers went to the leather jacket he wore, undoing the clasps with remarkable speed, then tossing it on a chair behind him. Next he yanked his shirt up and over his head. He’d given me a glass of wine before we came up to the room, and I sipped at it, then set it down and moved closer.

      The first time I touched him, just the pads of a few fingers against his chest, I fought the urge to hiss and snatch them back. He felt too hard, too hot, too male, and yet I couldn’t seem to pull away. Instead, my questing fingertips moved, trailing through the sprinkle of hair on his chest, tracing the lazy loop of his pectoral muscle that flexed under my attention.

      “Trying to make yourself seem bigger?” I asked with a slight smile.

      “I feel about ten feet tall and invincible right now, so that would be a no,” he replied in a gentle rasp. 

      He went to cover my hand with his, to encourage me to explore further, but I was determined to do this myself. I kept my clothes on, shied away when he reached for me, until he learned: I would touch him, not vice versa. 

      No one had taught me about desire because, in Grania, women ‘didn’t’ experience it. A need for children, for peace and quiet, for a safe and secure home perhaps, but never desire. But those servants I’d caught rutting, their faces contorted by what they felt, I saw them in my mind. My fingers moved on, tracing the shape of him, trying to find myself in this. 

      Our mate, a deep growl of a voice said inside me, filling me with certainty, my nails turning to claws as I set them against his skin. I left red trailing marks, and he filled the room with the noisy sound of his exhalations in response.

      Mine, I agreed, completely sure on one level and totally unprepared on another. Because in amongst all those Darcys was apparently another one. Her hands slid over his taut stomach, ignoring those cobblestone muscles in her haste to undo the laces of his trews, like a child opening a present on her birthday.

      “Darcy…” Weyland hissed as I tugged them loose, as I wrenched his pants down over his hips. “Darcy, love…”

      I glanced up then, feeling like I’d been caught with my hand in the biscuit jar, suddenly realising that this might not be what he wanted. I hadn’t asked. Like a man, I’d just taken.

      “I want you to take every damn part of me in any way you want,” he said, his voice coarse with need. “But I want you to be sure. You said you wanted to explore. Why don’t we talk about that and—?”

      His words became a groan as I set my palm low on his hips, carefully avoiding the proud curve of his cock.

      “Fuck…” he hissed, his head thrown back. “I take it all back. Do whatever the hell you want to me. Just touch me.”

      He toed off his boots as I removed the rest of his clothes, leaving him utterly bare before me, a golden god in the low light. I frowned slightly, trying to take in the broad expanse of him, but it was a bit like staring at a mountain. He was too big, there was too much of him to take in. But his pleasure seemed to focus down on one area in particular. 

      I stared at his cock, never really having been this up close and personal with one before. I was almost afraid to touch it, as it looked so red, swollen and angry. But when I did, his hand went to my hair, and he called me a thousand pretty names. My fingertip traced the impudent curve and felt the bumps of the veins along the shaft. The skin was like velvet over steel and that softness surprised me, resulting in more fingers testing its texture.

      “Gods, yes… I’ve waited so bloody long for you to reach out and touch me. Yes, Darcy, just like that.”

      Flushed by early success, my mind raced. I wanted to ask him exactly how he wanted to be touched, yet also wanted to be able to sort that myself. I was an adult. Sex was a part of this. Strelan men seemed to expect more than for me to lie there in virginal white and think of the Empire as he rutted inside me, but what was I supposed to do?

      Men wanted to thrust their cocks into a woman, work themselves in and out until they reached their climax, or so I’d been able to glean from the opaque instructions I’d received from Linnea. From that, I assumed Weyland would like something similar. I watched him as I wrapped my hand around his shaft, saw his brow crease, his eyelashes fluttering as I tightened my grip and then moved.

      “Mm…” Just a small sound, followed by another and another as I palmed the length of him, moving my hand like my body might if we were rutting. “Gods, yes…” 

      I twisted my hand on the downstroke and that seemed to please him inordinately, his hips shifting slightly. Highborn women always spoke of this as some distasteful process, but I didn’t feel that. I felt powerful. 

      I held him in my hand, literally. I set the pace. I stroked him faster and faster. I made him let out a string of strange, strangled noises. I made the hard glittery carapace of Weyland crack, to reveal something much more naked, more vulnerable beneath it. And then, when I forced a small bead of clear liquid from the head of his cock, my strokes slowed.

      I knew a man’s seed shot from the end, but this seemed to be a much smaller thing than I expected. The stories I’d heard told of men ejaculating wildly, filling a woman up or making a damn mess of her dress didn’t fit with this. I dabbed my finger in the bead, the surface tension of it breaking as soon as I did, then, possessed by some strange impulse, I licked my finger. Salty and sweet, I found it, and apparently my exploration hadn’t gone unnoticed.

      “There’ll be a whole lot more if you keep touching me like that,” he warned me. “That stuff’s just the precursor. Gods, Darcy…”

      So I dared do more. When I wrapped my hand around his shaft, when I licked across the head, I felt some of the dance we’d performed endlessly today being repeated. The Maiden didn’t passively allow herself to be stroked. She went hunting for what she wanted, and was rewarded for her efforts. Weyland was transformed as a result. Something terrible and hungry rose in his eyes, transforming his face.

      “You want to do that? Please me with your mouth?” His voice had become dark and silky. 

      I smiled, or was it the Maiden? I licked the underside of his cock, and any brash facade he’d been able to quickly construct fell apart. 

      “Will you? Darcy, please…”

      I moved then, Granian Darcy feeling utterly out of her depth as she opened her mouth and admitted this hard, thrusting thing into it, but Strelan Darcy seemed to know exactly what to do. My fingers formed a ring around the base of his cock, clasping him tight and then I worked him deeper. My lips tightened and then my tongue slithered around his hardness in a way that seemed entirely instinctual.

      Weyland was my mate. Everything I needed to make him mine was inside me, I just had to reach for it. So I took this first step, moving now, so that my sucking mouth slid up and down his cock.

      “Gods, Darcy! Fuck!”

      His hand went to my hair, balling it in his fist, but he didn’t move me, push me, instead, he merely dug his fingers into its depths as I moved. His panted breaths came rapidly, in time with each bob of my head. Tears streamed from my eyes, but I couldn’t seem to care. I needed something from him, I felt that, but what I got was more than I expected.

      He groaned when I pulled away, my fingers no longer able to tighten around his base, because something swelled there, something no one had ever spoken of in all the conversations I’d been a part of or overheard. A hard lump had risen at the root of his cock and when I traced my finger across it, he let out a long, heart-rending groan.

      “If you play with that, you’ll get a rude shock,” he growled. “That’s my knot.”

      “A… knot?”

      My uncertain tone had his eyes flicking down, and he stared at me for a second, before putting two and two together.

      “You don’t know?” He shook his head, then raked his fingers through his hair. “Of course, you don’t know.” He pulled his cock from my grip, using the head to hold it hard against his stomach, the knot bulging considerably at that angle. “Two-souled men are different to human men. We have a little extra in that department. It’s the part of me that will swell when you finally realise that you’re mine. When I rut into you, it will get bigger and bigger, locking down behind your pelvic bone, right where there’s a special place that will give you so much pleasure. We’ll be locked together until you’ve climaxed, until you wring every bit of the seed stored here out of me and then I’ll bite you hard, marking you as mine.”

      “I’ll bite you,” I growled, not even sure where that came from.

      “So you will, lass. So you will. And I’ll glory in every moment of it. I’ll want my mating mark somewhere prominent and easy to see, because I’ll want the whole bloody world to see it. But not yet.”

      They each kept saying that with such certainty. I envied them that, the knowledge.

      “So if not that, yet,” I asked, “what now?”

      “I can go into the bathroom and sort this out if you’d like,” he said briskly, making me think that was a sensible offer, if not a desired one. “You could watch.”

      “Or?”

      He shifted slightly at that, letting his cock go, the hard length bobbing in the space between us.

      “You could keep using your hand on me. That wouldn’t take very long at all. You’ll want to take off your jerkin and your shirt because otherwise I’ll plaster it with my cum. I’d much rather rub that into your skin, marking you as mine.”

      “Or?”

      I asked that question in a much lower, huskier tone now, a steady pulse between my legs letting me know just what could be an option. My mind didn’t understand this thing of rutting and locking down inside me, but my body did. His finger went to my jaw, tracing the very edge of it, his hand going to his cock and angling it down.

      “Or you could part those pretty little lips and suck me into your mouth. You’re entirely too good at that already, making me want to shout that to the skies then interrogate just who taught you those skills. You could fit your hand around my knot and squeeze—”

      “Like this?” I said, doing just as he said. He let out a strangled sound in response, and a pearly liquid oozed out of him. The noise that followed was an even more guttural as I sucked the head clean.

      “Fuck, Darcy…,” he growled. “You don’t know what the hell you’re doing to me. I want you to keep doing that. Yes, just like that… I want you to swallow down everything I’ve got; I want to fill you up, mark you as mine, once and for all.”

      Despite his declaration, I suspected I was terrible at this. My teeth seemed to graze along his length more than once, my rhythm was jerky and irregular, but Weyland didn’t seem to care. He babbled out praise and promises, instructions and celebrations and then it all just devolved into short little panting breaths.

      “Tell me if you want this or not,” he said, even though I obviously couldn’t. “I’m gonna come, love, and if you keep doing that, I’ll shoot all the way down your throat.”

      He was saying that like it would be a terrible fate for me but a most desired one for him, so I persisted. His cock seemed to swell even harder then, his knot becoming swollen tight, right as I gave it a long squeeze.

      “Fuck!”

      His hands slapped down on my skull, keeping me exactly where I was now that I’d made my decision, and for good reason. All that ejaculate that women had spoken of came rushing out and filled my mouth. My eyes went wide and I went to pull away, but he held me where I was, forcing me to swallow, swallow, swallow or gag instead. Gradually, slowly, the knot deflated, and he released his hold on me. That’s when I looked up.

      I’d never seen this Weyland, wavering on his feet and looking utterly sated, a slow sloppy smile spreading across his face before he picked me up and laid me across the bed. He snuggled into me, more a pet cat than a man with a wolf’s soul right now.

      “You know that men can do a similar thing to women,” he said curling his body against mine, trapping me where I was as his thigh was thrown over me.

      “How…?” I began to ask, then gave up. I’d reached my limit today, despite the steady throb setting up inside my body. “Never mind.”

      “Some time later, then,” he said in an eminently smug tone. “I’ll taste you, my mate, and listen to your little cries of pleasure as you burst all over my face.”

      Would I? How would I? What he described, it was so different to what I’d been raised to expect about how things would work between a man and a woman. But I had to admit, the glimpses I got were much more tantalising than anything my Granian compatriots had ever come up with.

      “Later,” I agreed, burrowing my face into Weyland’s neck, just breathing him in, breathing the moment in, before I fell asleep.
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      Dane woke me the next morning. I wasn’t conscious of it being him, initially. All I felt was something stroking across my forehead and my hair, over and over. It was soothing, making me feel like I was floating along in this great, soft, warm cloud. But it was also rousing, that same cloud slowly but surely lifting me up and out of sleep and back to him. I opened my eyes, expecting to see Weyland gazing down at me, but he remained lying by my side, an arm tossed across my waist. I lay there, pinned down to the bed, staring up at Dane.

      His eyes were so soft at first, like I’d caught him with his mask down, and that moment of vulnerability had me shoving what remained of my sleepiness off like a blanket. But then he seemed to notice that I was becoming conscious, and with that awareness came something else: almost a wariness. Dane was everywhere, organised everything, but that put a distance between us. He still wasn’t any less of a stranger than he had been when we first met. Though, as he continued stroking my forehead, catching every moment of my return to consciousness, I couldn’t help but feel the ghost of his mouth around my fingers, licking my blood clean.

      “I’m supposed to be at the temple,” I said, not really knowing what else to say.  “How did you know I was here?”

      “I always know where my brothers run off to,” he said with a slightly mysterious smile. “And you will have to present yourself to the temple, but not yet. I thought you could have breakfast with me.”

      “Breakfast…?” I said the word like it was one of the Great Mysteries of the Eilithians, not an everyday occurrence.

      “Breakfast,” he confirmed.

      I could do that, couldn’t I? The tiny little twist of his lips, a patient smile, said he noted my hesitation, but he just waited for my answer, not really exhaling until I did. I agreed, but there was a hurdle to be overcome before I could join him. When I went to pull away from Weyland, his grip on me tightened.

      “My brother never likes to let go of what he sees as his,” Dane said with a shake of his head, grabbing a pillow from the head of the bed, then gesturing for me to make a break for it. As I did, he shoved the pillow into Weyland’s arms, leaving him to snuggle back down. Pulling me free, Dane smiled down at his brother for just a second before tugging me out of the room and back down the stairs.

      

      “So where are we…?”

      It was early morning, the sky still grey, the sun a faint yellow stain. But people scurried from here to there, going about their business, just like we did.

      “The marketplace,” Dane said. “It’s on the way to the temple. You haven’t been eating enough, nor getting enough water, despite my directions to my brothers, so I decided to take things into my own hands. We’ll get you some breakfast and something to take with you for the midday meal as well, along with your own waterskin.”

      “Always so practical,” I said, and his footsteps slowed as he turned to look over his shoulder at me.

      “Women rarely say such things as a compliment.” Those blue eyes studied mine. “I appreciate that must seem stifling—”

      “Or caring. Maybe you want to control our lives. Maybe you just want to show how you feel in the way you’re most comfortable with.”

      He stopped then: such a prince. Everyone was forced to walk around us to get where they needed to go, but he didn’t seem to notice any of them, simply staring at me.

      “There’s no ‘maybe’ about it,” he replied crisply. 

      His hands went to the collar of my crumpled shirt, straightening it, then adjusting the way my jerkin sat. He brushed off non-existent lint as I waited. Yet when his fingers went around my wrist again, this time it hit completely differently. I felt his grip, firm, but not uncomfortably so, yet heavy as an iron manacle.

      “And it’s not a matter of just caring or just a need to control. It’s both, unfortunately. Now, as much as I’d like to stand in a public space discussing my predilections, I’d like to avoid Selene having to send out a search party for us.”

      So on we went, my feet seeming to stumble over every slight variation in the cobblestone’s heights as I tried to process his words. I felt like a lamb being led to slaughter until finally Dane stopped, releasing his hold on my wrist, then watching me rub at the skin there. There weren’t any marks or bruises. Dane was always careful in the way he gripped me. More careful than the others.

      “Forgive me,” he said, steering us over to a stone-walled planter that had been built at the entrance of the market. “My confession… I hadn’t expected to say anything about that side of me until we got to know each other a little better. It just slipped out and now I’ve made you uncomfortable. If you’d prefer to have your breakfast alone, I’ll go. Do you have coins?”

      He didn’t wait for me to answer, touching the small bag tied to my belt, somehow reassured by the clink he heard before going to pull away. But this time my hand circled his wrist. I wasn’t able to get all the way around, but I gripped him as best as I could.

      “Control?” I said, the word curdling inside me. I’m sure my eyes flared so much brighter then, my tongue flicking out to lick at the sharp canines that had appeared. “My father sought to control me. So did Kris. So did the priests and their damn sermons. If you’re thinking you’re going to become the next man with a birch branch in his hand to hold over me, you’d be mistaken.”

      He smiled then, but there was an edge to it I’d never seen on Dane’s face before. He stared down his nose at me, a strange light dancing in his eyes. 

      “We have a problem with accuracy of terminology then,” he replied, that same cool, clipped tone I’d heard him use so many times now directed at me. “Control? They coerced you. Held whippings and a fall from the gods’ grace over your head to make you comply, along with the threat of losing a home to try and force you to do what they wanted.” 

      He stepped in closer, making me all too aware of how big and tall he was. My heartbeat skittered in a way I hadn’t experienced since being in Grania and I didn’t welcome the return of that feeling.

      “When I say I like control,” he said, leaning over me as I inched backwards until my butt collided with the planter’s edge, then he placed his hands on the bricks on either side of my hips. “It’s not to brutalise you, to force you to accede to my will. I want you to give it to me.”

      “What?” I squeaked. Any trace of the Maiden that I’d carried with me last night was gone. I was the Mouse now, well and truly.

      “Relinquish control to me,” he said, his inscrutable words playing across my skin like the trailing lashes of a cat-o’-nine-tails. “When you get to a point when the trust is there. When you want to give up and give in for just a moment. When you want to hand all those decisions of what to do, and when, to someone else. Your surrender, that’s what I want. Because when you do, that’s when I’ll know you’re mine. Mine to please. Mine to tease. Mine to bring to the heights of ecstasy and not allow you to tip over. Not until I’m ready to let you fall.”

      He pulled away then and that had my eyelids fluttering manically, as if it would help me to process the way he packed all of… whatever the hell that had been. I didn’t get to enquire further, because Prince Dane, contained Dane, was back. 

      “Like many things, we’re not at the point in our relationship yet,” he said. “So, I content myself with making sure you are where you need to be, that you are being cared for. Did Weyland let you sleep at all? He’s a hedonist and has trouble controlling himself at times.”

      He went to draw closer again, to inspect my face like a mother fussing over an errant child, but I brushed his hand away.

      “What the hell was… that?” My mind searched for nouns, verbs, but I failed each time to describe that tiny little moment, but he just smiled wryly in response.

      “A very brief power exchange,” he replied. “And one of no consequence. I wanted to know how you’d respond to it. Fear mostly.” He didn’t look terribly pleased by that. “Though there was some curiosity there. Now, can you trust me to provide you with breakfast and some water or shall I meet you at the temple?”

      “Temple…?” My eyes narrowed. “You’re watching me today?”

      “I got up early enough that Father won’t have thought to call for me yet and, by the time he does, Mother Aeve and her sisters will be reluctant to let his men in, but right now I must stay ahead of him to provide for you.”

      “Provide?” I asked, frowning slightly.

      “Buy you food that you like and watch you enjoy it,” he explained, needlessly, because there was no great mystery to it, but as he did, his eyes slid down, finding my lips and staying there. “Making sure you eat and drink enough. Ensuring you get to rest breaks in all that gruelling training. It’s been all I’ve been able to think about since you were banished to the Maidens. I’ve pestered my brothers enough that they finally grew angry and insisted I go myself. So here I am.”

      “Two-souled men like doing that for their mates, right? Providing,” I asked, feeling like I was clutching at straws right now. He’d woken me up and dragged me out of bed, but I felt like I was still dreaming, trapped now in some strange surreal world. He noted that with a tilt of his head.

      “Seeing that you have all you need? That fulfils something deep inside me, a need I hadn’t even recognised until I met you. But, yes, let's put all of this down to a wargen’s instincts, shall we? I think it will make it easier for you to accept. Now, breakfast?”

      Honestly, it was a simple enough offer, so why would I say no? But as I pushed away from the wall, I felt again the sense of walking on unstable ground, waiting for the cobblestones to be yanked away and—

      “Pepin let me know that Kelly has decided to bring her pie cart to the capital for the festival. She’s supposed to be here this morning. Pepin said you were impressed by her wares, so why don’t we get some of them for breakfast?”

      He tucked my arm in his, ignoring the fact that I was staring at him as he led me into the marketplace scrum. We found Kelly’s cart and ordered a wide selection of her wares because I was having difficulties choosing, still feeling unbalanced. More than what we’d need for the day, I protested, but Dane didn’t care. He just bought everything I expressed an interest in, then a brand new waterskin as well. We found a quiet spot just outside the marketplace to sit and eat, Dane placing the baked goods on the table between us, then pushing the contents my way when he unwrapped them.

      “Eat, Darcy,” he said, which in my father’s voice would’ve been a sharp command, but in his was a soft push, a hand on my shoulder, bolstering my resolve as he forced me forward to do what I needed.

      “You’re going to watch all of this?” I asked as I hovered over the selections, not sure if I wanted something sweet or savoury. “What I choose, then eat?”

      “I watch you all the time,” he said. “I try to make sure you don’t notice, stealing glances when you’re talking with one of the others. I don’t actually want to make you feel uncomfortable, like I am right now.”

      I smiled then, but it was a nervous gesture, because his gaze wasn’t any less intent. His focus sharpened as my fingers went for what looked like an apple lattice danish, as if he was storing that knowledge away for later, then revising it when I finally settled on the apricot. He watched me pick it up, a feeling welling up in me like I was in my father’s court again, everyone’s eyes on me, although this had a different feel to it. Same intensity but with about ninety percent less judgement. I blinked as I raised the danish to my lips, smelling the buttery sweet pastry and tart apricots, right before I took a bite.

      “Good girl.”

      I hadn’t heard those words often, so perhaps that was why I flushed. Linnea or Father used them so sparingly, and only in response to things I hated, so in the past praise’d had little effect on me, but not this time. His voice was deep, resonant and felt like it vibrated all the way through me, creating a strange twin to the sensation I felt at the taste of the danish, the two things twining together to become greater than the sum of their parts. My eyes flicked up, meeting his for a moment and that felt somehow more insanely intimate than what had happened with Weyland, which made me feel oddly disloyal. But Dane just met my gaze head on, seeming to want it, to need my attention, until finally the moment faded away.

      “Is this what it would be like?” I asked in a quiet voice, feeling a little as though I was seeking information about something I shouldn’t be interested in. “If I surrendered. I’d do what you wanted and you’d praise me?”

      “You’d do all the things you dream about and are too scared to even think about when you’re awake,” he replied, long fingers going for the apple danish, something that created a momentary pang inside me, but I needn’t have worried. He held it out to my lips and I bit into it dutifully, but wasn’t this a different experience? Compliance earned me a super-sweet, yet tart, apple pastry that melted in my mouth, something that drew a little moan from me, which in turn made him smile. “I’d take away all those inhibitions and prohibitions swimming around in your head and free you.”

      I saw a wolf in my head at the sound of his words, a wolf running across the plain, just her. Just me, rather, because this was the other side of my soul.

      “I’d create a space where you could become everything and anything you wanted, just inside that room, where every single desire could be indulged without fear. Because I would have you, Darcy. You would need to trust me, but, together, I could make you fly.” 

      Then he pulled the apple danish away, taking his own bite and chewing it with methodical precision.

      “But not yet. You’re not ready.”

      “You all keep saying that,” I said, tossing my pastry down onto the paper. “I keep seeing glimpses of how things might be.” I paused then, feeling Weyland’s hand in my hair, Axe’s hands on my breasts and Gael standing there, wrapped only in a towel. “And then they get yanked away with a declaration that I’m not ready.”

      I expected to get told to eat my breakfast, but Dane just chuckled.

      “Then tell me you’re ready. We’ll skive off for the day, ride out to one of the smaller towns and find an inn with a warm fire and a big bed. Tell us you want to claim us as your mates. To say no to the offers the Maidens are dangling in front of you. To become our mate, our queen, as I know you were born to be. Everything we offer and more will be yours. You won’t be a maiden anymore. Perhaps our seed will take the first time and you’ll become—”

      “Stop.”

      I snapped my response, but I didn’t expect him to accede to it so quickly. He remained perfectly quiet with just that damnable cat-like smile on his face.

      “That’s how I know you’re not ready. You had one leash around your neck in Grania and I’ll be damned if I’ll put another on you. When you are, you’ll choose us and everything we’ve been dreaming of will come true. You’ll be our mate. You’ll be queen of Strelae and then we’ll begin the very hard work of getting this country back on track. But not yet.”

      He could’ve ordered me to eat something and I would have baulked like a newly-broken horse, but instead he just nudged my very delicious danish over to me with a finger. I snatched it up because I was hungry and it tasted so good, but I shot him a dark look of rebellion as I did so.

      “Those little moments of surrender…” he said in an almost reverent tone. “I’m sure my brothers are doing all they can to educate you about the ways of the flesh, but my job is to teach you about power.” His face grew more sombre then. “The more aware we are of it on a personal level, the more we are able to recognise and critique the ways it is used on a broader scale.”

      “So, this is about my education?” I said, cocking an eyebrow.

      “We all want to educate you on different things and for entirely selfish reasons,” he said with a smirk. “What did my brother show you?”

      “I ended up sucking his cock.”

      I grinned then as he spluttered, sending a spray of crumbs everywhere.

      “Damn his eyes…” Dane muttered. “Perhaps I’m going about this all wrong.”
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      We finished our breakfast, Dane feeding me so full of pastries I was unsure how well I’d move when we got to the temple, but, regardless, in we walked. There was a small group of women there. Selene, Ayala and Orsha, I recognised, but not the others. I was struck by them as we approached, though. They were all tall, each wearing a stretchy black bodysuit that only seemed to further draw attention to their long, lean muscles. Their hair was all braided tightly back from their faces, making them look even more dangerous.

      “Where are the others?” I asked as I looked around. No Malia and her coterie, and no fumbling students either.

      “One of the tutors will work with the ones who really need help in another room,” Selene replied with a smile. “Today, we wanted to work with you one on one. These are the Wolf Maidens.”

      Each woman clasped her hands in front of her and then bowed in my direction, but not Dane’s.

      “Your Highness, you are here to oversee the proceedings?” Selene asked Dane.

      “I’m here to make sure Darcy takes breaks and has something to eat and drink, yes,” he replied in a cool tone.

      “Then you’ll need to do so from over there,” she said, gesturing to where a chair had been set up. 

      “Train hard,” he said, moving as close as he could considering he was still holding the package of pies in his free hand. “I will be here, always.”

      And when he pressed a kiss to my cheek, I felt myself flush hot.

      “Ah, young love,” one of the women said. “The prince certainly wasn’t hovering around Malia like that, this time last year.”

      “Darcy is his mate,” Selene said, a more sombre mood falling over the group. “Of course, he watches her.”

      “But you said—” another said.

      “Each woman who participates in the Maiden’s dance,” Selene informed me, “does so with her ‘pack’ for the night. It might be one born of family bonds, or friendship. Sometimes girls are just thrown together through the training period and they become a pack for the night, but you haven’t had a chance to do any of those things. So, for the night, we’d like to invite you to dance with us. You’ll become a Wolf Maiden for the festival, will run and dance with us, see what it truly is to become part of our pack.”

      “Because you want me to join you,” I said, my voice a little flat. I looked at all the women and could see the compliment they paid me. To be like them, just as tall and hard and impervious to everything. To wear actual warrior braids in my hair. I could see it then, how it might be, the lot of us walking up to the edge of a cliff and looking down at our enemies, ready to attack…

      “It isn’t a matter of wanting or needing,” Selene said more gently. “It’s recognising what is. What is an inherent part of yourself that, if ignored, will poison every other aspect of your life.” 

      She stepped closer then, placing her hands on my shoulders. 

      “Every woman is raised to fit a role. To be a dutiful daughter, caring sister, beautiful maiden, then loving wife and mother. There is nothing wrong with any of those things. Far from it. Each one can be a fulfilling, worthwhile life for innumerable numbers of women, if that’s what they choose.”

      She smiled, real hope flaring bright in her eyes and that seemed to transform Selene’s face. She looked like a goddess right then, as if the Maiden herself stood before me, speaking.

      “But what if that’s not enough? What if you can’t fit into those roles? That instead of being a welcome place within a wider society, what if they are cages you feel herded into? Trapped, cut off from the truest part of your soul. Do you want to be queen?”

      “What?”

      My mind struggled to process the last question. it came from nowhere, seemed to not fit with all the previous sentences, and yet Selene stared at me evenly.

      “Do you want to be queen? It’s why Queen Aurora has you down here. She doesn’t want you taking her position when her sons ascend to the throne. But if you become their mate, that’s what will happen.” It felt like I could hear the iron clang of a cage door being shut behind me, one I hadn’t been conscious of walking into. “You’ll sit on the arm of Prince Dane’s throne, just like all the other queens have.”

      “Not all the other queens…” I said in little more than a whisper, because I could see it, feel it in my head. How heavy the throne would be, how hard the ermine robe would pull at me, forcing me to work to take another step forward. But I could, would, one after another until I sat down on that stone throne, my pack arrayed around me. Each one would be armed to the teeth, ready to rend to pieces any who might stand against me. 

      “Their queen will be expected to serve them, to be an adjunct to their power and to pop out little princes. If that’s what you want, me and mine, we’ll protect you, with every breath in our bodies, we’ll ensure your line is safe. But, Darcy…” Her grip tightened then, squeezing my shoulder. “I don’t want to have to serve a queen who’s dying inside, a little bit more each day. Be sure of what you want, because once you’ve made that decision, there’s no coming back.”

      

      I performed the dance with the pack, and it felt so different as to be an entirely new thing. This wasn’t a dance; it was an evocation. We were calling down the Maiden, the moon, all the symbols of new femininity as we moved as one, each step welding us tighter and tighter together until we became more than the sum of our parts.

      “Time for a drink.”

      That masculine voice intruded, tore through everything we were trying to create.  I whirled around then, fangs bared, ready to see off this interloper, and instead found Dane.

      “Drink and then you dance again,” he said in a reassuringly calm voice. “Dance until you drop, I think. Dance until you find your way through this, whatever it is. You either come back to us or you go with them, but you will know. Now drink.”

      

      I did. I danced and danced, then took my rest breaks, though they weren’t really breaks. I knew what Dane was doing; he was safeguarding the needs of my body, even as my spirit needed something else. I was up as soon as I felt like I’d spent sufficient time resting and then I was moving again.

      There were days of this, with everything becoming a haze. I worked with the pack and I was cared for by the men. Pepin, Nordred, Del and Jan, and Arden, everything else fell away, until finally the day of the festival. 

      

      “Rise with the sun as a wolf,” Selene had told me. “Start the day the way you mean to end it. You are one of the Maiden’s chosen and you will take her form.”

      My eyes flicked open that morning, the first rays of the sun coming through the windows in the bedroom and that’s when I shifted. A much more fluid process now I’d had a chance to practise it so often. I’d gone running with the Wolf Maidens up along the hills that surrounded Snowmere, sprinted across the plains, only to come back to the temple and find one of the men waiting for me, ready to return me to their bed.

      Which was where they lay now. I cast an eye over each man, cataloguing the ways they sprawled across the massive bed platform, their heads buried in their pillows. Part of me wanted to stay here, wriggle down between them and see what happened when I put myself at their centre.

      But I wouldn’t.

      I jumped off the bed on four paws rather than two feet, padding through the suite until I got to the front door and then pulled the lever handle down by rearing up and grasping it with my teeth. Then I was out and into the silent halls, no one else up this early. No one but the other wolves that would participate in the rite. I saw them in the hallway, trotting down the carpeted stairs, our nails clacking across the marble floors, our legs stretching when we got clear of the castle and onto the roads proper. We ran as one massive pack, just as Selene had said we would, until we reached the temple. Mother Aeve stood on the steps, staring down at us all with an inscrutable expression, hand on her cane.

      “Come and be welcome,” she said, “to the Festival of the Triple Goddess. Maidens, mothers and crones alike. She sees, she accepts all.”

      

      What transpired after that was a whirl of activity. Selene and the Wolf Maidens met those of us who would be participating with voluminous black robes that would keep us covered until night fell. Returned to our human form and dressed, we were put to work.

      Our labours included decorating the temple and the courtyard with bunches of flowers and strange little dolls made from corn husks, setting out tables and chairs, sweeping the cobblestones yet again, placing lanterns at key points around the temple and then we were all directed to the massive kitchens where a feast was being prepared. I was given a knife and some vegetables to chop, and chop I did, until a strange silence fell over the kitchen. It took me a while to recognise it, because I seemed to sink into food preparation like I did everything else here, my focus narrowing, narrowing, until the world was only small cubes of carrots, celery and onion. But as I felt someone approach, my head jerked up and there was Queen Aurora.

      “Walk with me,” she said with a regal smile, then turned without looking to see if I walked after her. I snorted as I laid my knife down, recognising a power move when I saw one, but off I went. I followed her long purple robe, similar in style to mine, but exquisitely embroidered all over and in much more majestic colour.

      “Selene tells me you have the capacity to become a Wolf Maiden,” she said when I approached, the two of us walking down one of the open courtyards that ran along the sides of the temples, filled with carved columns that depicted various religious scenes. “That is a rare gift. I admit, when my sons brought you to my court, I thought you some tedious little outlander, but… with your defeat of Malia, the swiftness with which you found your wolf and your performance here in the temple. The reports back are that you’re goddess-touched.”

      “I don’t even know what that means, Your Majesty,” I replied, barely able to keep the irritation out of my voice. 

      “I thought it self-evident.” 

      She turned to actually face me, and it was then I could see the evidence of her sons in her. Dane’s colouring, Axe’s sharp eyes, and Weyland’s full mouth, though on her it sat quite differently. 

      “The gods have placed their hands on you, a lowly Granian, daughter of our usurpers. That’s clear in the way you’ve been able to turn my sons’ heads and I appreciate that. Perhaps it was their destiny to bring you here? Would you have discovered you were two-souled if you hadn’t? You’d have been locked away in marriage to one of those repressed bastards in this newfound noble class they’ve created from those who’ve occupied our land the longest. But here, you can transcend the rubbish you were raised in and transform into something so much more.”

      It was then I saw her actually become a queen. She seemed to swell up, becoming more than just a woman and, instead, evolving into a leader.

      “Without the Wolf Maidens at our backs, we wouldn’t be able to rule Strelae peacefully. Every knife would be turned against us, the throne reduced down to a brass ring that every family scrabbled to try and grab. They keep peace, order, allow us to make real changes for the betterment of the Strelan people. And you could become one of their greatest. A Maiden with the hand of the goddess herself on her shoulder, willing to lay down her life to protect my sons during their reign.”

      “And Malia,” I supplied helpfully. “Or whoever else you deem acceptable as queen. Is there anyone? Is she just a pawn you’re playing, allowing you to curry favour with what I assume is a powerful family, all while you’re dangling your sons under the noses of the other big players, like a whoremonger displaying their wares?”

      “You dare!”

      She wanted to say more, do more, as her hand whipped up to slap my face, but that was the problem. I was a Maiden on some level or another and she was damn lucky none of them had decided to direct their ire at her.

      Though perhaps they could be persuaded to.

      I caught her wrist in my hand before it got anywhere near my face and when she went to slap me with the other, I captured that one too, holding the queen of all of Strelae in my grip like she was a naughty child.

      “This is the real problem, isn’t it?” I asked. “Because there’s another interpretation of the facts as you present them and it’s this. If I’m goddess-touched, whatever the hell that means, then that could signal something else altogether. That the gods favour your sons, yes, but not as faithful penitents, waiting for the moment when the two of you are ready to step down. Maybe, instead, it means this: that the gods have turned their faces against you and your husband; that your days are coming to an end; that the stupid savagery you entertain in your court to divide and conquer is a hindrance to what needs to happen. We’re facing a threat, a real one, which could obliterate every single one of us…”

      My voice trailed away as I saw that bloody raven swoop up to fill my field of vision, its golden head cawing its challenge.

      “That the strength you’ve fostered in your sons, that you’ve allowed me to develop in this temple, can be used against you, first, before we meet our enemies in battle.”

      “Is that what you think?” Her eyes narrowed, and the regal mask didn’t just slip, it was completely obliterated, replaced instead by a rabid wolf. “That you’re the chosen one? You silly little girl. You understand nothing and that would be proven in the first week of your reign, if you managed to claw your way into my place on the throne. They’d tear you to shreds.”

      “Not before I ripped them apart first,” I said, baring my fangs. I thrust her arms away from me, sending her stumbling back and something inside me liked that very much. “But you shouldn’t be worrying about your courtiers. You should be worrying about yourself.”

      I got a moment, a single moment, to treasure the look of real fear on the queen’s face before it was quickly smothered by a smug smile.

      “Well, then, this is the Festival of the Triple Goddess. We can argue this back and forth, but only they know their true will. Perhaps by the end of the night, we’ll know for sure.”

      She didn’t say goodbye to me then, just flicked the folds of her robe free as she turned on her heel and swept away, leaving me standing there, trying to process. Vegetables, I finally decided, unwilling to be caught up in the queen’s games. No matter what, we still needed diced vegetables, so I turned and went back to the kitchens.
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      When night fell and the full moon rose, we were relieved of our worldly tasks and given a much more sacred one. All of the maidens, faceless and anonymous now in the dark, followed Selene and her pack into a grotto located in the back of the temple, perhaps the reason why it was built here in the first place. We walked down hewn stone steps towards a spring where water burbled from a crack in the rocks. Selene pulled off her robe, tossing it into a huge basket that I assumed would become a receptacle for them all, and then stepped into the water, naked as the day she was born. 

      “Right now, you are still girls, high-born or low. Children of the gods, but no different to any other Strelan,” she said. There were some small murmurs of dissent at that, but she charged on. “When you step into the sacred spring, all that you were, all that you think you are, will be washed away. For this night, you become what the Maiden dictates. You surrender to her divine will and allow her the opportunity to roam the streets again. Come forward.” Selene gestured to the spring. “Cast yourself aside with your robes and then emerge a wolf with her pack.”

      The first girl’s steps were tentative, looks shot over her shoulder as she was forced to step naked into a pool in front of a crowd of strangers. But as Selene scooped her hands into the water and doused the girl’s head with it, she laughed, brushed the water from her face and then scrambled up the steps on the other side where some of the Maidens waited. 

      They handed her a drying cloth, then our costume for the night. There wasn’t much to it. Just enough slightly sheer fabric to wrap around our breasts and hips to hide our nudity from the eyes of the children attending the first part of the ceremony, ready to be tugged away when the young ones had all been taken home by their parents and the real ritual began. The hunt… The word pulsed in my blood, bringing with it a need I didn’t quite understand. But the next girl stepped forward and the next, until it was Malia’s turn.

      She had none of the hesitation of some of the other girls. She tossed her robe aside without pause, standing on the bottom step for a moment, the golden light of the candles on the rocks turning her into some kind of burnished idol. But at an irritated sigh from Selene, she stepped forward and was cleansed, then went and dried off and donned her costume. 

      But when it came my time, I paused as well, before I took my robe off. It felt like the moment required it, just a tiny breath of introspection before I was swallowed by the dark fabric, before my head popped free. Selene smiled, moving to scoop water up already and then I was hit by the arctic blast of a mountain spring, leaving me spluttering, then scrambling up the steps to find my own costume. 

      And when I did? All trace of Darcy, of Malia, of Selene or Ayala or Orsha, disappeared. We were now pack. Our number grew and grew and with that came a power, one I didn’t understand but I could feel keenly.

      “It’s time,” a rich feminine voice said, but I couldn’t tell who. The leaders of our pack just gestured us forward, so on we went. 

      

      There was no direction about how we went or where, we just knew. We fanned out, taking over the hallway, then the foyer with all its pillars, before emerging out under the night sky. Our alpha stopped and so did we, then she threw back her head and howled to the sky.

      If you’d told me, when I was back in Grania, I’d be howling at the moon I’d have feared you were describing some kind of horribly discriminatory stereotype of the wargen, but now that I was actually two-souled, it all made sense. The wolf’s song, a long mournful yodel, was a tribute to the goddess herself. 

      Apparently while we’d been cleansing ourselves, the rituals that children were allowed to attend had taken place, so now there was just us. We prowled out onto the stage, our wolf’s-head masks tugged low over our eyes, though not low enough to impede our vision. We saw the men and women clustered there, each one holding a votive candle, a sea of light before us. And prey, they were prey, we knew that. I scanned the many faces, seeing heat, need, hunger, burning in every one of them, some for us, some for each other. It wouldn’t be just us that hunted tonight. And then I saw him. 

      Perched up on the low wall that surrounded the courtyard, Gael sat there, a picture of lazy indolence. Once I caught sight of him, I found my feet moving automatically towards him.

      “Steady…” our alpha said, because apparently I wasn’t the only one beginning to stray. “Find your packs now.”

      That was a leash around my neck, jerking me where I needed to be, but my eyes remained on Gael and he lifted his candle in salute. I felt the presence of the Wolf Maidens all around me and then the strange sibilant music began. At the sounds of strings being plucked, I straightened up. At the clash of small cymbals, my body found the first position. At the reedy sound of the flute, I started to move.

      Twisting, turning, switching my weight from leg to leg, always elegant, but wild with it. It was hard to describe the way it felt, running on four paws rather than two feet, but this came as close as I could remember. We moved faster and faster, just like we did at a full sprint. The wind picked up around us, just as it did when we ran. I heard pants, grunts, whines, growls, like a pack would, as we performed each step with deadly precision. And that’s when I saw her.

      Summoned I guess by the ritual, the Maiden stood in the front of the crowd, her jagged curve of a smile on display. Golden eyes burned from within the depths of her mask, taking in everything that went on before narrowing down on me. It felt in that moment like I was her dancer, that only I performed her ritual to her satisfaction, her eyes locking with mine, forcing me on and on until she spoke.

      “You’ll face many trials, little queen,” she said, her voice sounding like the far-off thunder that masses on the horizon, just before a storm. “And this will be the first of them. You are goddess-touched, you poor wee thing, but you’re strong enough to stand it. I’ve massed all the victims of the Reavers together tonight, just as you said. They’re going to the alehouses now with my gold in their pockets, ready to buy everyone a beer and tell their story. Some won’t need to. The marks on their bodies will do the job. The scars and the bruises, the ones you can see easily and the ones that take a keener eye. Everything’s in place, everything but you.”

      “And what do I need to do?” I asked the goddess. 

      “Hunt,” she said and at that, the dance came to an end. 

      I froze where I was, hearing the wild applause from the crowds, seeing the young men push forward, with their desires to be the ones we sank our claws into, but I knew where my hungers lay. My focus strayed to the wall and there I saw Gael standing, taut as a stag catching wind of a hunter.

      “That’s the one,” the Maiden said. “He’ll run soon, but you’ll track him down. And when you do?” The goddess smiled and did something so unexpected it drove all thought of Gael from my mind. She removed her mask, and there stood a woman who was unnervingly familiar.

      “Pepin?”

      “They think they have to work so hard to let me roam the earth, but I’m the Maiden,” she said with a sharp grin. “I go where I want. And now you need to do the same, little queen. Time to find your king.”

      All thought, all memory, of what Selene and her pack had taught me went out the window then as the most perfect hunger filled me. My howl cut through the night air like a knife, quickly followed by others. I flung myself off the stage, landing squarely in a spot in the courtyard before taking off.

      Gael… my heart beat.

      An answering howl, one much deeper and rougher in its tone, went up somewhere out in the city. My ears pricked as my nose searched the air for scents before I leapt away. Away from the temple, from the Maidens, from the castle, from all of that. Even from Pepin and the plans we’d all laid. Gael… my heart said, over and over.

      I ran down the streets in pursuit of that howl, stumbling sometimes with how fast I was moving. Men lurched into my way, but I shoved them to one side as I searched for what I needed. He led me on a merry chase. I passed more buildings, more parks, more shops than I could keep count of, until I found him in front of a familiar-looking house. The gate was festooned now with bouquets for the triple goddess, but I recognised that we were in front of Weyland’s house.

      “You found me,” Gael said, trying for calm and failing utterly. His head was held high, his eyes burning bright and then brighter by turns as he stared at me. A small smile formed and then got bigger, as if he couldn’t hold it back. “You could have searched for the others—”

      The others? That thought niggled at me, but I couldn’t pay attention to that now. There was only him. A low growl escaped my lips as I paced closer, my claws hanging by my sides, then I reached them up to pull my headdress off. I didn’t need a papier mâché mask to tell me what I was. I knew.

      I was Darcy, two-souled, wolf and woman and mate of Gael and, at that, I threw myself forward.

      “I should run,” he told me as I grabbed a hold of him. “I should make you chase me hard.”

      “Yes…” I purred, driving my nose into his neck and breathing in his scent. I could use that to track him anywhere, now I had a fresh sample of it.

      “But I can’t. I don’t want to run, Darcy, anywhere but towards you.”

      He was doing this wrong, I knew that, as he drove his hands into my braids, loosening their tight weave and then raking his fingers across my scalp.

      “I’m yours and you’re mine.”

      “Yes.”

      I took his mouth then, feeling the rough scrape of his stubble, the frantic press of his lips, and him.

      “Gael…”

      “Yes, my love,” he said between kisses.

      “My Gael.”

      And that stopped him. His eyes flashed bright blue as he stared at me.

      “Always, Darcy.”

      “No,” I said, tearing at the buttons of his shirt and then pushing my hands against the hot silk of his skin. “My Gael.”

      “In every way you want me,” he replied. “Everything, everything is yours. I can’t hold anything back, not one thing. I’m just waiting for you to decide what you want me to give.”

      My eyes swivelled then to the impressive gate and when I moved against it, it pushed open, making me frown for a second.

      “Weyland gave me the key,” he explained, dangling it before me. “They’re out there trying to make sure everything goes to plan, but we’re all supposed to meet back here in the end. We can wait for them, or go find them. Whatever you want.”

      I grabbed his arm then, pulling him inside and then pushing the gate closed behind us.

      I kissed my mate as we reached the door, leaning against its stout wooden surface before devouring each other’s mouths. We kissed again once we finally went inside, our passion illuminated by hundreds of votive candles flickering on every shelf. We kissed as we went upstairs at a ponderously slow rate, only stopping when Gael gripped the bedroom door frame, not letting me go any further.

      “You need to decide what you want, what you need,” he told me, even as my hands roamed across his chest, tugging his shirt free and then, when I couldn’t get it off, it was left hanging in shreds as I tore it apart. “The Maiden is riding you but—”

      “No one rides me,” I replied, knowing somehow that was absolutely true. “You are my mate. The other part of my soul.”

      He broke then, a frown forming, his fractured eye flashing brighter and brighter until he let go of the door frame and stumbled in.

      “I am. I just wasn’t sure if you were ever going to feel that too. I feel you inside me, Darcy. Your pain and your need, your fascination, and even when you sink so far into things that I’m not sure you’ll come out. I feel it all. And right now, it feels like you really fucking need me.”

      I nodded at that, tracking him backwards until his legs reached the edge of the bed. I dispensed with the wispy costume I’d been given, letting the fabric fall to the floor, just leaving me.

      “I’m not sure I ever really believed in the goddess…” he whispered as he slotted his body against mine. “Not until now.” His hand slid up under my hair, the other going to my hip as he pressed his mouth to mine. “I need all of you tonight, Darcy. Every little scrap. Before the others come, before I’m forced to share. Give me this.”

      I jerked the laces of his trews open and then let them fall to his feet.

      “Give me everything you have, Gael.”
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      I couldn’t allow him to push me down on the bed, something inside me bucking at the idea of it, so when he flopped down beside me, he rolled us over, grabbing my wrists and then holding them stretched out above my head.

      “Gael…” I growled.

      “You told me to give you everything I have. That means putting your hands up on the bedhead and letting me worship you.”

      I was ready to snap back, to shout my defiance, but his words disarmed me more effectively than a hand around the throat would have.

      “Worship?”

      “I’ve laid beside you sleepless too many times, love, not to have thought very long and very hard about what I’d do if I got you into bed,” he said, tracing a line down the centre of my body with his fingertip. “You’re either going to let me do what I dreamed of, or you’re not. We’ll stop if things get too much but—”

      “No stopping,” I said, and somehow I knew that was true.

      “Don’t say that.” His voice was more wolf than man now, rough and coarse and, as if to make that clear, he licked at his fangs. “I’m holding him back by a string as it is.”

      “No stopping,” I reiterated, then reached up and grabbed the wooden slats in Weyland’s bedhead. I lifted one leg and trailed it up his until he arched into me, pressing his hardness right where I was the softest.

      He shook his head then, as if trying to brush off a haze, but it wouldn’t stop, not for either of us, I realised. Whatever we were to each other, all of it was coming to a head tonight. He reared up then, a splendid figure of masculine power, his knees either side of my thighs, making clear just how much he wanted me.

      “Part of me can’t believe I’m here,” he said then, his eyes seeming to eat every inch of me up. “I’m sure someone’s going to storm through the door and whisk you away, like almost every other good thing in my life.” 

      He reached down then, following the line of my arm with the backs of his fingers until he got to my face, and a thumb brushed across my cheekbone. 

      “The other part is convinced that all the shit that happened before was the price I needed to pay for being here with you, and, if it is, Darcy, I’d pay it over and over. I hated it when I realised we’d found our mate, and now I couldn’t be bloody happier, for the exact same reason. I love you, lass, with every unworthy fibre of my being.” I growled at that, and he smiled. “I’m yours. I’ll always be yours. And now, I’m going to make you mine.”

      His hand slipped down to collar my neck, something I only just barely tolerated, until his thumb pressed lightly against the small hollow at the base of my throat, fitting there like it was made to. Then he leaned down, down until his mouth hovered just over mine and he could feel the way my pulse jumped in response.

      “I’ll always love you, Darcy. From now until the end of time.”

      I couldn’t respond because it was then his mouth crashed down on mine, parting my lips, thrusting his tongue to get to the core of me. I gripped that bedhead tight, trying to keep up. But then his kisses slowed, becoming long, stinging things. The kisses of a wolf. Our blood seeped from several tiny little nip sites, colouring our kisses and that’s when my back locked into a tight arch. I was already full of whatever the goddess had injected into me, but Gael’s blood? It burned inside me, turned my body to fire, and he burned with me. He kissed his way down to my jaw, my head jerking sideways, giving him access to the sensitive skin of my neck and he chuckled as a result.

      “You’ll let me bite you here,” he said before sucking my skin into his mouth so I could feel the sharp points of his fangs. “You’ll let me mark you once I’m seated so deep inside you that you won’t be able to work out where I end and you begin.”

      “You too,” I replied in a breathy little moan. His lips were wending their way lower.

      “You want to mark me?” He pulled away then, breaking the narcotic spell of his caresses for a moment, but when I stared up at him, I realised I’d never seen him look so happy. Gael was like a long-neglected lantern, left to moulder, but all of a sudden someone had decided to light him up. And the cracks that were there? They just let the light through, bright enough to dazzle me. “If you do that, then you’ll never see the end of me. I’ll be yours, Darcy, just like you’ll be mine.”

      I opened my mouth slightly, so he could see the flash of my canines, fangs that ached to do exactly as he said.

      “You already are,” I replied, feeling a certainty the like I’d never felt before. “I can feel that now.”

      “Gods help me if this is just moon madness,” he growled before throwing himself back down upon me. He covered my body with his and I relished the heavy press of it, because it was him. It was Gael and that’s when I broke the rules, loosening my hold on the bedhead, and wrapped my arms around him.

      When I held him, I felt filled with something I’d never experienced before. Nordred was a friend, a kind of father figure, but who else did I have that I could hold like this? Someone I could clasp to my body in an eminently selfish way, run my fingers along the bulky muscles of his shoulders, then down the flat span of his back, and work to undo those warrior braids, until his hair felt soft against my face.

      Who else could recast my body in a completely different light? He traced the entirety of me from head to toe. Fingers followed the slope of my breast so slowly I began to pant in anticipation, the fire inside us burning brighter the closer he got to the aching tip. He teased me, just touching the nipple with the pad of his finger. A slow smile formed as I let out a little groan of frustration, only for him to pluck much more firmly, which resulted in groans of a whole other kind. I bucked underneath him at such a simple caress, which emboldened him to keep going with his hand on one breast, and capture my other nipple with his mouth on the other. Then I felt like I was being strung out between two points, the sensations rolling over me, making me shift, writhe, clench, and need something more, a sentiment I finally ground out.

      “Oh, you’ll get more…” he answered, pulling away to place kisses all the way down my stomach until he reached what was unknown territory for me. “Weyland said you gained some experience in the way you can please a man with your mouth?”

      “Gods, do you lot talk about everything?” I huffed.

      “Think of it more as consulting with each other on how to best please you,” he said between kisses placed on my insanely sensitive inner thigh. I felt hotter, slicker, more swollen, as a result and I didn’t totally understand why. “I want to be the one to show you how a man can do that for a woman.” A kiss landed perilously close to the crease where my thigh met my pelvis. “I want to taste you, Darcy.”

      “Taste…?”

      His hands moved and suddenly I felt split open, cool air playing over the place between my legs. Something pulsed deep inside me at the feel of that.

      “You have a spot that likes to be licked very much and I want to be the one to show you that.” Seconds ticked by as my mind fought to come up with a conscious response to that. I felt like I was being swept up in a fiery tide, but I was unsure if it was going to lull me sweetly or drown me. “Perhaps it’s a concept better demonstrated than described.”

      “Oh!” My hand slapped down against Gael’s skull, my fingers gripping his hair rudely, but I couldn’t stop myself. Something sweet, soft, slick and altogether imprecise slid over a place I hadn’t yet discovered fully. I’d felt a kind of agonising pleasure when any of them placed their palm over my pelvis, but this was something else. It was a much sharper, much more intense pleasure. A sharp knife that I leaned into the bite of. “Gael!”

      “Tell me you want more, love. You taste so sweet.” His voice was shaded with a strange kind of desperation, one that burned just as hard in me.

      “Gael, please…”

      “With pleasure, my love.”

      If I’d thought he could make me feel good before, I realised I was to discover new heights. This caress seemed broader and more encompassing, awakening nerve endings abruptly as his tongue passed, leaving me panting for more. And pant I did, as he performed this manoeuvre over and over, getting faster, harder with each pass. My grip on his hair was brutal, something I would’ve regretted if I was in my right mind, but I wasn’t. Some devil writhed inside me, turning me into a steely armed virago, forcing him to go back again and again. Or was it a goddess that stirred within me? Whatever it was, it knew exactly what to do.

      “You’re going to shove my face into your wet little pussy?” Gael said as I began moving him downward. “I’m going to push my tongue inside you and suck every drop of nectar you produce.”

      I didn’t even know what that meant, until I did.

      Something long and mobile flickered inside me, pulsing, filling me in ways I’d never experienced. His stubble rasped against me, his chin, his face grinding. And I ground back, my breath coming in short little pants. Then he pulled away gasping and, right as I began to whine in protest, his tongue was replaced by something much harder.

      “If you want to take me, I need to put my cock here,” he said, moving his finger back and forth, letting me get used to a sensation that felt like too much and not enough, all at the same time. “You won’t be able to be knotted, not the first time, because it will hurt, Darcy.”

      I got a slight sense of that, as he pulled his finger back, then pressed two inside me.

      “Your maidenhead, the thing those Granians twitter on about endlessly? It will be gone. It’s just a small piece of skin that people invest too much energy into, but for you it might be important. You’ve seen – with Axe, with Weyland – the different things we can do. Honestly, just making you come will be enough for me, love. I can work my fingers inside you, get you used to the way this feels. I can suck your little clit until your claws scratch the bedding to shreds, and I’ll be well pleased. You’ll be mine either way, love.”

      “Or…” I ground out, feeling too full and yet craving more.

      “Or I can replace my fingers with my cock, taking my time to let you adjust and then I’ll drive myself into you, over and over, grinding into your clit on every downstroke until your cunt snatches tight around me and milks all the cum out of my balls…”

      His eyes went wide then, as if he was surprised by his words.

      “Fuck, sorry. I meant to—”

      I reached down, pulling his hands out of me and then hauled him up, my claws pricking his flesh as I did so, because when his hips settled between my legs, this felt completely right. I hadn’t gone running through the streets, hunting him, for only half-measures. I knew in my heart that doing this would close off so many doors. The Maidens wouldn’t accept me, my own people would see me as a fallen woman, rutting with a man who wasn’t my husband, but whatever it was that burned between us, it went well and truly beyond anything I’d ever seen or experienced.

      As I gripped the swollen base of Gael’s cock, as I brushed it against my folds, finding the place that ached for him and then notching the head there, I knew I was done being defined by that tiny piece of flesh he’d described.

      “Make me yours, Gael,” I commanded and he let out a gods-awful groan. My knee was jerked up, the angle of my hips changed and suddenly I was as physically open as I’d ever been to another person.

      “I’ll love you until the end of time, my mate,” he said, and then he pushed in.
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      He didn’t allow himself to go too far at the start, and I could immediately see why. The soft push of his tongue, the harder thrust of his fingers, were nothing on this.

      “Big…” I squeaked.

      “A man always wants to hear that, lass, but perhaps not right now.” He pulled back and while that terrible pressure had gone, I found myself missing it, right up until it returned. “Gods, you’re tight.”

      Was that a good thing or a bad thing? I didn’t get to work that out as he eased in and then back again, creating a rocking motion that the tide in my blood seemed to understand. Each time he pressed in, it ached, but when he tried to pull back, I was clawing him closer. Slowly, slowly he worked himself inside me until he seemed to reach a barrier.

      “A little pain,” he promised, “then pleasure, my love, so much pleasure. Now…” He nipped at his finger and pressed the bleeding tip between my lips, something I didn’t understand until the blood hit my tongue. Then I was holding his hand, keeping it exactly where it was, as the fiery tide inside me rose. “Blood for blood, that’s what we say,” he told me. “It’ll ease things for you and make it all better.”

      That was the only warning I got before he thrust inside me.

      I let out a harsh gasp, my whole body going rigid at this sudden intrusion. A sharp pain, like the slash of a knife and then feeling full, full, full. But he had to move, didn’t he, rocking himself in and out in a way that utterly caught my focus. A motion I was quickly beginning to imitate.

      “That’s it, lass,” he said, as my hips thrust up to meet his strokes, his thumb moving now to work on the sensitive spot he’d called my clit, teasing it in lazy circles as we moved. This felt like the way my wolf body did when it ran at full speed across the plains, my paws eating up the miles. This felt like the way my body had moved during the ritual, the steps describing the dark pleasures of the hunt. I realised now that the Maiden often went seeking something that would lead her into the other phases of my life.

      “Gael…” I cried out, feeling my body tighten, swell, clamp down upon his thickness, as if I could force him to stop and stay in this moment forever. “Gael…” As if I could keep him giving me this pleasure that none of my experiences before could have prepared me for. “Gael!” My claws raked across his back and drops of his blood covered my hands, just like they had when I met him, and he grinned down at me.

      “Mark me, love. Scratch me up. Make sure no one will ever mistake me for anything else. We wolves, we bite and we scratch what is ours, just as I’m going to do to you.”

      I fell back onto the bed, almost limp, as ecstasy suffused my body, and my head went to one side, baring my neck for him. And Gael, he just drove himself into me, over and over, harder, deeper, burrowing into me until it was as if he would never get out, and that’s when he struck.

      His fangs dug into my flesh right as my body went into riot. I jerked and twitched as wave after wave of pleasure pummelled me and then came that most transcendent of lights. It bloomed from where the bite site was and then flared out, rippling through us both until Gael was forced to pull his head back, staring down at me with shocked eyes. But he had no chance to question what had happened, as I rolled us over, feeling his cock pulsing inside me as I laid him back on the bed.

      “Mine,” I snarled and then I lunged, only his arms around my hips keeping me locked down on top of him. I bit down into the soft flesh of his neck, felt the rush of his blood into my mouth and that seemed to be the perfect way to end everything. A savage kind of possessiveness rocketed through me, getting bigger and bigger until I threw my head back and howled.

      

      “You’re my mate,” I said, almost defiantly when we’d cooled off, his cock softening and sliding free, leaving a mess he seemed intent on cleaning up with his shirt.

      “I always was, lass.” He smiled at me then, an actually smug smile from the king of the glower. “The way we see it is that we were born to find each other. This is the gift of the gods, and mates that form the bond during the Festival of the Triple Goddess? Well, they’re doubly blessed by Her.”

      “I…” I felt him cleaning my tender flesh with considerable care. “Gods, that makes me want more.”

      “More?” He flopped down on the bed, his hair falling over his face until I pushed it away, revealing him in all his hawkish glory. “I always thought you might be a lusty lass. One that will keep all four of her mates dancing to her tune. Now, we men are but weak creatures in the face of our goddess’ radiance and we take some time to recover the requisite fire to give you another seeing to, but…”

      He pulled me on top of him, smiling as he shuffled my hips up towards his face until I understood what he meant for me to do.

      “Gods, Gael…” I hissed at the first swipe of his tongue, glad for his suggestion. It was a sweeter, gentler way to tease me and right now that seemed eminently right. But what had felt raw and sensitive, just became exquisitely so, because my mate knew exactly how to please me. His tongue was everywhere, licking and sucking until I found my peak all over again, my claws leaving disgraceful scores in Weyland’s walls. “That feels so good,” I purred, feeling loose-limbed and languid when I moved off his face. “But it just seems to make the ache worse.”

      “What ache?” he asked, sliding a finger inside me and then curling it up. “One here?”

      Whether it was that or something else, I wasn’t entirely sure, but I knew I wanted to chase this it. It provoked a much deeper, more resonant pleasure that throbbed deep inside me. He moved me down and, when he did, I found him hard and waiting again.

      “I’ve got what you need, love,” he told me, settling me over him and I was relieved to feel him slot deep with much greater ease.

      “What…? What do I do?” I asked as his hand went to my clit, rubbing it slowly.

      “Move in any way that gives you pleasure,” he said, and so I did. My hands slammed down onto his chest and then I began to writhe. “You feel like fucking heaven,” he told me. “I’ll never get used to this. Man isn’t supposed to feel such perfect pleasure, but damn me if I don’t. Take me, Darcy, take me deep inside you.”

      And as I did, I could feel it, that hard lump at the base of his cock, stopping me from going too deep, but tantalising me with the prospect of doing just that. But not right now. We loped together, over and over, driving each other insane until finally we climbed another peak of pleasure. Then something seemed to quieten inside me, as we rolled side by side, holding each other close.

      

      “I think I like this time almost as much as the pleasure,” he told me, tracing small incomprehensible symbols on my skin with his fingertips. I could only agree, snuggling in close to him as I felt the sweetest haze hang over us. Everything was pleasure, holding, resting, sighing into each other’s breaths as they got longer and longer. “But we need to find my brothers. I’m surprised they haven’t hunted us down already.”

      “Where were we supposed to meet them?” I asked.

      “At the White Hind, one of the alehouses. They were going to work their way through each one, seeing where support lies, showing where ours is, and then we were supposed to meet at the Hind. Axe is probably pissed out of his mind, drowning his sorrows in beer.”

      “Sorrows?” I said, feeling a prick of alarm.

      “Don’t worry about him, he’s just greedy. He’s always wanted more than his share of any pleasure we might discover, and now there’s you.” 

      Gael set his hand down low on my stomach and even after everything I’d experienced tonight, I felt a lazy pulse of pleasure. 

      “Will it…? Will I always feel like this?” I asked. “Or is this just the Maiden riding me?”

      “What? Like your skin is just about to turn inside out with bliss and then you feel yet another stab of it?” he said, and I could hear the amusement in his voice before he pressed a kiss to my forehead. “No, this is your fate now.” Another kiss and another. “Poor little Granian girl, foully dishonoured by a Strelan savage.”

      “If Granian women knew what was in store for them, they’d be massing at the borders, looking for their ‘wargen’ man,” I replied.

      “Stop with all your sweet words,” he said with a grin, then rolled away from me. “As if it isn’t hard enough to get up and out of bed to go and find my brothers.” 

      He pulled open Weyland’s wardrobe and pulled on a shirt before putting his pants back on. If I wasn’t struck by the fine figure he made, I’d have mourned the loss of the sight of his naked body, but this was not the time. I went and did the same, getting dressed in the clothes one of them had left for me, unmolested until I went to put my jerkin on.

      “Leave that, just for tonight,” he said, smiling when I gasped in shock.

      “My breasts will be flapping around like an old mother’s washing,” I said, hearing Linnea in my voice.

      “They’ll be bobbing oh-so-sweetly inside your shirt,” he countered, “reminding me of just how they looked when you rode me. You’ll see nudity and all manner of things in the Hind on festival night. Letting me have free access to my mate’s charms will be nothing by comparison.”

      I stared at him, trying to gauge the truth of his words when I let the leather garment slide from my fingers, but it was worth it to see the look of triumph on his face as he led me from the room and out of the house.

      We strolled over to the Hind and saw many a reveller celebrating the Mother’s charms in the streets. People rutting against walls and in alleyways in combinations that made me blink, but Gael just laughed and dragged me on. But the minute we walked into the alehouse, I remembered the purpose of tonight.

      “Prince Gael!”

      Many men stood then, holding out their tankards, full or otherwise, at the appearance of my mate. My arm wrapped itself around his when I saw women looking him over appreciatively. I hadn’t seen it before and I don’t think he’d noticed it ever, if his abashed expression was anything to go by.

      “Not prince,” he said, but he was quickly drowned out.

      “Your Highness, have you heard word of this Reaver business?” A man from behind the bar came bustling over.

      “Aye, I’ve more than heard of it. I’ve seen evidence of their work with my own eyes,” Gael replied.

      “With his own eyes!” the man said, looking back at the room. “Y’see there, Murgo. Those poor little mites that came through here, face all sliced up like a pig on market day.”

      “And the men. I’ve known the Hinch family for some time,” another man said. “If Jimmy Hinch tells me this is what’s happening, then this is what’s happening.”

      “And what’s it to us?” an obstinate man sitting at the bar said. I think he was the aforementioned Murgo. “They’re not here, are they?”

      “What’s it to us?” the barkeep said, returning to his bar, pumping beer and handing it to people lined up, taking their coin. “What’s it to us?! You’ll be singing a different song if those bloody bastards start tearing through the land like in the tales of old. There’ll be no beer for one. All my hops come from the provinces, as does the wheat.”

      “No beer?” men howled, thumping their tankards on the table, one cracking from the effort of it. A barmaid rushed in, sweeping the remains away and the man leered at her suggestively before she gave him a shove in the chest, making clear her thoughts on the issue. His friends all roared with laughter as a result.

      “And what’s the king doing about it? That’s what I’d like to know,” a foul-tempered man said. He cast a harsh eye over the crowd, then his gaze came to settle on Gael. “What’s your father think about this, ‘Prince’ Gael?”

      “Not a prince,” Gael reiterated. “We all know I’m not the queen’s son. And as for my father…” It felt like the air in the alehouse grew taut, wound tighter and tighter as he thought about what to say. We’d talked about this before, knew what we wanted to do, but actually doing it? What he was about to say was akin to treason and could bring the entire might of the king’s power down on my mate’s head.

      “Gael…” I said, my grip on him tightening before he could speak. But he was going to say something. I just knew it. Of course he was, that was the plan, but for some reason, my mouth opened first. “We told the king what we found when we went out to Wildeford.” My voice rang out through the pub, everybody falling silent all of a sudden. “Women, children, men, all butchered like animals, sliced and diced like meat for a stew. The place was ravaged and for no reason we could see, except for the sign we stumbled upon. A raven with a golden skull was painted there.”

      “The Morrigan…” someone whispered and at that, people made superstitious little movements, designed to ward off the evil eye.

      “That’s what we think,” I said. “It’s some kind of worship. Destroy everything they find, people, fields, crops, houses, and doing so in Lady Death’s name. To build their own power base or just as a bizarre act of piety—”

      “So where are these Reavers now?” someone shouted. “If they want death, Snowmere’s the most populated place.”

      “You think they don’t know that?” another replied. “They’re testing the waters, seeing how we respond. And how do we respond? What did the king say when you brought him the news?”

      “He thinks the Reavers are an old wives’ tale,” Gael said in a rueful tone and from the sound of it, some agreed with the king. But not many. More eyes went wide with anger and fear, a potent mix, and that’s when the crowd exploded.

      “So he’s to do nothing! What do we pay our taxes for?”

      “Where is the army on this?”

      “We’ll be slaughtered in our beds, and he’ll be sitting pretty, up in that castle of his, using our soldier sons to keep himself and that family of his safe.”

      “And where are the princes? Gael’s the only one who’s worth a damn, being the trueborn heir. The king has been bewitched by that wench, Aurora, since he took the throne, forsaking his own true mate.”

      “Not Gael. Look at him, look at his mate. They wear each other’s marks, just as true mates should.”

      “But the others—”

      “They will—”

      “And why is it—?”

      Nordred had said we needed to be careful, that a mob was a bloody dangerous beast to go riding into battle and now we saw the truth of it. The alehouse was in an uproar, every person there shouting something at someone else. Gael wrapped his arm around me, but when the first tankard was thrown, he climbed up on the nearest table, kicking the contents clear before shouting with every scrap of alpha bark he had, “ENOUGH.”

      I watched the barkeep put away his billy club, realising now that he wouldn’t need it, because my Gael, Prince Gael, had stepped up to speak to the masses.

      “My brothers feel as I do,” he said. “They’re out in alehouses all across Snowmere answering people’s questions, just as I am going to do here. We want you to know what’s going on. We want you to have the chance to have a say on how we resolve this. We were disgusted when our father dismissed our concerns, ones we share with the commanders of the army. We want you to be prepared for the fight that’s coming, because from what I can tell, we’ll be facing one. A bigger threat we haven’t seen since the humans came to Strelae. But we have survived war, dispossession, the rape and pillage of our people and our land. We can meet any challenge we’re forced to face, because we are Strelan.”

      For a second, I wondered how his speech had gone over. I felt like I was thrumming like a struck harp string, coiled tight and ready to fight anyone and anything in response to his words, because Gael was my mate. Then I heard the first tankard thud against a table.

      “We are Strelan!” a drunken voice declared and there was a small chuckle from the crowd.

      “We are Strelan!” came another though, much stronger and more resonant.

      “We are Strelan!” Several voices now and each one punctuated by a thump of their mug against the table. “We are Strelan!”

      The sound swelled, becoming a chant now, a primitive one, but no less powerful for it. Over and over they said the words, declared themselves citizens of this country and, hence, willing to lay down their lives for it.

      Would they have to? We had so much to learn yet. Would I want them to? War was a glorious idea right up until the first battle and then it was all death and shite, so Magnus, my father’s man, had informed me. But I couldn’t take this moment away from them or Gael. I looked up at him then, stared into the eyes of the man I’d tied myself to for the rest of my life and couldn’t have been more proud. He didn’t want the appellation of prince, but he was one, and now they all knew it.

      Gael was helped down and mugs of beer thrust into his hands and mine. People slapped him on the back and cheered, all that fear and anger redirected, for now. Towards the king and queen, against the establishment that was supposed to support the people, but just couldn’t get off their arses to do so. We sat down at a table and found that the seats around us quickly filled, a fiddler starting up a song to keep others dancing, giving them a means to burn off all this pent-up energy. And while that happened, we told our story of what we’d seen.

      

      We’d come here to find Axe, Weyland and Dane, but as the beer flowed along with the conversation, we somehow managed to forget all of that. We shouldn’t have. When we finally swung out of the alehouse, ready to go home, our heads were hazy, our steps staggering, even as our hearts were full.

      “I don’t think…” Gael worked hard to straighten up, forcing me to go and try and shore him up, but my head was spinning just as alarmingly, so we both wavered like newborn fawns in the forest. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to service you again.”

      “Service me?” I blinked at him owlishly. “How do you service me? Ohhh… you mean like a stallion does a mare. Though would they put you in one of those slings to stop you from hurting me? They had to do that to Father’s warhorses because they were such vicious bastards. Their bloody penises were like snakes, flapping around, looking for a way in. The men all thought it terribly funny when one of them had to guide them in, and then Linnea found out I’d watched the whole thing.”

      “What?” Gael asked me, laughing, then looking befuddled, then laughing again.

      “Perhaps it would be wise to get the two of you to bed,” another male voice said, and we both turned around way too fast in response, losing our footing and then staggering around trying to find it again.

      “Nordred!” I threw up my arms and went running over, having to clap my hands over my breasts to stop them from bobbing so much. Gael said he liked that, but Nordred probably wouldn’t. When I got close, he stared down at me slightly quizzically and then tilted my head to one side to look at my neck.

      “So, you’ve taken the first of your mates,” he said, then nodded. “This is good.”

      “So good,” I enthused. I stared back at Gael, feeling tears rising when I did, but I blinked furiously, because they turned my mate into a tall blob. “Nordred, I think I love him. I can’t quite tell, because I have no idea how you’re supposed to feel, but my chest aches whenever I see him and I find myself wanting to rake his hair back from his face all the time, needing to see all of him. I get terrified when he goes to the castle, because the queen might strike him again and—”

      “Definitely time to get you home,” Nordred said, putting a hand on my shoulder and steering me back to Gael, then slinging my mate’s arm around me as he led us on.

      The walk felt like it took a million years yet two seconds, all at once, but after some time, we stumbled into Weyland’s room, saw the mussed bed and fell down upon it. Gael landed face first, his head buried in a pillow, but I curled on my side to look at Nordred as he came closer. He pulled two familiar-looking swords from his belt and held them up, depositing them and their scabbards on the bedside table.

      “You’ll need these,” he said. “You’ll know when. But not tonight. Tonight you sleep, ready for the new day, because you will have much to face, lass, and this time it’ll be without me. I have to leave the city.”

      “Nooo….” I whimpered, reaching clumsily for him, but my hand wouldn’t behave, and I didn’t connect with anything. 

      “Yes, lass. All children need to grow up, stand on their own two feet, and now’s your time. You’ve made your choice, and it’s a good one, if not a hard one. But you’ll need to rely on your mates now, not me.”

      I just nodded slowly, the pillow feeling impossibly soft as I turned my face to it.

      After that, there was only quiet, and perhaps that’s why the visions came. Not of ravens and ravaging Reavers, but of them: my princes. They stood within each alehouse, having earnest conversations with people, so many people, and in each vision, I was there by their sides. I nodded along to what was said, but didn’t contribute anything of my own, which seemed strange. And my princes? Each one of them looked down at me with eyes as hot as the sun, with a kind of love that warmed my heart through, setting it on fire, just as Gael had beforehand. And in different pubs all throughout the city, Weyland, Axe and Dane, reached over and pulled me in tight against their bodies, held me like I was something precious, mumbled something sweet that made my cheeks flush, each version of me, and then my princes kissed me.

      But when my fingers went to my lips, I didn’t feel any of it. And when I reached out for the warmth of their bodies, I felt nothing but one body, one man. As I began to shift, unable to work out what this meant, my mate felt my questing hand and pulled me close, settling me against him. And so I was able to watch what each one of the princes did from a position of warmth and security.
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      The morning after.

      The morning when I met the princes, when I sneaked out to go and hunt the deer, I often wondered why did I decide that was the day to disobey Linnea and Father so completely? I’d thought about it later, but never really had an answer other than I felt like I should. I’d been filled with a strange kind of surety as I left the keep that day, and when I woke up now, I felt an echo of that. 

      My mouth felt like the bottom of a chicken coop and my head throbbed oh-so-painfully, but when I turned my head on the pillow to see an almost empty bed, somehow I knew. Gael was there, grumbling into his pillow when I'd moved, but where were the others? We’d planned to meet up at the White Hind, knowing if that failed, they were supposed to come here.

      So where were they?

      I got out of bed, with that same strange sense of purpose I’d felt that day that’d had me riding out to hunt the stag throbbing inside me again, but rather than saddle my horse and sling my bow over my shoulder, I picked up the two swords waiting for me on the bedside table. The weight of them was reassuring, grounding, but it also pushed me on. I bent over, placed a kiss on Gael’s brow, not sure whether it was a kiss of farewell or just because I could? I walked out of the room and down the stairs, checking a few rooms, but I knew what I’d find. Each one empty. I needed to find them, that beat hard and true in my chest, so I left the house, the grounds, and walked out onto streets that were completely empty. The city of Snowmere slept on after its revelry last night and I should’ve been doing the same. Entangled in my mates.

      A vision of Axe looking down at me, love shining in his eyes, as the chaos of the pub raged around him.

      Sleeping with their scent in my nose.

      Weyland pulling me closer, into a secluded corner of the alehouse, to tell me how much his heart burned for me.

      Feeling them tug me tighter and then when we all wakened, exclaiming at the bond marks Gael and I now wore.

      Dane running his fingers through my hair, then pushing a glass of water at me for every beer drunk. He watched me drink every drop, so why was my mouth so dry now? 

      I walked on.

      The priests often spoke of the dangers of drink. Act in haste, they said and regret at your leisure, but I didn’t regret anything that’d happened last night, nothing but this. As I kept on going, I saw the three princes in my mind, seeing where they must’ve ended up. They were drunk now, or drugged, each one muzzy-eyed and compliant as they were drawn up the stairs, into the palace, and back to the suite they shared. And I was the one that led them, every time. 

      My hands went to the hilts of my swords, gripping them tight as I saw it. Shadowy figures in a dark room, but there were too many of them. Three men, of course, but also three women. Three Darcys, if the vision was to be trusted and that’s what had me breaking into a run.

      I should’ve been stumbling, my body was over-tired and weighed down by drink, exhaustion and a new knowledge, but I didn’t. What I knew, it was like I’d swallowed a stone, but I hadn’t really started to digest it. I moved as I had across the moors, flattened across Arden’s neck then, sprinting now, my beast lending me her strength and stamina, having our feet flying across the cobblestones until they brought me to the castle.

      Whatever the Reavers’ plan was, striking this morning would have been the smartest tactic, because all the soldiers and courtiers who usually bustled around the place were gone. It was silent as the grave, not a single person moving, none but me. I made no sound then as I scaled the stairs, nor when I went down the corridors, my steps getting longer, harder, faster, as I went. And then I came to the door of the princes’ suite.

      My suite, our suite, something along those lines, surely. I’d slept here many nights since we’d arrived, and yet? I cocked my head to one side, smelling a collection of strange scents over ones all too familiar to me. I pushed open the doors. Odd that they were left unlocked. I walked through the sitting room and then put my hand on the bedroom door, my heart pounding so loudly I couldn’t hear anything else above it. I had to force myself to twist the knob, acid somehow forming in my eyes, making them ache as they began to leak. I jerked it open and there they all were.

      I hadn’t seen all of my mates entirely naked, and rarely in the cold light of day. It was always by lamplight, or stolen glimpses, not like this. Their nakedness was harsh, pale and wanton, their bodies strewn across the bed like dropped dolls, but that wasn’t the problem. 

      I sucked a breath in and there it stayed, my lungs inflating like balloon but never able to pop. The pressure built there, my breaths coming in frantic little whoops, but that just exacerbated the problem, not solved it. My lungs were like a drum being struck over and over, sending out a distress call, but no one answered.

      Because there, just as naked, were Malia, the blonde-haired girl, Leia, and the catty girl with the long dark hair. 

      Breathe! I told myself furiously. Breathe, please!

      I tried but the harder I worked, the narrower my windpipe got, which just had my whole rib cage hauling air in, but where was it to go? Not one breath I’d taken was allowed to escape and yet the air in my lungs didn’t have what I needed. I clawed at my chest, my neck, leaving bloody rivulets behind, and that’s when I heard again Nordred’s words from last night.

      “All children need to grow up, stand on their own two feet and now’s your time.”

      No-one was coming. Nobody was going to put their hand on my chest and ease this pain. No-one could stop the blackness bleeding in from the edges of my vision, ready to swallow me whole.

      And just like that, as my knees began to weaken and my hands slapped down on the bed, I saw it. The moment I drew my arrow back. I’d stared down the shaft, knowing where it was about to go, filled with the knowledge of what would happen as a result and that had stayed my hand. But I couldn’t stay there forever. I had to release my hold on the string and let the arrow tumble harmlessly on the ground or I had to let it fly. It felt like that decision was being put to me all over again, but my prey was quite different.

      I straightened then, a brief feeling of heat flaring in my chest before I let out a sigh, all the air escaping my lungs, then refilling it with ease. Something I’d be able to do over and over now, that I knew, somehow. Because whatever was in Nordred was also in me too.

      I drew my swords then, the silvery sound enough to make Malia’s eyes flick open.

      For what, for her, was probably a sweet, sweet second, she shot me the smuggest smile known to man, glorying in whatever shitty plan she had concocted, right before the tip of my sword came to rest at the base of her throat. Her hands went up, but what would they do? She didn’t claw at Dane for help, that I noticed. No, instead she let out a choked little sound, waving her hands around in a completely impotent manner before she croaked out the crucial words that saved her and the other women’s skins.

      “We didn’t do anything,” she said, croaking out the words. “They were either too drunk, or too befuddled by the potion the queen gave us.”

      “The queen.”

      My other arm moved without thought, my sword point pinning Leia when she went to get up, stopping her where she was.

      “You were supposed to discover us,” Malia said. “Think the worst had happened and swear yourself to the Maidens or, worse, take Gael as your mate in vengeance.”

      I could’ve killed her right then. Just a little twist of my wrist and she’d be choking on her own blood, her fingers desperately trying to keep it all in as it fountained all over the bed. I could’ve killed the twitchy Leia, who kept trying to edge away until I fixed her with a steely glare. I could’ve even killed whoever the other bitch was that slumbered on. But the two of them nearly fainted fair away when I lowered my swords.

      “Get out,” I said, pitching my voice at a low register, but it was no less definite in tone. “Don’t come back. If I see any of you even look at my mates, I will kill you in a challenge, on the training ground, by sneaking into your rooms and cutting your throats with a garrotte before you can even call for help. Whichever way you slice it, you’ll be dead. No, don’t bother reaching for your clothes. You can walk out of here as you are and take whoever she is with you.”

      Leia shook the dark-haired girl on the shoulder until she snorted awake, her eyes widening comically when she saw me and my swords. When she tried to speak, Leia clapped her hand over the girl’s mouth and the three of them hurried out.

      I stared at the three men left behind. On the one hand, nothing had changed about the way I felt about them, but on the other? Something had been sullied here, not by any fault of our own, and yet it was so. I mourned that, even as I stored every detail of their naked forms away in my head. But whatever sense of purpose burned inside me, it didn’t let me tarry for long.

      Just as I had been that morning in Grania, I was on a hunt, but I would shed no tears when this deer was brought to ground. 

      I left the suite, let the door click quietly behind me and then raced up the stairs, further and further into the castle’s depths, into a room that made clear who its occupants were by the grand gilt and purple door. One for the queen and one for the king, I noted, because while each door had a crown embossed on it, hers was the smaller one. I slipped inside, marvelling again at the lack of security.

      The stench of her was strong here, something my wolf soul seemed all too sensitive to, now. Like mouldering flowers, gone slightly mildewy, or just beginning to rot, the floral scent sickly sweet with decay. I walked through rooms, so many rooms, filled to the gills with frippery that would’ve fed a family in the city for years, as though she was some kind of blue-eyed packrat or something. And then I came to the bedroom.

      I didn’t bother to try and stalk her downwind, to hide my exhalations, because, unlike when hunting the deer on the moors, I wanted the queen to know I was coming. I wanted to see her scrabble back on the silken sheets, to smell the acrid scent of her piss when she worked out who and what was coming for her. She’d engaged me in a challenge I hadn’t realised I was fighting, but now it was clear to me. I looked past the two very young, very comely men in her bed, listened to her nasal snores as I approached her bed. Her eyes jerked open as I laid the blade on her neck, that amazing sense of self-preservation able to kick in even now.

      “I challenge you, Queen Aurora,” I said, biting off each word because they tasted so bitter in my mouth, “to a fight to the death.”
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        Books like this are ‘big’ in more than just length. This was 140k words, which as some romances come in at 45-50k, could be seen as three books in one almost. They are also really draining to write due to the big feels and big themes. I am hoping to get book 2 out to you in a month or two, maybe slightly longer. If you look at my publishing schedule, I’m pretty good at getting books out to people promptly. I’ll probably need to do a ‘palate cleanser’ first to get my head out of Darcy’s for a bit, then jump back into book 2 which is already planned out. So the due date on the listing is not accurate and will likely be brought forward.
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