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      Welcome, readers!

      This is a box set collection of seven full-length fantasy novels written by author Megan Linski that are completely free for you. This collection is meant to be an introduction for readers into the magical worlds Megan Linski has created. Contained within this collection are the following stories. Each book can be read in any order, and every novel is the first in their own series. Please start with whichever novel you find the most interesting.

      
        
        The Wolven Mark (University of Sorcery, Book One): When Emma discovers she's a sorceress, she's stolen away to a magical fae kingdom of shifters, swordplay, and deception, where a disgraced wolf prince seeks to claim her as his mate.

      

        

      
        Kingdom From Ashes (The Kingdom Saga, Book One): Princess Bennua is promised to a cruel warlord, before a prince of thieves steals her away to a desert of mystery, magic, and enchantment. In this Aladdin retelling, a princess must become a warrior in order to save her people… and ends up falling for the dark prince of thieves himself.

      

        

      
        Rhodi’s Light (The Rhodi Saga, Book One): Fifteen-year-old Dylan and her twin brother Devin find themselves joining the ranks of the Rhodi, an elite group of supernatural warriors who wage war against darkness. But Dylan’s depression and grief are marked by a new scar on her wrist each time she fails— and to become the warrior she’s meant to be, she’ll have to bring undiscovered power within her to the light.

      

        

      
        Court of Vampires (The Shifter Prophecy, Book One): Lysandra, princess of vampires, is prophesied to bring an end to all werewolves. Despite this foretelling, she finds herself wrapped within a forbidden romance as she falls for the prince of the wolf pack— the greatest enemy of her people.

      

        

      
        Torrent (Angels & Demons, Book One): After she moves to a mysterious small town, Cassia is caught inside a holy war of supernatural forces— and trapped within a love triangle between a powerful angel, and his fiery demon-blood brother.

      

        

      
        Song of Smoke and Fire (Song of Dragonfire, Book One): Given as an offering by the king to a dark dragon shifter, Fliss makes her captor a promise— if she accompanies him on a perilous journey, he will set her free. But love is blooming between Fliss and the dragon, and as danger approaches, the shifter’s secret past will soon be brought to light.

      

        

      
        Kiatana’s Journey (Creatures of the Lands, Book One): The moment a dragon and his rider crash land into Princess Kiatana’s territory, it sets off a chain of events that changes her world. As Kiatana embarks on a journey to save her realm, she falls for the person she least expected, unaware that a traitor hides in her midst.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            The Wolven Mark

          

          HIDDEN LEGENDS: UNIVERSITY OF SORCERY, BOOK ONE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
        This book contains characters with the following medical conditions.

      

        

      
        COMMON VARIABLE IMMUNE DEFICIENCY DISORDER (CVID)

      

        

      
        CVID is a rare and complex primary immune disorder that is estimated to affect 1 in 25,000 to 1 in 75,000 people worldwide, including the author of this work. It is categorized by low levels of immunoglobulins and antibodies, which makes the body prone to infection and other diseases. Patients are often treated with human plasma, which replaces the missing immunoglobulins people with CVID need to survive.

      

        

      
        AMPUTATION

      

        

      
        Amputation is the removal of a limb by trauma, medical illness, or surgery. Some 1.8 million Americans are living with amputations. Many amputees use prosthetics as a way of increasing quality of life after losing a limb.

      

        

      
        AUTISM

      

        

      
        Autism is a developmental disorder that impacts the nervous system and affects each individual differently, with a wide variety of symptoms. Challenges with social skills, repetitive behaviors, and speech are common. Autism can affect as many as 1 in 59 children.
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      “But, soft! What light through yonder window breaks?

      

      It is the east, and Juliet is the sun.”

      

      - William Shakespeare, Romeo and Juliet

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          ETHAN

        

      

    

    
      The world was wide and open, and I couldn’t wait to spend the rest of my life exploring every inch of it… savoring every slip through reality. 

      My powerful legs propelled me forward, though the tall pine trees that towered hundreds of feet above me. My paws landed on the lush, rich ground, thudding a pagan war sound that signaled to the world we were hunting. My tail flew out from behind me as my white fur blended into the thick ferns that coated the area. My sharp ears could pick out the sound of waterfalls in the distance, birds chirping, lake churning with fish. My nose caught onto the scent of the mountains… fresh rain… and I enjoyed the blissful sun rays as they beamed onto my back. 

      This forest was old… very old. Probably as ancient as the world itself. The original founders had come here millennia ago to form the country of Malovia in Eastern Europe, and had left the wilderness mostly untouched. They took only what they needed to survive and build the community. That was the way of the Arcanea. Our world was one from medieval times, a living, breathing monument in the modern, digital age, passed down from our fae ancestors. We stuck to the old ways, as was our tradition.

      My name was Prince Ethan, and one day, I would be King of the Arcanea. I wanted to follow in the footsteps of my fore rulers. I wished to protect nature and my people equally. Arcanea, magic, and the land, living together in perfect harmony. It was my dream.

      I ran for a mile more before I came to an open clearing. I paused to catch my breath. I wanted to give an experimental howl, to see if any other wolvens were nearby, but that might scare the monster off. I stayed put, trying to figure out where to go next. I’d run all around the nature preserve, but it went on for hundreds of miles. Even working together, my father’s entire hunting brigade probably hadn’t covered a tenth of what was out here. 

      I heard the roar of a dragon above, along with a long shadow. I searched the skies, and changed into my human form. Fur became clothes, and I went from standing on four legs to two. I sat on a nearby boulder to wait. 

      There was a loud sound nearby like a creature was landing, and the ground shook. I heard a rustle in the trees, and the scent of scales and smoke. A few moments later, a man stepped out of the trees and stood beside me, smirking.

      “Miss me, white wolf?”

      I tossed a rock at the dragon shifter. “I just saw you this morning. Far too soon, in my opinion.”

      Stefan dodged the rock, and it hit a nearby tree. It made a blasting sound and shattered off a chunk of the trunk, sending bark and splinters everywhere. I suppose I must’ve thrown it too hard.

      Stefan gave a sarcastic noise. “Your temper’s getting worse than mine. You could’ve killed me.” 

      “It would’ve bounced off your thick skull. Nothing can penetrate that boulder you call a head.”

      “That’s not the only part of me rumored to be harder than stone,” Stefan boasted. 

      I would’ve laughed if I knew that wouldn’t encourage him, so I forced the grin off my face. I didn’t want to spend the rest of my time out here listening to crude jokes from my buddy. We had a job to do. 

      Stefan was the same age as I was, twenty now, and was taller and broader than me. He had black hair, black eyes, and a look that dared someone to try and piss him off. And oh, how he enjoyed himself when they did. He liked toying with his prey, human or animal. We were in the same grade at Arcanea University, both about to head into our Third Year.  

      “Did you see any trace of it?” I asked him, specifically referencing the monster in question. 

      Stefan shook his head before he drew out his cell phone. He sent a quick text, probably to his commander, before shoving it back in his pocket. 

      Although our race made use of modern technology alongside our ancient customs, we kept our society hidden from humans to ensure our survival. After all, if the human world found out there were sorceresses mated to men who could change into dragons, wolves, alicorns and griffins, they’d surely kill us all. There were a lot more of them than there were of us. Our sorceresses kept our city hidden from humans with their magical illusions and wards, to prevent such a chaotic event. 

      But sometimes, there were mistakes. And if whatever we were hunting got out into the human world, it could expose us. Which meant we needed to kill it. Fast. 

      “I lost whatever we’re trailing somewhere over the falls,” Stefan said. “It just up and vanished.”

      “Dammit.” This was concerning. The monster had already slain three people, and we had yet to discover what it was. This forest was huge— one of the largest in modern Europe. It could be anywhere. 

      “Sure you’re not losing your touch, High Prince of the Arcanea?” Stefan asked in a scathing tease.

      I smiled. Stefan was a prick. But it was always good to have a dragon as a best friend, so I kept him around. No one liked to argue when you had muscle to back you up, and in the land of the Arcanea, violence was the only language people knew. 

      “I’m quite bored. Want to race?” Stefan asked.

      I laughed. “Not much of a contest, with me stuck on the ground and you using your wings.” 

      “Better run fast, then.” Stefan pounced, and rose into the air. His body shifted mid-jump to become a large black dragon, nearly twenty-five feet in length. He tore down trees as he ascended, spreading his leathery and spiny wings to their full span. His scales were the color of obsidian rock, and sunlight bounced off his scales, as if light couldn’t bear to touch the inky-blackness. Long, curved horns grew out of his head, and white, sharp fangs hung over the lips of his mouth. Spines grew along his back, ending in a sharp barb at the end of his tail that he’d threatened to stick me with one too many times. He gave a roar that sounded like an insult. I gave him a rude gesture in response. He was already several lengths ahead of me. 

      We were supposed to be working, but we’d been trailing the mysterious monster for three days now, and we were exhausted. So what was the harm in having a little fun? 

      I bounded back into my shifter-skin and chased after him. I increased my strides in order to catch up, and found that I had to push myself to retain speed. Stefan was more or less gliding effortlessly over the trees. I was no small wolf by any means— nearly twelve feet in length myself and half that in height— but I had yet to gain my wings as an Arcanea, and therefore had to run everywhere I went. Asshole. 

      Stefan was having a delightful time up there. I could hear his barrel-laughs as I struggled to catch up. He lit the trees on fire up ahead, and I had to dodge around flames as the forest ignited around me. I nearly burned my paw on a falling branch, and I could smell the fur on my tail singeing. 

      “You dick!” I shouted.  Stefan only laughed harder. In our shifted forms, we could still speak using telepathy, and I wanted Stefan to know just how much of a jerk he was. 

      Time to show him who was boss. I bounded off my back legs until they were burning, trying to catch up, and victoriously felt the shadow of Stefan pass me as I came out ahead. Stefan noticed that I was getting the upper hand and increased the beat of his wings to match my pace. We were neck and neck now. 

      The trees were getting thicker here. We had to slow down. I attempted to use my magic to call out to him. “Stefan, watch out for that⁠—”

      Too late. Stefan ended up losing control and careened into a section of trees. They uprooted, and the sound of wood cracking rang out through the forest. I moved like hell to get out of the way as Stefan went barreling through the trees at high-speed, wrecking everything his body came in contact with. Finally, his mass reached a structure that would not be moved, a large stone wall that had worn away from part of the mountain. He slammed into it, and debris from the stone wall went crumbling as the dragon came to a complete stop. 

      “... Tree.” I watched as the dragon went slinking down to the ground. I nearly died laughing as the dragon shook his head, dazed. He changed back into Stefan, sitting on the ground and holding his head. A huge chunk of forest had been torn down by his crash-landing. 

      “Oy.” Stefan shook his head again. “You win this round, mate. Must’ve been weighed down by my big⁠—”

      “What are you two boys doing?”

      A pleasant voice broke our banter. The King of the Arcanea broke through the trees to join us. He wore a wide smile, and paid no attention to the destruction that Stefan had caused on his way down. 

      Father’s stance was wide and commanding. His long hair was gray, broad shoulders covered by a long cape of bear’s fur. People said he was a mountain of a man, though I was nearly as tall as he was. His large hands were covered by rabbit skin gloves, one of which grasped a tight dagger in his belt, set with ruby gemstones.

      “Aw, Da, just goofing off,” I said. The royal guard wasn’t with him, which I was thankful for. Dad had a tendency to be less of himself and more of a king when people were watching him. 

      Father’s eyes slightly narrowed. “This isn’t a game, boys. There’s a monster on the loose.” 

      I knew he wasn’t mad. A chuckle was playing at the corners of his mouth. 

      “I’m convinced it flew off. It shouldn’t be taking this long to locate a wild beast,” Stefan said. He sneezed, and a bit of smoke came out of his nostrils. 

      “You have a right to be concerned. Something’s… different about this one.” Father rubbed his beard. “I can’t quite put my finger on what it is.”

      I slung my arm around his shoulder. “What do we have to worry about? After all, we’ve got the best monster slayer this side of the country on our side.” 

      Like the rest of my kind, I was attending Arcanea University to become a monster hunter. I’d had no better teacher growing up than my dear old dad. He could behead a monster in less time than it took most Arcanea to assess the situation.

      Father shook his head. “Experience is no substitute for information. I don’t believe I’ve ever hunted a creature this elusive.” 

      He made a face. “Perhaps I should send you boys back to town. This monster could be out of your skill level.”

      Stefan made an obnoxious noise. “Unkillable by us? I don’t think such a monster exists.”

      I scoffed and rolled my eyes. Stefan had the mind that he could destroy anything. If the Seven Gods themselves challenged him to a duel, he’d accept. 

      Father still seemed troubled. I spoke up. “I’ve killed my share of monsters. Why would this one be any different?” 

      Father frowned. “I’m not sure, son. Monsters usually leave clues behind. This one… it’s too clean. There’s no scent, no tracks, no indication that it’s been in the area at all, although it must’ve been to kill those people. Something’s not right.”

      I didn’t like how he spoke. When we’d found the bodies of the slain Arcanea, they’d been just outside of town, bodies ran through with twisting roots that rose up from the earth. Blood and entrails everywhere, though there was no indication the monster that had killed them desired to feed. The bodies hadn’t been touched after they were killed. This creature seemed to murder for sport.

      Father waved his hand, as an indication for us to follow. He pointed upward. “Search the skies, Stefan. Perhaps there’s something we’re missing. Maybe the creature can fly.”

      Stefan became his dragon form, and took off. The black dragon quickly became a spot in the sky as he soared through the clouds, on a hunt for something none of us were even sure existed.

      My father transformed, from his brusque human body to his wolven form. The old wolf’s gray fur seemed to be getting whiter and whiter by the day. On his back two large, feathery wings rested. He kept them tucked in close to his side as he prowled through the brush. 

      I followed his lead, and changed myself. Father towered beside me as we stalked the woods, keeping close to the ground.

      Father’s feathers brushed me as we walked, and I had to suppress a sharp feeling of jealousy. Within the four Factions, dragons, griffins, and alicorns were the only Arcanea born with wings. Wolvens like myself and sorceresses had to earn them. I had yet to prove to the Seven Gods my worthiness, and therefore, remained wingless. I wasn’t sure what I had to do in order to earn my wings— it was different for everyone. 

      For some Arcanea, their wings never came at all. It was a nightmare that haunted me daily as I continued to age. It wasn’t exactly expected for a wolven to have wings… a lot of my kind lived and died without them... but the Circle would never accept an ascender to the throne who couldn’t fly. 

      “Where’s the rest of the hunting party?” I asked Father, using my wolven magic to communicate telepathically with him.

      “Scattered throughout the area. They’re close-by.” Father’s amber eyes focused forward. “Have you given any thought to the King’s Contest?”

      The King’s Contest. It was due to be held this year. Father was aging, and soon, it would be expected for a newcomer to take his place. Twenty years had passed since he’d taken the throne, and now, the Seven Gods demanded that another be chosen. But the crown wouldn’t just be handed to me by birthright… I’d have to fight for it, against a handful of other greedy competitors who wanted the throne for themselves. It was the only way to prove I was strong enough to lead the Arcanea.

      “It’s all that’s been on my mind.” So much was true. I’d been practicing for the King’s Contest since I’d learned what it was, shortly after I could walk. 

      “I know you are ready with strength and skill. Your magic is strong, as are your chances of winning the Contest.” Father paused to look at me. “But you can’t do it alone.”

      I suppressed an inward groan. I already knew where this was going. 

      “Don’t give me that look. I won’t be around forever, Ethan. I need you to find a mate, so that you can carry on in my place and make sure Malovia is protected.”

      I wasn’t sure why having a Marked to stand by my side as queen was so damn important. And I’d told him so, many times. “Perhaps I’ll never find a mate. I haven’t yet. Maybe the time’s already passed,” I said. 

      “Don’t speak of such things.” Father’s tone was gruff. “Do you wish for the Seven Gods to curse you?” 

      “I am not cursed.” I spoke sharply. I knew others whispered such things about me, going unbonded for this long. Most people found their mates within their freshman year at Arcanea University. As much as I wanted to prove the rumors wrong… I didn’t feel ready yet to find a bride.

      “Your queen is your greatest ally. She is your fiercest warrior, your most loyal protector, and your most faithful friend. A king cannot run his kingdom properly unless he has a sorceress to stand by his side.” Father sighed. “And I am worried you may never find yours.”

      “I’ll find someone.” If I wanted to participate in the King’s Contest at the end of the year, I had to have a mate first. The rules said I needed to be engaged first in order to compete. Yuck.

      “I don’t want you to find just any girl. This is the most important decision of your life. Time is running short,” Father scolded. “You don’t want to end up like me.” 

      I made a non-committal sound. I knew my mother was not my father’s Marked. My father’s true mate had run off a long time ago, though he never said why. He always vowed he could’ve accomplished ten times more than what he already did if his real Marked had become his queen, although he never spoke this openly in the presence of my mother. He loved her, too, and Mother was an accomplished sorceress herself… but having a wife wasn’t the same as having a mate, something he’d drilled into my head from the moment I’d come out of the womb. There would always be a part of him that was missing, and he didn’t want the same to happen to me.

      Myself, I didn’t get it. I was never one for romance. Didn’t interest me. Girls were pretty, and they were nice, but I had bigger concerns on my mind than dating them. Mostly snowboarding and hockey, and learning as much as I could from my dad about ruling Malovia, so I could do the same one day. 

      Father seemed to notice I was getting melancholy, so he pressed his shoulder into mine. “I have faith that within the year, you will find your true mate. But whatever may come, know that I will always be proud of you. You will be a great king.”

      The statement humbled me. I’d spent most of my life fearing that I would screw up. That I’d fail to win the King’s Contest, or even worse, somehow ruin the kingdom.

      My Da had faith in me. And that meant everything.

      I went to say something back, but words failed me. As I finally came up with something, there was a cracking sound somewhere up ahead—- the sound of saplings breaking in half.

      “Shh. Something’s here.” Father paused. I kept my mouth shut and pricked my ears up, listening. 

      I heard something moving before us, tearing up roots. A strange scent filled my nose. It wasn’t like anything I’d ever smelled before. It was equal parts sweet and woodsy, as well as slightly rotten. It screamed at me to keep away.

      “It’s there. In the glen,” I whispered. There was a part up ahead where the trees broke and the wilderness became a long, sloping valley. That’s where our monster was. 

      Father crouched. “Perhaps we can sneak up on it, before it determines we are here.” 

      This would be an easy kill. Sneak up, jump, and give a fatal bite to the monster’s neck before it even saw us coming. We’d barely see any action. 

      I followed his lead. “I’m right behind you.”

      “Stay low.” Father advanced. I remained behind him, though it was hard to see where I was going with his big wings in the way, blocking my view. 

      The trees ended. Father crouched, then sprung, spreading his wings wide. I copied him, raising my lips in a snarl as I leapt into the air, planning to tackle whatever he had spotted into the ground.

      But then Father faltered, and his wings drew back. He weaved in the air and hovered over the ground, avoiding whatever he’d initially tried to attack. I had no such way to prevent myself from halting my charge, so instead, I shifted my weight in mid-air to turn away. I hit the ground and rolled, wondering why the hell my father had drawn back. 

      When I lifted my eyes to witness the creature, I understood why. We had made a critical mistake.

      The creature was like something out of a storybook. It was twelve feet tall, with tree roots for feet and long, dangling arms that dragged along the ground and ended in black claws, connected to a masculine form. Its head was that of a deer’s, with large antlers growing out of either side of its head. The deer’s head had sharp, ravenous teeth, and a skeletal body that had grey skin dangling loosely off bone. Plants grew out of every orifice. It was hard to tell what was bone and what was branch.  

      It was much worse than we feared. A leszy… a leshane. A demonic deer spirit of the forest, rumored to be given black powers by the Seven Gods themselves. We couldn’t fight this.

      Father knew it. “Ethan, run!” he shouted. I didn’t need to be told twice. I tried heading to the safety of the trees, but the leshane raised his clawed hand, and roots sprung up along the edge of the forest, preventing my escape. I had to dodge as roots sprung up from the ground in a brutal attack. They barely missed my torso as they stabbed upward through the dirt. 

      Father had changed back into his human form. He was blowing on a twisted ram’s horn, signaling to the other hunters that we needed help. As he continued calling the others, I did my best to outrun the leshane as its magic followed me through the valley. The ground shook underneath my feet like an earthquake as roots went shooting up from the ground moments where I’d been before. One false step, and I’d be impaled.

      Father snarled, and he erupted into his wolven form. He took to the skies and charged at the leshane, trying to distract it. He attempted to get close, but every time he tried the monster swung his large claws, preventing him from landing a secure bite.

      Now that the leshane was distracted, I went to help. I ran forward and sank my teeth into its leg. It was like biting through a tree. The leshane gave no indication that it hurt, merely kicked me off. The blow sent me sailing into the root wall. I heard something crack, most likely my ribs. I moaned in pain, struggling to get up as I watched my father war with the leshane. 

      The leshane’s claws came too close, and they cut across my father’s chest. He snarled, and blood went everywhere. The cut was deep. I gasped. Despite the agonizing pain in my ribs, I forced myself to stand and return to the fight. My father needed me. 

      I pleaded with the Seven Gods to send help as I launched myself onto the leshane’s back. I dug my claws in and refused to let go, pinpointing where was best to sink my fangs in. But I wasn’t sure where to bite. We’d never studied leshanes in class, as it was assumed anyone who was unlucky enough to find one in the woods would be dead within minutes anyway. There was nowhere to rip out a jugular or pierce a vein. Every part of the leshane was wooden and bone. I didn’t think I could break its neck. This truly was a creature sent by evil. 

      In response to me clinging on, the leshane grew wooden spines out of its back, sharp and dangerous. One of them went through my paw. I howled in pain and let go, dropping to the ground and rolling away. My father remained in the air, blood pouring from his wounds as the leshane continued to advance. 

      The leshane threw back its head and let out a wicked cry. There was thundering in the trees, and a sleuth of bears stampeded through the root wall and into the valley. There were dozens of them— the leshane had used dark magic to call them to his aid.

      This was bad. This was really, really bad.

      Father paid no attention to the bears, just kept focusing on the leshane. One bear tried to whip him out of the air, until Father turned on him and pinned him to the ground, tearing out his throat before returning to his original task. The leshane battled cooly, as if certain that this was a battle it would win. 

      Finally, I heard the sound of help coming. Griffins and alicorns came flooding out of the trees to defend the king. They leapt over the root wall that the leshane had caged us in and charged forward. Eagle-lion hybrids battled alongside unicorns with massive wings, struggling against the bears that the leshane commanded.

      I searched the skies for dragons, but they’d been sent farther away than the other groups, and it would take them longer to arrive. Where was Stefan? We needed him! 

      With the arrival of the griffins and the alicorns, the leshane changed. It mutated from his horrifying form to become a monster that ran on four legs, a skeleton poking through skin, dripping thick blood. It looked more animal than human now. The leshane moved with incredible speed, appearing a blur as it ran through the valley. He passed griffins and alicorns alike, slaying them both. Roots came up to suffocate or spear through the Arcanea gathered all around the woods. I watched the scene in horror, paralyzed. I wasn’t sure what to do. People were dying. Our warriors were falling to the leshane. We were all going to die. 

      Father hadn’t given up. His grey pelt was soaked with blood, but he was determined to bring down the leshane at whatever cost. He ran at the creature with teeth bared. My father and the leshane met, rearing up on their hind legs to strike out at each other with antler and fang. 

      I was limping now, and could only move but stiffly for the pain in my ribs, but I wasn’t content to die unless it was on my feet and defending my country. I charged forward, and took my father’s side as the two of us tag-teamed taking the leshane down. I got a mouth full of splinters each time a bite managed to hit its target, but I didn’t care. This was life or death. 

      There was a roar from above, and a black shape blocked out the sun. My heart lifted. 

      Stefan had finally arrived! He hovered above the scene, pumping his massive black wings, and let out a stream of fire that billowed around the leshane and set it aflame.

      The leshane made a high-pitched, screaming sound and went for the closest thing it could take its anger out on— me. 

      Things happened so slowly that I felt the moment would replay for the rest of my life. The leshane, still on fire, lunged forward with its jagged mouth wide open— my father went to push me out of the way. The leshane got its sharp fangs around my leg, slightly above the knee. There was a tearing sound below, like bone and flesh breaking.

      The pain was incredible, white-hot and blinding. But I couldn’t focus on it with the sight of my father’s body limply dangling from the root that had sprung up out of the ground, a thick knot of wood speared clean through his chest.

      I was briefly aware of the feeling of the monster biting clean through, and my father’s dying screams, before the world went dark.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          EMMA

        

      

    

    
      “Your immune levels didn’t change during testing. The diagnosis is positive, Emma.”

      It felt like all the breath had been beaten out of my lungs. I nearly had to gasp my next word. “What?” 

      “You have it,” Dr. Luticifo repeated. His words had a bit of sadness, but there was more of a formality there— like I was just another number in a sad statistic... not a human being. 

      A hollow feeling grew inside me and settled there. I was certain I’d carry around that emptiness for the rest of my life. I was different now. 

      Then a bit of denial surged through me. This wasn’t real. I couldn’t be sick. No way. 

      But I was. Now I knew. I had a disease that no one knew of and that I could hardly pronounce. I hardly knew what any of this meant. 

      Common Variable Immune Deficiency disorder. It was a rare disease that hardly anyone knew about. It basically meant that my immune system didn’t create enough antibodies for me to fight infections. I was one out of sixty-thousand— or more. 

      I could die. A bacteria or virus could come along, I could catch it, and that would be my end.

      It was a terrifying reality that I didn’t want to deal with. Because I couldn’t handle it. 

      I swallowed the lump in my throat. “So what do we do now?”

      “We start treatment,” the doctor said. “You’ll need to take infusions of human plasma to replace the missing antibodies, monthly or weekly, your choice. You have the option of intravenous or subcutaneous.” 

      Sub-what? “I don’t need infusions,” I argued. “I’m fine.” 

      Dr. Luticifo gave me a disapproving look. “I know you believe you can keep yourself healthy just by being stubborn, but that’s not the case. You’ll need these infusions to survive, for the rest of your life.”

      It seemed so dire. Dr. Luticifo rattled on and on about all the different options I had. His voice sounded like it was muddled and full of static. I was too trapped inside my own head to listen. 

      “That sounds good,” I said in a far-off tone. I wasn’t even sure of what I was agreeing to. All I could think of was that I had known all along I was sick. I’d felt it in my bones the first time Dr. Luticifo had suggested we do testing. I’d just been waiting to hear the confirmation.

      Dr. Luticifo again repeated subcutaneous or intravenous. I chose subcutaneous… sub-q, I called it, because I hated long fucking words… because he said I could do it myself and didn’t have to bother with going to a stupid hospital. He set things up as I checked out at the front desk. I proceeded out into the parking lot of the hospital, feeling like a zombie and probably moving like one, too.

      I got into my beater of a car and slammed the door shut. I looked at the papers they’d given me at the front desk before I angrily threw them to the floor. I slammed my hand against the steering wheel and got a headache for my trouble.

      “This is bullshit,” I said. I was eighteen fucking years old. I was too young to have a chronic illness. It’d get in the way of my skating. It’d get in the way of everything. 

      But that was my life. Mom always said she had bad luck. I had the worst. 

      I started up my engine. Tears beaded at the corners of my eyes, but I wiped them away and told them to fuck off. I didn’t cry. I was tough. 

      I knew where I had to go. I left the hospital and floored my car in the direction of the ice rink. I ended up cutting someone off and they beeped their horn at me, but I flipped them off. Screw them. I was definitely having a worse day than they were. 

      I didn’t feel relief until I pulled into the parking lot of the ice arena. I grabbed my bag and headed into the rink, hoping I wouldn’t run into anyone I knew. I didn’t like people in general, and I liked talking less. I didn’t think I could handle making small talk after the news I got. 

      The ice was empty today. Thank God. No one was hanging around the rink in the middle of a weekday. I avoided making my way to the front desk, as I didn’t need to pay. I worked part-time at the rink in order to get ice time for free, whenever I wasn’t pulling long hours at my mom’s diner as a waitress. 

      Dr. Luticifo had told me that I’d have to quit working eventually. That I’d be too weak to hold down a job as time went on. I was better off on welfare— you know, for my health. 

      This thing was sounding more and more like a death sentence and less like a diagnosis. 

      If I couldn’t hold down a job, my hope of being a pro athlete was long gone, too. Not that it had been much of a possibility in the first place. But thinking about that only made me more depressed. 

      At least I hadn’t gone to college. That would’ve been a waste of money. 

      I pulled on my tights, a black practice skirt, and slipped on a fleece practice jacket before throwing my red hair up into a bun. I went onto the ice and a gust of cold wind hit my face. Freedom. No matter what happened, nothing could touch me here. 

      I warmed up by practicing all my spins before I moved onto jumps. I did all my doubles with ease, then practiced my triples. The triple toe loop, triple loop, and triple flip was easy. I messed up my triple-triple combination a few times and stepped out of my triple lutz before trying it again and landing it perfectly.

      This was it. The big moment. I focused all my intention on my goal. I built up speed, then took a flying leap forward. 

      It was wild and undisciplined. I corrected myself and was able to get myself into the correct jumping position. I felt myself going around once, two times. I felt excited. I was going to do it this time!

      Then the bad news from earlier broke into my head, and I faltered. I ended up landing on my ass in a very painful way as I lost control of the jump and went crashing back down to the ice. 

      Dammit. No matter how hard I’d practiced over the past few months, I still couldn’t land a triple axel. It was really frustrating. I tried again and again, but the result was always the same. I either popped it or fell. 

      This wasn’t getting me anywhere. I was here to try and feel better, not beat myself up over what I couldn’t do. I skated to the box, where a music player system was set up. It connected to the speakers that were over the ice. I put in a CD, pressed play, and skated out to my starting position on the ice.

      My long program was set to the music of Swan Lake. I tried to put as much passion and emotion into my program as possible, though it felt like I was going through the motions. I did all my jumps and spins with ease, skipping over where the triple axel was supposed to be and doing a triple loop instead. As the program continued, I noticed my legs were shaking. 

      This is what I loved to do. I wasn’t going to let any shitty diagnosis take it from me. I slowed down and focused more on the choreography instead of the technical elements. I came to a halt at the end of my program, chest heaving. 

      I felt dizzy. The world blacked out for a moment as the ice spun around me. My lungs felt like they were on fire, or were being ripped in half— or both. 

      It had gotten harder and harder lately to perform that program like I’d used to. Now I knew why.

      I grabbed a bottle of water at the boards and chugged it, to recover my strength. As I drank, I noticed someone standing in the corner of the rink near the stands.

      He was around my age. He was pale and tall, with dark hair and dark eyes. He had a prominent nose and sharp facial features. Not to mention he was really fucking ugly. He wore a long black trench coat and was staring at me with a very intense look. His hooded eyelids didn’t give any perception of warmth. He reminded me of one of those predator dudes they tell you about on crime shows. 

      He’d been watching me perform my program. Weird. 

      Something in my gut told me this guy was no good. I was about to skate over there and confront him before he turned his back and vanished. He walked through the double doors that led to the rink and out of sight. 

      Remembering his gaze made shivers run down my spine. It had been creepy. No— worse than creepy. The guy had acted like he knew who I was. Like he had come here for a reason. Had a competitor sent her fugly-ass boyfriend here to spy on me?

      Whatever. He was gone, so I didn’t need to worry about it. I wrapped up my practice session before I went back to the locker room to take my skates off and change. Once I stepped off the ice, a dark cloud settled over me, and the hollowness settled in my gut again. 

      I really wanted to go to the gym and do some yoga, distract myself further, but my body felt sore and I didn’t want to push it. 

      I got a phone call in the locker room. I answered it, feeling like I was about to drop a bomb on the world.

      “Hey, Emmaline,” Mom said. “Are you out of the doctor’s yet?” Her voice was dripping with sweetness. She’d been nagging me to tell her the news the moment I heard. I didn’t call her right away, because I didn’t want to face the truth. 

      “I have it, Mom.” It hurt to say to her. More than it had hurt to hear the words myself.

      “Oh, honey. I’m so sorry.” Mom sounded genuinely upset. I hoped she didn’t cry about it. I hated when Mom cried. 

      “It’s okay. I’ll pull through it.” I didn’t want Mom to worry. This was just one more hurdle in my life I had to get over. No biggie. I could conquer this, too. I had everything else. 

      “Tell you what. How about we go to the Detroit Zoo tomorrow? Would that help?” Mom asked. 

      I loved the zoo. I’d wanted to study zoology before I’d lost my scholarship. I went there so often that I had a membership. “Sure,” I said. 

      “I have to get back to work. I just wanted to check up on you,” Mom said. I heard the busy clatter of the diner in the background. “How about I take you out to dinner after my shift? Antolli’s tonight?”

      Spaghetti was my favorite. “That sounds good, too. Thanks, Mom.”

      I hung up. My hands were shaking. At least it was over with, and she knew. There was no one else in my life to break the news to. I didn’t have a father. Mom had told me I was the result of a one-night stand a long time ago, and she didn’t even know the guy’s name. There were no other relatives or grandparents to tell. It was just me and her. 

      I didn’t have anywhere else to go, so I went home. I considered going to the bookstore and grabbing a book, but I didn’t have the extra money, and it was too hot out today to frequent the coffee shop I usually hung out at. I was quickly running out of distractions. It felt like the world was forcing me to confront my diagnosis, something I couldn’t handle. 

      I felt a sense of peace as I traveled up the gravel road. My house was pretty big, made of stone and set in the woods far back from the main road. My mom had money from running the diner, but despite putting her whole heart into the restaurant, the building she had bought was a money pit. She made enough to keep the doors open, pay the bills, and pay for ice skating and horse riding lessons for me growing up, but it certainly didn’t return enough income for a college fund. 

      I threw my bag on the couch and fell onto it. I channel-surfed for a minute, but nothing caught my attention.

      I looked out the big window in the living room, to the trees outside. I couldn’t sit still. It was like I needed to move my body, just for something to do. If I didn’t, I felt like I was going to go insane. I just had to get rid of all this nervous energy. I was tired from practice, but I needed to go for a walk in the woods. To clear my head. 

      The woods were the one place that would calm me down. Whenever I was angry or upset, I’d go for a walk out here, and it was like all the bad stuff just slipped away. I felt nature’s soothing effect as the smell of pine trees wafted through my nostrils. My feet crunched upon the thin dirt path. My anxiety slowly ebbed, and I began to think more clearly. As I wandered through the forest, I tried giving myself a pep talk. I needed to buck up. I wasn’t dying… not yet, anyway. I was just… dying faster than the normal population. 

      It might be a painful existence, but still one worth living. My ancestors had dealt with stuff like this for thousands of years. It wasn’t that long ago that most people died young. Modern medicine and technology had saved us. We had it good in the modern era. 

      If I just kept thinking positively, it wouldn’t be so devastating⁠—

      I heard a crack in the woods behind me. I thought it was a deer, and barely glanced over my shoulder. But my eye caught sight of something terrifying… black fur. 

      My heart started beating rapidly. Could it be coyotes? But coyotes didn’t come out in the daytime to hunt, and whatever I had glimpsed had been huge. Was it a bear? I really hoped not. The last thing I needed was to face off with a bear after an already terrible day. 

      I quickened my steps. As I walked down the forest path, I heard footsteps behind me. Okay, I was definitely being followed by something. Or hunted. 

      Then the most unbelievable thing happened. The air cooled, and the sunlight faded as clouds began gathering overhead. I saw small white snowflakes trail to the ground, dancing all around me in a precarious display. 

      It was the middle of the damn summer. No way would it snow, not even in Michigan. 

      This was just too freaky. I turned around and faced whatever the hell was following me, but the footsteps stopped. I wasn’t fooled. 

      “All right. I know you’re there. Come out and show yourself!” I shouted. 

      I knew my voice would scare off any animal that followed. But what emerged from the trees wasn’t an animal. It was a man… the same one from the ice rink earlier. 

      I was officially terrified. This dude was a stalker. He was going to kill me. But I knew I couldn’t show any fear… that would only increase my chances I’d end up dead from the situation. 

      “Get the hell away from me,” I said. I took a step backward, looking for something I could use to defend myself… but there wasn’t anything in sight, not even a branch. 

      The stranger didn’t obey my command. He took another step toward me, smiling. 

      “A woman shouldn’t be walking these woods alone. Where are your friends?” the stranger asked. He approached me in a twitching way— like a spider killing a dying insect caught in its web. 

      I let out a vacant laugh. He was a poor stalker. “You obviously don’t know me very well. I don’t have friends.” 

      “Oh, really?” his grin widened. “Well then, this will be far too easy. Why don’t you play with me?”

      “No thanks. I don’t play well with others,” I said. I went to turn away, but the stranger lunged in front of me.

      “Don’t try to run,” he said coolly. “You have something I want.”

      That was it. I punched him in the nose. Blood went squirting everywhere, and the stranger let out a strangled noise, clutching his face as he fell to the ground. I took off in a run, darting down the path the way I came. I had powerful leg muscles from skating. I could outrun him. 

      The stranger did something insane as he rose up to his full height. He growled. He honest-to-God growled. Just like a creature would. It sounded like something an animal would make.

      I dared to look behind me. Disbelief rippled through my core as I watched the stranger transform, erupting into a powerful black wolf. 

      My jaw dropped open. This was no average wolf. It was practically as big as a horse. It could fit half my body in its mouth, for crying out loud.

      But like hell if I’d stop running. There was no freaking way. I increased my strides and kicked it into high-gear. I heard the heavy footsteps of paws behind me as the creature caught up. I could practically feel his hot breath on my heels. I was going to be dinner.

      When the wolf’s teeth grazed my ankles, I knew I had to stop running and fight back. I spun around and ducked out of the way, off the path. The wolf went past me before it spun around on all fours, baring its fangs.

      The wolf pounced. Fear went spreading through my body at an alarming rate. It was paralyzing, gluing me to the spot as the wolf came closer and closer. It was only a few seconds, but it felt like hours. My life flashed before my eyes as the wolf aimed his mouth toward my neck, intending to rip out my throat.

      Aw, hell no. I ain’t dying today!

      That steely resolve of rebellion caused me to do something fucking crazy. I raised my right hand and closed my eyes shut.

      There was a warm sensation spreading throughout my hand, and it was as if a flood of power exploded from my fingers. I heard a loud yelp. I opened my eyes and my mouth dropped open as I saw a great blue light exploding from my fingertips. The light had smashed into the wolf like a laser beam and slammed him against a nearby tree. The beam went straight through the tree, leaving a gaping hole that smoked and left burning cinders.

      The tree wasn’t the only thing that looked like Swiss cheese. The wolf had a massive hole gutting its chest, leaving a cauterized, gaping wound where muscle and blood should’ve been. I could see clear through it to the other side— like a window in his torso.

      I would’ve thrown up if what I’d done hadn’t been so fucking cool. 

      “Oh my God.” I advanced on the wolf, though I kept my distance. Before my very eyes, I watched as the wolf changed back into a man. The hole remained in his chest, leaving the stranger vacant of a heart, his hooded gaze staring upward at the sky like he was still shocked.

      Oh shit. Oh shit. I killed him. Like D.E.A.D. dead. 

      I forced myself not to panic. I’d slain a freaking werewolf. I didn’t even know they existed until a few moments ago!

      The thought came to me that wolves ran in packs. He probably had friends running around, and I bet if they saw me standing here, they’d put two and two together and get pretty pissed I’d murdered their buddy. 

      I took off. My breaths were sharp and stabbing by the time I got back to my house. I went and locked all the doors, shut all the windows and drew the curtains. I kept the lights off and crawled onto the couch, wrapping my arms around my knees and shivering.

      I just killed somebody. Holy shit. But was that person really a person, or was it an animal? Was I hallucinating or something? None of this could be real. I remained on the couch and didn’t move, jumping at every sound the house made. 

      A few hours later, I got curious if the body was still there. Remus Lupin and the American Werewolf gang hadn’t come around to eat me yet, so I figured there had to be no more wolves left in the area. They would’ve been able to track my scent back to the house, right? If there were any nearby, I would’ve been found by now.

      I weighed the pros and cons of returning back to bury the body for hours. I worried someone would find it and somehow trace it back to me. It was a paranoid thought, and it wasn’t like I’d left a weapon behind— but still. I’d committed a murder. I needed to hide the evidence, before someone… either the police or the wolf’s friends… discovered the remains and came after me.

      Criminals always return to the scene of the crime, I guess. It was dark by this time, but that didn’t deter me. I headed into the woods with ovaries made of steel, along with a shovel, and decided that if there were any more wolves, hopefully my hand would do that freaky shit again and I’d be fine. 

      While I was walking, I got the notion that I couldn’t see. At the thought, my fingertips started glowing again... like they had when I’d killed the wolf. They served as a flashlight as I continued forward, lighting the path with a shining light. 

      I held my hand in front of my face with a pounding heartbeat. “Holy crap.”

      Was I an alien or something? None of this shit had ever happened to me in my life!

      I held my breath as I returned to the clearing where I’d been attacked. I knew this was the one, because the tree I’d hit with my blast still had a hole in it.

      But there was no body, only traces of blood left behind— like someone had been dragging a body along in the dirt.

      The man had disappeared. Okay, maybe I hadn’t killed him. Which was even worse, because that meant he was out there looking for me.

      If the body was gone, either he was still walking around with a hole in his chest, or somebody had moved it. I didn’t care which. Either meant that I was still in trouble. I needed to get the heck out of here.

      I headed back to my house. As I did, I felt a strange sensation spread over my palm. It was an uncomfortable itching, like I’d had an allergic reaction or something.

      I raised my palm in front of my face to observe it. I watched, transfixed, as a black mark in the resemblance of a paw print took shape on my right hand— the same hand I’d used to kill the wolf.
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      That cursed day in the forest changed my life forever. The leshane was killed, but his slaying came at a terrible price. I lost my right leg in the process of killing him.

      Even worse, I lost my father. 

      I couldn’t bear that the King of the Arcanea was dead. My dad was gone. I wouldn’t see him again until the Father Stag of the Hunt came to take me onward to the Great Hunting Fields, where my dad and I would finally be reunited.

      I’d been lost in grief for weeks. Worse still, my mother was inconsolable. The Queen of the Arcanea had locked herself in her room and refused to come out since she’d been told the news. When they’d said the king had sacrificed himself for me, the wailing began. 

      She hadn’t been able to look me in the eye since. I knew I’d never be able to fix what I did. I’d put myself in a vulnerable position, and my father had paid the price. 

      Three months passed in a blur. I wasn’t ready to face what I knew had to be done. I wanted to curl up in a ball somewhere and hide. 

      But the throne was on the line. Now that my father was dead, my place in the King’s Contest was being questioned. People were wondering if they should deny me my right to compete for the monarchy. Since I was born, I’d always been expected to win the King’s Contest, and take over ruling Malovia in my father’s footsteps. 

      Now I was a cripple who wasn’t considered worthy. A boy who’d caused the death of one of the greatest kings in Malovia’s history. A son that had killed his own father due to a silly mistake. People were whispering that the kinghood belonged to someone else. 

      I refused to let my crown fall to anyone who wasn’t me. So I was attending the Gathering of the Arcanea tonight, to make my intent to compete in the King’s Contest, and make sure the royal court knew where I stood. 

      Around midnight, I started getting ready. It took me fifteen minutes to put on my prosthetic leg. I still wasn’t used to it. Lord Lucien wanted me to work on my timing, as there would probably come a day when I would need to get it on in an emergency, to be ready to fight. 

      The things regular people took for granted. 

      When my leg was taken from me, I’d been made a prosthetic from the best medical companies that money could buy. It was high-tech, and expensive. I had to learn to walk again. I had to learn to do everything again.

      The prosthetic didn’t transfer when I shifted into my wolven form. My back right leg was missing when I became the wolf— an empty gap showing where a limb once stood.

      I’d become known among the Arcanea as the three-legged White Wolf. It was humiliating. 

      I put on the black pants and black hussar’s jacket, fitted with gold trimmings, before I looped the black velvet cloak around my shoulders. I was still in the required mourning period, so I donned the black clothes without complaint, though I much preferred navy… the wolven Faction colors. I slipped on my boots and looked in the mirror. I very much looked like a prince.

      Good. Perhaps it would remind the Circle to know their place. 

      I left my room in the royal quarters and journeyed through the Palace of the Arcanea. The castle was forged out of white stone. Elaborate portraits of the former Kings of the Arcanea and their queens were placed all over the walls, next to statues of armor decorated with elaborate white wings— the traditional suits of the warring Arcanea. Monster pelts and mounted heads of evil creatures hung beside banners that displayed the golden Arcanea coat-of-arms on every wall— four sections each, showing a wolven, griffin, alicorn and draken in symbolic unity, displayed against a royal purple background. 

      Guards decked in silver armor saluted as I walked by, and I nodded to them, though secretly I tired of this special treatment. I couldn’t wait to get back to Arcanea University, where law dictated I be treated as a regular student. I would never be truly normal, obviously, but the setting would be far less formal than it was here. 

      The guards had to shout to open the gates as I wandered past the courtyard and into the dark forest beyond. From here, I could hear the beating of leather drums and pagan wails from afar, signifying the royal council meeting was about to begin.

      I shifted into wolven form and ran toward the sound, clothes becoming fur once more. My prosthetic leg vanished. Anything material that Companions wore or carried, like jewelry, wallets, or other things, was changed by their magic and became a part of their spirit, waiting to be used again once the shifter form was done with. My prosthetic would reappear when I became human again. My paws made heavy beats in the ground as they ran in time to the music that was growing closer and closer. 

      As I ran, I pondered what I was going to say to them. I needed to make my intent clear, but no explanation seemed good enough. I supposed I’d have to wing it.

      I smelled the burning of torches as I came close. The King’s Circle was the official royal court of the Arcanea. Every Faction— the wolvens, the griffins, the dragons, and the alicorns— elected two officials each to serve on the council, along with their mates. The males were given the title of Lord, and the females the title of Lady. I’d have to show all of them I still deserved a chance— but at least I had one ally.

      I came to a halt and shifted back into my human form when I saw a battalion of guards standing alert in a circle around a closed-off section of the woods. A man stood amongst the darkness, waiting for me.

      Lord Lucien’s brown hair was long and fell around his shoulders. He was in his fifties, and had a rugged and trim face that was slightly scarred, as he had seen a lot of battles with monsters. His form was lithe and muscular. 

      I knew many women were in love with him, and the men respected him. He was smart and clever in a way most people could only wish for. He was one of the best warriors the Arcanea had and the most popular teacher at Arcanea University. I felt honored he’d spent his time over the summer mentoring me when I certainly knew he had more important things to do. 

      He was a wolven, like me. For some reason, he still wanted me on the throne. And he’d committed himself to it. 

      Lord Lucien shook my hand as I came near. “Ethan. I’m glad you decided to come.”

      “There was no decision about it.” I kept my tone clear. “It’s the least I can do, to repay you for what you’ve done.” 

      Lord Lucien was the only one who’d made sure I still stood a fighting chance at winning the Contest. He’d re-taught me how to hunt and fight with a prosthetic as a man, and using only three legs as a wolven. We’d trained every day, from sun-up to sunset, until I was exhausted and could stand no more. 

      During those first few weeks, I wanted to give up. I was angry. I didn’t want to fight anymore. But Lucien wouldn’t let me. He forced me to keep going until I collapsed, allowing me to rest for a while before demanding I get back up again. As a result, I became better than I ever was before— stronger, even, than I had been with both of my legs.

      The relentless training kept my mind off of what had happened. I was too busy learning how to fight again to wallow in endless grief. I thought I’d lost everything, but Lucien gave me a purpose— to win the King’s Contest at all costs. 

      If it weren’t for him, I wouldn’t be here. Most likely would’ve taken my own life out of shame and guilt. That man made sure I retained a fighting chance.

      I was a more powerful warrior than I ever had been. Now all I needed to do was prove it to the Circle. 

      “Don’t thank me. I’ve done nothing worthy of repayment,” Lord Lucien said. “I merely did my duty to the crown.”

      Lord Lucien clapped a hand on my back and guided me toward the guards. “Now let’s hope you can pull this off.”

      The guards remained stiff as we came near, their hands on their axes. Their eyes were weary as we approached. 

      “The Prince of the Arcanea wishes to speak with the King’s Circle,” Lord Lucien announced to them. “He uses his birthright to demand you let him pass.”

      The guards glanced at each other, as if unsure what to do, before they meekly stepped aside. I wondered if someone in the Circle had told them not to let me in. I would remedy that. 

      As we entered, both Lucien and I changed. He became a large brown wolven with giant wings and yellow eyes as we moved forward. 

      The trees parted, creating a circular area that was surrounded by blazing torches. In the middle of the space was a large flat cauldron, hanging from three chains and suspended over a bonfire. In the cauldron burned a variety of herbs and incense, making the area smell sweet.

      The Sacred Gathering. It was named so because it was a place of power. Magical energy was drawn from there. Our ancestors had used it for thousands of years prior to perform spells and healings. Miracles and wonders had been performed at the Gathering, but it had been many years since the site had deemed anyone worthy enough to use it. The Gathering was a living, breathing soul, and it determined who its power went to depending on the plea of whoever came to use it.

      Not just anyone was allowed into the Sacred
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