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            HOME

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyra

      

      It’s hard to beat the view of the sunrise over the open ocean. A deep, nearly red mist covers the horizon, so thick it seems to obscure half the bright yellow sun. Above that layer, the color softens into a burnt orange, then it fades to light tangerine before bursting into a field of lemon, just under the blue sky.

      Waves crash against the Ironhawk with splashes of mist filtering up, some wetting my hands as I grip the railing.

      “I knew I’d find you here.”

      I turn away from the ocean view with a smile, admiring the strong arms and muscular physique of the Alpha King—my Alpha King—standing in front of me. “It’s too lovely out here to miss this,” I tell Cassian.

      He nods, handing me a stoneware mug steaming with my favorite, green tea and cinnamon. He wraps his now-free arm around me and turns us back around to the view. “I love being out to sea for that very reason,” he says.

      “Well, you are the Sea-King Alpha,” I remind him. “If you didn’t like the sea, that might be a problem.”

      “And I sure hope my Sea-Queen Luna loves it just as much.” He crinkles his forehead a little, turning to me. “Do you?”

      I let out a chuckle just as another wave splashes against the ship. “Of course I do.”

      He pulls me closer, enveloping me in a warm kiss. He tastes like black coffee, his favorite beverage that he holds in the other hand, but the bitter dark roast can’t hide the sweetness of his kisses, like wildflower honey.

      “I take it you’re on a study break.” He nods toward the deck behind us, where my lounge chair sits empty. On the table beside it is the book I’m reading, one that was given to me from the High Priestess Silanya back in Winter Realm, which I’ve closed using an embroidered handkerchief as a bookmark.

      “It’s not quite bright enough out to read yet,” I explain, though the sky is quickly warming, fading away the magic of the sunrise.

      “I’ve always liked the sunrises, too,” he admits.

      He kisses me again, nibbling lightly against my lip, which elicits a giggle from me. That just makes him growl lightly, awakening my wolf as he deepens the kiss. I do my best to keep my mug straight, but a bit of tea spills out and hits my thumb, ruining the moment.

      “I’m sorry,” he says, wiping it off with his shirt. He takes my mug away and sets it on a nearby deck table, grabbing my hand and bringing my thumb to his mouth.

      “No, I’m okay,” I assure him.

      But it’s soon clear he’s interested in a lot more than just healing. Done with my thumb, he plants kisses on all my knuckles, then moves up my arm with a trail of love bites that give me pleasant chills against the morning air.

      “I think I’m cured,” I say with a giggle.

      He chuckles lightly with his lips against my arm, sending another pleasant tingle through me. “You’re a goddess,” he moans, kissing my arm.

      Heat rises in my core, and filthy thoughts run through my mind, like what we might accomplish on that empty lounge chair behind us.

      “Oh, sorry, dear.”

      My mother’s voice extinguishes the heat in an instant. “No, it’s okay,” I assure her, trying to steady myself against the let-down. “Good morning, Mother.”

      Cassian stops all the kissing but keeps one arm around me, clearing his throat. “Good morning, Iridessa.”

      “Good morning, both of you.” She looks up at the sunrise. The colors have softened considerably, but it hasn’t lost all its charm. “What a lovely sunrise. No wonder you’re both up here so early.”

      “It’s beautiful,” I agree, turning to catch a last glimpse of it.

      “Well, I’ll leave you to it,” she says. “Your sister and I are having breakfast on the rear deck this morning. I wanted to invite you both to join us. The cook is a lovely man. He’s arranged to have the deckhands serve us.”

      This makes Cassian erupt into laughter. “Leave it to my mother-in-law to whip these men into shape.”

      She laughs, turns, and waves as she walks away without another word.

      “You look worried.”

      I look up at Cassian, having not even realized how long I’d stood there watching her go. I sigh, letting it out slowly. “She reminds me of all we have to lose,” I admit, turning back to the sunset. “Oceana isn’t far away now, and we don’t know what will be happening there when we arrive. We could have already lost so much.”

      He pulls me in tighter. “I can’t say what will happen, either, but I do know one thing.” He meets my eyes, his palm resting on my cheek. “We’ll get through it together, Lyra.”

      “Yes, we will.”

      “Now, we’d better get to breakfast,” he says, his tone lighter. “I’m not missing out on this.”

      I giggle as I let him lead me toward the ship’s stern, both of our mugs still warm in our hands.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      “One hundred thirty miles away now, Alpha King!” the captain reports.

      Cassian nods. “Thank you.” He turns to me. “It won’t be long now until we’re home.”

      Home—I want to be home again so much. I want to set foot on the Oceana coast, or at least to be able to see it on the horizon. I also want to see Cally, my best friend and lady’s maiden, and to introduce her to all the new people I’ve met along the way. I just hope she and everyone there in Oceana are safe and well.

      I didn’t have a chance to enjoy Oceana before I was kidnapped. And now, I’m the Luna Queen, and Alpha King Cassian is my husband.

      Things will be so different now.

      Until we’re closer, we can’t reach anyone in the mind-link, and we won’t know if the castle is even still intact. Nervous anxiety rushes over me.

      I’m new to the Moon Goddess religion. With my father—or rather King Chez, the man who posed as my father—running my old home, Maelie, religion had fallen to the wayside. He always called it foolish hope for foolish people.

      But all along, he was the fool... and the evil one. Well, he may not be as evil as Assanan, the man who assaulted my mother—my real father. But they’re both cut from the same stale loaf of bread.

      In any case, I decide to say a little silent prayer to the Moon Goddess. She blessed me with a wolf, after all. Maybe she can be sure that everyone back home is okay.

      “How do you stand it?” I ask Cassian.

      He turns away from the railing, where we’ve been watching the land approach, and crinkles his forehead. “Stand what?”

      “How long it’s still going to take to get there,” I explain.

      He nods, understanding. “I just try to keep myself busy for the few hours I’m waiting to get reports from my men and then to make landfall. There is a lot to do on the ship as we prepare to dock.”

      I nod, looking ahead. “I suppose this time it’s worse. We don’t know if everyone is okay, not until we get closer.”

      “True, but there’s not much we can do about it till we get there.” He nods toward the cabins. “Here. You can keep busy with me until we get close enough for the mind-link.”

      He leads me downstairs, where we move about the different staterooms reporting our position to everyone, then we go help with preparations. He gives every crew member he runs into some orders, and they all rush off to different parts of the ship.

      I have to admit, it does help kill time.

      But it doesn’t do much to calm my nerves.

      Much later, I hear the sound of two simultaneous mind-link connections targeted at me and Cassian.

      “You’d better come see this,” the captain says in one.

      In another, a voice I don’t recognize hollers out, “Don’t land, Cassian!”

      My blood runs cold as Cassian and I meet each other’s gaze. After a split second of being frozen in place, we drop what we’re doing and run up to the deck.

      Captain Kabir is there at the bow, looking through binoculars. Nearby crewmen hand a pair to me and another to Cassian.

      Looking through them, I follow Kabir’s gaze across the ocean. I can see land, lots of it.

      And black smoke billows across the horizon.
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            DEVASTATING LOSS

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassian

      

      “What the hell is going on?” I demand through the mind-link. It’s the first time I’ve been able to speak to my Beta in weeks.

      It’s been a long trip back from the Winter Realm. I was hoping our first sight of land would bring relief. Instead, a rage of panic is building in me. We’re not close enough to see whether the smoke is coming from the castle or somewhere in the city.

      Either way, that bastard Assanan is going to pay.

      “They barreled through our defenses like Titans,” Turgan replies.

      I don’t need any explanation to know who ‘they’ are.

      “The north end of the city is in flames,” he continues. “We evacuated all residents into the safe zone before the invasion began, so there are no civilian casualties.”

      Lyra hears all this as well, and she looks at me with relief in her eyes. But I’ve caught the one word he’d emphasized. “Civilian....”

      “Yes,” he tells me, pausing before continuing. “We lost three thousand warriors in the initial assault. Cassian, it’s like their warriors are made of steel or something.”

      Three thousand souls—the ache of guilt burns in me. We’ve never experienced such a loss in all our battles, either led by me or my father, back when he was alive. I should have gotten here sooner to help defend against Assanan’s warriors. Our people had no idea what they were dealing with.

      “It’s dark magic,” I tell him.

      “What?”

      “I can explain more once I’m there,” I add. “But in the meantime, take a defensive stance and do not engage unless you have no choice. The dark magic they’re using can only be countered by one thing.” I glance at Lyra again, and she presses her lips together. We both know what it will take to overcome Assanan’s evil magic.

      The Amulet of Light.

      And she alone must wield it, according to the High Priestess. I don’t know how I’m going to keep her safe.

      “Aye,” Turgan tells me. “Get here soon.”

      “Aye,” I say back solemnly. “Turgan....”

      “Yes?”

      “My mother…”

      “She’s well,” he says quickly. “I’m sorry. I should have led with that. She and the other ladies joined the villagers in the safe zone.”

      Lyra lets out a breath, and I feel the same measure of relief.

      “Anything else I should know?” I ask Turgan.

      “Nothing yet,” he says. “Except that they’ve withdrawn for some reason. I don’t trust it, though, so I’ve kept everyone in the safe zone.”

      “Excellent,” I tell him. “We’ll dock in a couple of hours.”

      “I’ll meet you there.”

      I close the mind-link, grateful that my mother has survived but devastated by the loss on the battlefield. Every one of our warriors is experienced in battle. They would not go down easily.

      “That’s a lot of warriors, isn’t it?” Lyra asks.

      I draw her in close to me. “Yes,” I admit. “We don’t normally take such heavy losses.”

      “Cassian, I’m so sorry.”

      “Assanan will pay greatly for this,” I assure her.

      “I wonder how the Amulet of Darkness works,” she says.

      “Was there nothing about it in the books you’ve read on our voyage?”

      She nods once. “Yes, but only about its existence. It seems like no one knows exactly how it works.”

      “I suppose Dark King Hadrian took his secrets with him to his grave,” I tell her.

      “Yes, and whoever used our amulet didn’t leave much instruction, either,” she adds. “Cassian, what if I don’t know what to do when the time comes?”

      “I have a lot of confidence that the amulet will somehow guide you,” I tell her. I truly believe that. Spending so much time with the High Priestess has reminded me that the Moon Goddess plays an important role in our lives. Her will is magic, all by itself. I’m convinced that there is enough good magic in the world to counteract the darkness.

      “I hope so,” she says, turning her gaze to Oceana in the distance.

      I find myself unable to go below deck for the entire rest of the journey, and Lyra seems to feel the same. Our giant white stone lighthouse grows larger with each hour. Even though it’s daylight, it makes me feel the same pull toward home that is always in me whenever I return from a voyage.

      This one, however, is tough to handle. Normally, the sight is warm and welcoming. But now, the weight of three thousand lost souls weighs heavily on me. Three thousand families lost a husband or wife, father or mother, sister or brother.

      I remember that pain, the day my father fell at Assanan’s hands. I felt too invincible out there in the field, too young and yet was allowed to fight, though my father placed me in the back of the line. His Beta, Phelan, approached me that day, pulling me far away from the battle, settling me in the shade of a giant oak tree.

      “I have bad news about your father,” he told me.

      He didn’t need to say more. I could see in his eyes that my father had been killed. That night, he led me into my mother’s quarters to deliver the same news. Mother dropped to the ground, her forehead pressed to the floor as she wept in pain. She has never been the same.

      Three thousand other families just received the same news.

      I curse the need to have lingered in Winter Realm so long, but seeing the grave damage done by Assanan’s army, I know well that we will never defeat them without the Amulet of Light.

      After hours of waiting, the port finally comes into view, the long pier for the Ironhawk’s dock jutting out in the crystal-clear waters.

      We are home.

      But home is half destroyed.

      I take Lyra’s hand and rush down the gangplank as soon as we dock, even before the crew has secured the ship.

      Turgan waits for me.

      “Show me,” is all I say.

      He nods once, his lips pulled tight in a grave expression, and he turns around to lead us down the boardwalk toward the walled city.

      The moment we step inside, my breath leaves my lungs. Charred piles of stone are all that remains of half the buildings on the north side. Many dozens of men and women push carts and pull wagons, all of them loaded with the blackened remains of foodstuffs and other goods that once lined the shelves of the northern district’s many markets.

      Lyra buries her face in my chest. “This is awful,” she whispers.

      I rub her back with my hand and stand tall. “These are just buildings, things. We will rebuild. We can easily replace all of it. What we cannot replace is the warriors we lost.” I turn to Turgan. “Are the council members still in the city?”

      He shakes his head. “No. I sent them away to the safe zone.”

      “Where are the remaining warriors?”

      “They’re all quartered in the castle,” he explains.

      “Then that’s where we’ll go first.”

      I pull Lyra away from the devastation, lacing my fingers around hers and heading to my castle walls.

      I’m home, and though we’ve had a devastating loss, I have brought back my Luna to bring hope to Oceana.

      Assanan’s power is as good as destroyed. He can go join the dark king in whatever hellscape the selfish bastard is drowning in.

      This ends now.
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            OLD FRIENDS AND NEW FACES

          

        

      

    

    
      Lyra

      

      The castle doesn’t have the same feel to it that it did when I was here last. Before, the hallways were full of servants, and the atmosphere was relaxed and luxurious.

      But now, there are warriors everywhere, all of them busy preparing for whatever might come next. I can feel the sting of their losses just by looking at them. Their eyes are sharp, determined, and numb.

      I can’t even imagine the feeling of losing so many friends as they have.

      I don’t know what they think of me. When I left here, I was just a human princess who was supposed to marry their Alpha King. But at the time, Cassian had no intention of doing that. He had just accepted my fake father’s offer so I wouldn’t be sold to anyone else. He’d kept me in the dungeon where he thought I’d be safe and under Assanan’s radar. He was wrong, but now I understand why he felt he had to do that.

      I don’t think most people here believed that Cassian would go through with the marriage, except for me, for a while anyway, and his mother. But I suppose there were a few others who were worried he might, and that I was a threat to Cassian’s power because I was only human.

      At least, I thought I was human.

      But now, I know I’m a shifter, not a human. My real father is the worst man imaginable, the evil Alpha King of the Forest who caused all this destruction—who killed three thousand of our warriors in battle.

      I should be relieved that people will accept me now that they know I’m a wolf. But how can they possibly be expected to respect a Luna Queen who is the daughter of such a monster?

      Will I still be a threat to them?

      I don’t think Cassian has thought about that. If he has, he hasn’t mentioned it to me.

      He explained the situation to his Beta the moment we were off the ship—how he recognized me as his mate and finally accepted it, how we were married aboard the Ironhawk, how we discovered my wolf and the secret of my paternity, and some of the things the High Priestess had told us about my role as Luna, especially how it relates to the Amulet of Light.

      It’s a lot to process, but Beta Turgan seems to have taken it all in stride. I hope the others are half as accepting.

      Until then, I feel like I’m surrounded by strangers.

      “Lyra?”

      A familiar voice rings out from the top of the stairs. I look up, and my whole world brightens at the sight of my lady’s maiden and best friend. “Cally!”

      She’s already running down the stairs, and I drop Cassian’s hand to meet her at the landing, where I wrap my arms around her and pull her tightly against me. After a moment, I pull back and look her over.

      “Why aren’t you in the safe zone?” I ask her.

      She shrugs, her cheeks erupting in a blush of pink. “I just... I just felt safer here.”

      I raise one brow. I’ve known her too long not to recognize when she’s hiding something. “It’s not safer here, Cally. It’s safer for you to be far enough away from here that Assanan’s warriors can’t get near you. Why do you think that—”

      I pause when a handsome warrior walks up and stands next to her. Cally’s hand gravitates toward his without her even turning around. I meet her eyes with my gaze, and her face gets even redder.

      “I see,” I say, trying not to giggle, but I can’t help the smile that gets wider the more I look at them.

      She has found someone.

      They’re a handsome couple. Cally has always been a lovely woman, her long, butter blonde hair falling in curls past her shoulders. I’ve always thought her eyes were so beautiful, a light green that looks like crystals. The warrior next to her has jet black hair, and his eyes are such a bright blue that the contrast is stunning. He’s well built, of course, like all the warriors.

      “This is Kraven,” she says, trying to avoid eye contact with me. I can tell she’s worried about her blushing, and every time she’s aware of it, it just gets worse.

      I turn to him, extending my hand. “It’s wonderful to meet you.”

      His eyes go a little wide, and he hesitates.

      “He’s not used to the Luna Queen offering her hand to him,” Cassian explains in our private mind-link. “Warriors normally give the sign of respect.”

      I’ve seen that done before, but it seems far too formal for me. “Is it okay if I start a tradition of handshakes? It feels more comfortable to me.”

      “Of course,” he says. “The Luna Queen can do things any way she wants. In fact, the Luna normally guides the kingdom’s etiquette rules.”

      I read that in one of the books that Silanya, the High Priestess, gave me before our voyage home. “Thank you,” I tell Cassian. Out loud to Kraven, I say, “It’s okay. No one in this kingdom is any more or less important than the other. I think we should all greet each other this way. It sets things up for a friendly exchange, don’t you think?”

      Kraven looks relieved that I’ve offered guidance. “I do,” he says, giving me a brief, awkward, though friendly, handshake. “It’s a pleasure to meet our Luna Queen.”

      “Which—” Cally begins, pronouncing the word very slowly, “is something you absolutely need to tell me about!”

      I chuckle lightly, turning to Cassian.

      “Go, if you’d like,” he says. “I’m meeting with Turgan and the generals shortly. You’re welcome to attend, but you don’t have to.”

      I wrestle with that in my mind for a moment. I do want to be involved in the kingdom’s decisions, and I appreciate Cassian’s invitation, but I don’t know the first thing about war strategy. Maybe someday when I learn about it, I’ll want to be there for these meetings. But I can’t think of anything I’d rather do right now than go sit with Cally and catch up on everything that’s happened since I’ve been gone.

      “I’ll find you when you’re finished,” I finally say.

      Cassian gives me a chaste kiss on the cheek. Even that starts to spark a fire in me, so I understand why he held back our true affection for each other. Now is not the time for that, not with all those warriors dead and everyone on edge here, not to mention that half the castle is in hiding in the safe zone.

      I realize that I have no idea where or what that is.

      I’ll ask later.

      For now, I take Cally by the hand, and she leads me upstairs and down about a dozen hallways, back to a very familiar door.

      “I’ve been using your suite,” she explains. “Well, um... Kraven and I have been using it. I hope that’s okay.”

      “Of course it is,” I tell her as she opens the door, standing aside and gesturing me in. “I’ll be staying with Cassian now. And I’m so happy for you. How did it happen between you two?”

      “Um—” She pauses for a few moments while she plops into one of the overstuffed chairs. “It was odd. I was so scared when they evacuated everyone. They tried to get me to go, but I didn’t want to leave this place, or our belongings, yours and mine. I volunteered with a few of the others to stay behind and help with kitchen duty and other things.”

      She takes a breath as I sit in the chair next to her.

      “I was so scared when the city was attacked. I could see the smoke and all the buildings falling, and.... It was awful. But somehow, I felt like it was my duty to stay here and hold things together for all these soldiers. Then they all started arriving—the soldiers who were being relieved by others. They came here for food and medical care. When Kraven walked in, I don’t know, something sparked.”

      “Like an instant recognition, like you were meant to be together?” I ask.

      She looks at me, meeting my eyes. “Yes! He explained we were mates, like you and Cassian.”

      “But it turns out I’m a wolf shifter,” I tell her.

      “What!?”

      I nod. “I’ll fill you in on that later. But I want to hear about you. Are you a wolf?”

      She gives me a crooked frown. “No. At least I don’t think so. My parents are both human, as far as I know.”

      “Humans can be mates with shifters,” I explain. “So, it’s possible you are fully human.”

      She nods. “Yeah, that’s what Kraven said.”

      I lean forward, taking her hand in both of mine. “Cally, I’m so happy for you.”

      “So am I!” she practically squeals. “He proposed, and we’re going to be married when this is all over... if it ever is.”

      “It will be,” I tell her. “Congratulations!”

      “Will you be my matron of honor?” she asks. “I mean, I know you’re married now, so it’s matron, right?”

      “Yes, it is, and I’d be honored.”

      “Wonderful!” she exclaims. “We’ll talk more about that later. I have a lot I want to tell you, but right now, I’m way too curious about you. Tell me everything!”

      I laugh and launch into my story, filling her in on everything I’ve experienced and how I became the Luna Queen of Oceana.

      It’s good to be home.
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            A POWER OF MYSTERY

          

        

      

    

    
      Cassian

      

      Glancing around the room, I notice one face missing among the council members. An ache forms in my gut, wondering whether he was one of the thousands lost in battle.

      “Phelan has gone to the safe zone to guard your mother,” Darragh explains, reading my concern, as usual. As one of our eldest councilmen, he knows me well, from far back in my childhood.

      Relief floods over me. Though Phelan is getting older, I am certain he would give his life for my mother’s safety. They have known each other for many years and have developed a fond friendship of late. They both share the grief of my father’s loss—Phelan as my father’s former Beta and my mother as his queen and mate.

      Sometimes when Phelan is near, my mother even seems more lucid.

      “Congratulations on your marriage to our Luna Queen,” Darragh continues. “I have no doubt she will enrich our communities with her leadership.”

      Cheers of agreement ring out around the table. They all seem sincere. I know that, in my absence, Darragh has expelled Nolan Bandlant and all those who supported his treason. To partner with our mortal enemy Assanan within the walls of my own castle is unforgivable.

      Those who remain are loyal to our people. I’ve never asked that they be blindly loyal to me. I’d be no better than Assanan if I did. But I’ve insisted that everyone on the council have only Oceana’s best interests at heart.

      “Thank you, everyone,” I tell the council. “Prior to our meeting, Turgan and Darragh brought me up to speed on the war in my absence. Thank you for ensuring that the families of our fallen warriors are taken care of.”

      “We’re still in the process of providing a hero’s farewell for each of the warriors.” I turn to face Gravenfeld, our army logistics officer who handles such arrangements. “I fear we will not conclude our mourning period before the enemy strikes again.”

      “I believe you are correct,” I tell him. Regret surges through me. “Please continue the services for now. I will be personally present at the funeral services of those who remain, until we are called back into battle.”

      He nods solemnly. “With such an overwhelming loss, we have had to resort to temporary mass burial. But we will give each the sendoff he or she deserves.”

      “Of course,” I tell him. “Thank you for all you are doing for our warriors. I know it is the most difficult job.”

      “It’s simply my duty,” he replies.

      I turn to Turgan. “What are the newest scout reports?”

      “Quiet, and I don’t like it,” he replies.

      “They have taken significant losses as well,” Darragh tells me. “No doubt they too must recover their numbers.”

      “They fought strangely,” Turgan continues. “It was almost as though they had no control over their bodies. In close combat, I saw the fear in the warriors’ eyes, and yet, they struck forward, even into certain death.”

      I nod slowly at my Beta’s report. “Assanan uses dark magic to control them. I had no idea that the warriors were cognizant of their lack of control. This makes it much darker indeed.”

      “Tell us of this magic,” one of the elders asks. “This is something we have never seen before.”

      “It’s best explained by an expert,” I tell him, opening the mind-link to the High Priestess sitting outside. “Please enter,” I tell her. Turning back to the council, I add out loud, “Our Temple is the best source of knowledge in this.”

      All eyes turn to the door as Freyja, High Priestess of the Oceana Moon Goddess Temple, steps into the room. Her robes are similar to Silanya’s back in Winter Realm, white with silver trim that glows with ethereal light. But unlike Silanya, Freyja’s hair glimmers with red, lighter than Lyra’s but not dissimilar in shade.

      Everyone rises, and Darragh pulls out a chair, which Freyja accepts.

      “Please tell us about the amulets,” I ask her.

      She nods, turning to face the council. “No doubt you all have heard of the Dark King Hadrian,” she begins.

      Everyone nods.

      “But the story you learned in school as children is not exactly that which occurred long ago,” she continues. “Hadrian was a human, yes, but he did not have a strong army to fight the shifters, not at first. He summoned a witch who lived among the humans and requested a spell of extraordinary power so he could control the world.”

      Many of the council members readjust uncomfortably in their chairs.

      “To accommodate him, the witch summoned ancient magic, such that is unseen in our times,” she continues. “She drew from the power of the universe to wield all the dark power she could summon. This she directed into an amulet from the king’s jewels—the Amulet of Darkness.”

      She pauses before continuing. “But power is not so predictable, as she had imagined. Along with the darkness, she summoned a significant amount of light energy. Hadrian thought that useless, so he provided another item from his crown jewels into which she could store the light power—the Amulet of Light.”

      “And we now have possession of this item, am I correct?” one of the elders asks.

      “We do,” I confirm. “The Luna Queen and I obtained it from its locked chamber.”

      “Am I to understand that we may wield this power as Assanan does the dark power?” the same man asks.

      “We may,” Freyja confirms.

      “How does the dark power work?” Turgan asks.

      “Very little detail is written in the ancient texts about this,” Freyja explains. “But we believe it is a power of control.”

      “So, we will just control people as well?” Darragh asks.

      Freyja shakes her head. “I don’t believe so. The Amulet of Light is more of a mystery than that of darkness. But it was used by the wolf shifters of the past to overpower the humans and bring balance to the world.”

      Something about that doesn’t sit quite right to me. How can it be balanced if we’re controlling others? Humans have been subservient to wolf shifters for so long that no one alive today remembers how things were before.

      But I do know that we can’t allow Assanan to have the dark power anymore.

      “I will be working with the Luna Queen later this evening to discuss how she might yield this power,” Freyja adds.

      “The Luna Queen?” One of the council members jumps up from his seat. “Surely you don’t intend to bring our Luna into battle?”

      Freyja inclines her head toward him. “I cannot know for sure until I’m in the presence of the Amulet of Light,” she explains. “I believe it will provide me with some answers about these very questions. However, the other High Priestesses and I are all in agreement. It is the Luna Queen who must use this power, not the Alpha King or our warriors. Whether the Luna Queen may do so safely at a distance or if she must be in the center of the battle, I cannot yet know.”

      My heart pounds against my ribcage at the suggestion. I can’t allow Lyra to put herself in danger. She’s a princess, raised in a palace around nobles with no need to fight. At the same time, I’m certain that she’ll do it without hesitation to save our people.

      I can’t lose her....

      I think of my mother, sitting somewhere in the safe zone with her mind still lost to the memories of the mate who once stood at her side. I won’t accept the same fate.

      There’s one thing I know for sure.

      If Lyra loses her life wielding the amulet, I’m going with her.
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      “Queen Consort! Princess Aisla!” Cally is so excited to see my mother and sister, it’s hard for her to contain herself. They both greet her with friendly hugs, happy to see someone from Maelie.

      “Please call me Iridessa,” my mother insists. “I have disowned my former husband and no longer recognize that title. Besides, Lyra has been telling us about what good friends you are. Just think of me as your friend’s mother.”

      “Same goes for me,” Aisla chimes in. “I’m done with titles, too.”

      “It’s going to be strange,” Cally says. “I mean, I was starting to get used to calling her Lyra. But Iridessa, Aisla—that will take some time.”

      They all giggle and settle down on the sofas in the sitting area.

      “How are your rooms?” I ask my mother and sister. While I’d gone with Cassian to survey the damage in the city, some of his men escorted my mother and sister directly to the castle.

      “They’re lovely,” Mother says. “It’s so refreshing here. Things feel... real. Chez always wanted things gilded in gold. I always thought it was tacky.”

      They laugh again.

      “It is nice here,” I agree. “Some parts of the castle are carved directly into the cliffs. Others were built from natural stones from this area. It just feels like a place that belongs in nature.”

      “I agree,” my sister says.

      It’s wonderful talking with my friend and family again, and I’m glad my mother and sister are happy to be here. But it’s so hard to laugh with them. I can’t help the waves of sadness washing over me, knowing what happened to the kingdom when Cassian was off rescuing me. Thousands of warriors lost their lives.

      I can’t help but wonder if that happened because of me.

      Cassian wasn’t here to guide his warriors.

      Here in my old room at the castle, I try to smile when my mother, sister, or Cally looks at me. I don’t want them to feel any of this pain. Cally’s mate is a warrior, and he will continue to fight as long as this war lasts. I’m not sure how fully she understands that, since she’s a human, and he’s a wolf. I want her to enjoy her time here in this castle with him while she can.

      “Where are you?” I ask Cassian in our private mind-link. “‘Finishing up with the council meeting,” he tells me. “The High Priestess wants to meet with you whenever you are available.”

      “I can come now,” I say. My nerves are so tense, I need to do something that feels like working toward ending all this with Assanan. None of us will be safe until the war is over. These casual get-togethers can wait.

      “I’ll meet you in our suite,” he says.

      “I’m sorry to leave you so suddenly, but I’m needed downstairs,” I suddenly announce to everyone. They all turn to me.

      “Go, dear,” my mother says. “We’ll get caught up with each other, then I’d like to go relax in a nice hot bath. We’ll see you at dinner.”

      “Thanks, Mother,” I tell her, giving everyone a one-armed hug before stepping out of the room and hurrying down the hall. I know I should spend time with my family. Even in wartime, we need to gather together as much as we can. In fact, war shows us how valuable life is and how precious little time we have to spend together.

      But I just can’t keep sitting around laughing as if everything is fine. I have a magic amulet and no idea how to use it, nor do I know whether it will even work when I do. Until I figure that out, thousands more warriors are in danger.

      I make a few turns and realize I have no idea where I am. These hallways didn’t get any easier to navigate just because I became the Luna Queen. I’m just about to mind-link Cassian and tell him I’m lost when a familiar voice rings out behind me.

      “Luna Queen Lyra?”

      “Orla!” I cry out, wrapping my arms around my newest lady’s maiden in a warm hug. “I’ve missed you!”

      “And I, you,” she says, pulling back. “Look at you. You are always so beautiful! I can’t tell you how happy I was to learn you were officially our new Luna Queen.”

      “I’m pretty excited about it myself,” I say, looking around. “But I’m pretty embarrassed to admit that your Luna Queen is completely lost. I’m supposed to meet Cassian in our suite.”

      She smiles widely. “Follow me!”

      Without missing a single turn, she navigates us smoothly to my new room—Cassian’s quarters, now ours.

      “Mind-link me if you need anything,” she says. “I heard that you are a wolf, so you can do that since we are of the same kingdom. I’m always here to help you with whatever you need!”

      “You’re an angel,” I tell her. “I hope I’ll see you a lot more now that I’m home.”

      “I promise, you will.”

      We chat outside my door for a few moments before we say our goodbyes, and I step inside, where I find a woman with lovely red hair, dressed like Silanya in lavish white and silver robes.

      “This is Freyja,” Cassian introduces us, “the High Priestess of the Oceana Moon Goddess Temple. Freyja, this is our Luna Queen Lyra.”

      Freyja approaches me and extends her hand rather than giving the wolf shifter sign of respect, which surprises me.

      “It is an honor to meet you, Luna Queen,” she says. “I have been told you prefer this greeting custom.”

      I smile. “I do, thank you,” I say, shaking her hand. “Thank you for this.”

      “The Luna Queen directs our culture, as is planned by the
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