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Wall of Mist

A vaporous blanket spreads its icy fingers through the ancient woodlands of Havar. It never stays long, a remnant from a time past when the gateway was open between realms. It is safer to stay indoors when it arrives, as souls may vanish in its smoggy embrace. However, on occasion, it can also gift O Arithria. Creatures, birthed from a shadowy midwife, are left behind as the mist vanishes, like the red deer that bleeds milk or the mysterious woodland folk who live within the roots of trees, hardly seen anymore, believed to bring luck to a weary traveller.

I first saw one of these cherished creatures as a child. I’d been napping beneath a walnut oak, dreaming of my Vilderne, a gentle breeze stirred me awake. A sprite, no bigger than my hand, stood at my feet tickling my toes with a dandelion. His wide, camel-brown eyes blinked with mischievous humour, and a mass of brown curls bounced with every joyful tilt of his head. His tunic was little more than a dirty rag, and he was barefoot and as wild as the forest itself. I reached for him, but he darted amongst the fallen leaves, and vanished without a trace.

I raced home to my family, shouting my triumphant experience to my brothers, Kiz and Mart. They laughed at my story, chalking it down to ‘vivid imaginings,’ ruffling my hair patronisingly.

But I know the truth and hold it dear to my heart to this day.

We are all gathered in the great hall tonight. The fires have been lit to ward off the cloying mist, and the pale moon has been blotted from the sky.

‘I hate the mist even more than I despise the fact that Raife can transform.’ Mart, my middle brother, huffs, annoyance written across his face. The hall is filled with clansmen chatting in muted tones.

‘It will be gone soon; it never stays long.’ I pat him reassuringly. ‘But I agree, Raife is annoying. Why our cousins always have to visit us is beyond me.’

Raife stands by the fire, chest puffed out, drinking cider with my older brother, Kiz. Even though Kiz is almost a head taller, Raife is clearly trying to provoke him. His lips are pulled back, revealing impressive canines that are partially extended. His shaved head and scar-riddled face are clearly having no effect on Kiz, who mostly ignores him, clearly not intimidated, as he talks to our father, Matamoris. However, he is getting drunk, and it is just a matter of time until all the hybrid and full-blooded Vilderne in the hall erupt. I just hope the mist clears soon, so we can go back to ignoring our cousins.

As the night wears on, a few of the elders roll out thick blankets to sleep on. Kiz and Raife grow steadily drunker and louder. Willard, another cousin, has joined them, laughing uproariously and thumping his chest. He looks animated and comical, staring up at Kiz with dazed adoration, his blue eyes half-closed in a drunken stupor. Meanwhile, Mart has fallen asleep under a table, his coal-black hair the only visible part of him as he has wrapped himself in one of the wool carpets.

I stare out the window, too anxious to sleep, as the mist swirls and twists outside like phantom ghosts dancing in a distorted playground. A shadow darts across my view, and my senses prickle. I shake my head to clear my vision; the murkiness is affecting me. I blink, trying to see more clearly into the dim abyss. It is probably just an animal racing for shelter. I shudder; the mist affects us all.





Chapter 1 The Legacy of Amatory


Reine

I’m lying next to a panting Magnus on the lush summer grass. His glossy black-and-white spotted fur smells musty but comforting. He lets out a contented huff and gives me a lick on the arm. He reminds me of a slinky otter with his black face and satiny coat. I pull my fingers through his silky fur, and he grunts with happiness.

The swell of grey storm clouds, brewing and pregnant with rain, summons the cloudburst that is straining to break free. I breathe in the moist air and feel my spirit dance as the first drops touch my face. The energy of the rain and the call of the thunder is my favourite war cry. The mist has passed during the night, and the day starts off balmy and comforting, calling me to explore. It is perfect for me to stretch my legs after a restless night of sleep on the hard wooden floors of the hall; my body churns to move.

I’ve taken Magnus for a walk before dinner, I can sense rain in the air; it is common after a warm morning, and I want to get out before it sets in. It is my favourite part of the day when chores and lessons are over, and my time is finally my own. I have been neglecting him of late, as my mother has piled more work and social events into my days. This time with my childhood dog is cherished.

We walk to the outskirts of Havar Wood and then head towards the orchards to pick the last of the apples that have not yet been plucked and made into jams. I eat my fill, savouring sun-ripened sweetness as juice drips from my chin. We lie under a thick tallow tree, aged by time, and I imagine its roots buried beneath the rich soil, layers of history stored within its deep, spreading origins, hidden beneath our soft, mossy bed. What stories have occurred on this exact patch of grass? How many lovers have been betrayed, and plots seeded, friendships forged or broken under these thick branches? Magnus has fallen asleep, and the slow rumble of his snoring is a gentle echo of the thunder. I close my eyes for a moment.

My body shivers, alerting me to a presence close by. I open my eyes just as the rain starts getting harder.

‘What are you doing? Vilderne girl.’ A pale, slim boy with freckles and short ginger hair stands over me; his hair and face are drenched. I sit up, wondering how long he has been standing there. I don’t recognise him from any of the workers on the estate, his expression makes my skin prickle. Shafts of unease radiate from him. He is holding a rough, stone-sharpened implement in his hand, resembling a makeshift knife, and staring at my clinging, wet dress. Magnus begins to growl, woken by his presence, his eyes focused on the boy.

‘Your mutt is protective.’ He smiles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. ‘Surely you don’t need a small dog to guard you, being a shapeshifting maiden?’ His mouth is outlined with pimples, some ripe with pus. ‘Oh wait,’ he snaps, smacking his head sarcastically, ‘I forgot you and your canid brothers can’t transform. The way they walk about the grounds, puffing out their chests, I’d think you’d all be full-blooded.’ He laughs, but it sounds more like a cackle. His words peck at me, opening old scabs.

I impulsively leap to my feet, but he shoves me back down. He is stronger than he looks. My gaze darts to the main house; everyone will probably be inside. If I try to yell, no one will hear me.

‘Stay down, half-breed,’ he shouts; his cheeks have gone red and splotchy. ‘Now what should I do with you?’ His eyes scan the grounds nervously.

I push myself up again; an anxious lump sits in my throat. My mind is screaming at me to get out of here. I leap forward again, yelling for Magnus to follow, but a sharp pain cracks my cheek as his fist smashes against my face. The blood rushes to my feet as black spots dart in front of my eyes. I wipe the blood trickling from my nose.

‘I said, stay down.’ His fists clench, and his icy stare cuts through me.

Magnus’s small body bravely leaps, snarling, teeth bared at the boy. His brow buckles, and he kicks him in the chest. With a yelp, he flies backwards, tumbling down the verge. I draw a shuddered breath, looking anxiously down the hill.

Much to my relief, I hear a bark, and Magnus races back up the muddy mound, snarling furiously. My heart beats in my head as he grabs my hair and starts dragging me across the lawn towards the woods, small rocks cut into my back as my dress pulls up; my scalp is on fire. The thunder increases its tempo as the rain intensifies. Magnus charges again, gnashing at his ankles with renewed vigour, his lips peeled back, a determined glint in his eyes.

‘Shut your dog up, or I will shut it up permanently.’ He gestures with his weapon, kicking Magnus, who still continues his attack with all he has.

I slowly pull out the small knife I keep in my boot and grip it, trying to hide it within my fist. My father gave it to me on my thirteenth birthday, and I have never forgotten his words: ‘There is no point in keeping a weapon that is not readily available to use at any time.’ The boy doesn’t notice it in my hand, lost in a frenzied state of defending himself from sharp little teeth. I carefully unsheathe it from its leather casing.

‘You are the worst,’ he grunts as Magnus pulls on his pants, tearing the material. ‘Snooty mutt, never giving me a second look or a greeting.’ He continues pulling me towards the forest, scanning his head from left to right. Sound becomes amplified as adrenaline surges through me, I clutch the knife, a lump forming in my throat. He suddenly loosens his grip, distracted by trying to fight off Magnus, and I focus on my target, lunging upward. Bits of my hair snap and break as the momentum pulls me away from his grasp.

I plunge the knife into the meaty top part of his arm, feeling the flesh tear as blood drips from the cut. I pull it out, feeling muscle and sinew rip, and he steps back in shock, clutching the bleeding wound. Magnus continues to snap at his ankles, snarling with renewed ferocity, breaking some skin above his boot with his needle-sharp teeth. The boy releases a high-pitched wail, tears flood his face—or is it the rain drenching everything?

‘Get out of here before this half-breed does something worse to you,’ I snap, my rage boiling over as I aim my bloodied knife at him.

His face splits with indecision as Magnus starts barking again. There is a shout from the stable. The boy spins, glancing towards the noise before sprinting off into the woods.

I tremble as I watch his vanishing form disappear between the trees.

‘Oh, Magnus, you brave little moonie. Who knew that tiny body could be so fierce?’ I pick up the soaking dog, squeezing him close to my chest, grateful that we are safe. He whines, perhaps injured from the kick.

‘Let’s get you inside to dry off, and I can have a look at you.’ There is no blood on his body, but he could be bruised. My scalp also feels raw, and my cheek burns, I shudder; it could have been much worse. I head towards the manor house, craving warmth, people, noise, anything to distract me from what has just happened.

I enter through the kitchen, which would normally be full of activity just before dinner, so no one will notice my state. I make sure to use my hair to cover my cheeks in case there’s a mark. Steam rises from deep black pots, creating a yeasty aroma. The kitchen is one of the largest rooms in our estate, constantly bustling with the need to feed the hungry Vilderne. It’s also the place we convene as a family for casual meals. Stone floors and walls keep it cooler in the summer, and there are always fires blazing over the open-top stoves, making winters cosy. It manages to strike a perfect balance for all seasons.

The kitchen features a large wooden table in the centre, used not only for preparing food but also for gathering as a family for casual meals. The staff also convene around it for their dinners, leaving it worn with stains and burns. Each mark tells a story, if only it could talk. Large bunches of dried and fresh herbs hang in wooden baskets from hooks in the ceiling. Wooden barrels filled with different flours, from rye to wheat, line the back wall, as Amourey is a renowned baker.

Huge earthenware bowls of red apples, picked from the orchard, sit on wooden shelves, inviting anyone to help themselves. There are also bottled jams, our own Havar honey, golden olive oils, and spices brought over from distant parts of O Arithria: dried chilli, coarse salt from the dark sea and a strange green spice brought in the previous week by traders from a place called Verda, tasting like a combination of pepper and melon.

Two cooks are laughing over something as they grind peppercorns in a stone bowl. I love this room. It is my happy place. Amourey notices me walking in and smiles.

‘You got caught in the storm, Reine?’ She giggles in her lilting northern accent. The thunder rumbles to punctuate her point.

‘I did,’ I mumble, breathing in the fragrant smells and stealing one of her famous sugar biscuits cooling on the trays. My body feels shaky, and the sweetness will help.

‘Do you have that herb you make into tea to help with bruising?’ I ask, feeding Magnus some buttery crumbs. His little snout guzzles it up.

‘I fell, and I think I’ve bruised myself.’ I blush at my deceit. Amourey examines us, her eyes squinting as if looking into the sun. My muddy dress hangs dishevelled, and I wonder if there’s a bald patch where some hair has come out.

‘Hmmm, are you sure you fell?’ She lifts my chin, inspecting my cheek. My silence says everything.

‘Never mind. I will make a pot and send it to your room with extra biscuits. Now, go and dry off, dinner will be soon. And you know how your mother gets if you’re late. Plus, there are guests.’ I could see Amourey’s mind churning.

I take a deep breath, grateful for her understanding. Amourey has been like a second mother to me, knowing me better than most. If I wanted to share what had happened, I would, but she would never push. I’m still gripping the blood stained knife and wipe it on my dress, slipping it back in my boot. Its perfect size and handle, crafted from coral harvested from the dark sea, is what saved my life today.

I need to forget about what happened as quickly as possible. Dwelling on it wouldn’t do me any favours. Maybe I’d tell my brothers; after all, he clearly had an issue with them as well. Not that he would stand a chance against my monstrously big siblings. Amourey bustles on, her dark curls escaping from her cap, her rosy cheeks flushed pink from the heat of the stoves.

There was a time when my younger self would sneak away to share meals in Amourey’s room. The servant quarters were in a separate wing of the house, and I would creep through the courtyard past the chicken coop towards the back end of the estate. I loved the exotic scents and diverse accents that permeated the place. A big fire always blazed in the outdoor cooking area, where laughter would mingle with the fragrance of herbs and spices. Amourey always ensured that a staff meal was prepared in the main kitchen, but she understood that sometimes they craved the tastes and spices from their homes, enjoying the warmth of a fire while reminiscing about their pasts.

No one ever noticed when I disappeared, as my family was always busy, caught up in their own dramas, with the dining hall often filled with visiting guests. Amourey would teach me how, in the north, they eat with their hands, mopping up gravy with the starchy, sweet root mash that serves as their staple. I cherished those moments, licking the fatty grease from my fingers while listening to her tales of village life and childhood.

I impulsively hug the rotund woman.

‘You’re sopping wet.’ She laughs, her cheeks flushing. ‘Go on, get ready for supper before you’re late again!’

I head up the back wooden staircase that leads to the second floor and my bedroom, with my permanent shadow close on my heels. My brother’s chambers are also on this level; although I am banned from their rooms, they claim my energy is too feminine and will contaminate their space. I wonder if they are in them, getting ready for tonight.

A fire has been lit, and my room is warm and snug. My bedroom is in shades of white, my favourite colour. Trying to explain to Kiz that there are tones of white is like talking to a deaf man. I have an obsession with the shades: pearl white, snow white, milk white, endless variants. It fills me with satisfaction as I contemplate the hues of my walls, pillows and bedding. Everything is exactly in its place.

My jars of herbs and seeds are sealed, some preserved in oils. Organumy for a female’s bleeding and weedless seeds for soothing anxious minds. I almost take a few, but decide against it, the tea should be enough and it is never wise to mix remedies. I pick up a stem of Viola root to calm the stomach. I use that quite frequently, chopping it into a mushy pulp and sometimes slipping it into my mother’s drink, as she suffers from belly trouble regularly.

My mortar and pestle wait patiently for the next experiment. I always test my own concoctions first. The worst was the time I tried Morax root, found near the orchard. Ulcer like sores bloomed on my tongue, and I could not eat for days.

On my desk, my books on the mystical Woodland Creatures of Havar are stacked neatly, a quiet preoccupation since the day I saw one. Beside the bed, my bottled rose fragrance glints softly in the setting light of day.

Grabbing a towel, I gently rub Magnus’s silky fur dry and snort out the remaining blood from my nose into a hanky. While I’m drying myself, there is a knock. Minxie, Amourey’s daughter, carries in a tray of herb tea and a plate of biscuits, just like Amourey promised. She is the same age as me, nineteen, and already married with a baby. I thank her and wonder what she thinks of me, still unattached and clinging to the remnants of childhood. I attempt to cover the worn teddy that sits on my pillow with a book, but she spots it and gives me an odd look.

After she leaves, I pour the steaming liquid into a saucer, blowing on it to cool slightly, and give it to Magnus. He laps it up and then settles by the fire on his favourite worn pillow, curling his body into a ball, his bright, dark brown eyes watching my every move. I pour myself a cup and feel the same instant release as the hot liquid flushes my throat. My scalp instantly stops stinging. I feel for a bald patch but can’t find anything, and my cheek is already starting to hurt less.

Amourey is a wizard when it comes to the healing benefits of herbs, and plenty of my knowledge comes from her.

I watch as the rain falls against my window and wonder at the time. I could happily curl up in my bed with a book, but I know I’m probably late for dinner. I scan the ground for any signs of the boy but see nothing, so I reluctantly dress, choosing my most comfortable cream shift. There’s another knock.

‘Your mother sent me to get you; the guests have started arriving,’ says Trixtz, gliding in. She is my mother’s personal maiden, who assists her in the running of the estate.

‘Which guest this time?’ I wonder out loud.

‘The youngest son from the Rhinehold district is one of them,’ Trixtz drawls, staring at herself in the mirror, smoothing her silky blonde hair.

‘I can tell you he’s not my normal type, but he’s gorgeous. There are other clan families here as well, but the son is definitely on your mother’s priority list for you. What happened to your cheek?’ she asks, examining my face.

‘I fell,’ I sigh, examining myself in the mirror. A purple bruise is starting to show. She clicks her tongue and pulls out a small compact from her pocket.

‘This will help,’ she suggests, gently smearing it onto my face.

‘It is quite bruised,’ she tutts quietly, giving me a questionable look. She notices my teddy and lifts her perfect eyebrows in wordless inquiry.

‘Maybe it’s time to say goodbye to childish things?’ she suggests with a demure tone. I puff out my chest in indignation; she is only a year older than me.

I study her flawless complexion, envious of how effortless her beauty is and how life just seems to work easily for her.

‘Now you look ready to meet the Vilderne.’ She smiles, flashing seashell-white teeth. It is well-known that Trysa is determined to marry me off to an eligible full-blooded Vilderne. The problem is that due to our diluted blood, it seems unfruitful so far. Clans want to ensure their offspring inherit the change. It also doesn’t help that I’m totally uninterested in being paired with anyone, especially the spoiled, pampered males I’ve met so far. I’ve often wondered if puberty is somewhat delayed with me, despite everything seeming to work. I just don’t seem hormonally driven like some of the other young canids roaming the estate.

‘Hmmmm, is that what you are wearing?’ Trixtz asks, a sour expression on her face. She is examining me like I am an unpleasant insect she is ready to destroy. There is no denying that Trixtz is an ambitious maiden. She dresses to show off her assets. Tonight, she is wearing a tight, black, shimmery dress that accentuates her every curve.

She knows how to flirt, whereas I have no clue. She has an inner confidence that is impressive, if not overwhelming, to me at times. But boys love her self-assured demeanour. Both my brothers have kissed her, or so I’ve heard via the gossip mill that is rife amongst the estate. Trysa adores her and is secretly hoping one of my brothers will wed her.

I can tell by the way she subtly hints at Kiz, the oldest, about responsibilities and how wonderful Trixtz would be as a mother and wife. I don’t know how she knows that, as she seems pretty uninterested in any child on the estate. In fact, I’ve heard her refer to Amourey’s niece as vermin before. But she is from a good family and, more importantly, can shapeshift, even though she seldom does. I don’t think it’s at the top of her priority list. I’ve never seen her canid, but that doesn’t matter to my mother. Her ambition, her beauty, and her bloodline are all that’s important.

‘What is wrong with what I’m wearing?’ I look down at my dress, one of my favourite shades, a mellow cream colour, comfortable and flattering.

‘It’s shapeless to start. It’s bland; it does nothing to accentuate your assets. I just think you need to really pull out all the stops for this new male.’ She points at my chest.

I splutter at her suggestion.

‘They are a nuisance and cumbersome at the best of times, and I’m not about to change my way of dressing for some arrogant canid.’ I know I am being defensive, but something in her tone riles me.

‘Well, maybe if you lost some weight, Reine.’ Trysa interrupts, striding into the room, honey perfume wafting behind her. How long she has been eavesdropping outside the door is anyone’s guess.

‘I’m not saying you are fat, my darling, but it could help if you are uncomfortable with the size of your bosom.’ My cheeks heat as Trysa snickers.

‘My breasts used to be pendulous as a girl, but cutting out all pastries and sugar will certainly help you on your way,’ she continues, turning to the side to show off her svelte figure.

‘Why are you here, Mother? Don’t we have guests?’ I look down at my body. Maybe it has padding, but it has never bothered me. I sometimes wonder if she would have preferred Trixtz as her daughter.

Mother is stick thin, with black hair scraped into a severe, slick bun. Her amber eyes are about the only characteristic we share. She nibbles on food; it’s not a thing for her, thinness is more important. Tonight, she is wearing a green gown with a sapphire necklace. She seems taller than usual, so she must be wearing very high heels, but the flowing gown covers her feet. I’ve attempted heels in the past, but my calves always end up cramping halfway through the evening. Besides, I am tall for a girl, and sometimes wearing heels can annoy the shorter Vilderne males. Trysa says it does not put males at ease when I am looming over them, so they have been banned from my cupboard, not that I mind.

She’s clearly been using the bee venom again to prevent wrinkles, as her skin barely moves as she continues talking. The venom paralyses the muscles, preventing lines: one of the main reasons for the many beehives on the grounds of the estate. She uses a small needle to puncture the poison into the skin. Trysa also makes a fortune selling venom to the surrounding estates, as ageing females seek new ways to defy the inevitable. We do not possess the slow ageing that the Sylph’s have, and Mother is determined to remain youthful for as long as possible. We also sell honey, and Trysa has formulated her own unique fragrance using bee pollen, which also has excellent rejuvenation properties.

Wealth is the reason for our importance amongst the clans. Trysa ensured that even though her children are not full-blooded, we would still hold up as a family of power.

I eye her from beneath my lashes. She is beautiful in a harsh, unrealistic way. Her looks match her ambition. I’m more like my father, Matatmoris: russet curly hair, darker skin.

I’m more interested in honing my skills, training in nature, riding under the open sky, rather than fretting over who holds power or wealth based on their bloodlines.

‘I’ve brought a dress for you to wear,’ Trysa says, gesturing to a timid helper entering with a silky red garment, her expression all nerves.

‘The colour will suit you beautifully; please wear your hair down,’ she continues, a bright smile spreading across her face. ‘You’re so pretty with it loose. The red will make your eyes pop.’ I pull out the low ponytail I had just tied, and Trixtz bursts into laughter, a playful jab disguised as a compliment.

‘Come, Trixtz, we shall go down to the great hall and greet the guests,’ she’s trying to sound cheerful as her gaze sweeps the room.

‘I hope the boys and Matamoris are behaving themselves,’ she muses, her tone serious. ‘Wear the dress, Reine, or you won’t be running with your brothers at the full moon tomorrow night.’ With a dramatic swirl, she leaves the room, enveloped in a haze of heady honey-scented fragrance.






Chapter 2 Vermillion Blaze


Reine

After she leaves, I reluctantly squeeze into the outfit, which feels like a tight-fitting, constricting trap. It’s extremely uncomfortable and makes me feel insecure. My breasts have been pushed out, exposing ample mounds of skin. I know this will garner unwanted attention from the Vilderne males.

I attempt to tame my curls as best I can. Then I spray myself with the essence of rose, breathing in deeply as the fragrance mists my skin. The petals are harvested and dried on the estate grounds, then turned into fragrant oils and perfumes. We stopped selling them, though, as Trysa likes me to have my own unique scent. It really is the most delicious smell. When I use it, it always reminds me of sunny days and swimming in Garland Pond with my brothers.

The roses that grow around the water have the exact fragrance of my perfume. I can be in the worst mood, and somehow this fragrance will always lift my spirits. I glance in the mirror, surprised that the red does seem to work, and the dress does not look as bad as I imagined, despite the abundance of my exposed breasts.

I follow the hallway, heading to the main staircase leading downstairs to the entrance hall. It is covered in a plush green velvet fabric, with large granite statues of wild bears and jaguars lined on either side. Our home is a maze of stairways, corridors and floors. Extension upon extension is the order, or disorder, of Havar house. Our land is vast, so there is no restriction on adding more spaces, creating a chaotic labyrinth of rooms. Trysa is constantly renovating and adding sections in her desire to make this the perfect home.

We have a red section where the entire floor above the perfume distillery is completely covered in red satin fabric. The walls are red, the furniture is red, and even the curtains are red. Red was my mother’s favourite colour for a while, and now it is her safe space when she needs time alone.

There is also a green wing on the third floor, where my parents’ bedroom is, overlooking the rose gardens. It is filled with plants of every description and even has an indoor maze, which keeps us all entertained when the storms come. We have a jam warehouse, where apples are converted into sweet, sticky spreads, and “the laboratory”, which is where the bee venom is converted into an anti-wrinkle potion.

When we were younger, on rainy days, my brothers and I would spend hours playing hide and seek. I was particularly good at hiding, and sometimes was never even found. I realised as I grew older that it was just a trick, and my brothers hadn’t even bothered to look for me. I would stumble out of my secret, clandestine place, legs cramping from being squashed into a small cupboard, to find my brothers outside wrestling or in the kitchen eating a meal, completely oblivious to the fact that I had been gone for hours. I soon learnt it was always better to be the seeker in those games.

Those days have come and gone now as we all have grown older, but secretly, I know that given the chance, if there were no judgment, we would all happily play them again.

I enter the entrance hall, My heart racing; crowds have always bothered me. Black-and-white marble tiles set this room apart from any other space. Trysa managed to source them from a travelling stonemason with jet black hair and a strange accent who stayed on the estate for almost a year. I remember he left under a blanket of controversy, and months later, there were a few babies delivered with startling black hair and no fathers.

The sound of chattering and the clink of crystal grows louder as I draw closer to the banqueting room, or as Trysa likes to call it, the Great Hall. It is full of people, and I scan the faces, looking for my brothers to talk to. Soft candlelight and rose petals, red and pink, are scattered across the floor, and vases of Trysa’s favourite bloom, Wolfbane, long-stemmed and red as her lips, accentuate the already elegant glass-domed roof. The sky’s alight with stars; the rain clouds have left us for another day. Typical unpredictable weather. The fires roar in the hearth even though the night is warm.

As I walk, jostling between people, I scan the room for any sign of Kiz or Mart. They both are normally a head taller than most, but Kiz’s red hair, which hangs just below his ears, always beams like a beacon.

I recognise Ferrah and Mordaq, standing across the room, their heads down, gossiping. Her pixie-cropped white hair and bright green eyes are absorbed by every word he utters. Trysa had attempted to matchmake Mordaq and me last autumn, at the Festival of Clans, but it had been so awkward and embarrassing. She had pushed me towards him after a meal we all shared to celebrate the new moon and the legend of our ancestors, making it completely obvious.

The story of our kind is repeated with singing and feasting when the moon is at its fullest.

Legend goes that the God Loge, who was the guardian of all canid animals, was injured while in his own unique hybrid mix. He was the size of a giant bear, with the rounded ears of a wild dog and the sharper snout of a wolf. He had been tricked by the jealous God Tuatha, the guardian of the goat. Loge had been hunting him and was deceived into following Tuatha into a nest of snakes hidden in the tall grass amongst the plains of Aarden. He knew his hardy goat skin was resilient to the poison, but Loge was bitten countless times and left to die in agonising pain.

A young woman of unknown origin, Helenia, had been tending her sheep when she found the injured Loge, whimpering in pain. His body was slowly dying from the venom. The dark-eyed, brown-haired girl had bravely carried the canid, despite his hefty size, to safety, her love and kindness for all animals superseding her fear of the predator. She was unsuspecting that he was a deity and took him back to her simple grass hut, nursing the animal back to life. She was a herbalist with unique knowledge of healing. Sometimes, when I am feeling down, I imagine I am similar to her, and it makes me feel better about myself.

Loge fell in love with the plain, simple sheep herder because of her kind nature and extreme bravery, and when he was healed, he decided to reveal his true self. He transformed in front of her. She was terrified of the magnificent giant of a god with black hair and wild, sky-blue eyes, tall and muscular, with an innate savagery that radiated off his scarred skin. But he told her he meant no harm and declared his devotion to her, bending his knee in humility.

She grew to love the handsome, ferocious god, and they stayed together for many years, living a simple life. She bore him twelve children, the first true Vilderne pack of our kind, a mix of the wild dog and wolf that Loge always shapeshifted into.

Tuatha had believed he had succeeded in killing Loge and returned to the realm of the gods, bragging about his deed. The goddess of the Hawks, Sweallee, who had always been in love with Loge, searched the realms looking for him, believing that he could not have died. One day, she flew over Aarden and saw that he still lived. Her jealousy became vengeful as she saw his offspring, children who shapeshifted into canids, and his devotion to a simple, plain girl. She could not believe he had chosen a female with no power or magic over her. In her vengeful tempest, she told Tuatha of her discovery, and his fear of being hunted by him again drove him to return to Aarden. He stalked the unsuspecting family for many days.

One night during the waning moon, he killed Loge and Helenia, stabbing them in their sleep with a knife forged by the vicious fae who tormented worlds with their trickery and cruelty. The steel was cast in the fires of Hadees and could destroy even the most powerful of gods. His only mercy was leaving their offspring, whom he deemed to be innocent.

The pack, upon discovering the death of their parents, swore vengeance. They eventually hunted Tuatha down. The Vilderne were formidable trackers with heightened senses and were unstoppable in their quest to find him, exacting their revenge by tearing him limb from limb with their predatory teeth and consuming his flesh.

This story is told at every festival of the clans, embellished and exaggerated as more ale is consumed. Trysa is obsessed with the legacy of our kind and has portraits in the great hall of Loge and Helenia, or how she envisions them to be. Over the years, she has commissioned artists to capture the old god in all his glory. Family history is important to her, as well as bloodlines, so she encouraged Mordaq to give me a rundown of his own family lines, much to my dismay.

I had blushed; he had looked bored as he drawled on about how big their clan is, how they are believed to come from the original line of Loge and Helenia, and how each member is full-blooded. I felt like he was making a dig and feigned a massive yawn, at which point he pulled his lips into what I think was a threatening sneer and walked off without a second glance.

The gathering always takes place every year in autumn when the leaves turn yellow and the weather is less hot. The last one took place on the grounds of Havar, which was a huge honour for our family. It was a glorious sight to see all the tents in their various colours of rival clans set up in our grounds. But the best part was mingling with the other Vilderne, learning new skills and cementing friendships.

I had grown quite close to a girl called Scarly from a small clan near Thespa. She and I had found common ground in our passion for food. I subsequently realised she also had another love—my brother, Kiz. When he broke her heart, as he tended to do with most females, she stopped talking to me as well, blaming me for my brother’s bad behaviour.

I glance back at Mordaq; he catches my eye, and his chest puffs out. I sigh; he probably thinks I was checking him out, yearning for him. He and I are not suited; our conversations are always frosted with silence and indifference, even before I faked that yawn. He is a pure shapeshifter, as he likes to make abundantly clear, rubbing it in whenever he can.

His canid form is an impressive sight when he transforms, which he does often. He has a dappled brown coat and a sneer that radiates feral menace. His face is more wolf-like, slanted with cheek ruffs; his diamond-shaped eyes are yellow and focused, and his tail and patterns over his body veer towards the wild dog. He is equally impressive as a man, tall and muscular, with a square jawline that is almost oversized, and his nose is slightly beak-like.

But his arrogance in his ability, which is just blood-earned, fills me with a strange resentment. His skills come naturally to him. His lineage carries strength from his strong ancestry, whereas I have to work at mine.

Knife training, for instance, something I work on every day, does not come naturally to me. My first throw at the practice dummy was a complete miss, and it continued that way for a long time. I struggled to get my skills up to par, unlike Mordaq, who is gifted and never misses the target.

There’s no denying my envy, watching him at the tournament, winning every knife competition easily. I am grateful that he is hopeless on a horse, cumbersome and clumsy. Many are uncomfortable riding, as it goes against the nature of the canid to ride another animal. But it does not affect me, perhaps because my canid is incomplete.

I think you can tell a lot about someone by their laugh. His was like a donkey’s bray. I could hear him from across the room, even now, hee-hawing and snorting in between flirting with Ferrah, who is obviously still obsessed with him. She follows him around like a lost puppy, and he knows it. The fact that he does not have the same effect on me confuses Trysa, who thinks he’s wonderful.

He had danced with Ferrah at the festival, feigning interest, but was seen later that night in a heavy embrace with Trixtz, which left Ferrah inconsolable. She had spent the rest of her days red-nosed and sobbing.

I had spent the entire fair being ignored by most of the males. I think they think I’m strange. Except, of course, for Morlon, who has always liked me, ever since I helped him get out of a tricky situation with a well-known bully who was attempting to inflict pain on the smaller Vilderne. He is a sweet male, and I wish I could have feelings for him, but he is so petite compared to me, and I feel zero attraction towards him.

So I ended up stuffing myself with almond-filled dates and entering every competition to prove myself worthy. No one else seemed to care about anything more than who was the next conquest, including my brothers, who spent the entire festivity drunk on crab apple cider and kissing as many females as possible.

I shake my head as I watch Ferrah, absorbed by Mordaq again. I realise I am being very judgy and reprimand myself quietly. Maybe if I had strong feelings for someone, I would behave the same way. I notice Morlon trying to get my attention, his oily hair scraped flat against his scalp. He is waving frantically at me. I pretend not to see him and keep my head down, feeling a pinch of guilt, but not enough to change my mind.

The crowd is large tonight, and the conversations are fickle. A lot of, ‘I love your outfit,’ and ‘did you hear about Tarquin?’ I notice another full-blooded, from the Sallee region, holding court with a group of traders.

‘Vladimir attempted to steal part of my holdings last summer,’ he drones on, ‘but I soon put a stop to his greed; my soldiers are the best in the region.’ I overhear as I struggle through the crowd.

‘Reine Havar,’ a voice greets me from behind.

Damn, Mordaq has crossed the room. He is smiling arrogantly as if I should be flattered that he is greeting me.

‘I like your dress,’ he drawls, staring at my breasts without a hint of modesty. Maybe it was fine to be a bit judgy after all. Ferrah races across the room towards us, carrying two glasses of fizzy nectar. She looks completely annoyed.

‘Thanks,’ I mumble under my breath as Ferrah hands him a glass. She nods her head in greeting, scanning the room as if there is better company elsewhere.

Finally, I spot Kiz, talking to a large blonde male I’ve never seen before.

‘Excuse me.’ I smile, trying my best not to look overjoyed as I grab a glass of fizzy nectar from a passing waiter and wave goodbye, leaving Mordaq scowling and Ferrah beaming.

Kiz’s green eyes light up. ‘Reine,’ he booms, ‘you look like you have squeezed into that dress.’ My cheeks burn. Typical comment from him, who says it like he thinks it. Trysa hoped he would outgrow his impulsivity, but at twenty-two, I doubt it will ever happen. Besides, it’s a good trait because you always know how he feels. But just tonight, I would prefer a little sensitivity.

‘This is my friend, Jens,’ he points to the blonde male standing next to him. Our eyes lock for a second, and my stomach flips. Kiz laughs.

‘He has that effect on women, but I thought you’d be immune, sis.’ I wonder what my face must have looked like for Kiz to say that. Usually, I’m unbothered by the male species, excluding the stable boy whom I’d fallen in love with when I was twelve. It had been an unrequited love as he had only looked at me like the little girl that I was. I soon learnt to concentrate on other things to avoid heartbreak.

But this man is something else. Extremely muscular with sensual lips and blue eyes that have an intensity that buzzes around him. His blonde hair hangs in casual disarray, seeming to caress his strong jawline. I notice the point at the bottom tip of his ears is like a sharp arrowhead, realising he’s a Sylph. My eyes dart to his hands, his fingers are unnaturally long, another defining feature. I wonder about the length of his toes, and feel heat flood my cheeks.

‘Don’t worry, Kiz,’ Jens exhales, smiling, his eyes dancing with mischievousness.

‘I’m not inclined to favour Vilderne maidens above my own kind, even when they look this good.’ His eyes track my face. ‘Your sister is safe with me.’ I flinch at the slight and am sure he notices. I click my tongue, flicking him a dirty look.

Kiz laughs. ‘Don’t insult my sister, Jens. She has another brother, as well as me. I’m the strongest, obviously, and our father, and we are all extremely protective. Besides, our grandfather was one. So we have some Sylph blood running through our veins.’

Jens lifts his eyebrows in surprise. ‘That would explain it,’ he mumbles under his breath.

‘I’m quite capable of defending myself,’ I half-whisper, feeling mortified.

A hand grasps my shoulder.

‘Reine, your father and I have someone we want you to meet.’ Trysa is glaring at Jens as if he’s a dead thing Magnus has brought in. This would be my exit card; sometimes my mother has perfect timing. I tap my brother on the shoulder, mouthing ‘bye’, and purposely ignore Jens, following Trysa and her exaggerated swagger to a group of people across the room. I notice Trixtz, laughing loudly, staring at the Sylph, willing him to see her. I dart my eyes back to the boys; Kiz is deep in conversation with someone, and Jens has a distant, distracted look on his face.






Chapter 3 Golden


Reine

Matamoris grabs me in a tight bear hug. It’s so welcome after the events of the day, and I just want to hide in his huge arms for the rest of the night. The vile boy, his words, everything, keeps repeating, bouncing like a rubber ball in my head. I also can’t help thinking about what he was planning to do to me, and the thought makes me want to throw up.

Mata is truly a calming figure in our volatile family life, even though he is full-blood and can transform at will. He’s calm and measured compared to my brothers. All the canid energy running through our temperaments causes constant clashes. I often wonder if we are overcompensating because we are not able to turn. Not that Mata has ever made us feel that way. But, we are always challenging each other, competing to see who is faster and stronger. Somehow, Mata knows how to diffuse tensions before they get out of hand.

Trysa is the matriarch in our family. She is the person who has built the family’s wealth through her entrepreneurship. Her gardens of roses are the pride of Havar, as well as the beehives producing honey that she sells throughout O Arithria. But when things go wrong, it is always Mata who is our solid rock.

My thoughts begin to drift as Mata introduces me to the stranger next to him.

‘May I introduce Draken? He is the youngest son of the Rhinehold clan.’ His smile lines crease as he points to the slim man next to him. I have heard talk of the Rhinehold clan, living on the outskirts of Hollar. A massive estate consisting of farmland and lavender fields, close to the dark sea. A place I’ve always wanted to visit. They are led by an infamous male known as Donning, who is also legendary for having ten formidable sons. One of the largest packs, known for the rumour that they still hunt in form.

Draken could almost be described as pretty, and not at all what a son of the great Donning would look like. Average height, slim, almost skinny, with ash- white hair hanging to his shoulders. His grey eyes are friendly, framed with thick black lashes. Smiling, he takes my hand in his, lightly kissing it. I’m taken aback by his formal gesture.

‘Apologies for my old-fashioned manners; it’s drummed into us by our mother.’ He laughs.

Trysa gushes, ‘Who does not love good manners?’ She beams. Mata has already lost interest in the introductions and is talking to a rugged man who is affectionately thumping him on the back.

‘Reine, I’m sure Draken would love a tour of the grounds and the library. You could show him all our family portraits.’ Trysa is glaring at Mata as she speaks, trying to draw him back into our conversation. I’m convinced Draken would definitely not be interested in what Trysa is suggesting, but before I can object, he takes my arm.

‘Lead the way; I’m intrigued.’ I’m surprised at his eagerness, but I grab two glasses of fizzy nectar from a passing waiter, handing him the other. I shove a tiny slice of cheese and pear toast in my mouth, and we head towards the gardens.

The moon is full and golden as we walk down the marble steps leading into the grounds. Our lawn is immense, expanding a great distance and richly green from the summer’s toasty sun and nurturing warm rains. I guide him past the beehives; the low drone of their buzzing sets me at ease. I’m definitely not keen to go back to the orchard in case that boy is still hanging around, although logically I doubt it. The rose garden would be the best place, but it is close to the woodlands, which equally makes me nervous. My home feels less safe now; my safety bubble has popped.

As the chattering of the crowd fades, I grow anxious. There is a strange menace that crawls under my skin.

‘Is everything alright?’ Draken senses my hesitation. ‘We can go back if you’d prefer, perhaps to the library? I would like to see your family portraits.’ He is watching me with a look of concern.

‘Yes, it’s cold outside.’ I fake a shiver, grateful to him for giving me an out.

‘The library would definitely be a better plan; at least it’s warm in there.’ I rub my arms to prove a point. He takes my hand, like it’s the most natural thing to do, and leads me back towards the house.

We pass groups of people on our way, couples strolling through the grounds, enjoying the beautiful night. The sound of the night crickets chirping like nature’s orchestra competes with animated conversations. The talking is definitely louder as more nectar is consumed. The room has cleared a bit when we return; people are exploring the gardens, getting up to the passions that wake with darkness and alcohol.

Kiz shouts to me as we pass. He is still with Jens, who is watching us, a look of disdain on his face. He is surrounded by a large group of giggling girls.

My cousins are standing with a group of Vilderne boys. I recognise a few of them from the festival. They all have a wild look to them as if they are seeking out trouble. Tanned-skin, moody, shadowed eyes, covered in clan tattoos, including their faces. I’m sure a fight will break out soon enough. I just don’t want to be around to see it. I’ve experienced enough violence for one day.

I see two of them glare at Draken, nudging a third to look. Their eyes challenge as they focus on him. Draken seems oblivious. Mart’s shock of black hair is nowhere to be seen, which is also not unusual as he hunts for a new female to pursue. I walk a bit faster, urging Draken to follow; staying here would not benefit him.






Chapter 4 Family Trees


Reine

The library is a large room, with thick cream and gold wool carpets that deaden sound, adding to its quietness. The rugs are made by a wild tribe of Vilderne called the Werven, who live more in their animal form than is natural. They isolate themselves from other Vilderne clans and are regarded with suspicion. They travel once a year throughout Havar and beyond, selling or trading, and then head back to the remote forests in the West, close to Aarden, to live as close to nature with their beasts.

A huge pack of wild dogs still traverses the land there, and the Werven idolise them as gods, believing that Loge still lives amongst these ferocious predators. I was fascinated by the Werven the first time I saw them. Formidable, large, and physically impressive, they spoke in a raw, guttural language, unfamiliar but so hypnotic. Their wild nature buzzed from their skin like lightning currents.

The silence of the library immediately settles my frazzled nerves, or could it be the third glass of nectar I’ve just consumed? The walls alternate between wooden bookshelves and family portraits. It smells of paper and dust, and I fight the urge to sneeze. Large candelabras drip beeswax onto polished black stone tables that are sporadically placed throughout the large space, but the room remains gloomy, as thick burgundy wool curtains swallow the light.

‘Are you sure you want to see this?’ I tentatively ask, scrunching my nose to stop the itch.

Draken has already walked closer to the portrait of my great-grandmother. In the painting, she stands next to a white canid, a depiction of herself when transformed. Her Vilderne is a balanced combination of the wild dogs that once roamed the plains hundreds of years ago and the wolves from the White Forest. She has a pointed snout and thicker fur, but her ears are rounded, and she is smaller, like a wild dog. She does not have the spots that many Vilderne have on the sides of their coats. Her fur is pure snow-white with silver eyes.

‘This was Mariane, my great-grandmother, on my mother’s side,’ I say quietly. Her red tumbling curls are so different from the white fur of her canid.

‘She’s beautiful, Reine; she looks a lot like you.’

‘You are being kind.’ I blush, wondering if I’ve just received a compliment.

‘I guess our hair is the same. She was formidable, and she could transform; I’m sure you know I can’t.’

He looks away. ‘I don’t really care about that, Reine. It is not everything.’

I’m distracted by the way he rolls the “R” of my name with his tongue. ‘I guess not to you,’ I reply, ‘because it’s something you can do. But for me, it’s as if something is lacking, if I’m honest. I don’t think you could understand.’

I’m babbling, nervous, but there’s something about Draken that makes me want to tell him things. He looks at me under his long lashes, and I’m convinced he could be the prettiest person at the party tonight.

He hesitates. ‘You are right; it’s not something I could understand. But sometimes when the change happens, it’s like you’re no longer yourself, like the wildest parts of you come out,’ he blurts, downing his fizzy nectar in one gulp.

I watch his throat move as he drinks, finding it oddly attractive.

‘Tell me about Marianne,’ he questions, looking back at the portrait with interest.

‘Well, she married out of love rather than bloodlines. She had fallen for a human called Roe, who worked on the estate she grew up on.’ I pause, feeling oddly breathless. ‘He was a farm worker, much to her parents’ disdain.’

‘So no portrait of Roe then?’ Draken smirks, scanning the paintings.

‘No, nothing. He’s rarely mentioned, sadly. But that is my family.’ I shrug.

‘I understand, believe me.’ He laughs, revealing adorable dimples.

‘She struggled to conceive; obviously, everyone blamed Roe’s human blood for it. But, eventually, after many years, she had a girl. Trysa’s mother,’ I continue, trying not to stare at him too much.

We walk further into the library, stopping in front of two portraits.

‘This was Scarlet, my grandmother, and next to her is my grandfather; he was a Sylph.’ I point at his ears, realising I’m stating the obvious, as his pointed lobes are illustrated clearly in the picture. I clear my throat. Draken is studying the portrait with interest. They both look so happy, smiling, young and carefree. They are standing next to a waterfall I’ve never seen in Havar, arm in arm. His size swallows her diminutive stature, and he stands protectively next to her. His long black hair gleams even through the painting. His looks are reminiscent of Trysa, as much as she hates the fact that she resembles him.

‘They actually never married, which was another scandal that was brushed over. I still remember them so well. I sometimes wonder why my mother finds these portraits and legacies so important, as there was so much drama involved.’ I glug my fizzy nectar.

‘They really loved each other. She loved cooking and was always making interesting meals for us. Shweld, my grandfather, was so tall he filled every space. I can still remember his booming laugh. They took over the Havar land from an apple farmer; they bought it with gold that Shweld always seemed to have in ample supply. But it is Trysa that has transformed it into the estate it is now.’

He sips his nectar and licks his full lips; my stomach does a flip. Something strange is happening to me. I need to stop drinking, or I might just kiss him, and that would be mortifying. He pauses to look at me; I realise I’ve stopped talking.

‘Scarlet could transform, but it always weakened her, and she’d get sick with fever for days afterwards,’ I prattle on, reminding myself of a chattering moon monkey. ‘Trysa would stay by her bedside, inconsolably begging her not to shapeshift. Even as young kids, we could see how much it hurt her. But Scarlet always said it was a part of her, like breathing, and she would stop when she was dead. It eventually did kill her, from a fever that just never went away. It destroyed Trysa.’

I’m saying too much, like my tongue has a will of its own; surely, he does not care about my family’s history. But he is still listening intently, or maybe the fizzy nectar is making me delusional.

‘What happened to Shweld?’ he asks, squinting his eyes at the picture of the Sylph.

‘He returned to the walled city of Ambria, to be amongst the Sylph. Trysa says he abandoned her, which is true; that’s why she is so hard on us all. She has developed a hard outer shell.’

‘Families,’ groans Draken under his breath.

‘I feel like I’ve overshared. Sorry, I hardly know you. It’s been a long day,’ I mutter apologetically. ‘I still haven’t shown you my father’s side and my awful cousins.’ I chuckle, trying to lighten the moment. I’ve exposed too much baggage about my family and am feeling vulnerable. I definitely don’t want to show him the portrait of me and my brothers.

The artist she’d used had
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