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      Eons ago, the last dragons departed the earthly realm once their fire was spent. But the war between light and darkness still raged on. Right when fighters for the light lost hope, a mythical defender, endowed with magical powers, emerged.

      So it began: the Age of the Gryphons.
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      The Hindu Kush – Freki Clan Stronghold

      

      “Hold up, Nyssa,” Roisin called out to the kitchen assistant getting ready to knock on her godmother’s door. “I’ll take the tea in.”

      “Are you sure, Miss Roisin?” Nyssa, the newest addition to the castle staff, gave her a startled glance. “Mrs. Prodan is very strict. If I don’t serve Lady Cassandra her tea, she’ll think I’m slacking, and I like my job.”

      “No, she won’t.” Gently, Roisin took the silver tray from Nyssa. “I’ll make sure our crotchety Mrs. Prodan”—she winked—“understands my godmother is happy with your work and that I’m the one who interfered. Will you give me a hand with the door, please?”

      “Of course, miss.” As Nyssa pushed the heavy, paneled door inward, Roisin walked in backward. Once she cleared the door, she quickly carried the tray to her godmother’s sitting area.

      Roisin loved visiting these quarters, and not only because she adored her godmother. Coming to her rooms was a wondrous experience. In this magical space, her godmother’s mellow voice transported Roisin to an almost forgotten past of myth and legend. She relived the ancient tales of heroic mages and warriors engaged in deadly combat against evil foes bent on destroying the universe, and even though she pestered her godmother for more and more stories, she always found the time to oblige her favorite goddaughter. Roisin, feeling honored, preened her feathers, so to speak.

      Even the décor got into the mystical act. Floor-to-ceiling arched windows decorated with Gothic mullions opened to the panorama of the snowcapped Hindu Kush, once known as the killer of slaves, nestling the citadel. Her godmother favored gold and ivory shades. A perfect combination with her collection of crystal, glass, white porcelain candelabra, and objet d’art. A faint aroma of roses, floating through the air, complemented the sensory experience.

      For someone prone to the unexpected assault of dark premonitions, it made sense for Lady Cassandra Freki to surround herself with light, sparkle, and perfume.

      “Here we are,” Roisin said, placing the silver tray on the coffee table. Serene as usual, with a small smile on her lips, her godmother followed her every move with perceptive golden eyes. Today, her long blonde hair was tied in a single braid that fell over her shoulder to the front of her silky robe.

      “Thank you, child. Once again, you’ve usurped young Nyssa’s position.”

      “That wasn’t my intention.” Roisin shrugged. “She was at your door when I offered to take the tray in.”

      Her eyes crinkled. “Offered, or took it from her?”

      “Would I do that?”

      “You know what? I think she’s your age. Seventeen years old and going through the difficult preshift stage. I’ve noticed she’s a little unsure of herself. Nyssa could use the support and friendship of someone who could relate to similar ups and downs. Any thoughts?”

      Feeling chastised, Roisin held back a scowl and nodded. “I understand, Aunt Cassie. She needs to prove her abilities to cranky Mrs. Prodan. I’ll be more considerate and try to help her whenever I can.”

      “Just what I expected from you, darling.”

      Most times, she preferred Aunt Cassie and Uncle Treznor as terms of endearment, because plain Godmother or Godfather sounded cold and stilted to her.

      In reality, Roisin was a Hati. Her parents, Lord Lucien and Lady Martine of the Hati clan, were close friends with the Frekis. Her father and Lord Treznor grew up, trained, and fought together. After Roisin was born, her father asked Treznor and Cassandra to be his daughter’s godparents. Lord Lucien knew the couple would take care of Roisin better than he and his wife, the nasty tongues whispered.

      Lady Martine, indifferent to Roisin and constantly busy with her younger offspring, indulged her older daughter’s fascination and tight relationship with the mysterious and beautiful Lady Cassandra, whose origins were shrouded in mystery.

      No one knew Cassandra’s family name or the origins of her birth parents, and neither did she. After Uncle Treznor brought her to the Freki stronghold, clan scientists performed repeated DNA tests. The results were clear: not a single genetic marker linked Cassandra to the Frekis, the Geris, or Hatis. Not even to the distant Vuks, lords of the Dinaric Alps. Nevertheless, she was undeniably a direwolf shifter, and a powerful one at that. Those who’d seen Cassandra Freki wield magic and display her abilities of divination would swear she was a lost descendant of the mighty Fenrir.

      In the end, Roisin’s godmother was an absolute conundrum, which sparked the clan’s imagination and gave rise to the legend. For five hundred years, the saga of Lady Cassandra had passed from one generation to the next, almost unchanged.

      According to the story, a human couple, hiding in the woods of the upper Caucasus, had witnessed in horror as masked beings in black garb massacred Cassandra’s parents and tossed their baby into the nearby bushes. When it was over, the attackers left without taking the child. A child abandoned and exposed to the elements…death was a certainty. But the assassins didn’t know humans had seen the attack.

      Eventually, the couple gathered their nerve and came out of hiding to check on the baby and were shocked to find her still breathing. They interpreted this as a miracle, a gift in answer to their prayers. They’d been childless for years and had given up on having a family. Now the universe had put a baby—orphaned in the worst of circumstances—in their path. Grateful for the gift, the couple brought her home.

      Years passed, the baby thrived thanks to her loving parents, and life progressed at a happy speed for Cassandra, until her powers of divination emerged. Hers weren’t simple hunches, premonitions, or even fragments of dreams. Little Cassandra accurately uttered the details of future events, which drew the ire of the town healers and so-called seers. This, coupled with her rare golden eyes, caused accusations of evil and witchery to fly. Cassandra’s parents packed up and moved down the mountain to a more hospitable and kinder town, where, years later, Cassandra met the gallant Treznor out on a mission with his wolf warriors. Fated mates, Treznor and Cassandra recognized each other. Their love was instant, and from this union, her dormant wolf stepped out into life.

      A beautiful story and a perfect happy ending, which fit Roisin’s romantic heart to a T.

      There were other details of the tale that Roisin preferred to skip over. Such as the part where an evil mage had captured her godmother and tried to rape her, and how Uncle Treznor arrived just in time to rescue her from a fate worse than death. She also skipped over the battle of the Caucasus between the Titanians and their allies against evil Astarot, the king of daemons, and his minions, because the resolution was a bit too gory for her tastes…

      But that was ancient history. It had happened hundreds of years ago. Who remembered, and who cared? Throughout Roisin’s young life, no one had mentioned a single incident or attack involving the dreaded daemons.

      “Should I?” she offered.

      “You pour.” Her godmother smiled, folding her elegant hands. “I like watching you.”

      Setting the cup and saucer toward the end of the tray, Roisin lifted the polished silver teapot and poured the steaming liquid. She served a heaping teaspoon of Lady Cassandra’s specially made golden sugar into the cup, stirred, and passed it forward.

      Roisin didn’t miss the almost imperceptible tremor in those elegant fingers. She studied her godmother’s expression with more care. Except for a quick fluttering of eyelashes when she tasted the aromatic brew, nothing was amiss.

      “Is it too hot?” Roisin asked.

      “No.” Cassandra sighed and took another small sip. “It’s perfect.”

      “So…on my way here,” Roisin said in a casual tone to hide her true interest in the response, “I overheard a conversation about our winter crops. Some folks are worried the harvest won’t go far enough to feed the entire citadel’s population.”

      Placing the teacup and saucer on the table, Aunt Cassie stood. The skirt of her floor-length silk dress made a swishing sound around her golden slippers as she approached the closest window. Outside, a smattering of snowflakes, the first of the winter season, floated and spun in the air, following no specific direction.

      “You’re a little too young to be worrying about such matters.” Keeping her back to Roisin, she explained with perfect intuition. “It shows the quality of your heart that you care about the welfare of our clan. I love that about you.”

      She tapped the window with a fingernail. “These snowflakes are early. We may even get a warm spell before winter, but your Uncle Treznor and the clan elders won’t wait. Any minute, they’ll raise the weather dome, as they do every year, ensuring a successful harvest for everyone.”

      Roisin moved to her godmother’s side. “The raising of the dome is amazing to watch. I like it when magic sparkles in all colors. Reminds me of human fireworks.”

      “Agreed. But I have a sneaking suspicion…” She gave Roisin a sideways glance. “My darling goddaughter has a more important question in mind and is gathering her nerve to ask. Am I wrong?”

      Roisin’s cheeks flushed with heat. “You’re not wrong, Aunt Cassie. I’m just wondering… How long before I can start training?”

      “Patience, darling. You must shift before a gryphon selects you.”

      “Wait. Are you saying the gryphon selects me?”

      Aunt Cassie nodded. “They do. Didn’t your parents teach you this?”

      “No.” She scrunched her lips. “Father never took me seriously. He had no time for ‘childish obsessions,’ and whenever I asked Mother, her answer was ‘You’re the Hati heir, a lady, and not a warrior.’ Very frustrating.”

      “So it falls on me to explain. We’re direwolves, and the gryphons expect the best from our line. The bond between a direwolf and the gryphon he or she rides is eternal and unbreakable. Very similar to the bond between mates. A gryphon won’t see or accept you until your magic develops enough to shift. Huge amounts of power are exchanged between rider and gryphon until the end of their lives. Together, they make a formidable weapon. Maturity and common sense are essential to handling this responsibility. You’ll have a better grasp after you shift and begin training.”

      Folding her hands, Roisin stared at the floor. “When my time comes, will Culgan train me?”

      “It’s possible. Ranulf is also an excellent rider and trainer. Depends on their schedules and duties.”

      Well… All that stuff about power, magic, mental connection, and lifetime responsibility sounded serious and a lot to take in. She’d only considered the fun part of riding, with Culgan taking center stage in her fantasies. She’d seen the handsome warrior, Uncle Treznor and Aunt Cassandra’s son—who everyone assumed would be next in line to the Freki throne—astride his gryphon and decided on the spot he should be the one to train her.

      Aunt Cassie’s explanation gave her a lot to digest. At least she’d managed to keep her hopes secret. So she continued chatting to point her godmother in a different direction.

      “I know. Uncle Treznor is always sending Culgan on one mission or another. But I’d be just as happy with Ranulf. He’s good and patient with the younger wolves. Don’t you think?”

      Her godmother didn’t reply.

      “Aunt Cassie?”

      Abruptly, her godmother pressed a palm against the window and closed her eyes. Her shoulders hunched, and she wobbled. Fearing she might fall, Roisin rushed to hold her arm. Her skin was ice cold, as if she had stood outside under the falling snow.

      “What’s wrong?” Roisin asked, squeezing her arm, but no answer came. “Talk to me!”

      Wedging her shoulder under her godmother’s armpit, Roisin slipped her free arm around her godmother’s waist and shuffled back to the sofa. Aunt Cassie collapsed on the cushions, her body trembling.

      Roisin didn’t have a moment to waste. She opened the door to the hallway and shouted for help so loudly, her throat ached. The sound of voices and footsteps answered her call, and she ran back inside.

      Growing up, Roisin had heard the whispers, but she’d never seen her beloved godmother have one of these fits before. Fear filled her eyes with tears. Through the blur, she scanned the sitting room for her godmother’s phone. She found it on the sofa’s end table and let out a sigh.

      As she tapped the first programmed number, a maid and a guard ran into the room.

      “Cassie?” Uncle Treznor answered the call.

      “It’s Roisin. Aunt Cassie’s not well.”

      “On my way.” He cut the call.

      “Take care of the young miss,” the guard directed the maid as he cradled her still-trembling godmother in his arms. “I’ll put Lady Cassandra on her bed. I don’t want her to hurt herself.” The guard gave Roisin a gentle glance. “This will pass soon. Has Lord Treznor been informed?”

      Roisin nodded. Burning tears ran down her face as she watched the guard carefully stretch her godmother on the bed. He stood at her side, making a solid barrier to prevent her from falling.

      The heavy sounds of boots running down the hallway came moments later. Uncle Treznor, followed by Dolph, his best friend and senior general of the Freki forces, ran into the room. Both wore tactical gear. They must have been involved in maneuvers when Roisin called.

      Engulfing Cassandra’s hand between his, Treznor spoke to the guard. “Thank you, Lieutenant, for your timely actions. You handled this well. I can take over.”

      “I’m charged with protecting Lady Cassandra, and I do it with pleasure, my lord.”

      Dolph clasped the guard’s shoulder. “Thanks again, Remard. We’ll talk about this later. A commendation will be in your file. But now…” He jutted his chin toward the maid sitting next to Roisin. “Could you take the young woman with you? Divinations can reveal sensitive information. She shouldn’t be present when the lady speaks.”

      “Not Roisin. I want my goddaughter to stay,” Treznor directed.

      “Of course, my lord.” Remard bowed his head. He moved over to the maid, gently led her out of the room, and closed the door.

      Eyes wide, Roisin approached the side of the bed, making herself as small as she could. That her godfather had requested her to stay in the room was an honor. She wanted to watch and learn, but not be noticed or to interrupt. Especially as Treznor brushed Aunt Cassie’s forehead with his fingertips and kissed her hand. Her tremors seemed to ease with each stroke of his hand.

      Lord Treznor and Lady Cassandra had bonded more than five centuries ago. Their love grew stronger with the years, not weaker. The power and magic they conjured as a bonded couple had protected the Freki habitat, had nourished it and transformed what used to be barren soil impossible to till into fruitful grounds for crops and vegetation. Clan scribes had recorded their story in the Freki scrolls for the educational benefit of future generations. A couple to be revered and remembered by all.

      If the universe granted Roisin a mate who’d love her maybe half as much as her godparents loved each other, she’d be blessed for her lifetime.

      Sadly, not all matings were as fortunate as Lord Treznor and Lady Cassandra’s. It was well known that the universe had mated some couples with the sole purpose of continuing the lineage. A transactional agreement, with no emotion involved. The Vuk royals dealt with such an unhappy situation. As soon as an uncontested heir was born without physical or health limitations, thus assuring the succession, the couple found solace in the arms of extramarital lovers. Roisin hoped the universe would be kinder to her.

      “Roisin, sit with me.” Her godfather’s command startled her out of her reverie. She moved past the imposing Dolph, who stood at the foot of the bed.

      Aunt Cassie had stopped trembling, and a healthier, rosy color covered her cheeks. She showed no evidence of her previous trance. Anyone who saw her now and didn’t know she’d experienced a fit would think she was sleeping.

      “You’re older now, and I want you to be prepared, should this happen again,” Treznor said. “Good thinking, calling for help. But if you’re ever caught in this situation by yourself, help Aunt Cassie to the ground and make sure she isn’t near anything that could hurt her. Never leave her alone. Good so far?”

      “Yes, Uncle Treznor.”

      “Now we wait for her to wake up and tell us what she saw.”

      As if her husband’s words were her cue, Aunt Cassie’s eyelids fluttered open and she smiled. Abruptly, her face twisted into a frightful expression. She grabbed Uncle Treznor’s arm and sat up. “He’s back!” She let out a bloodcurdling scream.

      Roisin covered her ears.

      “Easy, my love.” Immediately, Treznor pulled her into his arms. “I have you. Who’s back?”

      “Egron.” She sobbed, collapsing against Treznor’s chest. “He’s back.”

      “Egron?”

      “Yes, Vir’s brother. He came to the camp. I didn’t see his face, but I heard him. He convinced Vir to hurt me, remember?”

      “I could never forget his influence on Vir, precious. Are you sure? That was so long ago.”

      “Yes. It was.” She clutched her throat. “Gods. I’m so thirsty.”

      Uncle Treznor turned to Dolph, but his friend was already moving toward the sitting area and to the pitcher of water atop a credenza.

      Aunt Cassie gave him a grateful glance when he returned with the glass. She drank half the water without pausing to breathe.

      “The visions dehydrate her. Something to remember, Roisin,” Uncle Treznor explained.

      “I’ll remember, Uncle,” Roisin said. Although she silently hoped, she’d never have to handle this situation on her own.

      Dolph propped two pillows behind Aunt Cassie. Holding her shoulder, he helped her sit back.

      “Feel better?” Uncle Treznor asked.

      “Much,” she replied.

      “Okay, tell us. From the beginning.”

      “The vision took me to the netherworld and into Egron’s quarters or maybe his office.” She spoke softly and gestured at the same time, illustrating her words. “I watched from somewhere in an elevated spot. His voice came back to me, and this time, I saw him. Unlike the high mages before him, Oras and Dubtach, who were dark and menacing, Egron is a blond daemon. I didn’t know they existed, and the innocence in his expression is a deceiving lure. It’s hard to believe he’s so evil. He was furious about his failed plan. He’d tried to set up a revolt against Kirill, the Ussuri bear king. He’d murdered Japheth’s son and planted the king’s knife to incriminate him.”

      “I’m sorry, love. I don’t follow you.”

      Aunt Cassie took a deep breath. “Japheth used to be Kirill’s chief adviser, but Oras, Astarot’s high mage, corrupted him against the Ussuri allies, the Titanians. Kirill threw him in jail when his adviser’s treachery was discovered. But Japheth has many followers.”

      “I see the picture now,” Uncle Treznor cut in. “Egron killed Japheth’s son with Kirill’s knife, thereby creating the catalyst for a revolt.”

      “Exactly. But he didn’t count on Talaith. The universe alerted her to the plan, and she came to Kirill’s defense. Using her magic, Talaith showed the citizens a vision of what really happened and squashed the revolt.”

      “Who’s Talaith?” Roisin asked.

      “Talaith is a guardian mage,” Dolph answered.

      “Is she powerful?”

      Dolph smiled. “She’s the most powerful mage alive. The universe dictates her position and grants her nearly unlimited magic. She’s in charge of protecting the natural order of things.”

      “Kirill is supposed to live to a ripe old age and pass the Ussuri throne to his daughter, Huian, after she marries,” Aunt Cassie elaborated.

      “So when Egron set up the revolt, he was interfering with Ussuri fate,” Roisin added.

      “Excellent reasoning.” Aunt Cassie nodded at her. “You catch on quickly.”

      “Oh, yeah. I have a very talented goddaughter.” Uncle Treznor smiled at her. “But let’s get to it.”

      Aunt Cassie paled again. “Egron is so angry, he’s spitting venom. He used up too much magic for this revolt, and because of Talaith’s intervention, that power is forever lost to him. He’s also running short of lieutenants of the horde and needs magic to increase their numbers or to create new warriors. He can manage what’s left of his allotment of magic, but he can’t produce more. Only the universe or a god can produce and grant magic.”

      “I can’t think of a single pantheon willing to supply a second-tier Astarot mage with magic.” Uncle Treznor argued. “That would be like giving him a knife to cut your throat. He’s crazy if he thinks that will happen.”

      But Aunt Cassie’s worried expression remained riveted on her husband.

      “What am I missing?” he pressed her.

      “He’s no longer second-tier. After Oras’s execution, Astarot elevated Egron to high mage. A green-tunic wizard, Shezor, has advanced to first rank in the black-tunic order. Which means he’s a necromancer in training and a future problem for all of us. I tried to see his face, but during the vision, he kept it hidden from me. I had the unsettling feeling that he knew I was watching.”

      “Can they do that?” Uncle Treznor’s eyes widened.

      Covering her face, she spoke through her fingers. “I don’t know. It’s possible. They’re powerful mages, but that’s not the end of it.”

      He shook his head. “There’s more?”

      “Egron has found an ally. Ishtar of the Anunnaki. The Mesopotamian goddess of war and sexual love has offered him magic.”

      “Ishtar? Are you sure?”

      She nodded. “Yes.”

      “I thought the Anunnaki had faded into the ether and lost all interest in this world once their old followers no longer worshipped them.”

      “From what I heard, Egron is delighted that Ishtar and her kind are alive, doing well, and ready to get back into the action. The goddess of war is hungry for blood, among other activities.”

      “Dear gods of the universe,” Uncle Treznor whispered, then turned to Dolph. “We have to alert all the clans. Send word to Soren, the Titanian Enforcer. He’ll warn his people.” He turned to Aunt Cassie. “Did you see a timeline for an offensive?”

      “None. The alliance is in the preliminary stages. The younger mage seemed skeptical about a successful arrangement between Egron and Ishtar. He told Egron the goddess might only trade a measly amount of magic for an abundance of sexual favors from him.”

      Aunt Cassie glanced at Roisin. “I’m sorry you heard all this. You’re still so young.”

      “Nonsense,” Uncle Treznor argued. “Any day now, her shift will take place, and she’ll join the defenders’ pack. Not to mention, the universe will bring out her mate. She has to know these things. Be prepared. The fight is coming.”

      “I wish I could stop time for her,” Aunt Cassie said, a sad expression on her face. “Give my sweet Roisin a few more years of innocence.”

      “When evil comes, innocence won’t shield her. Knowledge will.”
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      Two years later…

      
      “Go around.” Culgan had to send a mental order to Pholus. At this height, the wind drowned out his voice. Immediately, his gryphon spread his majestic dark wings to bank over the small village below. First circle completed, he went around once more waiting for his rider’s next instructions to either descend or fly beyond. Behind Culgan, his cousins, closest friends, and battle companions, Ranulf and Draven, flew astride their gryphons, maintaining the standard triangle recon formation.

      A distress call from an unknown pack had come from a distant area north of their citadel. The Freki clan didn’t differentiate between allied or independent packs. If an alpha—at times, even a beta—asked for help, they stepped up to assist. Without delay, all three warriors mounted their bonded gryphons and flew past the human cities of Kondūz and Dushanbe and farther, beyond the borders of Tajikistan.

      “Iliseo!” He shouted the magic word to meld Pholus’s eagle vision with his. Instantly, colors sharpened, and the ground below came into perfect focus. Culgan stretched beyond his saddle, barely reaching his gryphon’s muscular, white-feathered shoulder, and peered below. Slowly, he scanned what was supposed to be a small village.

      This initial recon revealed they might have arrived too late to help. Huts torn to pieces and other indistinct debris were strewn in all directions as if a giant hand had smashed and scattered the village apart. But the dark red swaths covering the ground and partial surfaces of what was left of the homes made the decision for him. He had to verify up close.

      “Descend now.” He thought the order and glanced over his shoulder at his mates. Pointing down, he gave the signal to land.

      “Don’t take any chances,” Pholus warned.

      Culgan laughed in his mind. “I won’t. I like us alive.”

      Following long-established procedures, the three gryphons began the methodical pattern to descend and touch down at the outskirts of the village. Pholus was the first. Then Crius landed after completing another full circle, followed by Jade. The strategy was well planned. If Culgan and Pholus were ambushed or encountered trouble, then Crius and Jade would remain aloft, ready to provide defensive maneuvers with their lightning and fire vision and powerful talons in conjunction with their riders. All three warrior wolves carried a deadly laser sword strapped to their saddle, courtesy of the distant Titanian allies.

      His senses on full alert, Culgan slowly approached the center of the decimated village. Even in his human form, the eerie silence gave him a creepy feeling, especially at the back of his neck. The closer he got to the center, the stench of old blood, reminiscent of dead fish, and something else he couldn’t place became unbearable to his acute sense of smell.

      Pholus, in tune with his distress, remained at his side. Culgan patted the massive chest of his friend and partner in a calming gesture, though he kept his eyes peeled to his surroundings.

      The shambles of what used to be a small community remained perfectly silent and still. Only the splattered dried blood and destruction told the story: a deadly attack had taken place.

      Crius’s and Jade’s unhappy chirrup broke the silence. Ranulf and Draven had ordered them to remain at the edge of town as their riders advanced to join Culgan and Pholus. Gryphons knew all too well, most times better than their riders, how separation opened everyone to surprise attacks and were making their displeasure known.

      “They were wiped out,” Ranulf murmured, scowling. He lifted and grimaced at what resembled a section of a dwelling’s latticed mud wall splattered with blood.

      “That’s obvious, but where are the signs…the evidence?” Draven asked. His eyes darting, he tapped the firing pin of his laser sword with twitchy fingers.

      Culgan gave him a level stare, and Draven explained, “I’m talking about remains, actual body parts. There’s too much blood not to have wolf remains everywhere. There’s no smoke, and I don’t smell any extinguished pyres. They have to be here somewhere.”

      “Unless they were taken,” Ranulf ventured, shoving aside a segment of a table with his boot. A ceramic bottle rolled, and drops of some liquid trickled out. “See that? The attack was recent.”

      “You’re thinking they were captured for servitude?” Culgan asked, frowning. “No fucking way. Humans don’t know we exist. The village’s glamour barrier is still intact, which points to a supernatural attack. And I don’t know a single supernatural race that’d dare enslave a wolf of any race. They’d have a bloody war on their hands.”

      “Daemons.” A ragged voice spoke not far from Culgan. Pholus fluttered his wings aggressively, ready to protect his friend and bonded rider. Squinting, Culgan held up a quelling hand at his startled gryphon, then rushed toward a young wolf in human form as he stumbled toward their group. He reached the youth before he collapsed to the ground.

      Kneeling, Culgan carefully propped him against his thigh. He pushed back strands of plastered hair away from the soiled and battered face. The youth’s clothes were so torn, he barely had any left on. Every uncovered spot showed an open, bloody gash underneath.

      “How can I help you?” Draven offered.

      “I’m trying to assess his condition,” Culgan replied. “He’s in bad shape.”

      “Did I hear him right?” Draven asked. “He said daemons.”

      “Yeah, he did.”

      This information carried severe implications. Culgan didn’t want to think about a single one right this minute. His focus was on keeping the injured wolf alive and getting answers. As he held the back of the youth’s head in his hand, his fingers grew wet, sticky, and warm.

      Time was ticking against the young pup. He was bleeding profusely, and Culgan had no way of knowing if he had shifted already. If he hadn’t, nothing would save him. If he had, his only chance to survive lay in the citadel.

      “You’re safe with us. What’s your name?”

      “L-Leo,” he whispered.

      “Are you full wolf? Did you shift?”

      “Mmm…”

      “No! Stay with me, Leo,” Culgan urged. “Did you shift? Blink if yes.”

      Leo moved his eyelids weakly, and that was enough of a sign for Culgan. Cradling the young shifter in his arms, he gave directions to Ranulf and Draven, “We’re going back. He won’t make it if we don’t get him to the citadel soon.”

      He reached Pholus’s side, but his friend flapped his wings and moved his massive head up and down.

      “No. Evil. Sense danger,” he shouted in Culgan’s mind.

      “Settle down, Pholus. He stays, he dies.”

      “Yes. Let him.”

      “We can’t.” Culgan stared into Pholus’s steady amber eyes. One lid fluttered, but his fierce expression didn’t waver. He suspected the pup. Period.

      “We have a mandate, my friend. We rescue and protect,” Culgan coaxed in his softest voice. Arguing with Pholus on the ground had its benefits. He could modulate his tone enough to convince him.

      But he’d never go against his bonded gryphon. In the end, if Pholus refused to carry the injured wolf, Culgan had a big problem. Jade and Crius would go along. Sending Ranulf and Draven to get help broke mission protocol, which demanded they stay together. All three would have to stay with the pup until he died of his wounds, which, by the looks of it, could happen any moment. Then later, Culgan could try to figure out his friend’s refusal.

      A long silence passed between them. Culgan withstood the sharp stare.

      Pholus relented. “Your decision.”

      “Thank you, my friend.” With a sigh of relief, he turned to Ranulf and passed him the unconscious pup. “Hold him while I mount.”

      His cousin took the wounded Leo. Pholus, now in agreement, bent his front leg to lower his body. The move helped Culgan hop onto the saddle. Once he was settled, boots anchored into the stirrups, Ranulf passed him the unconscious wolf.

      “Do you want us to stay and search around? Maybe we can find more clues,” Ranulf said.

      “No, cousin. The three of us fly together for a reason. There’s power in three. I’m not leaving you two alone, and this pup doesn’t have much time.”

      “You got it.”

      Ranulf and Draven dashed to their gryphons. In moments, all three were soaring above the Pamirs heading for the Hindu Kush and the citadel.
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        * * *

      

      Roisin glanced at her watch, and a curse flew from her lips. “Shit.”

      Barely looking at her reflection in the mirror, she twisted her platinum hair into a double ponytail and dashed out of her room. Lifting her long skirts to avoid tripping over them, she rushed down the stairs to the next level below. She weaved through the working staff, offering apology after apology, made it to Sable’s family’s quarters, and banged on the door. By now, she’d used up five precious minutes.

      Lady Celestria, Sable’s mother, opened the door. “Roisin. You’re all flushed. Did you run here?”

      “Kind of. Where’s Sable?”

      “I’m coming,” her friend answered from behind her mother.

      Roisin’s impression of staring at carbon copies of each other never changed. Except for crinkly lines at the corners of Lady Celestria’s eyes, she and Sable could pass for sisters. Both had the same glossy dark hair—Lady Celestria piled hers into a high twist—bright brown eyes, and sharp cheekbones. Even their voices sounded the same.

      “Sorry, Lady Celestria. We’re late,” Roisin said, stepping back out to the hallway. She didn’t want to be rude, but she also needed Sable to get the hint and pick up the pace.

      “See you later, Mom.” Sable kissed her mother on the cheek.

      Roisin huffed and took off. Another five minutes lost during this evolution. Now she had a tight margin of seven minutes to reach the audience room. She turned at the top of the stairs and waved at Sable. “We have to go two flights down.”

      “Why?” Sable asked as she reached her side.

      “You’ll see.”

      Once she got to the bottom, Roisin grabbed Sable’s hand. “Come with me.” She entered a small formal room used once in a while, for intimate events and dinners, and pushed a side door in. An old corridor opened before them. Despite thick cobwebs, dust, and poor light, she entered without hesitation. But Sable pressed her palm against the opening and dug in her heels.

      “I’m not going in there.”

      “Yes, you are.” Roisin yanked her in.

      “I can’t see.”

      “You will, soon.” Roisin pulled a key chain flashlight from her skirt pocket and turned it on. “Reflectors light up when we pass. It’s not the best illumination, but your eyes will get used to the change. We don’t have much time. Hurry,” Roisin said as she led her friend down the corridor.

      “Okay, but why did you choose to come this way?” Sable asked, breathing hard. “This corridor is old and dark, and it stinks of humidity. The stone floor has cracks everywhere. Running isn’t my thing. Damn it! If I break one of my new heels, you’re replacing the pair.”

      “Fine. I’ll replace them. Stop bitching,” Roisin panted back. “We’re on a shortcut to the audience room, and it opens behind the throne dais. The best part about coming this way is we can bypass stuffy Adviser Barior.”

      “But how did you know about it?”

      “Nana Zoe. She told me before she passed away.” Roisin slowed her pace a little. Sable was having a hard time with her shoes. “When the castle’s big remodeling took place, new corridors were opened and the existing ones were supposed to be shut down. Some fell through the cracks. No pun.” She giggled. “This one is great. Few remember it’s here, and we can slink out and watch the court session unseen. I have a feeling today something big is going to happen.”

      “Big how? I know you, Roisin. You love to exaggerate.”

      “Unexpected. A surprise for everyone. A revelation of some kind.”

      “Oh, now you’re having premonitions too?”

      Roisin stopped and glared. “Don’t you dare make fun of Aunt Cassie.”

      Sable put her hands on her hips. “Hey, missy. What’s your problem? I’d never make fun of her. She absolutely rocks. I was teasing you, not her.”

      “Sorry. I didn’t mean to snap at you.” Roisin sighed. “I woke up feeling out of sorts. My clothes feel pinchy, and nothing fits right. I’m not quite myself. Meh.” She waved a hand. “Listen, I don’t want to be a pain, but if we don’t hurry, we’ll miss the whole thing.”

      “Not on my account.” Sable removed one shoe, hopped on that foot, and removed the other. “Ugh, dusty. But whatever.” She opened her walk to a long stride.

      Soon, a brighter light illuminated the space ahead, showing the narrowed mouth of the corridor Nana Zoe had told her about.

      The castle’s construction, with its multiple corridors, took place during the early days of the citadel, soon after the pack ascended to clan status. This was a dark and highly unstable period, rife with jealousy, hunger for power, and treachery among the leading families as all of them fought for the coveted position of reigning clan lords.

      Infamous Lord Faolan, the citadel’s head architect and chief rival for the throne, had secretly designed the tunnel’s narrow opening, which allowed his coconspirators, one at a time, to exit unseen behind the half wall. From this spot, said coconspirators could spy on the proceedings or effect a surprise attack and sneak back out.

      As soon as Uncle Treznor’s grandfather defeated the traitors, ended the bloodshed, and stabilized the Freki clan, he gave orders to close down all the hidden corridors. This one fell through the cracks.

      Roisin and Sable emerged directly behind the throne dais, which consisted of a simple platform with no decor or fancy trappings like the rest of the audience room, and two sturdy armchairs. Three features stood out in the huge room: the Freki Wolf shield hung prominently above the dais, the floor polished to a high gloss, and the paneled wooden shutters that protected the glass doors leading to the courtyard. At the moment, the shutters were hooked open against the wall, allowing a beautiful light to illuminate the room.

      Uncle Treznor and Aunt Cassie were already in place. Roisin waved her friend forward and, crouching low, they slunk behind the platform. Sitting sideways on their hips, they settled in to watch the session already underway.

      Roisin had been very young when her parents brought her to the audience room for the first time, and she got hooked on the process. She loved the history and tradition behind the grievance session and its importance to the success of the clan.

      Her mother, Martine, had whispered in her ear that centuries ago, and due to heroic deeds, bravery in battle, and loyalty to their allies, the universe had elevated the Freki direwolves from a minor nomadic pack to a clan of honor and great importance. The new status entitled the Frekis to settle and rule over a territory with one caveat: absolute secrecy from humans had to be maintained.

      Since the beginning of the world, when magic spread throughout the land, the universe had commanded all supernatural creatures to keep their existence secret and entirely apart from humans—a race still in its early stages of spiritual and mental development. To comply with the command and maintain total separation and privacy, the first ruling lords founded their citadel in the remotest part of the Hindu Kush, hidden behind an impenetrable layer of magical glamour.

      In her explanation, Roisin’s mama skimmed over the period of bloodshed—an era of near famine and darkness, which exploded on the heels of the universe’s decree, when families conspired and stabbed each other in the back to achieve the clan’s leadership—and swiftly moved on from the topic.

      Since then, ruling lords invited every resident, as wolves of equal standing and honor, to appear twice a month and present any grievances, needs, or petitions for assistance. No request was too small or too large.

      Today, the Freki court was in full session, and as usual, the line was long. To minimize the crowd in the audience room, Adviser Barior kept the majority of petitioners sitting in the antechamber waiting for their turn. Exactly what Roisin had wanted to avoid. If the adviser had seen them, he would’ve barred their way.

      She tuned in as one couple finished presenting their needs. An unresolved dispute between neighbors over a changed boundary line, the result of heavy rains. Uncle Treznor promised to check the records himself. The female nodded while the male agreed to abide by his lord’s decision, bowed, and walked out.

      Now, an older wolf waiting behind the couple stepped up to speak.

      “Sorry I was a little bitchy about my shoes,” Sable whispered. “This is really exciting. Thanks for bringing me.”

      “I knew you’d—” The thunderous sound of flapping wings drowned out Roisin’s answer.

      “Thank the gods. They’re back,” Uncle Treznor exclaimed, standing from his chair. “Open the courtyard doors!”

      “Is that…?” Sable’s mouth fell open, and she didn’t finish.

      Roisin recognized the sound, and so did everyone else in the room. Voices clamored while four guards, two on each side, rushed to open the massive floor-to-ceiling double glass doors. Even with his direwolf strength, a single guard couldn’t manage a heavy door by himself.

      A thunderous noise came from the stone courtyard. In moments, the flapping of wings grew deafening. At Roisin’s side, Sable gasped when two muscular lion-like rear legs landed, then two clawed raptor-like legs settled down in front.

      The hoarse shriek of a gryphon struck the sensitive ears of every wolf in the audience hall. Despite the auditory discomfort, petitioners and castle inhabitants alike smiled. The majestic gryphons were rare and special. They only served with deserving clans and chose their riding and fighting partners. Other clans had a smattering of the winged creatures serving with them, but the presence of a full pride of gryphons living with the Freki was a sign of approval and favor from the universe and a source of delight.

      Roisin stiffened when the rider dismounted. Culgan, the warrior she’d secretly crushed on for years, held an unconscious wolf in his arms.

      “I need medical help.” His commanding baritone voice boomed throughout the room. It had the rippling effect of a stone falling into placid waters: everyone went into action.

      She held her breath in admiration as other parts of her tingled. Roisin hadn’t seen Culgan in almost a year, and he was as handsome or maybe more so than she remembered. His glossy black hair, tousled from flying, fell across his forehead, giving him a boyish charm, yet his tall, muscular form and fluid stride were all powerful direwolf, and all dashing warrior. Her heart raced, and a warm sensation filled her chest. In awe, she grasped Sable’s hand, and both stood to watch.

      Leaving her chair, Lady Cassandra sped toward Culgan. Treznor shouted at his adviser, “Barior, call the surgeons!”

      The door guards and several petitioners milling in the room rushed to assist with the wounded wolf. As Barior made the call, Ranulf and Draven’s gryphons landed noisily in the courtyard.

      Once, Roisin had been surprised to learn that Jade, Draven’s gryphon, being a female with beautiful dark green wings, was just as massive and strong as Crius. Why she thought this information was important, she couldn’t say. But it stayed with her.

      Ranulf and Draven dismounted and joined the gathering group.

      “Gosh, their armor is covered in blood.” Sable squeezed her hand harder. “They’re not limping or moving like they’re hurt. The blood must be from the wounded wolf. Let’s get closer. I want to see.”

      Roisin tried to speak, but her throat had abruptly closed. Instinctively, she knew the reaction wasn’t caused by the surprise of seeing Culgan or a bout of nerves.

      This was something else…dark…malevolent.

      A peculiar and uncomfortable smell flowed through the air in her direction. It was unfamiliar and harsh. When the odor filtered into her sensitive nostrils, she recoiled, but couldn’t stop its advance. The scent hurt, scraped her tender sinuses, and coiled around her throat as if it had form and substance.

      Clutching her neck with both hands, she fought to exhale and eject the invasive smell. A hoarse gasp came out. Sable turned to her and grasped
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