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Prologue

Blake

His footsteps echo as he walks down the endless prison corridor.

Shadows coil around his arms and legs, almost as if they are alive. They slink around his ankles like cats.

His nostrils flare as a sweet, familiar scent hits them.

She’s peering through the barred window of one of the cells ahead, her back to him.

He tilts his head to one side. Is this his dream, or hers? Has he merely imagined her? Or is this a consequence of the bond between them?

Her red hair cascades down her back, almost the colour of blood in the gloom. It’s as if she’s been plucked from her bed and dropped here. She’s wearing his shirt, the one he gave Callum for her to put on after James bit her. It’s too big for her. It caresses the soft curve of her behind and strokes her thighs. Her calves and feet are bare. He swallows.

She stiffens like prey, and he wonders if she senses him watching. Then he follows her gaze. A writhing mass of shadow surges towards her. The jailer of this prison is coming.

Blake prowls towards her as she edges back. She bumps into his chest, and he hooks an arm around her waist – clamping a hand over her mouth before she can scream.

He brings his lips to her ear. ‘You shouldn’t be here, little rabbit.’

She stills in his arms.

And how he loathes her. He loathes the way her scent washes over him – even here. She smells like the slither of moonlight that would drift through the grate of the cell beneath the palace. Freedom, taunting him. The broken promise of something he cannot have.

He loathes how soft and warm she feels, how his cock stirs at her proximity. He loathes how the wolf he keeps on such a tight leash longs to sink his teeth into her.

Footsteps approach.

He drags her through an open cell door. It clicks shut behind them. Her attention shifts to the emblem carved in the obsidian beneath the barred window: a key with two crescent moons in the bow. He wonders if she knows what it means. Most wolves would – it’s a remnant of when the acolytes rose a century ago, but this symbol is not common in the Southlands. They don’t worship the darker gods there.

Her elevated pulse drums in his ears. His arm tenses against her torso. ‘Shh.’

The temperature drops, and Blake’s breath mists in front of his face. Aurora inches back, as if desperate for warmth, even from him. He holds her tighter.

The footsteps fade, and Blake exhales. He removes his hand from her mouth. She twists in his grasp to look up at him, and the soft swell of her breasts presses against his chest. A crease forms between her eyes. ‘What—’

Her attention jerks back to the door.

The figure stalks back. Thick, unnatural darkness bleeds through the barred windows.

‘Wake up. Wake up. Wake up.’ She’s muttering under her breath. ‘It’s just a dream. Wake up.’

It’s not just a dream.

He shuts his eyes. He wrenches her back. He doesn’t hit the wall – instead, it dissolves. The cell door bursts open in front of them, but they’re already falling through endless darkness.

He lands on his feet in the cell beneath the palace, and he knows they’re inhabiting his dream now. A memory. He doesn’t like it here, but it’s not as dangerous as the place before.

There’s a cot against one wall, the mattress stained brown with old blood. A bucket of waste sits in the corner. There are books piled against one wall, a candle flickering beside them. The scent of lemons mixes with iron and the cloying odour of bodily fluids.

Aurora stands in the centre of the space. She’s perfectly poised, her back straight, her chin slightly raised so she can look down her nose at her surroundings. Only her elevated pulse and the fact that he can feel that whisper of her inside him through their bond – like a small thread of light – tells him she is not as unfazed as she seems.

He loathes that about her, too. She’s always so well put together, but he’s been able to sense the violence that simmers beneath her skin since he first set eyes on her. It makes him want to provoke her.

When he was a child, some of the older boys from the village used to throw stones at the ducks in the river. He didn’t understand why they did it – even at six years old it had seemed juvenile to him – until he met her.

He’d do anything to ruffle her feathers. He wants to see what happens when she unleashes herself.

Perhaps he loathes her so much because he knows, deep down, he’s the same. He wears many masks, too. He hasn’t been given the luxury of losing control. He knows what dark secrets lurk within his soul, but he doesn’t know what lies behind the mask she wears. He thinks it might be magnificent.

She faces him, and he steps closer to her. He studies her face, her cheekbones, her blue eyes that peer up at him through thick eyelashes. Fuck, she’s beautiful.

‘Are you really here?’ he asks.

She frowns. ‘Of course I’m here.’ Her forehead only reaches his chin, yet she manages to speak to him as if he’s smaller. She frowns, looking dazed. ‘Are you?’

Footsteps approach the cell door behind her, and he sighs. ‘You should go. I’d rather you didn’t see this next bit.’

She glances over her shoulder. When she turns her attention to him once more, his damned subconscious has dressed him in a blood-drenched shirt. His feet are bare and dirty, and his breeches are torn.

‘Are you hurt?’ There’s a hint of concern in her voice, and he adds another thing to the list of things he loathes about her: she sounds like she might actually give a shit.

‘Time to wake up, little rabbit.’

‘Where are we?’ Her eyebrows knit together. ‘Where were we?’

‘If you remember this in the morning, I’ll tell you.’

He grabs her arms, and shuts his eyes. He needs to wake up.

He pushes her into the wall.

They fall into endless darkness once more.

***

Blake’s eyes jolt open.

He’s in his bed at Lowfell, and the crescent moon shines through his window. His heart is pounding. He’s not sure what is more disturbing: the location of his dreams, or Aurora’s presence.

He slides out of the sheets, grabs the breeches and shirt that are folded on his armchair and pulls them on. He puts on his boots, not bothering to fasten them, and slips out of his chambers.

He pads through his castle. The darkness is almost as thick as it was in the prison. He passes the room he put Aurora and Callum in. Callum is talking in hushed tones, and he feels a twinge of her panic. She has woken as unsettled as him.

When he’s outside, he crosses the small courtyard to the land outside the castle walls. The loch that surrounds Lowfell is as black as the sky, and the mountains on either side of it are shrouded with shadow.

Cold wind ruffling his hair, he delves into woodland and wanders through the ash trees until a chapel comes into view.

He enters. The gloom is thick within. Fragments of glass crunch beneath his boots as he passes the rotting pews and makes his way down the aisle. The stained-glass windows once showed the story of Night’s triumph over the Moon Goddess, and how he trapped her within his prison.

He tenses when a flapping sound echoes around the space, but it’s just a bird nesting in the rafters. He pulls himself on to the altar. He lies back on the hard stone, his knees raised, and clasps his hands behind his head.

He stares up at the emblem carved into the stone arch that supports the ceiling.

The door creaks open.

‘I thought I heard you walking around.’ Jack’s low voice rumbles around the small chapel as he strolls towards him. Blake’s second in command drops on to one of the pews at the front, stretching his legs out and crossing them at the ankles. ‘Trouble sleeping?’

Blake makes a noncommittal sound before turning his head. Jack’s dreadlocks are tied back from his face, revealing fading bruising around one of his eyes. Callum’s handiwork, no doubt. Jack was responsible for keeping Callum out of the way while Blake persuaded James – the Wolf King – to ask for Aurora’s hand in marriage. His sleeves are rolled up so Blake can see the tattoos curling around his corded forearms. Blake knows what that ink hides.

‘She was in my dream.’

Jack releases a soft chuckle. ‘You shouldn’t have done it, you know.’

Blake sighs. ‘Probably not.’

Jack runs a hand over his mouth. ‘There are reports that Night’s Acolytes are gathering. Whispers that the Night Prince is creating an army in the Northlands for him to command.’

Blake pulls a face. ‘The Night Prince? Fenrir, perhaps?’

‘Still in the Snowlands. Last I heard, he killed an alpha and married his wife. Ingrid, I think her name was.’

‘Alex, then.’

‘Probably. I’ll send someone to monitor the Grey Keep. He could make things difficult for us.’

The thread of light that Aurora gave Blake wraps around his soul and pulses inside him. He shifts on the stone, stretching one of his legs and arching his back slightly.

Jack frowns. ‘What’s wrong with you?’

‘I can feel her.’

Jack’s nostrils flare, then he chuckles. ‘Luckily for you, she’s not a half-wolf who’s just about to go through the transition … oh, wait …’

‘Piss off, Jack.’

‘I remember when I was first bitten. I didn’t leave my bed for a week.’

‘Spend some quality time with your right hand, did you?’

Jack laughs as he stands. ‘And the left.’ He walks over to Blake and clasps his shoulder. Concern flickers across his expression. ‘Learn to block it out or it’ll drive you insane.’

Blake grunts, and Jack strolls to the door of the chapel.

‘Get some rest,’ says Jack.

He steps outside and the door swings shut, sealing Blake and the darkness within. Blake rubs his face with both hands. He imagines a cage around his soul, so that Aurora’s thread of light cannot touch the rawest parts of him. The worst of the feeling eases, though his blood still runs hotter than usual.

Exhaling, he stares at the carving in the stone above his head – the key with two crescent moons within. The symbol for Night’s prison.

The Northlands wind slips through the caved-in roof, stirring the scent of old blood. He wonders how many people were sacrificed on this altar. It was known that the former alpha of Lowfell secretly worshipped the God of Night. The fool thought he could offer up innocent blood in exchange for power.

Night doesn’t want blood, though. He wants souls.

More than anything, he wants the key to his prison so he can escape it and unleash his violence upon the world.

Night wants the Heart of the Moon.

He would offer unimaginable power to whoever brought it to him.
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I jerk upright, gasping for air.

I’m tangled in the bedsheets. The shirt I’m wearing – oversized – is slick with sweat. I’m cold. So cold. Ice pumps through my veins, and I wonder if I’ll ever be warm again. The world is dark. Grey. As if I’m seeing it through a veil of shadow.

A floorboard creaks. The mattress dips by my bare feet. A wave of heat washes over me, along with the scent of male and the mountains.

‘Look at me.’ The words are gentle but authoritative. A hand cups my cheek – callused and strong, yet careful. ‘Look at me.’ More demanding. This is the voice of someone who is used to people doing as they say.

Helpless, I bring my gaze up.

‘That’s it. Eyes on me. Now breathe.’

I suck in air, letting it fill my lungs, letting it clear away the darkness.

‘Good lass. Come on. Breathe with me. In … and out …’

My heartbeat stops its cacophony in my ears. We’ve done this before, I think – in the kennels beneath Sebastian’s castle.

Sebastian. Goddess. I killed Sebastian.

A fresh wave of panic cascades over me.

‘Princess.’ The word is sharp and commanding. ‘Breathe. In … and out …’

A half-burned candle flickers on the bedside table next to a cup and a pile of books. A decanter of whisky sits on the mantelpiece where Blake left it. There’s a throbbing pain in my side. James bit me – only hours ago.

Rain patters against the window.

‘That’s it. Come back to me, princess.’

Warmth radiates from the figure before me. The tight grip around my lungs eases, and my breaths come easier. ‘Callum?’

‘Aye. I’m here.’

Callum’s expression is gentle, at odds with the tension in his body and the hard biceps straining against his shirt. His hair, the colour of dark sand, is brushed back from his forehead, and his green eyes gleam with concern.

‘Are you in pain?’ His forehead creases. ‘Do I need to get Blake?’

‘No … I … it was just a nightmare, I think.’ I release a breath.

‘What did you dream about?’

I shake my head as I try to remember. ‘I was in a prison, and Blake was there, and something was pursuing me. And …’ I tense as our conversation earlier this evening comes back to me. I bring my knees to my chest. ‘Goddess, I need to tell you something about Blake. He’s plotting against you.’

Callum frowns. ‘What?’

‘Everything he did … that bond he created that links my life to his … It was all part of a plan to steal the Wolf Throne. He’s going to help you become the Wolf King, then he’s going to challenge you. He knows he’ll win, because our lives are linked. You won’t kill him, because if you do, I’ll die too.’

Callum tenses. ‘He told you this?’

‘Yes.’

Callum stares at me for a moment, his biceps like steel. A soft laugh escapes him and warms the cool air.

‘This doesn’t concern you?’ I ask.

‘Oh, it concerns me. It’s just … I couldn’t understand it, before. Why he’d done it. He threw everything away that he’d spent years working for. He set me free, he fought James, and when he saw you dying … His face …’ He swallows. ‘He saved your life. I’ve been searching for the reason for it since we got here, and I could find none. I started to think …’ He shakes his head. ‘I don’t know what I thought. But this … this … makes sense. I find comfort in that, I suppose. Even if it complicates things somewhat.’

‘We need to break the connection between Blake and me.’

‘We do. But he won’t try to kill me until I’ve won the throne.’

My pulse quickens. ‘You think he’ll try and kill you.’

‘I’m certain of it. I forfeited to James, and for years, people have speculated about what would have happened if we’d fought. It weakens his claim. Blake won’t allow himself to be seen as weak.’ I grip Callum’s wrist like I’m scared he’s going to be ripped away, and Callum smiles. ‘He will not defeat me. We have time. Until then, he could be useful. Get some rest, and we can worry about it later.’ He runs his thumb along my cheek. ‘I’m sorry I left you alone. With all the chaos of the battle, it was the best time to get one of Blake’s messengers into the castle to send word to Fiona and Ryan.’

‘I know. I understand.’

My blood warms at the proximity of him. This time it’s not fear that pumps through my veins. It’s something raw and feral that wants release.

Callum’s expression darkens. ‘Princess …’ His voice is rough and low, almost a warning.

I reach for his face, desperate to pull him closer. Pain bursts in my side where James bit me and I wince, my hand hovering above the sheets.

Callum’s jaw clenches as his gaze drops to my waist. ‘Can I see?’

I inch back on the bed, then lie down on the pillows.

Callum peels back the bedsheets. He shifts, bringing one of my bare legs over his lap as he leans over me. Weeks ago, the thought of being exposed like this – in a man’s shirt and my underwear – before the alpha of Highfell would have scared me. Now, it makes my breathing quicken.

He undoes the button, just beneath my breasts, then gently makes his way down. His thumbs and fingers lightly brush my skin. He draws the shirt apart to expose my midriff, and though the cool air touches me, I’m burning.

I want him, I realize. I want him urgently. Desperately. I want his hands on my body, and to dig my fingers into his muscles. I want the warmth of his mouth. I want to climb on top of him and claim him as mine. I want him in a way I’ve never wanted anything before in my life.

I don’t know what has come over me. Perhaps I feel like this because I almost died tonight. Perhaps I want to cast away the cold shadow of whatever nightmare awoke me. But I want to feel warm. I want to feel alive. I want to expel this energy that’s coursing through me.

Callum stills. I prop myself on my elbows. There’s a long, jagged scar across my waist and torso where James sank his teeth into me. The skin around it is red, but it must look a lot better than it did only hours ago when I was bleeding on the grass.

I should be worried about it, yet I watch Callum, fascinated. He looks so intense, so impenetrable. His expression is like stone, and he’s every bit the warrior I first saw at the dog fight in Sebastian’s castle.

The wolf shimmers behind his eyes. For a moment, I wonder if he has sensed the change in me – this need.

While my anger is mostly directed at Blake for using me as a pawn in his games, Callum’s seems wholly reserved for his brother. ‘He will die for this.’

It sounds like a promise, and it heats my blood more. It’s not just that he cares that I’m hurt – there’s something more primal to it. Possessive. As if he can’t bear that his brother has marked my body.

I’m on fire. A furnace.

Goddess, I don’t know what’s wrong with me, but I need it to stop. I ache for him. My skin is sensitive and I shift on the mattress. The strange urge to bite something comes over me. I feel almost feverish. A soft, shaky breath escapes me.

Every muscle in Callum’s body becomes rigid.

His gaze snaps to the place between my legs which now throbs with need, as if he can sense what I’m feeling. I’m only thinly covered by my underwear, and I feel myself getting hotter and damper. He sucks his bottom lip. A soft growl comes from his throat.

When he meets my eyes, his wolf is there, dark and beautiful and powerful. He blinks a couple of times as if he’s trying to pull it back.

‘I thought I’d lost you, tonight.’ His words are strained.

‘You did, for a while. But you found me.’ I smile. ‘Come here.’

He takes a deep breath as he seemingly tries to settle himself.

I’m injured. No doubt, he thinks me a fragile thing that he doesn’t want to break. Goddess, I want to be broken. I want to be consumed. I want to release this caged beast that’s pacing, agitated, inside me. I want all the horrors of tonight to disappear.

‘Don’t,’ I whisper. ‘Don’t be a gentleman.’

‘Rory … You’re hurt.’

‘Don’t you want to take care of me?’

He lets out a shaky laugh and drags his gaze away to stare at the floorboards. ‘Aye, I want to take care of you. But I fear it wouldn’t be right.’

‘It would.’

One of his thumbs rubs frustrating circles on my leg, which is still resting across his lap. ‘I don’t want to hurt you.’

‘You won’t.’

He shifts so he is kneeling on the mattress between my legs, and triumph bursts within me. His expression darkens.

‘You need to get some sleep,’ he says.

‘Then why don’t you help me relax so I can?’

He groans. ‘You’re a demanding wee thing, aren’t you? Brave, too, to be tormenting the alpha of Highfell in this way.’

‘He doesn’t scare me. I’m courting the future Wolf King, don’t you know?’

He chuckles, a soft, husky sound that fills the small bedchamber with warmth and dark promise. ‘Oh aye? You’re courting him, are you?’

‘Do you not think so?’

‘What is he like? Handsome, I presume?’

‘He’s very handsome. And strong. And he likes to think he’s a gentleman. He’s not. He’s a wolf.’

‘Is that so?’

He moves, lowering himself and forcing my thighs to part further to accommodate his broad shoulders.

‘Yes,’ I whimper.

‘I think we’re way beyond courting, princess.’ He plants a kiss on the damp fabric of my underwear. ‘Don’t you?’

My back arches. ‘Yes.’

Sweat beads on my brow and I want to beg for more, something I’ve never done in my life. Yet as he hooks my underwear to one side with his finger, I stiffen. My body cools, as if I’ve been plunged into ice. Darkness creeps in at the edges of my vision and a panicked sound escapes my lips. Callum stills between my thighs.

A growl builds, crescendos, vibrates inside me. It’s like there’s something caught in my chest, thrashing against a cage, trying to break free. It wants to run towards something, but I don’t know what. My skin is clammy. My hair sticks to my face.

‘Callum,’ I whimper.

‘Princess?’ He’s up, instantly, caging me within his arms. ‘Ghealach, you’re burning up.’

Dots flash before my eyes and cold sweat beads on my skin. I try to cling on to consciousness but a wave of darkness crashes towards me. The small bed, the fireplace laden with books, the embers in the hearth, Callum’s face – they all turn grey.

‘BLAKE!’ Callum sounds far away as he leaps from the bed.

I’m sinking.

Then blackness.
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I’m racing down a dark, endless prison corridor. I’m a crumbling statue, and vines of shadow coil around my arms and legs. Damp cells, metal scalpels, and hearts dripping black blood flash before my eyes.

I’m sprinting through a forest at night. My dress snags on branches, and thorns dig into the soles of my feet. I don’t know if I’m running towards something, or running away, but if I stop, I’ll die.

Callum’s blurry face appears before mine. ‘What’s wrong with her? Is it the bite?’

‘It’s her wolf.’ Blake sounds like dark silk and it cools my burning bones. ‘Aurora, darling.’ A palm presses against my clammy forehead, and the beast that rages in my chest settles. ‘Look at me.’

I peel open my eyelids and jerk back.

Blake’s pupils dilate until they are empty black holes, and his mouth curves into a cruel smile that is too big for his face. He laughs. Harsh and cold and endless.

I know what you are, I scream inside my head.

What?

Monster.

The darkness takes me once more.

I’m trapped in a cold, dark space, and there’s water as black as pitch up to my waist. A great beast carries a rabbit in his maw as he runs through a dilapidated chapel. A whip tears through my flesh as male laughter shatters my eardrums. A woman cries amid a snowstorm.

Feral amber eyes peer at me.

‘Her body is assimilating.’ A voice dripping honey and poison. ‘It wants to reject the wolf.’

‘She was fine earlier.’ A voice rough with worry, thick with the Northlands. ‘A wee bit restless, perhaps, but not like this.’

‘She’ll go through phases like this until she shifts for the first time. It will pass.’

‘Did this happen to you?’

‘Yes.’ A hand tilts back my head and pushes a chalice to my lips, filled with poison. ‘Drink up, little rabbit.’

No. No. No.

I swing my head against my pillow, helpless. Darkness trickles down my throat and spills from my lips. He bleeds into the shadows, and his voice echoes in my mind.

My pawn. My puppet. Mine.

I blink, and I’m padding through a castle. Cool air tickles my bare legs, and my naked feet slap against the flagstones. I savour the cold on my burning flesh. I savour the shadows that brush against my cheeks. My legs are weak. It’s too dark to see, but I’m attached to a leash and I follow it. My fingers squeeze around the hilt of a silver blade. Something growls in my chest.

I’m not a pawn. I’m not a puppet. I belong to no one.

I enter the room. He sleeps in a bed that’s pushed against the wall. I don’t know if I’m awake, or dreaming. Everything is hazy, yet he seems more corporeal than before. He has his arm slung above his head and his dark hair is mussed. He looks so soft. So peaceful. So easy to kill.

I blink, and I’m straddling his torso, a blade to his throat. My thighs clench his hips. He feels solid. Hot. His fingers curl around my wrist like a shackle. He opens his eyes, and something feral looks back at me. He blinks, long eyelashes fanning his cheeks, and the beast disappears, but something just as dangerous meets my gaze. He smells like blood and dark fairy tales and the depths of the forest.

‘I don’t recall inviting you into my bed, Aurora, darling.’

He is carrying me. My cheek is pressed against his hard bare chest. I’m a doll, draped in his arms. A toy to be played with. A puppet to be controlled. I snarl and struggle, but he holds me tighter, and I cannot shake myself free. He passes me to someone else as if I’m nothing. Callum makes soothing sounds against my ear. I’m hot. So hot. So restless. When will it end?

‘Where did you find her?’ Callum’s voice is thick with sleep and worry.

‘In my chambers.’ I hear his amusement. ‘I think her wolf wants to kill me.’

‘I think most wolves want to kill you.’ A pause that lasts an eternity or a heartbeat. ‘You speak of her wolf as if it’s separate to who she is.’

‘It is.’

‘The wolf is part of who we are, Blake. Perhaps if you accepted that part of yourself—’

‘Callum, if I ever want your counsel, I shall ask for it. And if I ever ask for it, I truly fear for the state of the world.’ Footsteps rumble like thunder through my ears. ‘Keep a tighter leash on your pet.’

Shadows take me once more.

I’m in a carriage with Sebastian, and he has a slit across his throat. I have strings hooked into my arms, and a faceless being is making me dance in an empty ballroom. Blake prowls towards me, eyes alight with violence.

I’m running. I’m lost. Dark corridors twist into oblivion. There’s a symbol. A key, with crescent moons in the bow.

Someone screams.

Someone sings.

Bright, blinding light.

I jolt upright.

I’m breathing hard. My hair sticks to my skin and I’m tangled in bedsheets. I’m alone.

Grey light dances across the room and rain patters against the window. A fire burns ferociously in the hearth, so someone must have been here recently.

My head throbs, and my mouth is as dry as a bone. I feel weak, as if my limbs have turned to twigs and could snap at any moment. A soft groan scrapes from my throat, and it feels like sand. There’s a beaker on the table beside me, and I grab it. I sniff the clear liquid inside, smell nothing, then gulp it down greedily and set the beaker down again. It soothes my aching throat, and it’s so cold I feel it travel to my stomach.

I think I had a fever. I’ve no idea how long it lasted for. I try to sift through the dreams and hallucinations. It all blurs together, a tangled mess that hurts my mind. I remember Blake’s voice cutting through the veil of darkness, saying my body was trying to assimilate the wolf.

I fight the wave of fear that crashes over me. He could be wrong. He could have been lying.

Worse, he could have been telling the truth. I could be turning into one of the beings my kingdom has taught me to suppress, and to fear, for twenty years of my life. The part of me that the priest tried to whip out of me, that my father tried to poison, that condemned my mother to her fate. It could be real.

I remember something else – straddling Blake while he was in bed, holding a knife to his throat. I shake my head. I would never do such a thing. A fevered dream, not a memory.

The air is stale in here, and smells like sickness. It reminds me of the mornings I spent on the edge of my mother’s bed, and the weeks I spent ill, locked in my chambers, after her death. Only she didn’t die of illness, like I’d thought. Anger simmers beneath my skin. My mother was murdered by my father.

I clench and unclench my fists, take a couple of deep breaths, and cage the feeling. I’m far away from him, now. Although perhaps, one day, Callum might help me gain justice for what he did.

I rub my face with both hands, then slide my feet out of bed. I was so thirsty when I woke up I didn’t notice the piece of parchment next to the beaker of water, or the hunk of bread on a small plate with a butter knife beside it. I pick up the note.

Princess, I’m in a meeting with some of Blake’s clan. I’ll be back shortly. Eat your breakfast. Stay where you are.

I’m ravenous, so I follow one of his commands. My stomach groans as I force down the dry bread. It doesn’t sit well, and I quickly swallow more water before setting the beaker down.

My entire soul protests at his second instruction. I don’t want to stay where I am. The walls feel as if they’re closing in on me. In the back of my mind, I hear myself as a young adolescent, pleading with one of the maids to let me go for a walk in the palace gardens, or join my father and brother for dinner in the Great Hall, or to ride my horse in the grounds like Mother used to let me.

I can’t be that girl anymore. I swore I’d be more than that.

I push myself to my feet. My legs are a little shaky, and it feels like there are blades scraping the inside of my skull. I groan and clasp the windowsill to gain my balance. I take a few deep breaths. The room I’m in looks out on to a gloomy courtyard. The sun is blocked by roiling grey clouds, and rain splats against the cobblestones below.

There’s an armoire in the corner of the room and I make my way towards it, hoping for fresh clothes. Only male clothes hang here, breeches and shirts and a kilt that is the same red tartan as Callum’s. I wonder if Fiona, or someone else from his clan, arrived while I was sleeping to bring him this. I hope so. I hope Fiona is all right in the aftermath of Callum and Blake’s betrayal.

The shirt I’ve been wearing is stiff with sweat. I pull it off and select another. I’m not sure whose it is until I’ve slipped it on and the scent of dark pine curls around me. My pulse kicks up in protest, even as I fasten the shirt up. I don’t want to wear Blake’s clothes, or smell like him, but it will do for now. I pull on some breeches, too, and cinch them in with a belt because they fall low on my hips.

Someone taps against the door. I freeze.

Callum would have just walked in. I look over my shoulder, at the butter knife sitting beside the plate of bread. I hurry over to pick it up, drop it in my pocket, then warily open the door.

A girl around my age and build, with long, wavy dark hair, stands in the corridor. She is striking, with a sharp jaw and plump lips. Her dress is lovely, black with long sleeves made of lace. She looks somewhat familiar, though I don’t think we’ve met.

‘Hello?’ My voice is hoarse from lack of use and I clear my throat.

‘Blake requests your presence in his council chambers.’

I incline my head. I may not appreciate being summoned by the alpha of Lowfell, but at least it saves me from searching an unfamiliar castle for Callum.

‘Are you part of his clan?’ I ask.

‘Aye.’

I smile, hoping to make a friend. ‘I’m Aurora.’

She brushes a strand of hair over her ear, and I catch a glimpse of a scar or a tattoo on her wrist, which she hurriedly covers with her sleeve. ‘I know.’

I wait for her to tell me her name. When she merely exhales as if I’m wasting her time, I frown and step back. I should have guessed the people in Blake’s clan would be as obnoxious as their alpha. ‘One moment, please.’

The only shoes I have are the bloodstained muddy slippers I wore when James gave me back to Sebastian. Wincing, I put them on.

The girl doesn’t speak to me as she leads me through a labyrinth of narrow corridors. The style is not dissimilar to Castle Madadh-allaidh – the castle I was first brought to when Callum took me to the Northlands – but it seems more claustrophobic. Perhaps it’s the lack of tapestries and clan colours that makes the dark walls feel closer together. Iron sconces hold torches that flicker as we pass.

‘—I won’t risk her.’ Callum’s thick accent sounds almost like a growl as we approach a door.

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ Blake’s tone is smooth like satin. ‘She’ll be fine. We can handle—’

The girl knocks and the room falls silent.

There’s a strange sense of anticipation building in my chest. I hate to admit that I’m somewhat curious about the place Blake calls home. Callum once told me that some people wondered if Blake – the half-wolf from the Southlands – was even an alpha. Anyone who questioned it usually wound up dead.

Yet here we are, in his territory – in a very real castle in the Northlands.

How did he get it? Is this truly his home? Do his people like him?

‘Come in,’ drawls Blake.
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There are three tall arched windows in the wall on one side of the council chambers, and mountains that are shades of orange and brown are visible through them. Torches in black iron sconces blaze between the windows, and a fire burns low in the curved stone hearth. The space is dominated by a large oval table, and four men are standing around it. They all look at me as I walk inside.

Blake is at the head of the table with his hands flat on the surface. He leans forward. His white sleeves are rolled up, exposing the beginning of the scar on his elbow, which he must have got when he was bitten. Not for the first time, I find myself curious as to how he was turned into a wolf.

Callum’s expression softens when his gaze locks on to mine. ‘Rory, what are you doing here?’

‘I invited her.’ Blake’s gaze brushes over the large shirt I wear, which belongs to him. ‘You’re looking dashing today, little rabbit.’

I offer him a clipped smile, because I’m sure he’s trying to provoke me. ‘Thank you.’

A male with dreadlocks and tattoos winding up the dark skin of his arms smirks. Jack, I think his name is. I saw him in the dungeons when Blake kidnapped me and tried to get me to marry James. My displeasure grows.

The fourth male in the room, I’ve not been acquainted with. He is as large in build as Callum, with short black hair and a neatly trimmed beard. His arms are folded across his chest, emphasizing biceps that strain against a black shirt. He wears an eye patch over his left eye, and faint scars crisscross his throat. Recognition jolts through me, though I cannot imagine where I would have met such a man.

‘Please, come in,’ says Blake. ‘We were just talking about you.’

I walk towards the table. ‘I heard,’ I say. ‘What were you discussing?’ I don’t like the idea that four men were talking about me, without me being present.

‘You should be resting,’ Callum whispers, with a note of reprimand. ‘Did you not read my note? You’ve had a high fever for three days.’

Three days? Callum is about to go to war with his brother, and I’ve been bedridden for three whole days. Questions pound through my already thumping head as I wonder what I must have missed.

‘I couldn’t bear to be trapped in that room any longer,’ I reply quietly. ‘I feel much better now.’

‘Hm.’

Up close, Callum looks like he’s barely slept. Stubble peppers his jaw, and there are smudges beneath his eyes. His usual scent of the mountains is overlaid by male sweat, as if he’s not been washing. I put my arm around his waist and squeeze. On top of everything that has happened with his brother, he’s had to worry about me.

The woman who brought me here huffs in the doorway.

‘Will you be joining us, Elsie?’ asks Blake.

‘No.’ Elsie offers no deference to the male, who I’m guessing is her alpha. She heads into the corridor, and her skirts make a rustling sound as they drag across the flagstones. The door swings shut behind her.

I breathe in sharply when I feel a sharp squeeze of emotion in my chest. It’s coming from Blake, and it disappears so quickly I might have imagined it. I’ve not gotten used to the strange link between us yet, forced on to me by Blake. It feels like there’s a thread of shadow in my chest that is wrapped around my soul. When he feels something, it seems to spread and tighten. I try to figure out what he’s feeling. Yearning, I think. I wonder who this woman is, to him.

The burly male I haven’t met before suppresses a chuckle.

‘Has something amused you, Arran?’ asks Blake, a slight edge to his tone.

‘No.’ Arran’s voice sounds a little hoarse, as if he doesn’t use it much. He doesn’t sound sincere. He leans closer to his alpha, whispers something in his ear, and Blake nods.

Arran strides away from the table, past Callum and me, and heads out after Elsie. He glances at me once over his shoulder, and again, I get that jolt of familiarity. He closes the door.

‘As I was saying,’ says Blake, ‘I want Lochlan and some of his clan to come to Lowfell for Oidhche Fhada.’

Callum’s hold on me tightens almost imperceptibly. ‘And as I was saying, that’s not a good idea.’

‘What is Oidhche Fhada?’ My mouth stumbles on the unfamiliar words.

‘It’s a wolf ritual that will take place next week,’ says Callum. ‘We believe Oidhche – or the Night God, as you call him in the Southlands – has a prison in the sky in which he keeps Ghealach – the Moon Goddess – prisoner.’

‘I remember,’ I say.

‘Oidhche moves her into a different cell each night, so she can never be found by those who seek her. On the night of the full moon, that is when she’s closest to us. Once, though, every two and a half years, he moves her so deep inside his prison that her light cannot touch the earth. For a few moments, the world is cast into darkness. That is when we perform Oidhche Fhada.’

I think he’s talking about the lunar eclipse. We have a festival to mark it in the Southlands, where we light bonfires to honour the Sun Goddess and cast away the darkness.

‘And you don’t wish to perform it this time?’ I ask.

‘It’s not the ritual I object to, but the alpha Blake wishes to invite. Lochlan Christensen is the alpha of Glas-Cladach, and we cannot trust him.’

There’s a map of the Northlands on the table, and Blake taps part of the coastline. ‘Lochlan has the second biggest army in the Northlands, and we have a mutual enemy.’

‘James?’ I ask.

Blake inclines his head. ‘I wish to persuade him to join our cause. If we want to move effectively against James, we’re best doing it while he’s licking his wounds after the battle with Sebastian. We have three weeks until the full moon. I want us to make our move just after. We’ll need an army to get into the castle, and the support of at least four alphas to join us if we are to hold it. Lochlan can provide us with an army.’

Callum grits his teeth.

‘You don’t like Lochlan?’ I ask.

‘I’ve nothing personal against the man,’ says Callum, ‘but while it’s true that he and James don’t get along, he has as much reason to dislike me.’

‘He thinks inviting Lochlan could put you in danger,’ says Jack. ‘Particularly after—’

Callum makes a low sound, a little like a growl, and Jack shuts his mouth.

‘Why would it put me in danger?’ I ask.

‘Do you remember when I rode out to aid my brother while we were at Madadh-allaidh?’ says Callum. ‘We lost the battle against Sebastian and I was shot with wolfsbane.’

Fear had clenched my heart when Callum fell to his knees in his chambers, covered in sweat and gore. Blood ran down his arm from the bullet wound in his shoulder. A lick of shame flickers through me. I’d told Callum that morning that Blake was not as bad as he seemed. How wrong I was.

I nod.

‘The fort Sebastian took used to be a part of Lochlan’s territory,’ says Blake. ‘The alpha who took over in his stead was someone Lochlan was fond of. He’s likely dead, now, or worse.’

‘Sebastian was only there because he was looking for me,’ I say. ‘Lochlan may blame me for what happened.’ My voice is dull as I realize why I may have an enemy in Lochlan, despite never having met him.

‘Aye,’ says Callum. ‘We cannot trust his loyalties.’

Blake sighs. ‘Lochlan will find Aurora delightful. Trust me.’ I don’t bother pointing out that we can’t trust Blake. ‘I’ve already invited him, anyway. This conversation is fruitless.’

Callum’s jaw hardens. ‘What?’

‘Come on, Callum. You and I can handle him, and you know it. Why don’t you tell your little pet the real reason why you’re being so overprotective?’ A dimple punctures Blake’s cheek and my head snaps towards Callum.

‘Blake.’ Callum’s voice is laced with warning. Jack smirks.

‘What is it?’ My tone is sharp.

He pinches the bridge of his nose, then pulls a piece of parchment from the pocket of his kilt. I take it.

‘Ryan and his lass, Becky, arrived yesterday,’ says Callum. Relief courses through me. The sixteen-year-old boy I spared in the Borderlands fighting ring is all right. ‘James let them go, but he sent them with this letter.’

Callum McKennan is scrawled in ink across one side. The wax seal is broken, and I flick it open. I turn the parchment over, and read.

You have something of mine. I have something of yours. Want to swap?

My brow furrows. ‘What does he have of yours?’

‘Fiona.’ Callum’s tone lacks intonation, and he stares blankly at the parchment in my hand.

Panic and anger twist in my gut. Callum’s bloodshot eyes are not just the consequence of worrying about my fever and the bite that throbs in my side. James has taken Callum’s oldest friend prisoner. She’s my friend, too, though I don’t know her well. Fiona was one of the only people at Madadh-allaidh who treated me with kindness, and she did so knowing I was from her enemy kingdom.

My fear hardens to resolve. I touch Callum’s arm. His bicep is clenched beneath his sleeve. ‘We’ll get her back. He thinks you have something of his?’

Callum swallows. ‘Technically, I do.’

‘Then we should negotiate a trade.’

‘That’s where it gets complicated.’

‘Why? What does he want?’ I frown. ‘What do you have that belongs to him?’

He runs a hand over his mouth. His gaze darkens when he looks at my waist, where James’s bite marks my skin. His eyes swim with regret when they meet mine. ‘You.’
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I pull back from Callum. Hurt and confusion battle for dominance in my chest. ‘What do you mean? I don’t belong to anyone, least of all James.’

The rain has become more ferocious outside, and it drums against the arched windows as Callum drags his teeth over his bottom lip. ‘Technically, you do, princess.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘It’s Wolf Law.’ Callum’s broad shoulders are hunched, as if he’s carrying a great weight. I wonder how many times he’s had this conversation with Blake and the others while I’ve been bedridden. ‘Usually, when a half-wolf is bitten, if they survive they become part of the clan of whoever bit them. The alpha of that clan must take responsibility for them. They essentially become the alpha’s property. James is from Highfell. If he’d not been king when he’d bitten you, you would have been mine. James outranks me. He has a claim to you. Wolf Law dictates that if he asks for you, you must go to him.’

My legs feel shaky – from the fever or from shock, I don’t know. I place a hand on the edge of the oval table to balance myself. The thought that the male who attacked me, who has forever changed my life, thinks of me as his property makes my blood run cold. Anger twists in my chest and my heartbeat thunders against my ribs.

Blake is backlit by the roaring fire in the hearth. Jack leans against the table. I hate that they are witness to this. I hate that they have all discussed this without me. I swallow my emotion and bury it deep.

‘That’s ridiculous,’ I say. ‘Just because James says something doesn’t make it so. I don’t belong to him.’

Blake drums his fingers on the map. ‘Be that as it may,’ he says, ‘if he asks for you back and we refuse, it puts us in breach of Wolf Law. The optics are bad – to have a future king refuse to adhere to the rules that bind all wolves.’

Unlike Callum, there is no emotion in his voice. He speaks as if me being another man’s property is of no consequence to him. I note his wording, too. A future king. He doesn’t want to be in breach of Wolf Law because it may ruin his prospects for the throne, not Callum’s.

My gaze snaps to his. ‘So you plan to hand me to him?’

Callum puts his hand over mine. His palm is hot and callused, and his touch offers me some comfort. ‘No. Never.’

‘There’s a simple solution,’ says Blake. ‘Another alpha must claim you before James officially asks for your return.’

I note that Blake doesn’t name Callum as the alpha who must claim me, as if he himself is an option. Jack watches Blake carefully, his lips pinched in the corners. He seems to have noticed this, too, and doesn’t look like he approves.

‘What are you talking about?’ I say. ‘I don’t want to be “claimed”. What does that even mean?’

Blake shrugs. ‘An alpha would mark you with their bite and announce you as part of their clan in front of witnesses. The claim is stronger if it happens at a celestial event, or in the presence of a priestess, but it’s not always necessary.’

When I shake my head, it throbs. ‘Absolutely not.’

‘Not even if it would keep you safe?’ asks Callum.

I flinch. He agrees with Blake. They have had this conversation before without me, too, then. ‘No.’

Callum brushes his thumb over my knuckles. ‘If you’re worried about the pain—’

‘No.’

Hurt passes across Callum’s face, and I realize he thinks I’m rejecting him. Perhaps this is the way of wolves – to dominate and claim ownership over one another. Perhaps this is the way of all men. I belonged to my father. I was given to Sebastian. I was taken by Callum. I was used as a pawn by Blake.

For the first time in my life, I have tasted freedom here in the Northlands winds. I have smelled it in the pine-rich forests, and seen it in the wild mountains and rain-drenched valleys. I have felt it, too, in the warmth of Callum’s arms. I have a chance here to be an equal instead of a prize. I won’t give that up so easily.

I sigh. ‘I cannot belong to anyone again. Not even you, Callum.’

Callum’s expression softens. ‘It’s not about belonging to someone. It’s about being part of a clan. It would make it easier for me to protect you.’

‘I don’t belong to you or your clan,’ I say. ‘I have a title already. I’m the princess of the Southlands. Perhaps, after everything that has happened, that does not count for much. I’m sure my father would execute me for treason if he knew I was not being held against my will. Still, I cannot renounce my position and title, nor defer to an alpha. I will not.’

Callum’s forehead creases. ‘It’s not like that, princess. It would keep you safe—’

‘I’m not safe! From the moment you and Blake attacked James, you declared war on him. James has obviously realized that I’m of some importance to you. This will not stop him. He will come for me all the same. Are you going to let him take me?’

Callum’s expression darkens. ‘Never.’

I take a deep breath to compose myself. ‘It doesn’t matter whether he says I belong to him or not. He is trying to rattle us. We must get the clans on side so we can win this throne quickly, and we must get Fiona back. Before James has time to act.’

There’s a knock at the door. ‘Yes?’ Blake asks.

A crop of messy copper hair comes into view as Ryan pokes his head into the room.

Callum exhales. ‘What is it, Ryan?’

Despite Callum’s clear exasperation at the interruption, my lips curve into a smile. Ryan’s freckled face breaks into a grin when he sees me. ‘Princess! You’re awake!’

‘Ryan!’ Callum snaps his fingers, drawing the sixteen-year-old boy’s attention back to him. ‘What is it?’

‘Can I have a word in private?’

‘Now?’

‘Aye.’

Callum’s gaze sweeps across the room, and the men in it. ‘It can’t wait?’

‘No.’

Callum squeezes my shoulder. ‘I’ll just be a moment. Let me know if you need me, okay?’ I nod, and he follows Ryan into the corridor, shaking his head. ‘I swear to Ghealach, lad, if this isn’t important—’ His words are cut off as the door swings shut behind him, and I’m sealed shut in a room with two wolves who are plotting against Callum and me.

Tension tightens my throat, and my teeth tingle – like I want to bite something. The urge to either cross the room and sink my teeth into Blake, or gnaw my fingertips until they’re bloody, is so strong that I ball my hands into fists.

When the feeling doesn’t desist, I trace the jagged outline of the northern coast on the map, Blake’s sleeve brushing against my hand. I catch a few names – High Peaks, Oidhche Craig. Highfell must be up here somewhere. I spot it by a patch of land named Glen Ghealach.

Blake whispers something. There’s a shuffle, heavy footsteps, and Jack walks past me. He winks then disappears into the corridor and shuts the door.

My gaze moves slowly up to Blake.

I can’t help but think of the fever dreams I had – of his eyes, as black as night, of his laughter skittering across my bones, of him bleeding into shadow and coiling around me like a viper. In the daylight, he is just a male – a wolf – and yet my pulse kicks up as if I’m prey.

‘Alone at last, little rabbit.’
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The Northlands kingdom stretches across the oval table between Blake and me. The wind hammers the rain into the arched windows and the noise pounds through the gloom like the drums of war.

Alone at last, little rabbit.

When he first linked our lives together, I felt his emotions as strongly as my own. I think he has found some way to conceal them, because though I can still feel that dark part of him inside me, I can’t identify his intentions.

How I loathe this male. I think I may loathe him even more than James. I can taste my hatred, bitter on the back of my tongue. My teeth tingle, ache, like I want to sink them into his flesh. He used me. The worst part is how much that hurts.

I’ve never had friends. As the princess, I always stood apart from others. I wasn’t allowed to run around and play silly games with the other children. As an adult, no one talked freely around me. My brother, Philip, was cruel. Every male who ever spoke to me did so because they had something to gain from my father.

I thought this had hardened me and made me a good judge of character. Now, I wonder if it made me even more susceptible to deception – so desperate to make a connection with someone, anyone, that I let myself be fooled by a snake.

It’s not that I ever fully trusted Blake, but Goddess, a part of me had wanted to. I enjoyed conversations with him, even when he was trying to provoke me. He spoke to me as if I was equal to him – more so, perhaps, than even Callum did. A horrible, weak, cringing part of me wanted to be his friend.

I loathe him, and myself, for it.

‘How are you feeling, little rabbit?’ His voice is carefully smooth, casual, as if he’s merely making small talk.

I may not have seen Blake’s poison until it was too late, but I know he gains enjoyment from other people’s pain. I won’t give him mine. I force my lips into a polite smile – the same smile I’ve given many obnoxious lords while I secretly recoiled at their presence. ‘I am well. Thank you.’

He tilts his head slightly to the side. I feel him, then. A cool prickle beneath my skin. The strangest feeling of shadowy vines that spread around my soul. When I felt his yearning, earlier, it seemed involuntary. This is different. It’s like he’s reaching for me and trying to gauge my emotion. I tense, blocking the sensation, caging my emotions and keeping them close.

‘Are you well rested?’ he asks.

‘I’m fine.’

‘Callum said you had nightmares. What did you dream of?’ There is something pointed in his tone, as if the answer is important to him, though I can’t fathom why.

‘It was just the fever.’ I keep my voice sweet as honey. ‘Thank you for your concern.’

I catch it. His slight flicker of displeasure. My smile aches a little less. My sweetness irritates him. Good.

He strolls towards me, his footsteps loud and steady on the flagstones. He stops close enough that his dark forest scent wraps around me, and he leans back against the table. It creaks beneath his weight. His face is close to mine, and his thigh almost brushes my hip.

I want to move back, to put distance between us, but I force myself to stay where I am.

This close, I see that he looks like he has not had much sleep, either. There are faint shadows beneath his eyes, and his dark hair is messy – as if he’s been dragging frantic fingers through it. A soft curl brushes his forehead.

In my fever dreams, he had seemed ethereal and untouchable – a monster made of death and shadow. The realness, the solidity, of him – corded forearms, broad shoulders, a hard chest straining beneath his white shirt – makes him seem even more dangerous, somehow.

‘You defied James, dragged a blade across Sebastian’s throat, and all I get is a pretty smile and a “thank you for your concern”?’ His voice is low and seductive. ‘How disappointing.’

‘If I ever led you to believe I was trying to impress you, Blake, I apologize for the misdirection.’

A dimple creases his cheek. ‘Are you angry with me?’

‘Can’t you feel it?’ I ask.

‘Right now, you’re guarding your emotions. As am I.’

Despite my unwillingness to ask for Blake’s help, the question slips out. ‘How? How does this … thing between us work?’

He looks like he’s considering whether or not to answer. ‘When I saved your life, I shared my life force with you. It was like I gave you the end of a rope to pull you back, and I grabbed on to your life force at the same time. I don’t know how it feels to you, but for me it’s like a thread of light from your life force is still inside me. When you feel something particularly strongly, it wraps around my emotions and pulses, and I feel it, too.’

‘How do I stop you from feeling me?’

‘I can stop it myself by imagining a cage around my emotions, to stop myself from touching your light. You could try that.’ He cocks his head to one side. ‘Is that how it feels for you? Like a thread of light?’

I search inside me for that piece of him, that end of the thread, and shiver. ‘No. It feels like darkness.’

‘Well? Are you angry with me?’

‘Why would I be angry?’ I try to keep my tone smooth, but I can’t quite conceal the bite behind it. ‘You saved my life.’ And linked our lives together without my consent, all as part of your plan to take the throne and kill Callum.

‘We’re friends, then?’

My soul protests, and from the glint in his eye, he knows it. We’re not friends. I’m not sure Blake even knows how to make friends. Jack and Arran seem amiable enough with him, but Blake must have manipulated them in some way. Perhaps they fear him, like the wolves at Castle Madadh-allaidh did.

I force myself to smile. ‘I made friends with a man in the Southlands, once. My father thought he was plotting against him and I was told to dance with him, sit with him, fill up his cup. He was a devious, cruel man. He hurt one of my ladies-in-waiting, I think, but I made friends with him anyway. I found out he planned to take over a territory and turn the army against my father. It could have cost my father his throne.’

‘What happened to him?’

I recall that night when my father sent me away. I’d heard the shouting in the throne room, even from my bedchambers, as he tried to escape. ‘He died.’

‘It seems that being your friend is dangerous, indeed.’ Blake’s eyes reflect the torchlight. ‘Tell me, do you seek your father’s approval, even now – knowing what he did to your mother?’

Rage billows in my chest like a tempest. Self-loathing crashes through me as well. I’m not sure why I told him that story. Did I wish to scare him? Impress him? I try to compose myself. I don’t want him to know that one of his blows has landed. Yet even if he could not feel my emotions, I know he’d be able to sense this change within me as a wolf.

I step back, and nod curtly. ‘Callum will be waiting for me outside.’

I walk towards the door.

‘I’m sorry I couldn’t give you what you wanted the other night.’ There’s something suggestive in his tone, although I have no idea what the suggestion is. I know he’s trying to rile me. I know I should keep walking.

Don’t bite. Don’t bite. Don’t—

I turn back around. ‘What do you mean?’

‘When you visited me in my bedchambers.’

I frown. Every muscle in my body tightens. Red-hot images flash beneath my eyelids – Blake’s face soft with sleep, his hair mussed, his arm thrown back on the pillow, my blade pressed against his throat. His sheets were crumpled beneath my thighs, and the wolf shone in his eyes when he grabbed my wrist.

I’d thought it was a dream. A nightmare. A conjuring of the fever. It was … it was real?

Embarrassment, it seems, is a harder emotion to swallow than rage. It swells inside me until my cheeks are aflame and my pulse is pounding. I wish for the ground to open, to swallow me up, to take me away from the obnoxious snake before me.

Blake’s mouth curves into a slow, satisfied smile.

I raise my chin, even though I know my face must be redder than my hair. ‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’ I stride towards the door again. I’m trembling. I’m on fire. I’m mortified. ‘Good day, Blake.’

‘Good day, little rabbit.’ I feel the cool whisper of his amusement. He goes back to studying the map.

I open the door, step out of the council chambers, and close it a little too forcefully behind me.

Callum and Ryan look up abruptly from the other side of the corridor. Both seem annoyed. Ryan’s face is flushed, and Callum has his arms folded across his chest and his jaw is tense. Callum’s brow creases in concern, a question in his eyes. I nod. I’m okay. He offers me a strained smile before turning to Ryan.

‘No,’ says Callum. ‘And that’s the end of the matter.’

‘But—’

‘Everything okay, Red?’ A deep voice comes from the shadows, drowning out Ryan’s protest, and I jump. Jack leans against the wall with his arms folded across his chest.

I frown as I recall him plotting with Blake in those dungeons I was brought to before I was presented to James. She smells like the Highfell alpha, he’d said, and suggested that Blake bathe me.

‘How original you are,’ I say. ‘Calling me Red on account of my hair.’

‘On account of your hair?’ says Jack. ‘No, I was referring to your blush, Red. Are you feeling flustered?’ His grin widens, flashing white teeth, and my cheeks heat even more.

‘What are you lingering out here for?’ I try to appear more composed. ‘Didn’t anyone tell you it’s rude to eavesdrop?’

‘My mother may have mentioned it.’ He shrugs, then nods at the door to the council chambers. ‘Blake’s had more suitable accommodation prepared for you. I’ll take you there, now you’ve woken up.’

There’s a grunt of displeasure as Callum dismisses Ryan. The young wolf huffs and stomps away. Callum mutters something under his breath about insolent pups as he crosses the space between us and threads my fingers in his. The tension softens in his shoulders.

‘Ready?’ says Jack.

‘Aye.’

We follow Jack through a labyrinth of corridors.

‘What was that all about?’ I ask under my breath as our footsteps thump against the stone.

‘Ryan wants to go back to Madadh-allaidh.’ Callum sighs, and again, he looks as if he’s carrying a great weight on his shoulders. ‘The lad’s come up with some grand scheme to rescue Fiona. He thinks he can trick James.’

‘Oh,’ I say softly. ‘That doesn’t sound like a sensible idea.’

‘No. It doesn’t. He’s going to get himself killed if he doesn’t listen to me. And he has a history of not listening to me.’

‘Is he close with Fiona?’

‘Being part of a clan … we’re family. She taught him how to ride a horse, and Fi, James, and I, we used to let him tag along when we went hunting.’ He shakes his head. ‘I think he used to have a wee crush on her, before Becky.’

I squeeze his hand. ‘We’ll get her back.’

‘Aye. And I shall make James pay for all of this – hurting you, claiming you, taking Fi. I could do without worrying about Ryan on top of everything else.’

Jack points things out as we pass them – the doors to Blake’s Great Hall, a drawing room, a corridor leading to the infirmary. Just like earlier, I notice the absence of any clan banners or tapestries within the castle. It’s quiet, too. We pass a few people in the corridors – two women in brown dresses having a hushed conversation, and an old man in a black-and-grey kilt carrying a box of fish towards the kitchens. A young child – around four years old – with a mop of black curls tears down a stairway past us, causing Jack to tell him to run faster if he means to outrun his mother. Either Blake’s clan is not very big, or they’re residing elsewhere.

When Jack gestures to a spiral staircase leading to a library in the tower, I make a note of it so I can visit later. I want to find out how Blake connected our lives, so I can disentangle myself from him. The library seems to be a good place
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