

CHAPTER ONE
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BRIAR

SHADOWS CLUNG TO MY MIND, HOWLING, MY VISION SPINNING. I didn’t know if they knocked me unconscious via an elixir or a blow to the back of my head; I just knew I didn’t remember the journey here. I also knew I was in a dungeon, a dress folded neatly beside me on the wet stone floor. I frowned down at the crushed velvet gown. It was a brilliant shade of crimson with a detailed silver filigree neckline. Atop it sat a crescent diamond necklace.

Every detail was designed to craft me into a Silver Wolf trophy.

They want me to play the part of the Crimson Princess once more?

The costume—for that’s what it was, nothing more—told me clearer than a sign above my head: play the role. Behave.

That dress would imprison me more than the bars and the stone walls.

This is all they’ll let me be. A Wolf in a frock, held in place by a leash of silver and velvet. An instrument for someone else’s glory.

Instead of taking the dress, I stayed in my golden furs. For one thing, it was far warmer than the velvet dress. For another, it was safer if anyone entered the dungeons while I slept. With my keener senses I could hear the slightest shuffle of footsteps overhead, the tinkling drips of water on the moldy stones, the groan of a warped wooden door opening, and the sound of anyone approaching.

My Wolf form also staved off the hunger far better than my human stomach. Wolves gorged on a fresh kill and then went days, even weeks, without food before another hunt. As I imagined tearing into a bloody stag, invisible claws raked through my empty insides. I pushed that gnawing feeling to the back of my mind. I didn’t know how many days we’d traveled to get here, didn’t even know if it was day or night, but of one thing I was certain from the must and sweat and distant reprieve of pinewood: we were in Highwick.

I’d been unwillingly returned to Nero’s castle, right back to where it all began.

This was what the Silver Wolves had always wanted from me—beauty and obedience. It had been thinly veiled before, when I was engaged to Grae, but now it was clear they would lock me up until I submitted. There was never truly a choice, not when the only options ever given were by the ones with all the power. The thought that I had gone along with it for so long without protestation was laughable now. Not a fierce Wolf royal, but a bird in a gilded cage. Because of my sex, in their eyes, the only thing I was good for was being on the arm of a Silver Wolf prince.

When the only hand I wanted was so, so far away.

My senses reached out in every direction, craving a familiar pair of arms and her hushed words of comfort, but could not feel her. Where was my mate? Did she know I was Nero’s prisoner? Was Maez tearing the world apart to get to me right now? Would they kill her for it?

Dread pooled in my gut, its acid churning in my unfed stomach. I hoped the others would be able to stymie Maez’s blind rage, plan a smarter tactic to come rescue me than simply slaughtering anyone in her path … not that I would particularly mind seeing her in all her battle glory, but one Wolf against the entire Silver army was a death sentence.

My family would come, I had no doubt, but whether they would survive their rescue attempt was another thing entirely. Anxiety and weariness clashed within me. Here I was, once again the damsel in distress, needing my pack to come rescue me from the clutches of a tyrant. I didn’t think my smiles and pleasantries were going to get me out of this one alive.

Moments before the door to the dungeons screeched open, I had heard steps in the hall, and now I strained my eyes trying to see who was beyond the brazier’s flickering firelight. Every sound was a threat. I didn’t know if it was a guard come to bring me food or take me to the gallows. I just knew it wasn’t a friend.

And when he appeared through the bars of my cell, it wasn’t a guard at all. My maw curled into a snarl, baring my teeth.

Evres—Nero’s chosen heir, Grae’s replacement, and now Crown Prince of Damrienn and future pack leader. He had hard sharp features that some would’ve considered handsome if he didn’t have such disdain in his piercing silver gaze. Those haunting eyes trailed me now from nose to tail.

“Hello, dearest,” he crooned, drawing out every syllable. There was a glinting flash to his teeth as he spoke.

I forced myself to stay still, to not cower in front of him and stoke his need to dominate. But neither did I shift nor speak. I knew his type, had been trained since birth to deal with these arrogant royals. I knew any movement, any indication in my expression would only add more fuel to his fire.

Evres tipped his head to the dress beside me. “Don’t like your outfit, love? I can have the maids send another.”

More than his loathsome words, I hated the way he smiled. He was mocking me, goading me. His delightedly malevolent expression screamed: go on, try me.

I didn’t move.

“Look at you, Briar. Dainty, meek, helpless,” he said, licking his tongue across his canine tooth as if wishing he could take a bite out of me. “Curled up into such a tiny little ball. You’ll need to be made of stronger stuff when you sit by my side. Now put on the dress like a good girl and I’ll let you go to your chambers instead of rotting in this awful place.”

I wanted to growl, wanted to shoot forward and see if I was fast enough to grab a hand wrapped around the bars before he had a chance to retreat. But I just stayed exactly as I was. Placid. Demure. Nonthreatening.

Domesticated.

“My betrothed wishes to stay down here, hungry and cold, another night?” He pursed his lips, his eyes seeming to light up, enjoying the challenge. “That is fine by me. Give yourself some time to get acquainted with this place. I have a feeling this won’t be your last visit.” His hands trailed along the bars with a clunk, clunk, clunk as he winked at me. “Once you put that dress on … then we can talk about better arrangements for you.”

The dungeon door wailed shut again and I stared into the inky darkness, unmoving, for several more breaths.

I knew Vellia would’ve told me to always submit to the first request, that it makes them more trusting and malleable to know you give in so quickly. The faery taught me how to play the part of obedient wife to my own gains—make them think they’d brought me to heel, grant me a longer leash, so that I may then exploit it. It would be much easier for Maez and the others to rescue me from the throne room than from the dungeon. Maybe I could even manage to flee toward the Stormcrest Ranges when out on a pack hunt through the forest. Calla had managed to outrun them; maybe I could, too.

But I wasn’t my twin.

That brought me up short. It felt like a knife to my side just thinking of them. I hoped Calla was okay—too far for me to sense them.

But that reminded me that I should’ve been able to still feel my mate. Yet even in my shifted form, I couldn’t feel Maez anywhere, no connection to her or the rest of the pack. Like a puppet with its strings cut, I was free-falling, reaching out but unable to feel her anywhere. What did it mean? Where was she? If she was dead, I’d be dead, too. At least that gave me hope. If she was alive, we’d find a way back to each other.

Sweet Moon, I missed Maez. Missed her scent and her warm soothing words and the way she’d kiss my temple when I was concerned. I missed her jokes and her cavalier confidence and the feeling of being so safe in her arms …

I permitted myself one single whimper as I curled into a ball against the dungeon wall.

At least when Sawyn had cursed me, I’d been asleep. At least I was laid on a bed in a high tower and not in a cold cell. At least I was somehow nourished in that magical dream state. It was a paradise compared to this—at least for me.

I thought of Maez, of how she had endured this for weeks under Sawyn’s imprisonment. But even then, in some small ways it was a blessing she’d been captured by someone other than a king or prince, even then it was safer. I knew Evres planned to take my body by force, a vessel for his future offspring. And I wondered, too, how much of my soul I’d have to give just to remain alive.

Bile rose up my throat, and I was somewhat thankful to have no food in my belly. It was foolish of me to think I could’ve ever escaped this fate, to not be a pawn in a world ruled by men.

To simply be happy with my mate.

I swallowed and lifted my chin skyward, howling at the Moon Goddess even though she, like everyone else I loved, felt so far from me here.

I just have to survive until Maez comes for me. Whatever it takes.

I would not die here, not in body or spirit. I wouldn’t let them crush me like they had so many Wolf queens before. I was a Golden Wolf, I was the twin of the Golden Court Queen, I was the mate of the most gorgeous and fearsome warrior in all of Aotreas. I wouldn’t be leashed by some stuck-up prince.

He will not win.

With my newfound resolve, I cried for the last time, buried my nose into my tail, and fell asleep.




CHAPTER TWO
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BRIAR

MY GROWLING STOMACH WOKE ME. I KNEW THERE WAS NO POINT trying Evres for a second time. Let him think one hungry night would break me—maybe he would decide that’s all it took.

When the dungeon door opened the following day, I was ready. I’d put on the heavy bloodred dress, the diamond necklace choking me like the collar it was around my neck. I finger-combed my ratted and tangled hair to the best of my abilities and braided it off my face with practiced hands. Prettying myself up for a monster, donning the appearance of someone braver than myself. I even pinched my cheeks, pinking them up as I waited.

Evres’s expression was more than a little smug when he saw me sitting at the back of my cell, carefully avoiding the rivulets of suspicious liquid dripping from the ceiling. My very life depended on how good an actress I could be. Luckily, much of my young life had been exactly that: pretending to be something else. That had been to keep me safe, too. Except then, I’d had my sister. I’d had Vellia. Now it was just me, and so it took a greater force of will to pretend alone. But ultimately I conjured an image in my mind that I projected outward—pretending I was sitting eagerly at the edges of a ball, waiting for an invitation to dance, and not a prisoner in a cell.

“You’re going to be good for me now, aren’t you, Briar?” Evres asked, though we both knew it was more command than question.

I fought the urge to shudder at his poisoned tone and softly said, “Yes, Your Highness.”

Evres seemed to like the sound of his newly appointed title on my timid lips. He studied the way I moved to stand with a practiced poise as if rising from a moon prayer. I folded my hands and bowed my head, waiting for him to speak, the picture of subservience.

“I was there the night of your failed wedding, you know?” That was not what I was expecting him to say. “Look at me.” His command was soft yet threatening as he casually leaned against the bars.

My eyes were the hardest part of me to control. Too wide, and I was surprised. Too narrow, and I was angry. I pulled my senses further inward, far from the surface. Be the porcelain doll, expressionless, unruffled.

“You looked so beautiful in that dress,” Evres continued, “though I think we can do better for our own wedding. Something that will catch the moonlight and make those blue eyes sing.” He pursed his lips, considering me. “I remember the way your eyes drifted over the crowd the last time. Did you even see me then? You looked right through me.”

It was a testament to my training that I managed to hide my surprise. Was he … jealous? What an incredibly arrogant and petty thing to say to me while I was trapped behind bars. Evres really thought he should be a memorable part of my wedding ceremony to someone else? Yet we’d had no introductions. Not a single handshake or exchange the last time I was here. He wasn’t even royalty until this year. This man really thought the Moon Goddess shined out of his ass, didn’t he?

I thought back to my almost wedding day. I remembered the maid with the raven hair bringing my breakfast. I remembered the seamstress with her full lips and freckled cheeks fixing my hem. I remembered searching for Maez’s dark eyes and mischievous smirk in every room I entered … but the only men I ever took notice of were the ones I was trying to protect myself against. And Evres wasn’t important enough to be a threat to me back then.

Instead of voicing my disdain for his jealous sentiments, I said meekly, “I was frightened, Your Highness. I was trying to do as was expected of me.”

I kept my gaze averted, but from my periphery, I could see Evres cock his head like a predator locking in on his prey. “Expectations.” His chin dipped. “I will expect more from you, Briar Marriel, daughter of the last King of Olmdere. Perhaps now with better instruction, you will rise to the task,” he mused. He tossed something at me, a small object that bounced off my dress and clattered onto the ground at my feet: a ring. “Put that on.”

I stooped and picked up the golden band—two rubies sat on either side of a giant crescent-shaped diamond that matched the one around my neck. I slid the ring over my finger without hesitation, the weight of the heavy stone making it wobble on my slender finger. “It’s beautiful; thank you, Your Highness,” I said, masking that—to me—it was one of the most heinous sights I’d ever seen.

His ring on my finger. His promise of subjugation, and not honor and cherishment.

Maybe he felt what I’d been trying to hide, but either way, Evres didn’t seem to care for that level of gratitude, ignoring me. He expects me to be grateful. Me saying such things is redundant to him.

I noted that for future consideration.

“Now that you are my betrothed,” he said, eyeing the ring as if its presence was proposal enough, “you are mine to do with as I please. I will erase you and reshape you into everything I desire you to be and you will smile while you do it”—his eyes stabbed daggers into me and held, a fly caught in his web—“you will spread your legs for me whenever I command and I will breed you and break you until I have as many heirs as my heart desires and then I will keep going. I own the air in your lungs and the blood in your veins. Do you understand?”

It wasn’t a question—or rather, it was a trivia question, with only one right answer. It took every single year of training for my mouth not to fall open, for my eyes not to widen in shock. I lowered my gaze out of self-preservation and feigned obeisance, feeling instant relief from breaking our eye contact. I gave another short bow. “Yes, Your Highness.”

I heard the jangling of metal against metal as Evres produced the keys from his pocket and opened the dungeon door. As he yanked it ajar, I wanted to push past him and flee the cell, but instead I stood stock-still and waited for his command, imagining my bare feet tethered to the wet stone.

“Then you may go to your room,” he said. “I trust you will be able to find it. It is the same one you resided in last time you were here.”

“Yes, thank you, Your Highness.” I offered another quick bow. There could never be too many with someone like him. In truth, I had no idea where I was going but I wasn’t about to ask a venomous beast like him to guide me.

I took a tentative step forward, waiting for Evres to make way, but he didn’t move from the doorway, forcing me to get within a hair’s breadth from him to push past. I kept my eyes trained on the silver buttons of his tunic, the skirt of my dress brushing over the tops of his boots as I moved past. My heart punched against my sternum. I had just skirted past him when his hand snapped out, grabbing me roughly by the upper arm and slamming me back against the bars.

I tried not to yelp as my head smacked against the steel, but there was only so much I could contain. Evres shot toward me, his mouth hovering over my own. A cold hand lifted to cup my cheek and he swept his thumb across my bottom lip. His chest pressed into mine as he breathed me in and I fought with every ounce of restraint not to let my shoulders bunch up around my ears. I fought the tension building in my muscles, desperate to fight and flee.

He wants you to flinch. Stay calm. Stay calm. Stay calm …

I’d felt unsafe with men my whole life. I caught their lingering stares, their lust-filled looks tinged with violence; knew with acute surety that I never wanted to be trapped alone with one of them, let alone give one my heart. When Grae had told me our marriage would be in name alone, I’d felt such relief. For one thing, I knew him and trusted him. For another, it meant nothing would ever be forced on me. Bedding a man would’ve been just another way I was forced to pretend. And when I’d found my mate, I felt so blissfully confident that no man would ever touch me again. Tears welled in my eyes at the thought, but Evres was too close to see them.

I wondered what he’d think of them. They’d likely spur on his violence; worse, they’d probably turn him on.

His mouth dropped, his lips colliding with mine in a bruising kiss, one I was forced to return. You have to move; react! It was all I could do to listen, to not let the fear freeze me. So I worked my tongue over his, meeting each of his kisses with a disingenuous passion of my own. His mouth tasted as rotten as his soul. As I kissed him, I dreamed of biting out his tongue, blood dripping down my neck as I chewed it, masticating and swallowing as he choked on his own blood.

Surprisingly, this fantasy was enough to keep me engaged. I held on to the thought like a prayer, like a curse: he will die at my hand.

I could do it, I told myself. I will do it, I affirmed … once I knew I could survive to tell the tale.

Oh yes, I was made of stronger stuff. But Evres didn’t need to know that … yet.

When he pulled away his eyelids were drooped, his lips parted as he stared at my seemingly eager mouth. I prayed to all the Gods that I could work my magic over him like I had Wolf men before. He shook the spell of that kiss from his eyes and released me, taking a step back, eyes just slightly hooded.

“Go to your room,” he commanded once again. I took a step when he continued, “And get ready for a reception with the King. You will face the wrath of your pack ruler for your crimes.”

He said it so nonchalantly—like an afterthought, I wasn’t sure if what I’d heard was real. I had somehow forgotten about Nero. About the brute that had created this Wolf standing before me. The one staring pointedly at me, making it clear he could kiss me and threaten me in the same breath and not blink.

I would note that to myself, too.

My cheeks flamed, fear coiling in my heart, as I turned and walked toward the dungeon door.

Don’t run, don’t run, don’t run.

It would only make him want to chase me.

I battled the tears threatening to spill as I reached the threshold and stared at the cloudless sky through the stained glass windows.

Please, Maez, I begged the sky and the Moon Goddess hidden by the daylight, the Goddess who had gifted me a mate, one who I’d found my way back to against all odds, against dark magic itself.

Please. Come save me.




CHAPTER THREE
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CALLA

“BRIAR!”

The scream shredded my throat as I raced through the snow. I could hear Grae shouting my name from behind me, but I just ran and ran and ran. I didn’t feel the ice burning my feet or the blood gushing from the wound on my thigh. I had to reach that sleigh. I had to save her. I couldn’t lose her again, not when I just got her back.

What was happening to her in that sleigh? Naked and frightened. No. My heart couldn’t take it.

I ran faster, not caring if I bled to death on the snow if it meant I could reach her.

But Grae was too fast. He caught up to me, grabbing me and yanking me back against his hard, bare chest. I wailed, thrashing in his grip. Let him tear me in two if it meant reaching my twin—

“Calla! Open your eyes!”

At his command, my eyes flew open. At first all I saw were shadows, my gasping breath filling my ears. Then the world started to become clear, stars blinking out from my vision. I wasn’t on that mountain covered in snow. I was slicked by sweat, in my bed, in my castle, in my homeland.

In so much pain.

Grae held me tight to his chest, spooning behind me, so warm and powerful as we lay on our sides. “Breathe. Breathe.” He spoke softly as he coached me through another nightmare. They had plagued my sleep since Briar was taken by the Silver Wolves.

“I’m okay,” I rasped, wiping hair off my damp forehead. My throat was raw, so scratchy it felt like I had swallowed a bucketful of sand.

“You’re not.” Grae gently soothed his fingers down my bare side. “But you will be soon. I vow it.”

“As if you could will it into existence from sheer determination,” I replied, catching my breath.

“Do not doubt my powers,” he said, almost but not quite eliciting a snort from me. Serious again, he added, “Soon, we’ll have her back,” and that assurance—that confidence—cut to the quick of me.

Maybe because, for the first time since I’d known him, I wasn’t sure I could believe it.

A lump formed in my sore throat and I battled back tears as I shook my head. “I don’t think anything will be right again.”

I couldn’t dare say it aloud to anyone else, not to my citizens who feared another war, not to people who looked to me to promise a better future. Not to the humans I’d sworn to protect. I couldn’t voice my terror to them. But even queens needed reassurance, and in that, Grae had always been my guiding star.

Once again, I needed to believe him. Believe in him. Believe in his belief of me.

My breathing steadied as Grae circled lazy fingers over my rib cage and up my arm.

“I would say go back to sleep,” he murmured into my hair. “But I know you too well for that.”

I looked at the curtains, the pink of the predawn sky limning the edges.

“It’s almost sunrise,” I replied with a weary sigh. “Might as well start my day. There’s so much to be done. Especially now.”

I moved to sit up and Grae’s hand splayed low across my belly and pulled me back against him. And despite my still racing heart, a smile curved my lips when I felt the outline of his erection against my bare ass.

“Perhaps I could be persuaded to stay in bed for just a little bit longer …”

Grae’s hand lifted to knead the muscles of my tense shoulder. “You’re wound tighter than a trapped bunny.” His mouth dropped to the shell of my ear. “Maybe I can help with that.”

“Maybe,” I taunted.

The suggestion lingered in the air between us for a beat before Grae moved again. His hand circled lower across my skin until he cupped my sex. I leaned my head back against his shoulder, arching into his touch. I didn’t know what I would’ve done without this—the distraction, the comfort, the release, the connection. Grae had been taking care of me in a way that only a mate could, saving me from my racing thoughts and ratcheting pulse if only momentarily.

And I thanked every star in the sky for these sacred, quiet moments. When the wool of lust covered my eyes to everything else. When nothing existed except Grae and me.

His finger slid down my center, circling my already swelling clit. He touched me with such deftness, as if my body was an extension of his own, as if he could feel the pleasure unfurling within me. Grae knew the exact pressure and tempo to make me come undone, and yet he also knew how to perfectly tease me. To take me to the edge … and sometimes keep me there, taunting me until I was panting for more. Not knowing what to expect—the anticipation—took my delight to new levels each time.

A little moan escaped my lips as he worked over me, his other hand coming up to cup my breast.

I reached behind me, finding his hard cock and stroking its silken length. “Is my mate hungry?” I asked in a goading tone as I stroked him up and down.

“For you? Insatiable,” he said, biting my earlobe.

I guided him to my slick entrance as his finger kept working me in tauntingly slow circles. Grae pushed into me slow and sleepy as if he had all the time in the world, as if we could take all morning to melt into each other. Everything quieted in my mind as he began to move, and in that moment, time meant nothing to me. I wished we could stay in bed all day, wished there weren’t any other responsibilities aside from making him repeat that low sound at the back of his throat.

Grae picked up his pace, pushing me higher, and I came before I had a chance to slow him down. A bright flash of an orgasm zapped through me, making my body light as air and heavy as the mountains. Tingles of ecstasy coated my skin as Grae chased after me, his release rushing through him just as quickly.

We stayed there, intertwined, our limbs entangled as we caught our breath. I stared at the brightening light around the curtains, time slipping away from us like the mist lifting from sunlight. Soon the castle staff would be awake. Soon there would be meetings, debriefings, and fight training. Soon I’d have to unflinchingly face the uncertainty of the future ahead with confidence and grace.

Soon.

But I stayed there, stealing just one more moment intertwined with my mate.

Grae kissed my shoulder, his stubble scratching across my skin. In that sated rasp, he spoke as if hearing my own worried thoughts. “Sadie and Navin will have a dragon at their beck and call. Maybe even a dozen more monsters if Ora decides to join them. And Mina—”

“Mina stays with us,” I said too quickly. “I promised her she could remain with the Golden Court, and I’m not about to go back on my promises. Besides, having a Songkeeper by our side may prove useful.”

Grae hummed thoughtfully. “She may be of more use with Galen den’ Mora.”

“It will have to be enough without her,” I said, finally moving and climbing out of bed, my thighs sticky with Grae’s release, wondering at how my life could contain such pillow talk. I wasn’t frustrated with it, though. Rather, it actually made me happier knowing I could have all of Grae—both his fantastic body and his incredible mind. He was a confidant, lover, friend, and strategist all in one.

Still, controlling monsters had never been in my battle plans. It was far more likely that my allies would get eaten or seriously maimed by these monsters than have them marching off into battle for us. But I wouldn’t stop them from trying, not if it meant getting my sister back and ending King Nero once and for all.

I thought of Sadie at the ends of the world in a wagon filled with musicians and a bloodred dragon trailing her, and knew then, as bad as I had it, it could always be worse.

“Gods, I hope they know what they’re doing.”




CHAPTER FOUR
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SADIE

“I CAN’T BELIEVE YOU CONJURED A FUCKING DRAGON,” KIAN said, holding a hand to the sky to block out the sun. His eyes trailed the flash of glittering carmine shooting through the sky.

We sat around a midday campfire, roasting a gamy lunch of squirrel and hare—a meal that I offered to catch seeing as I was the only Wolf of the bunch. I would’ve been happy to just eat it raw, but I was sure that would garner some unwelcome looks from the others. I was still on the back foot being surrounded by all these Songkeepers. We’d crossed the Stoneater River on Galen den’ Mora—the wagon now packed with seven of us, including Navin’s little brother and my sworn enemy, Kian.

I hadn’t had a good chance to look at Kian when he was in his Rook uniform trying to kill me, but whenever I saw him now, it made me grab for my knives. At the very least, he deserved for someone to pluck out an eyeball, but no, Navin said that would hurt the group morale. And now that Navin was the involuntary leader of this group until Ora returned, I didn’t want to cause any dissent …

Well, not publicly.

“Do you think there’s a reason it was a dragon,” another musician, Svenja, mused. She was a flautist with curly blond hair braided back off her temples, piercing ocean eyes, and a lithe body that she moved like dancing underwater. “Why a dragon and not another creature? Is it the way you sang the eternal song? Or is it like your own personal brand of monster?”

“That is one of the many things we need to figure out,” Navin said as he licked the grease from his fingers. “There will be much to learn from the temple of knowledge.” I heard the unspoken word: “hopefully.”

Navin looked back up to the dragon circling the sky like a vulture. She was every shade from rust to burgundy to bright scarlet, her scales every color of gore as if created from the Onyx Wolf blood itself, her body a reminder of the slaughter. I swore she’d grown twice the size in only a week. Already larger than a crishenem or samsavat, maybe she was still just a baby. The thought was terrifying. Maybe she’d be big enough in a few more weeks that just the swipe of her tail would topple Nero’s castle.

Maybe … a dragon would be all we needed to win this war.

But first we needed to learn how to wield her. Right now, Navin treated her as no more than a scaly red puppy trailing our crew. We had to find a way to make her a weapon.

“You should’ve never done it,” Kian said, easily commanding the attention of the group, still ever the soldier. His eyes were a cold hazel, his skin the same warm brown as Navin’s own. He was incredibly tall and lean, only slightly smaller than his brother—undeniably related. Both cunning and powerful in their own ways. Though where Navin was passionate and creative, Kian was nothing but cold stoicism.

“You’re one to talk,” I muttered, flicking my knife back and forth.

Kian frowned down at the blade in my hand. “Do you always do that when you’re angry?”

“No,” I snarked, “sometimes when I’m angry, I stab smug little boys.”

Kian was about to reply when Navin held up a hand to his brother. “Don’t,” he commanded. “Or even I won’t be able to spare you from her steel.”

I smirked at Kian, satisfied that Navin was once again demonstrating he was firmly on my side. Navin made a point of letting me know it at every available opportunity. He wouldn’t make the same mistake of defending his brother again, and it was clear there was no love lost between the two. Navin seemed to hate his brother even more than I did. Still, we needed every advantage in this coming war and that meant having Songkeepers to wield their magic.

“You should give her a name,” Svenja said, squinting up at the dragon.

“I already have,” Navin replied, dusting his hands down his legs. “Haestas. After the old Valtan song ‘Nanesh ahm Haestas.’”

“That is a song about a phoenix rising from the burning sands of Lower Valta.” Svenja gave Navin an incredulous look. “You named your mythical beast after a different mythical beast?”

“Haestas means firestorm,” Timon said with a nod. “Good name.”

The crew started breaking out into song around the campfire. And while “Nanesh ahm Haestas” wasn’t part of their normal rotation, I couldn’t stomach listening to one more evening ballad. Apparently, Navin couldn’t, either.

“Save the songs for our travels. We should pack up and keep moving,” Navin said, nodding to Timon to go fetch the oxen.

Timon gave a grunt and pushed up from the log where he perched. He was a short, stout man of few words, but Gods could he sing. At night he’d regale us with sea shanties sung so deep that it made my chest vibrate. It was amazing watching all of them together, performing music and improvising harmonies just for the fun of it. It certainly made traveling far less boring … although not entirely. For Navin and I also had to share the cramped wagon with all of them, which made finding any alone time nearly impossible. I prayed that the temple of knowledge had lots and lots of bedrooms … with excellent soundproofing.

Or not. I was starting to not care if they heard—and felt—us set the wagon rocking.

You just have to wait a little longer …

But not too much longer.

Navin gave a whistle and Haestas sailed across the sky, off to go hunt for some lunch of her own. I wondered if he could whistle for her to bring back a kill for us heartier than rabbit and squirrel. If she could be trained to bring us back a goat or deer, what would stop her from one day bringing us back the bodies of Silver Wolves …

“She knows not to go too far north, doesn’t she?” Asha asked, nervously nibbling her bottom lip. She was the youngest of the musicians who’d come to Navin’s call—a mousy brunette, timid and shy, but according to Navin an incredibly powerful Songkeeper, too.

I’ll believe it when I see it.

“I can’t talk to her,” Navin said for what felt like the hundredth time. “But she knows. I don’t know how she knows,” he added quickly before someone could ask. “But she knows.”

We were all still trying to pick apart this bond he and his dragon shared, figure out all the working mechanisms to his magic. Navin only had one quick peek at the vase engraved with the eternal songs in Valta before conjuring the beast, unable to study the intricacies. With a little more time, he might’ve been able to fully decode communication with her like Rasil had with his samsavat.

“Hopefully the library of knowledge will contain hidden songs,” Svenja added, giving voice to my own thoughts. “It’s time to see what else your dragon can do.”

“Aye,” Timon added.

Ignoring their comments, Navin tipped his head to the fire. “Put that out—let’s go.”

I liked the new aura of command in his voice since Navin had become our de facto leader of this splinter group of the Songkeepers. We needed this leadership, as it now seemed the musicians of Galen den’ Mora were on the other side of a war from their musical brethren—the ones who still backed Rasil.

Rasil—the Head Guardian of the Songkeepers, traitor, friend to the Onyx Wolves … and Navin’s husband. That last part still grated me just as much as the rest, maybe more. I couldn’t wait to help annul their nuptials by slicing Rasil’s throat open and letting him bleed dry. It was the least he deserved for what he’d done to us. The world would be safer for it, too. Who knew if Rasil would use the eternal songs to conjure more monsters into the world. Gods, there might be no world left to save if the continent became overrun with beasts and dark magic again.

As if Nero wasn’t enough of a monster to deal with.

Navin slung his long arm around my shoulders and guided me back to the wagon as I frowned up at the familiar trees. The heat of the desert had morphed to the cool lushness of the pine forests of Damrienn. I’d never been this far south in my homeland. No Wolf had. We’d always stayed close to the capital and our pack.

Guilt crept through me at how good it felt to be back in Damrienn. Something in me eased at the smell of the trees and wet earth. It was like an old friend welcoming me back home.

The humans were sparse down here, too, nothing but rolling forests as far as the eye could see … except—

I sniffed the air again. Just the faintest whiff on the wind.

Navin paused. “What is it?”

My eyes narrowed as I stared through the endless trees. “A scent in the distance.” I focused on it, more certain now of the acrid decay that lingered in the air.

“What is it?”

My hand drifted toward my knives. Fire, ashes, blood, bile, rot.

“Death.”

BILE ROSE IN MY THROAT AT THE OLFACTORY OVERLOAD IN MY nostrils, the repelling stench not only of death but also of rot, the kind that had been festering for weeks. Scavengers feasted across the rubble. Vultures, foxes, rats, and creatures I’d never even known all fed. Most of all the insects. Some corpses were so covered in ants, no flesh could be seen underneath the carpet of writhing black. Others were like nurseries for maggots and the wriggling horror they became. The decay choked my throat. I’d seen gore, I’d known death, but this was a kind of devastation that would haunt me for the rest of my days.

There were no survivors, and for that I thanked the Moon Goddess.

Rockford had been the town’s name, the southernmost dot on our map of Damrienn. Below it had been only forests and a few hunting cabins, too small to be noted. How many dots would be left on the map if Nero had his way? One, I thought. Highwick and then nothing but forest and scorched rubble, pockmarked ashes of the humans that no longer existed in his kingdom. Someone must avenge them. As I surveyed the eyeless sockets of decaying corpses, I vowed that Rockford wouldn’t be forgotten.

Navin and I took the lead, scouring the village reduced to ashes. The others I tried to encourage to stay in the wagon and let it travel through the outskirts of town. They were musicians for Moon’s sake; they didn’t need to see this kind of carnage. I’d known my fair share of death and even I found the site haunting.

But I had once again underestimated the Songkeepers. They were made of stronger stuff than they appeared. Their nostrils flared and they covered their mouths with cloths, but still they searched. Kian turned over beams and doorways, Svenja flipped over bodies that were clearly gone, and even Asha searched. Still, the farther we moved through the town, the more we abandoned any hope.

I couldn’t hear a single heartbeat, couldn’t sniff out the pumping blood of a single living soul. Some of the bodies were far from intact, injuries that weren’t inflicted by those scavenging their flesh. A few had fought valiantly, it seemed. I scented Wolf blood, saw a few patches of silver fur torn out by panicked fingers, but humans were no match for trained Wolf soldiers.

Nero’s Silver Wolves had torn them all to shreds, and it was soon apparent they’d been unleashed on this little town. In all my years as a soldier for the Silver Wolf King, never had I seen such untethered wrath. I shuddered to think of the murderous frenzy that played out across Rockford, for the mutilation of these corpses was far beyond what was required to kill. This was the epitome of hatred.

The state of the world around me was the clearest indicator that the Silver Wolf King had gone from ruthlessly calculating to utterly insane.

My fear of him grew with every step. If he inspired this kind of violence. If he commanded it to spread …

If he brought this wreckage to Olmdere …

When we’d turned over every corner left of the little village and found nothing but despair, the Songkeepers gathered to sing the souls into the afterlife. The harmonies of their voices were rousing and hauntingly beautiful, blanketing the silent landscape in song.

I cleared my throat and wandered to the far side of the wagon, permitting myself a few tears before squaring my shoulders and returning.

I stared up at the brilliant red dragon circling high above us and I once again thought of Nero. We needed to end him. I once called his pack my own, but I now knew he needed to be gone for good, and perhaps the entire depraved pack along with him. Too much was at stake. How many human villages were there even left? How many towns sat poised at the edge of his domain, living in fear of becoming the next Rockford? My homeland was in ruin, the humans the whipping boys of Nero’s jealous anger.

Except sometimes whipping boys lived. There was no such hope here.

Their song finished, we solemnly loaded back into the wagon before pressing on toward the temple of knowledge, resolute in our mission. The only thing that mattered now was stopping Nero, whatever it took.

I thought of Navin’s dragon and once more wondered if it would grow big enough to handle that task.




CHAPTER FIVE
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BRIAR

THE ROOM WAS THE SAME AS THE DAY OF MY WEDDING—PLUSH carpets, sparkling chandeliers, gilded mirrors—but no longer did it fill me with nervous excitement but instead a deep-seated fear. I saw a vision of my former self in that mirror, wearing a wedding dress with seamstresses milling around her, Calla lounging on the bed behind, her reflection eating candied almonds, all of them more excited than fearful.

Despite my nerves, I’d once relished the thought of moving out of my cabin in the woods and to a castle with such opulent furnishings. But now the luxury felt like a bribe for obedience, not that one needed to be bribed when they would inevitably be forced. The memory of this place warped and distorted in my mind’s eye.

That I never wanted to marry Grae had always been true. But more, I had never wanted to be a queen. Still, I had been enthusiastic to have a life outside the little town of Allesdale. I was excited to have a pack, and a purpose, and a world that I would add value to.

Now, however, standing here, I knew the only value they ever wanted me to add was my silent presence—a decorative display of their wealth, just like that gilded mirror.

No seamstresses today. No maids to attend me.

I restyled my hair, combing out the last of the tangles my fingers had missed and anointing myself with oils and perfumes. I hoped it would cover the stench of dread that wafted off me like its own sickly fragrance. I rouged my cheeks and painted my lips that crimson red that I knew they all wanted to see—the vixen, the princess, the beauty. I’d resigned myself that Wolf kings would only ever appraise me for my looks, my money, my title. Resigned myself that was okay.

But then I found Maez, someone who loved me so far beyond either, and now I knew I was worth more.

Normally, there was this strong connection between the two of us like a rope wrapped round my waist, a tugging right behind my navel. But that tether felt frayed now, the solidness with which I navigated through the world now all fuzzy, as if my limbs were filled with sparkling wine.

I heard the clamor of barked orders out the window and mindlessly drifted over to peek through the warped stained glass.

What I saw made my stomach drop.

A line of humans were tied to poles like dummies upon which the Silver Wolf soldiers practiced. Slicing and hacking at the air inches from the humans’ flesh … except not always. Because I spotted several who had actually been struck, blood trailing down their tattered clothes. What world is this? This was cruelty I had never seen before. Why wasn’t anyone stopping them? I searched down the line of steely-faced guards. Why wasn’t anyone doing anything?

But I knew why. Because this was them



















































AUTHOR’S NOTE
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DEAR READER,

What a journey it has been together!

I’ve loved sharing the world of Aotreas with you. Calla, Sadie, and Briar have each taken up a piece of my heart and it has moved me greatly to hear how many of you have felt seen in their stories.

I hope you had a chance to get lost in the pages of this book, get swept away to a far-off land, and fall in love right alongside these characters. Now, more than ever, is a great time to support queer and diverse storytelling and I hope this series has encouraged you to seek out more.

Thank you for coming on this adventure with me and I look forward to sharing more adventures in other worlds with you soon!

A.K. xx
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