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        Tristan’s a wolf shifter practically held prisoner by his position as king of his lands. He’s helped the dragon shifters defeat evil, but isn’t even allowed to roam his lands freely. Now his friends Kate and Craig, the Vindicar and the Demon King are missing, and their psychic link, Forrest can’t feel them.

      

        

      
        Tristan is on a mission to find them, until a mysterious redhead crosses his path.
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        Sabella’s in an asylum, physically held prisoner by the doctors and mentally held hostage by her visions. She keeps seeing a woman named Kate and a man whose face scares her being held prisoners.

      

        

      
        She also sees a wolf. A wolf that calms her restless soul and is a balm to her tormented spirit.
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      Mud seeped up between my toes as I stared out along the river, rushing down its banks. Crisp, morning air filled my nose, along with the scent I’d waited for all morning. Sitting in the predawn darkness, waiting.

      Not far, leaves crunched underfoot, and I slowly shifted my massive body, crouching lower on my front legs as I waited patiently for my prey to appear.

      Closer, so much closer now.

      I tried not to think of anything else except the hunt before me.

      The moment I returned to the castle, Boris would be waiting to give me a lecture on sneaking out again during such precarious times. Being king and alpha was not always enjoyable, hardly ever really. And being less than a hundred years old made it even harder. I was still seen as a child by many, despite having helped defeat the enemy over six months ago. None of that mattered. I was a pup and my advisors, as well as my second, would continue to treat me as such.

      Hence, sneaking out to enjoy a few carefree hours, letting my wolf free to roam the river lands and find my own breakfast.

      They rarely gave me privacy to get out to hunt anymore, not since this new threat had yet to show its face again putting us all on edge. There’d been no sightings, no rumors, nothing since that shadow rose up out of Cassius’ corpse. I wanted to believe it was a good thing, but that was a fool’s hope. A war was coming, worse than the last, and it was going to drag us all down, push us further than we ever wanted to go. My parents had always said the time of peace wouldn’t last for long. I hated to admit they’d been right after all.

      The buck stepped out of the shadows, and I lifted my nose, readying myself to attack, when the sound of more rushing steps met my ears, and I caught the scent of Boris and the rest of my guard.

      A growl rose from my chest as the buck’s head lifted suddenly and it took off back into the trees.

      “My king,” Boris bellowed after shifting back to his human form.

      I considered hiding among the tall grasses for a few minutes and watching them frantically search for me, but the tone of his voice told me something was wrong. With a grunt, I shifted back, rising high above the grass and waved my arm over my head.

      “Here, Boris, right here. What is it?” I asked, disgruntled as he and the others rushed toward me. “Did you need to bring the entire guard with you?”

      All ten men and women surrounded me immediately, and if I’d still been in wolf form, my hackles would’ve raised. Boris grabbed my arm and pulled me into the trees, the guard following, until we were well out of sight. Sweat beaded his brow, and his eyes landed everywhere, watching. Always alert.

      “Tell me what this is about,” I demanded.

      “We have word from Boshen and Gregornath,” Boris told me in his deep, rumbling baritone. “We have trouble, and we need to get you back to the castle straightaway.”

      “Craig and Forrest? Are they alright,” I asked.

      Boris started to guide me through the trees again.

      “Boris, answer me.”

      He hesitated but shook his head. “Not here. We will be faster if we run.”

      I glared at him fiercely, informing him this conversation was far from over, but shifted, landing on my front legs and shook out my dark red and brown waves of fur. My guard did the same, and together, we sprinted for the castle. I sniffed the air as I ran, but there was nothing to help explain what might’ve happened.

      With each step, my worry grew until I was growling and snapping my jaws at the wind rushing past my face. As we neared the castle gates, I spied more soldiers than normal atop the wall, and the moment we were through, the gate was shut and sealed behind us.

      I barely shifted back when Boris ushered me inside, not stopping until we were in the council chamber and we were not alone.

      “Forrest?”

      If I was considered a pup amongst my kind, he was still a baby in dragon years, and yet he, like me, was stuck with the mantle of king. The past few months had worn on him though, and he no longer appeared the young, excited prince I remembered. Now, he looked like a man about to drown in a tidal wave of fear. I reached for his arm and pulled him into a brotherly hug before setting him back on his feet.

      Figures moved behind him, and I glanced up to catch his guard pacing by the far wall, peering out the windows every so often, as if afraid of an attack.

      “Why are you here? I assumed you would be busy rebuilding still.” I motioned for him to join me at the table.

      He did so and held his head in his hands, muttering incoherently under his breath.

      “Someone better explain now before I start biting fingers off,” I snarled.

      Boris stood at attention along with the rest of my guard.

      “Don’t blame them,” Forrest said as he straightened and looked me dead in the eye. “I’m the one who told them to wait to tell you here instead.”

      “Tell me what?” I asked, emphasizing each word with a growl.

      “Craig and Kate… they’re missing.”

      I couldn’t have heard him right, but he didn’t say anything else.

      “That’s not possible.”

      “Exactly what I said, but neither of them can be found. Luca said he saw Craig go into his chambers that night and stood outside to guard his door, as always,” Forrest explained roughly. “When he went in to wake him before changing his shift with another guard, the room was empty. They’ve been searching for days, but no sign of him, or what happened. There wasn’t even sign of a struggle.”

      “And Kate?”

      He shrugged, and I saw a flicker of pain slither across his eyes before he answered. “She was at her new home in the Darrah lands. Same story. They saw her enter, but then she just vanished. Like she wasn’t even there.”

      I glanced past Forrest to see Boris speaking quietly with the dragon guards. “And you? Have you seen anything strange?”

      “Nothing. I have sent word to Drake as well, and Lucy. Whatever took Craig and Kate, I have a feeling it’s not finished.” He rubbed his hands over his tired-looking face and smiled bitterly. “Here I prayed that the shadow was only that, a shadow that we’d never see again.”

      “We need to find them.”

      “Sire,” Boris stated loudly

      I glared at him.

      He continued, undeterred, “I respect your wish to jump into action for your allies, but we know nothing about this… this new threat and if it’s coming after monarchs, the last thing you should do is leave.”

      “Why? Clearly, it has no regards for guards or walls,” I argued. “I will be no safer here than out on the road.”

      He opened his mouth to counter, but I stood and rested my hands flat on the table.

      “I will not be kept locked away like a child. I am King of Torolf, Alpha of this pack, and I am leaving to help seek out Craig and Kate. We will double the guard at the castle, ensure our people are safe, and then I will leave.”

      Boris’ lips thinned in annoyance, but he bowed his head. “As you wish, sire.”

      “Good. Forrest, if you wish to remain here until we are ready to depart, I will have accommodations made, and we can set out in the morning.”

      “Thank you, that would be most appreciated. The past few days have been long, and I have not exactly slept soundly since.” He sighed.

      I led him from the room to join me for a drink in a more private part of the castle.

      We walked through the ancient stone halls, our guards trailing behind until we reached my chambers. I waved them off, and we entered, after which, I closed the door soundly behind us.

      “Now then, do you have any good news to deliver or just this?” I asked with a quirked brow as I poured out two glasses of ale. “You have not taken a queen yet. A dragon such as yourself should have them lining up to wed you.”

      He sneered, sinking into an armchair by the hearth, holding only burning embers now. “Oh, they are, but I’m afraid none of them are quite who I dreamt of having by my side.”

      “No? They’re not good enough for you… or they’re not Kate?”

      “Both maybe?” he said as I sat across from him. “I’m happy for her and Craig. Really, I am. It’s just… she’s a fiery woman, and strong. One day I might find those same qualities in another, but I doubt she’ll be wearing heels and a gown,” he added with a laugh before his eyes darkened. “Tristan, I can’t sense them.”

      I lowered my glass from my mouth without taking a sip. “Neither of them?”

      He shook his head. “Nothing, not even a whisper. It’s been less since we defeated Cassius, but I knew where they were, knew they were safe, but now it’s like we were never connected at all. I feel empty without their presence, hollow. It’s unnerving.”

      I refused to say the words aloud, the same ones I saw were clearly on his mind. They were already dead. Whatever took them killed them, and all we’d find was bodies. But it just wasn’t possible. Kate was the Vindicar. I’d seen her power, seen her with Craig and Forrest as they fought. Whatever stole them away would not kill them easily.

      “We’ll find them; I swear to you, we will,” I told him firmly.

      “I don’t even know where to begin,” he whispered. “There is nothing left behind, no trail to follow. How do you track someone when they simply vanish into thin air?”

      “My kind are trackers by nature,” I reminded him. “If there’s a trail to follow, I’ll find it.”

      “And then what?”

      I gulped down my ale and set the empty glass on the table. “Then we get them back and hopefully get some damned insight into whatever’s doing this. I’m tired of not having answers. If this thing wants a war, then I say we show it exactly what it’s up against.”

      He lifted his glass in a toast, then took a long swallow. “Lucy and Greyson have been researching around the clock for anything on a shadow with fiery eyes.”

      “And?”

      “And nothing. They’re still working on figuring out what Cassius did all those centuries ago to awaken the darkness in the first place. Killing so many seemed to have unleashed it, but where was it before then?” His harsh tone was enough to indicate this was still a touchy subject for him.

      I felt for him. I could barely handle my own life, let alone coming to grips with a past life that had suffered and died trying to save the world. There were ghosts in Forrest’s eyes that shouldn’t be there, but he’d told me before how Malcolm’s memories were always with him. He dreamt about those days, which only made it harder for him to get over Kate and move on, since he repeatedly saw Celandine in his sleep. Perhaps remaining a bachelor king was for the best, for both of us. There was enough to worry about without some woman driving one insane day in and day out.

      “If you need anything, just let one of the guards outside your door know,” I told him as I found my feet.

      “I can help you prepare,” he suggested, but I was already shaking my head.

      “You need rest, especially if we’re to begin the hunt tomorrow morning. Sleep, Forrest. I’ll send someone to wake you for dinner.”

      He rose and made for the door, thanking me again before one of my servants offered to lead him to his rooms for the duration of his stay. Several of my own guards accompanied them, an added precaution to ensure no harm came to the Dragon King while under my roof.

      “I do not like it,” Boris said the second Forrest turned the corner.

      “You don’t have to,” I muttered with a growl. “You think I do?”

      “Running about the realms will only draw attention to yourself,” he argued hotly. “As your military commander, I do suggest you reconsider this course of action and—”

      “And do what?” I whirled around, furious, feeling the wolf wanting to break free, but I held myself back as everyone in the hall froze around me. “To let others take risks that their own king isn’t willing to take himself? The Demon King and the Vindicar are missing. It is the duty of every monarch to lend aid in finding them, Boris. I will not sit idly by, twiddling my thumbs in this dank, depressing castle waiting for them to be found when I can do something about it. We’ve sat still for far too long,” I added, pivoting on my heel and storming off down the hall. “Too damned long.”

      Since the battle with Cassius, I hadn’t been able to stop thinking what could’ve happened if we paid attention to the goings-on in our realm, as well as the others. Would we have seen the signs sooner? Realized Raghnall had been possessed? So many chances to save more lives, but we missed them all because we’d been too caught up in our own problems, afraid to look outside Torolf.

      No longer.

      Peace had most certainly ended, and if it was a war this darkness wanted, then it was a war it would get.

      Taking two of ours had been its first move.

      I grinned darkly, thinking of the havoc I would bestow upon him the second we found his hiding place.

      My inner wolf howled with excitement at the idea of a new hunt and fresh blood.

      Soon, very soon the beast would be unleashed.
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      Rain pattered the window hard as the storm raged on through the night. Each drop of water slamming and exploding into the glass.

      I watched, fascinated, pressing my hand to that glass. It was cold, so cold, just like how I felt all the time now. Cold and darkness. It crept into my mind over and over again until it was all I could see. Lightning lit up the sky, and the massive thunderheads rolled in from the east. Or west, I couldn’t keep it straight anymore.

      Hadn’t for a while now actually. Everything was fuzzy, like I could reach out and feel that fuzz along the edge of my thoughts, but then there was nothing there at all. Just endless voices and visions and dreams, nightmares that never ended.

      A door opened behind me, but I refused to turn away from the glass.

      “Sabella, time for your morning meds,” Nurse Beth said as she entered my room.

      “No pills today,” I whispered, intently staring at the water dripping down the glass.

      It gathered with more drops along the way, growing larger and larger, until it slipped out of sight. If only I could be like that, just dripping away from this life. I wondered what it would be like.

      “We’ve talked about this,” she insisted gently. “You have to listen to Dr. Tim more, or he’s not going to let you have the room with the window.”

      I growled in annoyance. “He won’t take it away from me.”

      “He won’t if you do as instructed. The pills make you better, remember?” She rattled the paper cup.

      I turned to watch her approach.

      She held it out to me with a plastic cup of water. “Don’t make it difficult.”

      “I told you, that wasn’t my fault.”

      She sighed heavily and held out the cups again for me to take. “Sabella, you know you can’t always blame your actions on the voices in your head. You were making such good progress, remember? What changed?”

      I rested my forehead to the window, turning my back on her. “You wouldn’t understand.”

      They never did. They never listened to me, not anymore. In the beginning, things were different. I was different. I saw things, but I knew the difference between reality and the dreams. For as long as I could remember, this home on the hill had been my sanctuary. Where I was safe. Where I knew I could always find my way back to who I was… or at least who they told me I was.

      Sabella Doe, no last name.

      Never a last name.

      No parents, no siblings. No one but myself, and the voices and visions to keep me company.

      “Sabella, please take your meds. I don’t want to put you in solitary today.”

      I shuddered at the idea of being locked in that room, no window, no way to see the storm moving in. I whipped around and took the cups, throwing back the pills as fast as I could and chugging the water. I opened my mouth to prove they were gone and she nodded, satisfied. Too bad they didn’t work, not anymore. Nothing did.

      She was still talking, but I wanted to watch the storm. Thunder shook the stone foundations as it rumbled closer and closer, like a train thrown off its tracks and rushing toward us. The harder I stared, the more the shapes of the clouds changed until they weren’t clouds at all.

      I blinked, trying to clear my head, but it was too late. Far too late to stop what was coming. I drifted, blowing like a raindrop in that storm outside, caught in the crazy whirlwind of shadows and screams. I winced, but when I opened my eyes, I wasn’t in my room.

      Voices whispered behind me, strange growls and utterings in words I didn’t understand. The skin on my arms prickled, the tiny hairs there rose, and I smashed my hands to my ears, wishing it would stop.

      More screams and then two voices I did understand.

      “No! Let her go! Get your hands off her, I’ll rip you to pieces,” the man growled, furious as he yanked at the bars holding him back. “Kate!”

      The woman, she struggled and cursed, but the things that held her—nightmarish things—made of shadows with flaming red eyes and sharp nails that dug into her arms. She winced and flailed, but they didn’t let her go.

      The man, his face shifted behind the bars, and I staggered back, afraid of what he turned into. But I couldn’t run, couldn’t get out. I shut my eyes, humming loudly to myself as I tried to drown out the woman’s screams and the man’s bellowing that sounded inhuman.

      I hunkered down and felt the world shift around me.

      When I opened my eyes again, a wolf stood before me, huge, with knowing hazel eyes that pierced straight through me. Its fur was dark, reds and browns, its chest was white, stark against the rest of it. And on its right shoulder, a strange bare patch of skin that looked jagged and torn.

      I wasn’t sure why I did it, but I reached out a hand to touch it, wanting to feel how soft that fur was beneath my fingertips… then the wolf took off as if startled. I chased after it, ignoring the tree branches swatting me in the face.

      This was real, it had to be.

      I ran faster and faster, but never gained any ground. The wolf was there, I could just see the flicker of its tail as it darted in and out of the trees—

      I screamed as the ground was suddenly gone and I was falling, falling into nothingness.

      I thrashed as I fell, trying to catch hold of something, anything, but then my body was stuck, suspended mid-air. Beneath me, I heard the screams of the dead, so many, so many reaching hands trying to get to me. I clutched at nothing, screaming myself hoarse as a wave of darkness rose in the far distance.

      I wanted out of this place. I needed to leave before it reached me. I turned myself around and around, but then I was falling again except I didn’t land in the dead.

      Something soft was beneath me, and I heard Nurse Beth saying my name, over and over again. Dr. Tim was there, too, but I couldn’t see them, couldn’t see anything except the darkness.

      “We need to leave,” I yelled at them, trying to get free, but there were straps holding me down. “No! You don’t understand. It’s coming for us, we can’t stay here. We can’t.”

      “Sabella, you need to calm down,” Dr. Tim said sternly. “You’re going to hurt yourself.”

      “But it’s coming, it’s going to kill us all. And the woman, he’s hurting her,” I cried, tears streaking down my cheeks. “Please… please, just make it stop.”

      I slammed my head back into the pillow, wanting to forget what I saw, what I could still hear echoing inside my head. Whatever had that woman, it was going to hurt her… maybe kill her, and all I could do was watch. I mumbled her name under my breath over and over and over, until my body gave into exhaustion and I collapsed onto the mattress.

      Dr. Tim was giving orders to the nurses, but I didn’t listen.

      I felt the bed sink, and his hand pressed a cool cloth to my forehead.

      “Sabella, you have to remember, none of what you see is real,” he told me gently.

      He cared about me, I knew he did. Told me quite a few times I was like a daughter to him, one he never got a chance to have. I liked Dr. Tim, but he didn’t believe me.

      I shook my head, whispering her name until he sighed and said he was going to leave me to rest.

      “Kate,” I breathed into the stillness of my room as the storm raged on outside. “Have to find her… have to stop the darkness… before it’s too late.”
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      I dozed, in and out, all day long, and into the night.

      Beth came and let me out of my restraints twice to use the bathroom and try to eat, but I wasn’t hungry.

      I whispered the woman’s name a few more times, and Beth watched me worriedly as she left me in my room again, but this time, I was allowed to walk around.

      The storm was gone, but there was another one brewing, I felt it. Deep inside my mind, I saw it coming closer and closer.

      If only they would listen to my warnings, we might all survive. Might being the operative word.

      I circled my room, running my fingers along the walls and trying to think about anything other than the woman. The wolf. I liked him. I knew it was a him, that look in his eyes said he was strong, a leader.

      And that that look also said he searched for something.

      The wolf, I hadn’t seen him before. I wanted to see him again, but never before had I been able to control where my mind went. What I saw or when. It just did what it wanted and left me to trail behind, kicking and screaming.

      I hopped up onto my bed, sat with my legs crossed, and scrunched my eyes shut as tight as I could. I thought of the wolf, his fur, and those eyes. I pictured him before me again, running through the trees of some forest I’d never seen before, one that probably wasn’t even real. I held my breath until my lungs burned and I was ready to give up, when I felt myself thrown.

      I hit the ground hard, with a grunt.

      Leaves crunched under my hands and twigs were stuck in my hair, but when I raised my eyes, I saw him. He stood before me, those eyes watching me closely as I scrambled to my feet.

      It worked.

      I hopped up and down, clapping my hands to see him again. I waited for him to take off, but he remained exactly where he was.

      He sat down on his haunches and huffed at me as if trying to say hello.

      “Hello right back,” I whispered in awe.

      Slowly, I reached out a hand to this beast that stood as tall as me when he sat. I bit the inside of my cheek, willing him to stay put, and sighed in wonder when my hand reached his shoulder.

      I scratched around the bare spot, amazed at the soft feel of his fur. I could’ve nuzzled against it and stayed there forever, but suddenly he was on his feet, ears laid back against his head as he growled. He stared at something behind me, and as I turned, he placed himself in front of me, protecting me.

      But the ache in my gut told me there was no protecting me, not from this.

      The only thing I saw when I turned around was the tidal wave, crashing through the trees and headed straight for us.

      There was no escape, not this time.

      I screamed as it swallowed us both up and didn’t stop screaming well into the next day, not caring what Dr. Tim or Beth told me about what I saw not being real.

      It was real, and it was coming for us both.
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      I jolted out of bed, drenched in a cold sweat and reached out to grab… someone.

      A young woman, with messy red hair and wild eyes. She’d been right there beside me in the woods. And there was something else… but the last bits of my dream, or nightmare really, slipped further and further away as my eyes adjusted to the early morning gloom.

      I rubbed hard at my eyes, but the fear on her face stuck with me even as I forced myself out of bed and splashed water on my face. Shaking my hair out like the wolf I was, I gripped the edges of the counter and told myself to forget my dream. I had bigger concerns today.

      We would be setting out to search for Craig and Kate. Nothing had turned up in the Darrah lands or near Boshen, but Lucy had sent word that whatever took them could be slipping in and out of the space between realms. I didn’t understand that magic, never liked magic to begin with, but the bottom line was, we had a lead on finding Craig and Kate. Somewhere in the seams between realms. Even though they were one land as they were before, the power that broke them apart remained and created pockets, hidden worlds within our own.

      I shuddered at the idea of dealing with more magic I didn’t understand. Shifters shied away from it, always, ever since our kind was cursed by a seer all those centuries ago. A story no shifter ever forgot.

      The woman—a seer—had been infuriated when spurned by our king, and she was the one who laid the curse on us, a moment every shifter would face. The chance of being driven mad by their inner beast, to be consumed by it if we ever let our rage get the better of us. If we gave in, we would remain a wolf forever, never able to shift again. Never able to be with our own kind again.

      And I knew every name from our history that had given in, and never returned.

      Seers were a plague upon this world, and I didn’t much care for any form of magic. It was magic that brought about Cassius and this new darkness. I doubted magic would be able to stop it.

      “Sire, King Forrest awaits you in the hall,” Boris called through my door.

      “I’ll be right down,” I replied and dressed in a rush.

      The plan was to scour the far reaches of Torolf and work our way back. Drake and the elves would be doing the same in his territory in hopes one of us would come up with something of value. I had my hand on the door when that woman’s face flashed before my eyes again, and a shiver ran down my spine. Not fear for myself, but for her.

      “Just a dream,” I told myself sternly. “Only a dream.”

      I exited my chambers, pausing when I found Boris, along with ten other guards waiting for me.

      “Is this necessary?” I asked, pushing past them and making my way toward the hall.

      It had taken several months to repair, after the final battle against Cassius nearly destroyed my castle and damaged the surrounding grounds.

      Just when I felt everything was getting back to normal around here, the world seemed to fall out from under me again.

      “You are a monarch and therefore at risk of being taken by whatever this new threat is,” Boris stated. “It is my duty to keep you safe, and that is exactly what I’m going to do. You can fight me on it all you like, but alpha or no, I will do what I feel must be done to keep you alive.”

      I wanted to fight him on it, but I remembered the oath he swore to my parents before they died. He would not let the same fate befall me. He had stood by me as I fought against every challenger for my position. I ultimately came out on top. I was the alpha and Boris my second. No matter what came after me, he would remain steadfast and loyal.

      I stopped and laid my hand on his shoulder, grinning at him. “You are and always will be a true friend, Boris. Don’t ever let me forget that.”

      He bowed his head, eyes glinting with appreciation. “I won’t, don’t you worry about that.”

      We barked with laughter as we hurried through the castle and met up with Forrest and his dragon guard. He appeared better than he had two days ago when he first arrived, but there were still lines etched onto his face. Worry, anger, and fear that he’d already lost two of the most important people in his life.

      I clapped him on the shoulder and offered up an encouraging smile. “We’ll find them, and now we have somewhere to start.”

      “I wish I had your confidence,” he muttered. “All I keep thinking is we’re going to find them, and it’ll be too late.”

      “Have a little faith. They’re not lost yet, not until we find their bodies.”

      It was the only real comforting thought I could give him. Boris told us he would make sure the supplies were ready to go and fetch us when it was time to leave.

      Forrest paced around the hall, closing his eyes, probably trying to pick up a trail on Craig or Kate. My people bustled around, working at ensuring this place was well fortified for whatever was to come. We’d already moved most of the villagers closer to make getting them to safety quicker, but there was still much work to be done, especially when we had no real idea who this enemy was.

      I was staring absentmindedly out the doors when a red flash of hair caught my eye.

      Heart hammering in my chest and palms sweaty, I shook my head, clearing away the vision that couldn’t possibly be real. When I glanced again, the redhead was gone.

      “Tristan?” Forrest was staring at me curiously.

      “Nothing, just making sure we’ve thought of everything,” I lied.

      His brow raising told me he didn’t buy it. Damned empaths.

      “Something’s on your mind and don’t try to lie again. You’re terrible at it.”

      “Hard to lie when you can read emotion,” I grumbled. “It’s nothing, just had a dream last night, bit disturbing really. Throwing me off, is all.”

      “I could use a few minutes of distraction. What was it about?”

      I hopped up on the table behind me. “A redhead.”

      Forrest stared at me blankly for a few seconds then chuckled. “Dreaming about a woman, eh? Interesting, that’s very interesting indeed. Perhaps your biological clock is trying to tell you something.”

      “I’m not even a hundred yet,” I argued. “No reason to settle down.”

      “And this dream with the mysterious redhead, what happened?”

      I didn’t want to dig into it, but I saw the pleading in his glance to give him something else to think about, aside from imagining his friends, dead somewhere.

      “I was in wolf form, just standing in the woods and she was there with me,” I said, trying to remember the details. “Her eyes, they were filled with… awe and at the same time… she seemed unstable I guess?” I picked at my nails, a strange sensation growing in my gut, worry like I’d never felt before. “She seemed frightened, but not of me and then there was darkness, all around us… a tidal wave almost…” I shrugged. “That was it.”

      “And you’ve never seen her before?” he asked.

      “No, why?”

      He shrugged, but I could tell there was more to it. “No reason.”

      “Fine, hold out on me.”

      “I’m not. it’s just after dealing with my past and the others, dreams sometimes have more significance than you realize,” he told me seriously. “You may not want to brush off this young woman so quickly.”

      I considered asking him more about it, but Boris returned and said they were waiting for us. We’d go on horseback, well, at least some of us would, while myself and the others would track through the grasslands and trees, see if we could find any trace of our missing monarchs. I’d seen how close Craig and Kate were, and wondered what crazy fool would ever try to hurt her in front of him. He might only be half-demon, but no smart man messed with the wife of a demon king. It tended to never end well.
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      My nose was buried in the leaves, rustling along as I tried in vain to find anything to lead us to Craig and Kate, but just like it had been all day long, there was nothing. Not a whiff, not a scent. I hoped to even hit on a crackle of magic, but all was quiet. It was really as if they had just vanished into thin air. The strain was weighing on Forrest, and we all needed a break. The sun was setting, and as I shifted back, I called for Boris to set up camp.

      “You’re calling it?” Forrest asked annoyed.

      “Just for today. We’ll get some rest, regroup, and pick up the search in the morning,” I promised him. “Lucy didn’t give you a helpful way to find these seams, did she?”

      “Nothing, just said we’d know when we found them.”

      I reached out my hand as we walked through the trees while Boris and the others set up camp. The air didn’t feel any different, didn’t smell strange. Most magic gave off some sort of… tingle for lack of a better term, made my hackles raise, but all it did now was give me a bit of a chill, and I considered shifting back into my wolf form, so I could let the fire warm my thick fur for the night.

      “I noticed you haven’t stretched your wings all day,” I mentioned.

      Forrest shrugged. “Trust me, I’d love to be up there right now, soaring in the clouds, but my guards would have a fit. My guards are afraid I’ll vanish from the sky and be lost.” He growled, and smoke trailed from his nose. “If they keep me pent up much longer, I’ll be shifting in my chambers and busting out through the freshly built walls.”

      “If you hadn’t noticed, I snuck out the other day when you came calling,” I said with a laugh. “Boris has put me on lockdown, too. Why do you think I suggested I tag along? Aside from my being the best tracker amongst my pack.”

      “Nice to see you’re still holding onto the title of alpha.”

      “There’s always going to be challengers, but for now, the packs are content obeying my commands. I think the threat of oncoming war has forced our petty differences to be put aside, for the moment at least.”

      I covered my mouth as I yawned, unsure of why I was so tired all of a sudden.

      The day had been long, but I’d hardly run at all. Yet sleep tugged at me as we sat around the fire and rations were passed around, as was the ale. Talk was light, but there was no denying the underlying tension felt by every single one of us.

      As soon as the patrols were set, Boris insisted I head to my tent to get some sleep while I could. His eyes remained wide and alert as he planted himself just outside the flap. I shrugged out of my shirt and flopped onto my pile of furs after shuffling them around a bit.

      I was more surprised than I let on about not having to deal with any challengers these past six-plus months.

      In the beginning, there was one nearly every month. My family’s pack was the largest, and had been for centuries, but others sought the throne, the main alpha title.

      There were times I thought I would lose, that I would no longer be king.

      There were times I wondered if that was best.

      Sleep called to me again, and I questioned briefly if I would see the redhead again as my eyelids closed, and I slipped into that blissful darkness.
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      I couldn’t do it.

      The voices, they were so loud, I buried my own screams in my pillow.

      Night fell. Outside. But it was always night inside my head. Too much… too much going on and I couldn’t see, couldn’t get past the fog this time.

      I gritted my teeth and threw myself out of bed toward the door. Had to get out of here, had to leave to find him, find him before it was too late.

      Flattening my hands against the door, I vaguely wondered how I’d be able to get out when suddenly the lock clicked, and the door swung outward, opening just for me.

      “Just like magic,” I whispered and swallowed back a mad giggle. I was losing it.

      I crept out into the hall, barefoot, no need for shoes. I tugged my oversized black cardigan around me and moved like the shadows, swift and quiet. Swift and quiet.

      The voices muttered in my ears, and I shushed them as we neared the end of the hall. Too many people, I’d never get out, but no one was there. Gone. Vanished into nothing. I tiptoed around the corner, down another hall, the voices urging me on, the screaming in the background hitting harder with every step of my toes on the cold, cold floor. Like ice. I wished it was ice. I’d never been skating, never done anything normal.

      Not that I was normal, or would be. Or was I?

      I heard heavy panting and turned toward the front doors, freezing when I saw the outline of the wolf, disappearing through the doors, his bushy tail catching the dim lights of the hall before it was gone. Had to hurry, there was no time to waste. No time at all. The man in the cage, he’d been bleeding and the woman, her screaming had stopped.

      But it was the wolf I had to find, the wolf I had to warn, to save him, save us all.

      The second I stepped outside, the cold hit me like a truck, and I shivered beneath the harsh wind. Cold drops of sleet slapped my face, but I couldn’t go back. There was no going back. Only forward, only into the forest to find him. Pulling my cardigan tightly over my body, I raced down the stone steps, my feet protesting from the cold as I raced across the drive and into the woods.

      The ground was frozen, and it felt like knives stabbed into the soles of my feet, but I spotted the wolf again, weaving in and out of the trees. Running headfirst into danger and didn’t even know it.

      “Wait,” I yelled, but the wind carried my word away as the sleet came down harder.

      Hair sticking to my face in icy chunks, I shoved them out of the way and squinted.

      Whispers sounded right in my ear, and I spun around, searching for them, but there were no bodies, not this time. Just the voices. Calling to me, screaming at me, cursing me.

      You’re going to die out here, they told me. Over and over, they repeated it, cackled it as I spun around in circles, dashing off whenever I spied the wolf. You are nothing, Sabella, nothing, but a mad little girl lost in a mad world.

      “Get out of my mind,” I bellowed into the night, clutching at my head as I screamed.

      But the voices only grew louder, and every time I turned, I caught glimpses of the man in the cage, growing weaker by the second as he fought to break free. I saw the woman as the darkness swirled around her. And those fiery eyes… filled with such hate… such evil it made me choke and sputter.

      I stumbled, running blindly into the trees as fear consumed me. Breath ragged and legs burning, I pushed myself further and further. I ran until my numb feet gave out on me. Pulse pounding in my ears competed with the voices until I couldn’t tell the difference between them.

      I was cold… so very cold… tears streamed down my cheeks, freezing on my face, but then there was crunching behind me. It was out here with me.

      It was coming for me.

      Crying and begging for someone, anyone to save me, I scrambled back up and raced onward. The air on my arms stood on end, and the air crackled as if lightning had just struck nearby. There was no thunder, no light, just the crackle in the air. I reached out and saw blue sparks light along my fingertips as I ran. More giggles escaped my mouth until they burst out and I was bent over double, still trying to run, as I realized the voices were right.

      I was going to die out here, all alone, the mad little girl no one wanted.

      Well, who the voices wanted.

      I never saw the ground disappear and screamed as I rolled down the slick slope, hitting tree roots and rocks all the way down. I landed in a heap, head throbbing and body in agony. Sleet poured down around me. I crawled, pulled myself along through the frozen mud and leaves when a strange warmth passed over my body that made me pause.

      For a split second, the strangest sense of clarity struck me, and in that moment reality slammed home. I was in the middle of the woods, lost and alone. Hurt. And no one was going to find me.

      Then the moment was gone, and I collapsed to the ground, shivering and huddled in a ball, waiting for the end to come. That tidal wave of darkness, it was closing in and the wolf… he would never know it was coming. I failed him. The notion confused me, but then the voices were back, and I whimpered as they seemed ready to explode right out of my mind. They circled me, taunting me, and I saw nothing, but my own demise.

      “Help,” I whispered to the night, teeth clacking together from the cold taking over my body. “Please, help me.”
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      I thrashed in the furs until my legs became tangled and with a furious growl, I threw them to the side and lunged to my feet, chest heaving in the darkness of my tent. Night had brought a cold wind with it, and the chill washed over my sweat covered body, making me shiver. I’d been dreaming, but whatever it had been about left me the second I opened my eyes.

      Dawn was only a few hours away, and I was ready to lay back down to try and get more sleep when a whisper reached my ears.

      I glared at the entrance to my tent, knowing it had to be my sleep deprived mind messing with me, but there it was again.

      And then I smelled it. I huffed at the strong smell of magic… of fear.

      Without hesitation, I shifted and threw my head back as I howled into the night, calling for the rest of my guard.

      Boris’ answering howl met mine, but I was already barreling into the trees, sniffing out this new scent. It hadn’t been there before, I swore it, but running through the trees now, my fur crackled with power, immense power as if someone or something had just broken through into our world. More howls quickly rushed up behind me, but I never slowed. That voice… it had asked for help.

      I told myself it was Kate and Craig, that somehow, they’d managed to escape, but the closer my racing paws brought me, the more I realized I was dead wrong. Whoever was ahead was someone I had not met before and yet… and yet the hint of lilac on the breeze was familiar to me. As if I’d smelled it every day of my life.

      When the scent grew stronger, and I could see the crackle of magic racing along the ground ahead of me, I slowed my pace and waited for the others to catch up.

      Wait, sire, Boris whispered in my mind.

      I growled.

      Undeterred he continued to try to get me to wait. You don’t know what it is, he said in my mind.

      If we were going to be attacked, we would’ve by now, I insisted. Besides, it’s why I have so many guards with me, right?

      He growled from behind me. Then he grunted, and I sensed my wolves spreading out to create a perimeter as I walked closer.

      At first, I heard nothing and wondered if I’d been wrong and the dream had simply made me hear things.

      “Make it stop,” a female voice pleaded, sounding like she was crying. “Please… just go away… just go away.”

      Sleet started to fall from the sky but didn’t reach my skin. I shook out my fur as I inched forward, through the brush and lifted my head to better appraise a small, huddled shape on the ground, curled up in a ball.

      The clouds parted for only a second, but it was enough to let a stream of bright, pure moonlight pour down and show me what I never thought I would see in person.

      The redhead.

      She was here, in my realm. She was real.

      The clouds shifted, and the moonlight vanished, leaving us in darkness, but I made out her shivering body. She was soaked, had to be freezing. What the hell was she even doing out here? I took another step and cursed when my paw crunched on a few sticks, the crack echoing around us.

      She lifted her head, and I waited for a scream, but her eyes zeroed in on mine. Dark grey eyes that reminded me of a storm, and they were as wild as I recalled from the first dream I had of her. Her face was muddied and her clothes filthy. Her chattering teeth drew me out of my moment of shock, and I slowly approached, not shifting back, not yet.

      She tilted her head as I neared, her lips almost blue and her skin so pale. And she was young. Eighteen, I guessed. I sniffed the air and blew out a breath through my nose. She was definitely human, but with a strong tinge of magic surrounding her.

      “You,” she whispered, her voice shaking from the cold. “You… no, no this isn’t real. None of this is real. The voices—” She cringed suddenly and clutched at her head. “They’re right, they’re always going to be right.”

      I glanced toward Boris, who tilted his head. What do you want us to do, sire?

      Keep an eye out, I ordered then shifted. I heard the tail end of his protest, but then it was gone, and I cursed the night and the cold as I crouched down before her. “Are you hurt?”

      She didn’t move, didn’t even blink, but then her eyes shut, and her entire body went rigid. Worried she was having a fit, I reached out for her shoulder, but the second my hand landed on her, a jolt shot through me.

      “You are in danger, Tristan, alpha wolf of Torolf,” she uttered harshly. “He’s coming. He’s coming for you. For all of us. He will not be stopped.”

      I shot a look over my shoulder just in time to notice Forrest and his guard break through the trees.

      She sucked in a deep breath and a pained gasp slipped past her lips. She toppled forward into my arms, shivering and shaking uncontrollably.

      “He’s trapped,” she whispered. “And she’s screaming… so much screaming. I can’t get to her.”

      Forrest was at my side in a second, kneeling before her. “What did you say? Answer me.”

      I growled in warning, not sure why I was suddenly feeling so protective of her, but she was clearly hurt and not in her right mind. I wanted to tell him to back off, but then she was shaking her head, and tears streamed from her eyes.

      “Too many voices… and the darkness… it’s going to hit us. Have to warn you… have to stop it.”

      Instinctively, my arms wrapped around her tighter, unsure of what I should believe, but something told me I was meant to find her out here tonight. To save her. I picked her up in my arms, and her eyes slid closed.

      “We need to know what she was talking about,” Forrest demanded as I started to make my way carefully back to camp. “Tristan, just stop for a second.”

      “No,” I snarled. “She’s in no condition to answer questions.”

      “She knows where they are. You heard her.” He yanked on my arm to turn me back around, but Boris was there to get between us, putting the dragon guards on edge.

      The tension rocketed until I called for my guard to stand down.

      “As soon as she is warmed and awake, we will get the answers you need,” I promised Forrest. “But until then, she is off limits to you. Understand?”

      Forrest’s jaw clenched, but he bowed his head. “Whatever you say, King Tristan.”

      My lip twitched at his tone, but I understood that he was worried. Worry like that drove people to the edge of their carefully controlled emotions and flung them right off. I continued through the trees, my guards surrounding me, with the dragons bringing up the rear. We would need to investigate the area more in the morning, but as she shivered against my chest, getting her warm and making sure she survived through the night was my first priority.

      “You…” she whispered.

      I glanced down. Her eyes partially opened, studying me closely.

      “I’ve seen you before.”

      “Have you now,” I replied, wondering why I wasn’t more concerned about who she might be.

      “But you were furry, with a big tail.” Her hand reached up, and I flinched when it went right to the large scar on my left shoulder. “I saw this, no fur there. Looked painful.”

      I cleared my throat, unnerved at her words. “It was, but I survived.”

      “Clearly.” Her fingers slipped from my shoulder, and she curled closer against the warmth of my chest. “So cold… but they stopped… they finally stopped.”

      “They?” I threw a worried look behind me but saw no one except my guard and the dragons. I hadn’t sensed anyone back where she’d been either. “Who’s they?”

      “The voices. Always there, but you chased them away.” She smiled softly, and her eyes closed again as her body grew heavier in my arms. She was out, and I picked up speed to get her to a warm fire and bundled up in furs.

      Boris shifted as soon as we reached camp and helped to restoke one of the fires. Hank, another of my guard, fetched the furs from my tent. We got her as close to the fire as we could, wrapped her in the furs, and I rubbed her arms to try and get the blood flowing.

      I hadn’t even noticed she was barefoot and cursed, moving her feet so they were near the flames.

      “Where did she come from?” Boris asked quietly, watching her with a wary eye.

      “I don’t know, but that magic, did you feel it?”

      “You think it’s one of the seams?”

      “She’s human. Still, it’s rare to have one wander into our realms so easily. I guess it’s possible with what we did, to bring them together again,” I mused.

      “How did you know she was out there?”

      I debated on what to tell Boris, but I’d never lied to him before. “I dreamt of her the other night. And tonight… I heard her call for help.”

      He nodded slowly but said nothing except he was going to send two guards back to where we found her and search the area. I let him go. Feeling eyes on me, I stared across the fire where Forrest was glaring at the young woman. The second she was warm enough, I was moving her to my tent and out of sight. He was young still, and if he couldn’t find a way to control his anger, there was no way I was going to let him around her. Wasn’t going to take that chance.

      This was my realm, and he was still a guest. Things could change very quickly if he wasn’t careful.

      “Where—where am I?” she whispered, and I returned my focus to her, but her eyes were still closed.

      “Torolf,” I replied. “Did you mean to come here?”

      “I came to find the wolf. To tell him about the tidal wave… and the two people. They’re trapped. It’s horrible, it’s all so horrible,” she cried and curled in on herself. “Make it stop. Just make it stop. I don’t want to see it anymore.”

      I held her hands to help calm her, but she fought me, screaming and shouting about the voices and the ones chasing her. Some power had a grip on her mind that tormented her.

      “What’s happening to her?” Hank asked as he helped me restrain her before she could throw herself into the fire.

      “I don’t know, but she’s not in her right mind.”

      She yelled and managed to clock me once in the face before I got a better grip on her wrists, hoping I wouldn’t accidentally hurt her. I had no name to call her by, nothing to tell me who she was, but a whisper in my ear again begged for help, the same sound I’d heard earlier.

      I let go of her wrists and cupped her face instead, forcing her to look me in the eye.

      “You’re safe,” I said sternly. “Nothing is going to hurt you, not while I’m here. You are safe.”

      A sigh replaced the screams, and she nodded, her eyes closing again. “Kate,” she whispered, and Forrest’s head jerked up. “Kate…”

      But there wasn’t anything else. Forrest hung his head, the need to push in his eyes. I waited, but he backed off, muttering something about getting some sleep while he could.

      When she was warmed up, I picked her up again and carried her, furs and all, into my tent. I figured I would curl up outside by the flames for the night, but she reached out for me, holding tightly to my hand.

      I knelt beside her, frowning down at this curious human who wandered into my realm. Each time I tugged on my hand, she only held it tighter, and I finally gave up, lying down beside her and let her hold my hand, wrapping my arm around her body to try and give her some extra warmth.

      Part of me wondered if this was all still a dream and if I’d wake up to find her gone again. This entire night had been strange. A nagging voice said I should be more concerned, skeptical of the crazy person act, but the idea of tossing her back into the cold to wander and possibly die made me growl and pull her closer.

      No matter what happened tomorrow morning, I would get answers, but no one was going to hurt her. Least of all me.
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      Birds chirped somewhere close by, and I smiled, ready to feel the sun on my face today, hoping Nurse Beth would take me out for a walk. But there was no sunlight pouring in through my window. And these blankets, they were far too soft to belong at the asylum. Fur, they felt like furs. I had never before in my life slept with furs. Where would I even get them? I moved and realized I wasn’t on a bed… and that there was an arm wrapped around my middle.

      A very masculine, muscled arm.

      Slowly, and swallowing back my terror at what was going on, I turned my head to the face of a man I knew and at the same time had no idea who he was. I assumed it was a dream, had to be a dream, but then his arm tightened around me again, and I did the only sane thing I could think of.

      I screamed.

      His eyes shot open, and he was on his feet in a shot, crouching down as if ready to attack. And growling.

      Not human growling, animal-like growling.

      I slapped my hand over my mouth, and his confused gaze shifted to me. He was sitting up in a pile of furs and his cheeks reddened as he straightened and rubbed the back of his neck.

      “Good morning,” he said formally and bowed his head. “I trust you are feeling better?”

      Hand still planted over my mouth, not trusting what I would say, I glanced around the tent. I was in a tent? I strained to remember what happened last night. I’d been at the asylum. I’d been dreaming about running through the woods… about finding a wolf…

      And then another thought struck me so hard I forgot to breathe and was gasping for air as my hand fell to my side.

      The guy, appearing to be twenty, maybe, started toward me worriedly.

      I threw my hands up, and he stopped short, backing off. I waited for the voices to come, waited to see the visions that tormented me on a daily basis, but there was nothing. Nothing, but my own thoughts. Crystal clear and vivid. I glanced at him, a smile of disbelief spreading across my lips as for the first time I could remember, I was just me. Me, alone inside my head.

      “Can you—can you tell me what’s going on here?” I asked, voice trembling.

      His brow furrowed as he crossed his arms. “What do you remember?”

      “I don’t—I was in bed, and I snuck out, and then I was in the woods…” I trailed off as bits and pieces came back to me. I’d been running, no not just running. I’d been chasing something. “A wolf, I was chasing down a wolf, but that can’t be right. Can it?”

      He shrugged, not giving anything away.

      I scowled at him. “To be fair, you should be giving me answers.”

      His brow quirked, and he growled, sounding annoyed. “Is that right?”

      Whoever he was, he was used to being in charge, I saw that plainly in the way he held himself. Broad shoulders and all, but those hazel eyes, they were amused. “Yes, seeing as how I’m the one waking up in the tent of a strange guy.”

      I meant to keep ranting at him but stopped myself short. Panicking, I should have been panicking, but instead, I felt strangely safe.

      “If you tell me your name, I’ll tell you what happened last night, at least from my end,” he said in that deep, growling voice I was finding I liked quite a bit. “I’ll even start by telling you who I am.” He bowed his head again. “I am King Tristan of the shifters, alpha wolf, and ruler of this realm of Torolf.”

      I blinked several times, started to laugh, until he glowered at me and I coughed to try and cover it up. “That’s it, I’ve lost it. I’ve completely gone insane. That’s great, just great.” I looked around, guessing they’d thrown me in the padded room again to calm down. Who knew what trouble I’d gotten myself into last night?

      “Insane?”

      “Yep,” I said, climbing to my feet. “I’m trapped inside my own head. They said this would happen, told me over and over not to give into the visions, and what do I do? I give in and now look at me.” I planted my hands on my hips and stared him down. “What?”

      “You think none of this is real?”

      “No, no I don’t,” I snapped. “You’re just another vision or whatever. A voice inside my head. None of this real. I’m going to step out of that tent and find myself right back in my room, with Dr. Tim and Beth waiting to yell at me for acting out again.”

      He looked extremely confused, but what did I care? He wasn’t real. I marched to the tent and threw it back… to find more men and women gathered around fires as the sun rose in the distance, turning the sky shades of orange and pink.

      I sputtered, even as my toes dug into the grass beneath my feet. I shut my eyes. It was fake, it had to be fake. But when I opened my eyes again, they were all still there.

      A hand gently grabbed my arm and I jumped with a yelp.

      “I hate to tell you,” the guy who called himself a king said as he stepped out beside me, “this is real. All of it, including me.”

      I attempted to form words, but nothing came out except a squeak that I swallowed back.

      “Your name? And this is me asking nicely.”

      If this was real, then I was in a hell of a lot more trouble than I ever thought possible. And how was I suddenly feeling so sane? “Sabella,” I mumbled then cleared my throat. “Sabella, that’s… that’s my name.”

      “Why don’t you sit down and catch your breath?” he suggested. “You appear quite pale.”

      “Of course, I do. Where the hell am I?” I yelled, drawing the curious gaze of nearly everyone around us. I clasped my hands to my head, willing myself to leave this place and be back in my safe room, tucked away from the world. But nothing changed.

      And the voices, they stayed away. As did the visions. I didn’t understand what was going on and it scared me more than I wanted to admit. And at the same time, I wasn’t scared. The guy stared at me, I couldn’t see his face, but I felt that stare at my back, questioning, wondering if I was… what, a threat? I started laughing, unable to stop myself.

      He walked around to face me.

      I shrugged.  “What else am I supposed to do when I wake up in a weird place?” I sputtered through my laughter. “And honestly, I could be screaming right now.”

      “I see,” he growled. “Would you like to sit down by the fire?”

      “Sure, why the hell not?”

      I glanced around the clearing we were in, but all I saw were trees stretching out behind us. I’d get lost if I set foot in there. Finding the asylum on my own was a bad idea. And what if the voices came back? And the visions? I shuddered to think of how bad it’d been lately and losing this clarity would be the end of me. I sat where Tristan, no wait, King Tristan, motioned, holding my hands out to the small fire.

      A man dressed in what looked like leather armor, a sword at his hip, smiled at me, then with a puff of breath filled with fire, sparked the flames before me even higher.

      My jaw dropped as I watched the flickering orange and yellow fire.

      “What the hell are you,” I gasped.

      He grinned wider.  “Dragon,” he replied as he straightened.

      As if that explained everything.

      “You’re sure this is all real and not in my head?” I asked when Tristan sat down on a log beside me.

      “I am quite certain,” he stated. “Now then, last night. What happened?”

      “Nope, you said you’d tell me first, so your turn, buddy boy.”

      He mouthed the words and his brow furrowed. “You’re going to be a handful, aren’t you,” he whispered before he cleared his throat. “Last night, we were here in our camp when—when something alerted us to a presence in the woods. We went to investigate, and we found you huddled in a ball, freezing cold, and babbling nonsense to the night. As if you were plagued by demons. You would not wake, so we brought you back here and warmed you by the fire to stop you from freezing to
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