
  
    [image: Splinter]
  


  
    
      Splinter

      A SNOW QUEEN OMEGAVERSE RETELLING

      
        CLASSIC FAIRYTALES WITH A TASTE OF DARKNESS

      

    

    
      
        SABRINA SILVERS

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About Splinter

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        She set out to rescue the man she loved. She never expected another Alpha to change what love could be.

      

        

      
        For two years, Sable has waited to choose Garren—the blacksmith's son who has loved her long before the world learned she was an Omega. When he disappears on the eve of her Choosing, she knows he didn't abandon her.

      

        

      
        Someone took him.

      

        

      
        The only person willing to help her cross into the frozen realm of the Snow Queen is Cayden, the Tower's disciplined captain and the Alpha whose presence awakens a bond Sable refuses to acknowledge. He could claim her by instinct. Instead, he gives her something far rarer.

      

        

      
        A choice.

      

        

      
        Deep within the Winter Court, Sable finds Garren alive—but transformed. The shy blacksmith she remembers has become the Snow Queen's favored consort, seduced by the power and purpose he never believed he deserved. To save him, Sable must convince him that he was always enough.

      

        

      
        But the closer she grows to Cayden, the more impossible everything becomes.

      

        

      
        Because loving one Alpha no longer means she cannot love the other.

      

        

      
        As the Snow Queen moves to bind Garren forever, Sable, Garren, and Cayden must confront the lies that have ruled their lives—that love must be earned, that worth must be proven, and that every heart can belong to only one person.

      

        

      
        If they cannot choose each other freely, Winter will claim them all.
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            About Classic Fairytales with A Taste of Darkness

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A dark, seductive romantasy series that reimagines beloved fairytales through a lens of power, desire, and danger.

      

        

      
        In these stories, heroines are not passive princesses—they are weapons, catalysts, and keys to ancient magic long buried or deliberately erased. Each book explores a different fairytale retelling, where prophecy is often misunderstood, villains are not always what they seem, and love is as dangerous as it is consuming.

      

        

      
        Expect morally gray heroes, possessive and powerful love interests, and heroines forced to confront both their past and their power. These romances are high heat, emotionally intense, and steeped in lush, atmospheric worlds where magic hums beneath every choice—and every touch.

      

        

      
        Click here to learn more about the series.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About This Book

          

        

      

    

    
      This is an Omegaverse retelling of The Snow Queen, set in a high-fantasy world where scent is magic, Omegas are rare, and bonds are both forbidden and powerful. Readers can expect heat cycles, alpha instincts, fated mates, and a romance shaped by prophecy, choice, and defiance.

      In this world, magic does not only live in spells or prophecy—it lives in the body.

      All people are born into one of three designations: alpha, beta, or omega. These designations are not roles chosen, but instincts carried, shaping how individuals experience power, desire, and connection. For most, this hierarchy is an unremarkable truth of life. For others—especially omegas—it is destiny written into blood and scent.

      Omegas are rare. Their bodies are attuned to magic, to emotion, to the subtle language of scent. During their heat cycles, their magic intensifies, drawing attention they cannot always control. Because of this, omegas are often hidden away—protected, constrained, or imprisoned “for their own good.”

      The tower used to protect an omega destined to break the hold of an evil king. Now that the king is dead and a new queen reigns, the tower serves as a training center for omegas and a place of protection to ensure no omega is pressured into bonds they don’t want.

      At the tower, omegas are provided training and careful introductions to selected alphas. Once they have completed their training, a selection ceremony is held where omegas can accept the bonding offers of their chosen alpha, or alphas.

      But what happens when your chosen alpha doesn’t materialize or when another steals your alpha?

      Alphas are bound by instinct as much as omegas are by magic. Their heightened senses respond to scent and emotion, drawing them toward those they are meant to protect—or claim. When an alpha encounters their true match, the bond is unmistakable: a pull that defies reason, rank, and command.

      Betas live largely outside the sway of heat and rut, forming the backbone of the realm’s societies. They are the messengers, scholars, soldiers, and rulers who maintain order while believing themselves untouched by instinct. Yet even betas cannot fully escape the consequences of bonds denied or broken.

      In this realm, scent is magic. It carries truth—fear, longing, compatibility, love. When two souls are truly matched, their scents intertwine, forming a bond that strengthens magic and awakens prophecy. Once formed, such a bond cannot be ignored without consequence.

      This is a story about an omega who found her chosen alpha before she even know what bonds were. But when it came time to cement their bond, he was stolen away by another. She is determined to bring him home and is accompanied by another alpha, who is also her fated mate.

      Can her bond expand to include another alpha? Can she save the one she loves against a queen empowered with ancient magic?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

          SABLE - 10 YEARS OLD

        

      

    

    
      The soap smelled like lies.

      Rosewater today, because Mama had run out of the lavender, and the lavender was better but still wrong. Still not mine. I scrubbed until my skin turned pink every morning, watching my scent disappear down the drain like something shameful, and then I went out into the world smelling like a garden instead of a person.

      I was ten years old and I already knew what I was.

      Omega.

      I didn’t know everything it meant yet, but I knew enough. I knew that when the king’s collectors came through a village, they brought a carriage with a locked door on it, and, if they found an omega, the box wasn’t empty when they left. I knew my mother cried the day she realized what I was, soft and quiet in the kitchen when she thought I was asleep, and that my father had gone very still in the way he went still when something frightened him. I knew that my oldest sister, Maeve, who was afraid of nothing, had gone pale.

      I only knew I was not allowed to be what I was.

      So I washed every morning with soap that smelled like someone else, and I sat in the low branch of the old oak at the edge of the forest, and I swung my legs over nothing, and I watched the road.

      Garren had been gone four days. His father had taken him to Caldenmere for trading—iron goods and tool fittings and whatever else the blacksmith’s son was useful for hauling. Four days was nothing. Four days felt like a stone sitting in my chest.

      My mother would have kept me in the house if she’d noticed me slipping out. She always wanted me close when Garren was away, which made no sense to me then. He was fourteen. He wasn’t my keeper. He was just Garren—the blacksmith’s boy, my best friend, the person who had taught me to climb this tree and to whistle through my teeth and to tell which clouds meant rain and which ones were only pretending.

      The road below stayed empty.

      I picked at the bark. A bird complained at me from a branch higher up.

      “Here you are, little mink.”

      I grabbed the branch with both hands to keep from tumbling out of the tree entirely. The voice came from the far side of the trunk, familiar and laughing. Then Garren appeared, leaning against the bark like he hadn’t just nearly killed me. Travel dust still on his boots, grinning as if he enjoyed catching me off guard.

      He was tall. He’d always been tall, even before the blacksmith work had started broadening his shoulders, but four days away seemed to have added another inch.

      “You’re back,” I said, like an idiot.

      “Apparently.” He opened his arms.

      I jumped. He caught me the way he always caught me—with a grunt and a stagger and no real complaint, his arms locking around me while I nearly knocked us both into the dirt. He smelled like road dust and woodsmoke and something warm underneath that I didn’t quite understand yet.

      “You’re getting too big for that,” he said into my hair.

      “You always say that.”

      “You never stop doing it.”

      I pulled back to look at him. He was watching me with an expression that meant he was relieved about something he wasn’t going to mention. I didn’t understand it then. I filed it away in the place where I kept all the things about myself I wasn’t ready to ask about.

      “Did you bring me anything?”

      “Why would I do that?”

      “You promised.”

      He sighed like I was an enormous burden and produced two parcels wrapped in brown paper from his pack. I grabbed them both.

      The larger one made me inhale sharply. A dress in deep blue, soft as anything I’d touched, with small buttons down the back that I would probably need Tansy’s help with. I held it up against myself in the filtered tree-light.

      “For Beltane,” he said, watching. “I thought…” He stopped.

      “What?”

      He shook his head. A half-smile. “Nothing. Open the other one.”

      I already knew from the weight and shape of it. I wrinkled my nose.

      “It’s different,” he said before I’d even unwrapped it. “Honeysuckle and sandalwood. Not lavender. Just smell it first.”

      I unwrapped it. Lifted it. Breathed in cautiously, the way you test something you expect to dislike.

      It wasn’t bad. Sweeter than the lavender, warmer. It wouldn’t smell like me, but at least it wouldn’t make me feel like a funeral.

      “It’s not terrible,” I admitted.

      He crouched down to my eye level, which was something he did when he wanted me to understand he was being serious and not just tall at me. He folded both his hands around mine, around the soap, and held them there.

      “You have to use it every day,” he said. “Not just most days. Every day, before you leave the house.”

      “I know.”

      “Sable.”

      “I know.”

      He looked at me for a moment. The road sounds came up through the trees—a cart somewhere, a dog barking in the village—and his jaw tightened at something he heard or thought he heard. His hands stayed where they were.

      “I wish I didn’t have to,” I started.

      His fingers pressed over my mouth. Gentle, but firm. He shook his head once.

      I understood that too. You did not say certain things out loud. Not here, not anywhere that might carry sound to the wrong ears. The king had people everywhere, my father said. In every village, watching. Looking for what they were paid to find.

      Garren dropped his hand. He stood back up to his unreasonable height and tilted his head at me, and the seriousness broke back into something easier.

      “Now,” he said. “Tell me everything I missed.”

      I shoved the soap into my pocket and started talking.
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        Sable - 12 Years Old

      

      

      

      The collectors came on a Tuesday, which was wrong because nothing bad was supposed to happen on a Tuesday.

      That was not a real rule. I knew that even at twelve. But we’d had collectors before—twice that I could remember—and both times they’d come on gray, threatening mornings that felt like a warning. This Tuesday was bright and ordinary, the kind of day that made you careless. I’d been helping Tansy hang washing on the line when the sound of hooves came up the road, and by the time we understood what it meant, there was no time.

      No time to run. No time to fetch Maeve. No time for anything but Maeve found me anyway, her hands already full of flowers she’d snatched from the kitchen windowsill—lavender, rosemary, something yellow I didn’t recognize—pressing them against my neck and wrists with controlled urgency while our mother called us in a voice that meant now and quietly.

      “Don’t fidget,” Maeve said under her breath as we joined the line of villagers moving toward the square. “Don’t look at anyone. Don’t react to anything. Stay calm.”

      “I know.”

      “You don’t know. You think you know.” Her hand found my shoulder and stayed there.

      I tried to slow my heart down. My mother had explained this to me more than once. Stress made the scent spike. Fear was the worst thing I could do to myself right now, which meant I was afraid of being afraid, which was not helping. I focused on the flowers crushed against my skin. The lavender was too strong. My eyes wanted to water.

      The collectors were nothing like I expected.

      I don’t know what I expected. Tired men on tired horses, maybe, the way the tax collectors looked when they came through. These men looked like they’d stepped out of one of Father’s old stories—the ones about creatures that wandered out of the deep forest wearing human faces. The lead collector’s leather trousers alone probably cost more than everything my father owned. They gleamed in the sunlight, smooth and dark, without a single patch or faded crease. His vest was fitted exactly to him, every seam straight as a blade. Even the dust from the road looked wrong on him, like it hadn’t quite decided whether to stick.

      The six guards behind him were worse. Black coats trimmed in silver thread that caught the light every time they moved. Armor that had never been dented. Long swords with hilts twisted into frost patterns, the kind of detail you put on a thing you want people to look at and understand they can’t have.

      Not one of them smiled.

      They sat their horses and watched us the way you watch livestock at market—assessing, not unkind exactly, but with no more personal feeling than that. I looked at the ground. Maeve’s hand pressed harder into my shoulder.

      The collector worked through his parchment quickly. A bored flick of his wrist dismissed each family—parents, children, the old widow Prentiss, the miller and his sons. He wasn’t really looking. His expression said he’d done this in a hundred villages and found nothing and expected the same from ours.

      Then he reached Garren.

      I knew better than to look. I looked anyway.

      Garren was sixteen now, and the four years since he’d started working the forge with his father had done what they did to boys who swung hammers for hours every day. He was broad across the shoulders in a way that made him look older. He stood very still beside his father, and his stillness was deliberate—I knew that stillness, it was the same one he used when he was being careful—but even standing still, he looked exactly like what he was.

      The collector stopped. Tilted his head.

      “You’re an alpha.”

      Not a question. The words dropped into the square like something heavy.

      Maeve’s grip on my shoulder became something I would have bruises from by evening. I didn’t move. I didn’t breathe. Across the green, Garren’s eyes found mine for just a second—steady, telling me nothing, telling me to be still— and then he looked back at the collector.

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Age?”

      “Sixteen, sir.”

      The collector consulted his parchment. The silence was enormous. I was aware of every person in the square, of every held breath, of the sound of one of the horses shifting its weight in the dirt.

      “Blacksmith?”

      “With my father, sir.”

      “You make weapons.” Another non-question.

      “Yes, sir.”

      The collector made a small sound in his throat. Wrote something. “We need the work more than the body. You’ll stay.” He paused. “Besides. Sixteen is under the age.”

      He moved on. Garren’s father let out a breath. Garren didn’t—or if he did, I couldn’t see it from where I stood. I realized my hands were shaking and pressed them flat against my skirt.

      “Barrow.”

      My parents stepped forward. The four of us fell in behind them.

      The collector’s gaze moved across us quickly, the same efficient sweep he’d given every family. Then it stopped.

      On me.

      “Omega?”

      The word hit like cold water. Every part of me wanted to step backward, to disappear into the line, to become smaller than I already was.

      “No, sir.” My voice came out steadier than I deserved. “Just small.”

      He came closer. He was an alpha—I could tell that even through the lavender, even through everything Maeve had pressed into my skin—and his scent was wrong, nothing like Garren’s cool iron smell. It was sour underneath the expensive cologne, something gone slightly wrong, and my stomach turned itself over as he leaned in.

      I did not step back. I held very still and I thought about the washing still on the line and whether it would rain and whether Tansy had finished peeling the turnips, and I did not think about what would happen if he found what he was looking for.

      He frowned.

      He gestured to one of the guards.

      The guard dismounted with a creak of armor and walked over and loomed, which was clearly something he had practiced at. He was very tall and his shadow fell over me entirely. He leaned down and inhaled. Frowned. Inhaled again, slower.

      Then he straightened and shrugged.

      The collector looked at me for another moment. Long enough that I heard my mother make a small sound she was trying not to make.

      “How old is she?”

      “Not yet twelve, sir.” My mother’s voice was perfectly calm. I had no idea how.

      “Hmm.” He wrote something on his parchment, a slow, deliberate mark. “We’ll return to check whether her designation reveals.”

      He moved on to the next family.

      Maeve didn’t release my shoulder until the collectors were back on their horses and moving down the road and out of sight. When she finally let go, I could feel every one of her fingers in my skin.

      I didn’t say anything. Neither did she. Across the green, Garren was watching me the way he always watched me when something had frightened him. Like he was counting, making sure all of me was still there.

      Four years, the collector had said. They’d come back in four years.

      I knew, even then, that four years wasn’t very long.
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        Sable - 16 Years Old

      

      

      

      Four years of waiting had taught me to read strangers before they reached the gate.

      These men rode differently than collectors. That was the first thing I noticed. No lazy arrogance in the saddle, no boredom in the set of their shoulders. They sat straight without stiffness, watchful without cruelty, and their horses were well-kept rather than worked hard and ignored. The coats were dark, same as any crown representative, but the silver at their collars was different. A different insignia. A different symbol entirely.

      I was in the apple orchard when they came up the road. I didn’t run.

      That was new. Two years ago, I would have been halfway to the forest before their horses raised dust on the horizon. But I was sixteen now, and something in me had changed in ways I couldn’t always predict or explain. A sharpening of senses I hadn’t asked for, an awareness that came and went like weather, and moods that arrived without warning and left the same way. Running felt different now. It felt like something that could be noticed.

      I walked back to the house instead, unhurried, and got there just as my mother stepped onto the porch.

      There were four of them. The one who dismounted first and did the talking called himself a warden, not a collector. He was specific about that, and the difference was apparently important enough that he said it twice before sitting down at our table. He was perhaps thirty, broad through the chest, with a calm authority that took up space as if entitled to it—an alpha. I could tell before he’d said six words, though his scent was controlled in a way I wasn’t used to. Not suppressed. Controlled. Like he wore it deliberately.

      He sat across from me. Garren sat beside me, close enough that his arm pressed against mine, and I could feel the tension running through him the way you feel a bow string pulled too tight.

      The warden told us the war was over.

      The Unseelie King was dead.

      I looked at my mother. She had gone very still, her hands flat on the table, and her face had the careful expression she used when she needed time to decide what to feel.

      “The rebellion defeated him,” the warden continued. “His daughter is queen now. She has issued new protections for omegas across the kingdom.” He paused. “Binding protections. Not suggestions.”

      Garren made a sound that wasn’t quite a scoff. The warden’s gaze moved to him, brief, assessing, then back to me.

      “The queen is an omega herself.” He said it plainly, without drama. “She came into it without education or preparation, and she has sworn that no omega under her rule will face the same. She’s established a place, the tower, where omegas will learn who they are, what they need, and to make informed choices about their future.”

      “Choices,” I said. “You mean choosing an alpha.”

      “Eventually. When you’re ready. At eighteen, which is the age of consent under the new laws.” He folded his hands on the table. “You will not be forced. You will not be taken. You will not be matched to anyone you haven’t chosen yourself.”

      Garren shifted beside me. “And if she’s already made her choice?”

      The warden looked at him for a moment in a way that was not quite a challenge but was definitely not nothing. “Then she’ll be able to make it properly, with full knowledge of what she’s choosing. Any alpha who wishes to be considered presents himself to the tower. He is evaluated. The omega chooses, not the other way around.”

      The silence after that was thick enough to sit in.

      I stared at my hands on the table. My designation had been making itself known for two years now in inconvenient and unpredictable ways. Scent spikes that no soap could fully cover, a heightened awareness of the people around me that was sometimes useful and sometimes overwhelming, moods that moved through me like storms through the valley. I hadn’t had a heat yet. The thought of it was something I kept at a careful distance, in the same part of my mind where I kept everything I wasn’t ready to look at directly.

      But I also knew this village. I knew Garren. I knew every path in the forest and every face at the market and every safe distance between myself and anything dangerous. The tower was none of those things.

      “What if I don’t want to go?”

      “Sable.” My father’s voice was quiet.

      “I’m asking.”

      The warden met my eyes. He didn’t flinch from the directness of it, which I noticed. Most people redirected when I looked at them like that. “You’re about to fully reveal,” he said. “Your scent alone will draw every unmated alpha within range before the year is out. The old king’s collectors are gone, but not every alpha in this kingdom operates under the new laws yet. The tower keeps you safe while you come into your full designation. That is its primary purpose.”

      I wanted to argue. I could feel the argument sitting in my chest, solid and ready.

      He added, quietly, “You would not be the first omega who arrived angry about coming.”

      Something in his voice was—not kind exactly, or not only kind. Like he’d said the same thing before and meant it each time.

      I looked at Garren.

      He was watching the table, jaw set, the muscle in his neck doing the thing it did when he was working through something he didn’t like the answer to. He had twenty different ways of being quiet and I knew all of them. This one was the hardest.

      “Garren.”

      He looked up. His eyes found mine and stayed there.

      “Tell me what to do.”

      It came out smaller than I intended, and I hated the weakness in it. The warden had the grace to look at the wall.

      Garren let out a slow breath. His hand came up and cupped my cheek, the way he’d done since I was ten years old and frightened of things I didn’t understand.

      “Go,” he said. “Learn everything they’ll teach you. I’ll come when it’s time.” His thumb moved once against my cheekbone. “I’ll build us something worth coming home to.”

      “You promise.”

      “Little mink.” The same two words he’d always used. “I promise.”

      I swallowed the ache in my throat and turned back to the warden, who was watching me with an expression I couldn’t fully read—patient, and something more careful underneath it.

      “She can have time to prepare?” My mother’s voice cut in before I could speak. “To pack. To say goodbye.”

      “Of course.” He said it like it hadn’t occurred to him to say otherwise, which was strange for someone who represented crown authority and could have simply said no.

      “I’ll accompany her.” Garren’s voice left no room for discussion.

      The warden looked at him for a beat. “You’re welcome to.” Another pause. “The tower evaluates presenting alphas. If you intend to be considered when she reaches the age of choosing, you would do well to understand how the process works.”

      Garren’s jaw tightened. He nodded once, the way he nodded when he was accepting something under protest.

      I looked back at my hands. The apple orchard outside the window. The familiar smell of drying herbs from my mother’s kitchen.

      I had spent four years afraid of the collectors taking everything I knew away from me.

      It turned out the thing that would do it looked nothing like I expected.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          SABLE

        

      

    

    
      The carriage rattled over a rut, and I caught myself against the window frame, biting back the urge to look outside again.

      We’d left three days ago. Me, Garren on his own horse alongside, and Cayden leading the small procession toward the tower. Cayden had explained the arrangement before we’d even finished loading. He had to collect another omega along the route, a girl named Alyce from a village two days past ours, and deliver us both before some deadline I didn’t fully understand and he didn’t explain.

      I’d wanted to ride with Garren. Obviously. I’d said so.

      “You’re too close to your awakening,” Cayden had said, like that settled it. “Proximity could trigger you both. Better you ride in the carriage.”

      “Trigger what, exactly?”

      He’d looked at me with a condescending expression that I didn’t appreciate. “You’ll learn at the tower.”

      So, I was stuck in the carriage.

      Alyce, it turned out, talked the way some people breathed—constantly, and without apparent effort.

      “I’ve heard the queen actually cares,” she said, for perhaps the fourth time since breakfast, bouncing slightly with the motion of the wheels. “Not like the old king. Do you know much about omegas? Like, the actual biology of it?”

      “Some.” I watched the trees go by. “My parents looked into what they could. Quietly. Garren helped. It was easier for him, since he’s an alpha and could ask things I couldn’t.”

      “You were so lucky.” She said it with a sigh, pressing her face nearly to the glass to watch Garren’s horse keep pace alongside us. “Having an alpha right there, your whole life. In my village there wasn’t anyone. Not one alpha, the whole time I was growing up. I used to wonder if I’d imagined the whole thing.” She caught herself, glanced at me, suddenly anxious. “Not that—I mean, I’m not saying I want—I would never poach your alpha. Some of the girls back home acted like I was trying to take their alphas, just because I existed, and I wasn’t, I promise. I don’t even know your Garren. I just meant —”

      “Alyce.” I almost laughed. “It’s fine.”

      She exhaled, visibly relieved, and I understood it completely. I’d had girls in my own village look at me the same way—like I was a thief, like the boys who’d started paying attention to me had been stolen from somewhere. As if I’d wanted any of that. As if I’d wanted anyone but Garren, ever, even once.

      “Garren’s wonderful,” I said, and meant it, and didn’t examine why I felt the need to say it out loud just then. “He’ll come for me. At the choosing.”

      Alyce’s eyebrows went up—not doubtful, exactly, just curious—and she turned back to the window without further comment.

      I followed her gaze before I could stop myself.

      Cayden rode a little ahead, posture loose in the saddle in a way that should have looked careless and somehow didn’t. Whenever we stopped—to rest the horses, to eat, to make camp for the night—he had an irritating habit of being there first. Not hovering. Just present, already dismounted, already scanning the tree line, already aware of exactly where I was before I’d finished climbing down from the carriage.

      His scent reached me before he did, every time. Amber and fallen leaves and something underneath like old oak bark—solid, and at the same time not tame at all. The way the woods behind our farm used to smell in autumn. Back before I understood what I was and what that meant I had to give up. Running through those woods as a kid, before any of this, I’d felt that—that particular kind of free.

      My omega didn’t recoil from it. That was the irritating part. It should have. Garren was my alpha. Garren had always been my alpha, since before I knew what the word meant, and nothing about Cayden’s scent should have registered as anything other than background noise.

      And yet.

      I caught him looking at me through the carriage window—that same half-smirk, gold eyes catching the afternoon light, like he’d heard every thought I’d just had and found it all faintly entertaining.

      I yanked my attention back to Alyce so fast I nearly gave myself a crick in the neck.

      “Yes,” I said again, too firmly, to no question anyone had asked. “Garren’s wonderful.”

      Alyce didn’t say anything. She just kept looking out the window, and I had the distinct, unwelcome feeling that she’d seen exactly where my eyes had been a moment ago—and exactly who they’d landed on.
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      The tower came into view too soon for my liking.

      Days of travel had blurred together—the carriage, inn rooms softer than my bed at home, meals I hadn’t had to cook or clean up after. Alyce had loved every minute of it. I’d spent most of it feeling like I was being fattened for something.

      Part of that was Garren and Cayden, locked in some unspoken contest over who could be more attentive. Garren I understood. Four years of promises, and now only days left before the tower swallowed me for two years. But Cayden had no reason to compete, yet he competed anyway. He’d appear at the carriage door before Garren could dismount, hand extended, and stand there patiently while I pointedly waited for Garren instead. Until Garren was too far away, or too slow, and I had no choice but Cayden’s hand or an undignified scramble down on my own.

      He brought me things, too. Little pastries at the inns, dense with honey and something spiced I didn’t recognize, smelling like everything I wasn’t supposed to want. I refused them, every time, with as much frost as I could manage. And every time, the plate would be empty by the time he came back to collect it, and he’d just look at it. Not smug. Worse—like he’d expected exactly that, and found it unaccountably pleasing.

      The worst part was my scent. I couldn’t control it—never could, not when it mattered—and it spiked every time he got close, sharp and unmistakable even to me. I told myself it was irritation. Anger had a scent too, didn’t it? It had to.

      I didn’t think about that very hard. I didn’t want to know what I’d find.
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      The last stretch of road ran through forest, dense and dark in a way that almost reminded me of the woods at home. Almost. These trees smelled wrong. Not wrong-bad. Just not mine. They smelled like amber and old leaves with another scent that.

      Cayden’s scent. Not Garren’s cool iron and snow-bite. The forest smelled like Cayden, and I hated how that settled me.

      Then the trees broke apart all at once, and the tower was just there. Stone rising out of the clearing as if it had grown from the ground rather than been built, with smaller buildings spreading out from its base like roots.

      Cayden brought his horse alongside the carriage, which by now I expected. “Dormitories for wardens are separate from the omega quarters and study halls,” he said, gesturing. “The tower itself is reserved for nesting. The queen and her mates have floors there.”

      I stepped out of the carriage—myself, this time, before he could offer—and the moment my feet touched the ground, something moved through me. A pulse, almost. A recognition, like the earth itself had looked up and seen me.

      I must have made some kind of face, because Cayden laughed, actually laughed, low and surprised.

      “That’s the tower. Welcoming you.” He nodded up at the stone looming overhead. “It has a sentience of sorts. Recognizes omegas. Protects them.” A beat. “You’ll be safe here.”

      “I was safe at home.” It came out sharper than I meant, though not as sharp as I wanted.

      He just smirked. That smirk. The one that did something unfair to my stomach every single time.

      Garren reached my other side before I could say anything else. Solid, familiar, a little overwhelmed by the size of the place but doing a good job hiding it. He took my elbow. “Come on. Let’s see your new home.”

      Cayden stepped into his path.

      “This is as far as you go, Alpha.” His voice had shifted. Still even, but with something underneath it now that hadn’t been there a moment ago. “No alphas past this point except for wardens. You can return on Selection Day or by invitation only. Say your goodbyes here.” His eyes flicked to me, unreadable. “I’ll give you a minute.”

      He walked off without waiting for a response.

      I glared after him hard enough that my hands curled into fists at my sides. Garren actually laughed.

      “Easy, little mink.” He caught one of my fists gently, uncurling it. “He told me about the rules on the road. It’s not him being difficult. It’s the law. To protect everyone here.”

      I turned on him so fast that he took a step back. “Two years? You can’t even visit me for two years?”

      “I can visit. Just at set times. That’s all.” His hands settled on my shoulders, warm and heavy and exactly as they’d always been. “It’s to protect you, Sable. That’s all this is.”

      “From what?” My voice cracked, and I hated it. “I already know what I want. Unless—” I made myself say it. “Unless you’ve changed your mind.”

      He tilted my chin up with two fingers, the way he had a hundred times before, and looked at me like I’d said something faintly absurd.

      “Sable. I will always choose you. There’s no version of this where I don’t.” His thumb brushed my cheek. “But you need this time to find out who you are, who you could be. None of that changes what’s between us. It can’t.”

      “Promise?”

      I hated how small that came out. He just smiled, the soft one, the one that was only ever for me, and pressed a kiss to my forehead like he had every time I’d ever needed steadying.

      “On my soul.” He pulled back enough to meet my eyes. “I’ll come the moment I’m able.”

      Then he let go, and stepped back, and the space between us filled with all the things neither of us said. And somewhere behind me, just out of sight, I was abruptly, unwillingly aware of exactly where Cayden was standing.
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        Garren

      

      

      

      I watched her walk away and forced myself to stay where I was.

      That was harder than it should have been—every instinct I had demanded that I follow her. Close the distance, put myself between her and the size of that place, the strangeness of it, the cold stone walls that didn’t belong to anything I understood. She got smaller with every step and I stood there and let her go, because the alternative was making a scene in front of the one creature in this place that seemed to actually run it.

      The tower itself. Watching. I could feel it, faintly, the way you feel weather coming before you see the clouds.

      Cayden came up beside me. Unhurried, like he had nowhere better to be, which was apparently true.

      “You can stay the night in the warden quarters,” he said. “But you don’t go near the omega dormitories, and she doesn’t know you’re here. Those are the terms.”

      I turned on him before I’d decided to. “You’ve got a lot of rules. Funny how all of them seem to work out for you.”

      He didn’t flinch. Didn’t even blink, actually, which made it worse. “The rules protect the omegas. All of them—not just her.”

      “She’s my omega. She chose me.”

      “She doesn’t know her options. She cannot choose yet. Not really.” He said it calmly, which somehow hit me harder than if he snapped back. “You weren’t here under the old king. You don’t know what it was like for them—what alphas were allowed to do, what the crown looked the other way on. Our queen’s first law was that it stops. That starts with omegas understanding what they are before anyone gets to make claims on them.” He paused. “If she still wants you in two years, she can have you. Nobody’s stopping that.”

      “And you won’t be in the way of that. Is that what you’re telling me?”

      Something moved behind his eyes—not quite a smile, not quite anything I could name. “I’m not permitted to court an omega under evaluation. There are rules about how wardens interact with residents, and I follow them.” A beat. “But I’m allowed to express interest. So is every other alpha who presents himself. That’s the whole point—she gets to choose, with full knowledge of what she’s choosing between.” Another pause, longer. “And for what it’s worth, she can choose more than one.”

      I stared at him. “More than one what?”

      “Alpha.” He said it like the question was almost funny. “The queen has two mates. It’s not unheard of, where omegas are concerned. Some bonds work that way.”

      I didn’t have anything to say to that. I genuinely did not know what to do with the sentence. More than one alpha. It didn’t make sense—not in any framework I’d grown up with, where you picked someone and that was the whole of it, the only acceptable shape a life like that could take.

      Cayden watched me work through it, and something in his expression shifted into something almost like patience. “You’re thinking about it like a blacksmith from a farming village,” he said. “That’s not an insult. It’s just not how things work here. Not for omegas, and not for the alphas who matter to them.” He nodded toward the stables. “Give her the time. Let her find out who she is. And when she does, be willing to find out you might not know everything about what that means for you, either.”

      He walked off toward the warden dormitory without waiting to see if I’d follow.

      I stood there a minute longer before I led my horse after him, the reins heavy in my hand, my chest still feeling like something had been carved out of it and left hollow.

      Two years.

      Two years of her learning everything I couldn’t teach her—about herself, about what she was, about a world that apparently had room in it for things I’d never once considered. Two years of her surrounded by alphas who’d grown up knowing things I’d had to guess at my whole life. Two years of Cayden, with his rules and his patience and that maddening calm, never far from wherever she was.

      What did I have, against all that? A forge. A house I was still building with my own hands. A promise made to a girl who hadn’t known yet what she was, by a boy who hadn’t known yet what she’d become.

      I told myself it didn’t matter. That she’d choose me regardless, because she always had, because some things didn’t change just because the world got bigger.

      I told myself that the whole walk to the stables, and didn’t quite manage to believe it the way I wanted to.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          SABLE

        

      

    

    
      Two years had taught me a lot of things. Patience was not one of them.

      “Again.” Cayden’s voice carried across the practice yard, infuriatingly level, like he hadn’t already said it eleven times this morning. “Your weight’s too far back.”

      “My weight is fine.”

      “Your weight is in the wrong century.” He circled behind me without seeming to move quickly at all. He never seemed to move quickly, which was irritating, because it meant he was always exactly where he wanted to be before I noticed. “If I push you right now, where do you go?”

      “Nowhere, because you’re not going to push me.”

      “I’m not.” His hand closed around my wrist, adjusting the angle of my arm, and a sizzle zipped up my arm. My omega side begged me to lean into him and revel in his earth and fallen leaves scent, letting it ground me in the moment. I resisted. Barely. “But an enemy might not pull his strikes if you’re attacked.”

      I yanked my wrist back before I gave in to my baser urges and rubbed against him. “Don’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      “That.” I gestured vaguely at the spot where his hand had been, as if the air itself had been the problem. “Just tell me. You don’t have to touch me every time. You don’t do that to the other omegas.”

      Something flickered behind his eyes—there and gone, too fast to identify—before the calm reasserted itself. “Telling you hasn’t worked the last eleven times.”

      “Maybe I’m not listening because you’re insufferable.”

      “Probably both.” He stepped back, hands loose at his sides, and nodded at the practice ring. “Again. Weight forward. And actually try this time. I know you can do better than that. I’ve seen you do better.”

      I bit down on every single thing I wanted to say and reset my stance.

      Two years ago I’d have said this was the worst part of the tower—the training, the bruises, the endless correction. Now I knew better. The training I could handle. The training, if I was honest, I’d gotten good at—fast enough that Mira, who ran our cohort, had started putting me up against the older girls. It was everything else that wore at me. The lessons on omega biology that made me want to crawl out of my own skin. The introductions with visiting alphas, scheduled like appointments, like I was a horse being shown to potential buyers. The constant, gentle, relentless insistence that I keep my options open.

      Cayden was the worst offender on that last one, somehow, despite never once saying it directly.

      He came at me again—slower this time, an obvious opening. I took it and nearly had him on the ground before he recovered. Nearly. He always recovered. But nearly was new, and from the corner of my eye I caught the flicker of something that might have been approval before he smoothed it away.

      “Better,” he said.

      “Don’t sound so surprised.”

      “I’m not surprised. I’ve seen you do better than that, too.” But there was something underneath it, something warmer than the training-yard voice he used for everyone else.

      We ran the drill again. And again. By the fourth time my arms were burning and my hair had come half loose from its braid. Cayden circled me with that same maddening patience, correcting a grip here, an angle there, every touch brief and impersonal and somehow not impersonal at all. My skin tingled from his touches and I could smell my own blackberry and lavender scent rising between us as arousal simmered on low-burn deep inside of me.

      I dropped my guard, breathing hard, and a thought I’d been chewing on for the last drill finally made it out of my mouth.

      “Why am I even learning this?”

      Cayden paused, fixing a leather guard on his forearm. “Learning what?”

      “This.” I gestured at the whole yard—the practice dummies, the bruises blooming along my forearms, two years of drills. “I’m not going into battle. I have no plans to be fighting anyone. So what’s the point? Alphas are supposed to protect omegas. That’s what they’re for.”

      His entire expression shut down, like a door closing, leaving behind something heavy, dark, and forbidding.

      “The point,” he said, “is that I hope you never need it.”

      “That’s not an answer.”

      “It’s the best answer I have.” He lowered his arm and fixed a heavy gaze on me. “An omega cannot win a fight against an alpha. Not even a beta, most likely. Not against someone bigger, stronger, with instincts on their side. I want to be clear about that, because I’d rather you understand it now than find out the hard way.” He turned back to me. “But you can buy yourself time. Enough to get free. Enough to run. And running”—his jaw tightened—“running is something too many omegas never learned how to do. Because no one taught them they were allowed to.”

      The training yard suddenly felt very quiet. The other omegas and their wardens had moved further down the field, and it was just us, and something in the air had gone still in a way that had nothing to do with magic or scent.

      “What happened?” I asked. Quietly. Not really meaning to.

      He didn’t answer for a moment. When he did, he wasn’t looking at me anymore. He was looking at something past me, past the practice yard, past the tower walls.

      “I saw what happened to omegas under the old king’s rule. Not in stories. In person.” His voice had gone flat in a way I’d never heard from him. And it sounded almost haunted by ghosts that he still saw. “Alphas who decided an omega belonged to them, whether or not the omega agreed or was already bonded. Betas, sometimes, who knew exactly what an unbonded omega was worth and exactly how little anyone would do about it. I watched omegas who couldn’t run, couldn’t fight, couldn’t do anything but wait for someone else to decide what happened to them.” His eyes came back to mine. “I’m not going to let that happen again. Not while I have anything to say about it.”

      Something heavy settled in my chest. A recognition of who Cayden actually was. A reluctant admiration built inside of me and an understanding of the man, something I had not seen in two years.

      “Is that why you became a warden?”

      “Yes.”

      He said it simply. No hesitation, no temperance. Just the truth, sitting there between us in the quiet yard, and for a moment I forgot to be irritated with him at all.

      “Garren will protect me,” I said. It came out smaller than I meant it to—not quite a challenge, not quite reassurance, more like something I needed to say out loud to make sure it was still true.

      Cayden’s expression didn’t change, but something behind it did. “I hope he can.”

      “You hope.”

      “I hope,” he repeated, and there was nothing unkind in it. If anything, it was almost gentle, which was somehow worse. “I hope Garren protects you. I hope you never need to run from anyone, ever, for the rest of your life. I hope all of this”—he gestured at the practice yard, the swords, two years of bruises—“turns out to have been completely unnecessary.”

      He moved into a defensive stance and gestured to me.

      “But until I know that for certain,” he said, “I want you prepared.”

      I sighed and got into position, my hand brushing his. For a moment, neither of us pulled away.

      “Garren comes for the Selection procession next week,” I said, because it felt important to say it, to put it between us like a wall. “He’s been preparing, too.”

      “I know.” Cayden’s voice had gone even again, back to the training-yard register. “I assigned the lesson plan myself.”

      That stopped me. “You—what?”

      “Someone had to.” He stepped back into position, not quite looking at me. “He’s been working hard. Not bad, for someone who started two years behind everyone else.” A pause. “He cares about you. That much was never in question.”

      “Then why—” I stopped myself. I didn’t actually know what I’d been about to ask.

      For just a moment, something in his expression wasn’t careful at all. Then it was gone, replaced by the same patient, infuriating calm he wore like armor.

      “Reset,” he said. “Selection’s in two weeks. Let’s not waste them.”

      I reset my stance, and this time when he came at me, I didn’t think about anything except the fight in front of me—which was, I suspected, exactly what he wanted.
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      I watched her walk back toward the dormitories, a slight limp in her stride, and made myself stay exactly where I was standing.

      Two years. Two years of this—of training her, correcting her, watching her get faster and sharper and more herself, and feeling something tighten in my chest every single time she landed a hit clean enough to surprise even her. Two years of telling myself this was duty. Assignment. The tower had given me this cohort, and Sable Barrow was simply part of it, and the fact that I’d structured half her training schedule around opportunities to stand close enough to correct her stance was—efficient. That was all. Efficient.

      I’d stopped believing that lie sometime around month four.

      The first time I’d scented her—really scented her, not the careful, controlled awareness I maintained around every omega in the tower—I’d told myself it was nothing. Recognition happened. It didn’t mean anything on its own. Plenty of wardens felt a pull toward an omega and never acted on it, because acting on it wasn’t the point. The omega’s choice was the point. I’d built my life around that principle, had bled for it, had watched men I respected die for it during the rebellion.

      So I’d filed it away. Recognition. Noted. Irrelevant.

      Two years later, I was significantly less convinced it was irrelevant.

      It wasn’t just the scent—though gods, the scent. Woodsmoke, fresh blackberries, and lavender. Contradictions that shouldn’t have worked together and somehow did, the same way she shouldn’t have worked and somehow did. It was the way she fought, like she had something to prove, every single time, even when there was no one to prove it to but herself. It was the way she argued with me about absolutely everything, on principle, and was right often enough that I’d started looking forward to it. It was the fact that in two years she had never once backed down from me—not from my rank, not from my size, not from anything—and I had spent that entire two years quietly, helplessly, believing one thing about Sable Barrow.

      She was my mate.

      I didn’t let myself think the word often. When I did, it sat like a stone in my chest.

      I’d tried. That was the worst part—I’d actually tried, for two years, to do this the right way. Be steady. Be present without being overwhelming. Let her see me as someone who belonged in her orbit, not as a threat to the thing she already had. I’d told myself that if I were patient enough, careful enough, she might eventually look at me and see something other than an obstacle.

      She hadn’t. If anything, two years of patience had taught her that I was safe to be irritated at—a fixed point she could push against without consequence, because I never pushed back the way she expected. Every time I corrected her stance, she snapped at me. Every time I offered her something—a sweet, an answer, a moment of honesty—she took it and then doubled down on her devotion to Garren as if she thought she had betrayed him.

      Garren will protect me.

      I’d told her I hoped so. I’d meant it. I genuinely, completely meant it. I wanted that boy to be everything she believed he was, because the alternative meant watching her walk into something that might hurt her, and I would rather lose her to a good man than watch her be disappointed by one.

      That didn’t stop the want from sitting under my ribs like a held breath.

      I cleaned up the practice arena. Omegas liked their area tidy, but they often left the practice area too sore to worry about cleaning after themselves. Towels and practice items were scattered about. I tidied the area to occupy my thoughts. Two weeks until Selection. Two weeks until Garren Blackwell stood in that circle and Sable chose him, because she would. There was no scenario in my head where she didn’t. She’d been choosing him since before either of them understood what choosing meant. And I would stand at the edge of that circle in my warden’s uniform and witness it, because that was the job, and I had never once let the job become something I failed at.

      I thought about the way her hand had brushed mine when I adjusted her position. The way neither of us had pulled away first, for once, for one single unguarded second before she’d filled the silence with Garren’s name like a shield she kept close at hand.

      I want you prepared, I’d told her.

      I hadn’t been talking only about her defense, and some quiet, traitorous part of me suspected she’d known that, even if she’d never admit it—not to me, and maybe not even to herself.

      Two weeks.

      I told myself, the way I’d been telling myself for two years, that I could survive watching her choose someone else. It would be difficult, painful even, but I would survive. Just because I thought we might be mates didn’t entitle me to any part of her. I’d built my entire life holding that line, had become a warden because of that. I would not abandon it now just because the omega in question was the only one in two years who’d made me want to forget that line.

      I picked up her training log from the bench, flipped it open, and made a note about her stance work—clinical, precise, exactly the kind of thing a warden was supposed to write.

      My handwriting, I noticed, was not quite steady.

      I closed the log, and went to find something else to do with my hands.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three
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      The door didn’t slam. It never slammed—something about stone walls and solid oak defeated every attempt—and two years of trying hadn’t changed that. I’d have thought the tower would at least allow me this one small satisfaction.

      Alyce didn’t look up from the box of candied figs on her lap. “How was training?”

      “Fine.”

      She bit into a fig. “You look fine.”

      I dropped onto my bed and stared at the ceiling. The tower had very nice ceilings, I’d give it that. High and vaulted and entirely indifferent to the way I was feeling, which was—fine. I was fine.

      “He corrected my stance eleven times.”

      “Mmm.”

      “The same stance. Eleven times. Like I hadn’t adjusted it ten of those times and he just couldn’t admit it was right.”

      “Awful,” Alyce said pleasantly.

      I turned my head to look at her. Her lips were pressed together in that way that meant she was working very hard not to smile. Her side of the room looked like a marketplace—tokens and ribbons and dried flowers from no fewer than three separate alphas, plus the small carved wooden bird that had appeared on her pillow two weeks ago and that she refused to discuss directly. My side had a letter from my sister, a pressed apple blossom from home I’d tucked into the corner of my mirror frame, and nothing else.

      I didn’t need tokens. I knew how Garren felt.
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