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Dedication
This one goes out to two special ride-or-dies of mine:
To Angelique: Got the Sapphic vibes going for you here. Nary a peen in sight! Granted, it’s not your usual genre, and I’m sorry there’s not enough blood and guts for you, but hey, it’s the thought that counts.
To Mom: I gotta say, you’ve always got my back, no matter what weirdness I might send your way. You just buck up and edit whatever nuttiness comes out of my head. And you haven’t disowned me yet after reading what I’ve written! You still openly admit that I’m your offspring! That takes guts.




Chapter 1
Cara
[image: Shape  Description automatically generated with low confidence]
“Cara Solari! What in the name of the Solar God are you doing?”
I unbury myself from beneath the servant girl’s dress long enough to flip off Kiki, my irritated keeper. “She’s a who, not a what, and her name is Marra.” I flash Kiki my best devious grin before ducking my head back under the skirts.
Marra shrieks, giggles, and moans as my tongue flits across her clit. The divine aroma of her sex combined with the pheromones in the air is enough to have me wishing I’d brought her back to my chambers instead of a tryst in the hallway of the servants’ quarters, but beggars can’t be choosers. I dive in with gusto, savoring the sweet elixir that is Marra while I still have the chance.
The sounds of bootheels reaches my ears even over Marra’s ecstasy. Not usually one to leave a girl hanging, I hurry to finish before Kiki stops me. The stuffy former nanny might be an older woman, and slender, but I have no doubt that she’d have more than enough strength to drag me away by my ankles without a moment’s hesitation.
Sure enough, just as Marra comes undone on my tongue two strong hands grab my shirt and yank, pulling me off my knees and dumping me unceremoniously on my back. I wipe my damp face with the back of a hand and grin up at Kiki, who has her hands on her hips and is wearing the most delightful scowl.
“You are betrothed to Corvin, young miss. You can’t be seen carrying on with servant girls young enough to be your daughter in the back halls of the palace. People will talk!”
I roll my eyes and right myself, winking at Marra. “She’s nineteen, Kiki—barely a decade my junior. I know child brides are common in this age, but even if I leaned that way, she’s too old to be my daughter. Maybe my younger sister. Cousin, even. Many times removed. Besides, people will talk regardless. At least let me give them something worth talking about.” Fixing Marra’s skirts for her, I pull her close for a breathless goodbye kiss before turning back to address Kiki. “And besides, it wasn’t my idea to marry Corvin. The Elders devised that stupid plot, and if he dumps me when he finds out what I do with my spare time, the better for it.”
Sometimes being heir to the God of the Sun has drawbacks. The Elders’ noses being in my business, for instance, and their insistence that I adhere to traditions like marrying a man. If the fate of our tribes didn’t hinge on me ascending to the throne and assuming power, I could chase all the skirts I wanted without repercussions.
“Cara!” Kiki shoos Marra down the hall with one hand while gripping my shoulder with the other, preventing my escape. “Your spare time, as you call it, is not truly yours. How many times have I told you how important it is to keep up appearances, even when you think you’re alone?”
“Counting today? Three thousand, four hundred, and seventy-five.” It’s a random number, completely arbitrary, but one that probably isn’t too far off from the truth.
“And that’s three thousand, four hundred, seventy-four times too many. You should listen to your counselors and protectors, Cara, and heed our advice. One of these days, the fate of the tribes will rest on your shoulders, and they can’t be hidden beneath a servant’s skirt when that time comes.”
Yeah, yeah. As the most powerful of the shifter races, us wolf shifters have it good … but only so long as we remain the most powerful. The panthers roam just outside our borders, though, striking at the most inopportune moments.
No one knows why only the predatory animals spend most of their lives as humans, shifting back and forth from man to beast whenever they please. It’s a secret lost to the ages, I suppose. Regardless of the why, it’s a fact that forms the foundations of our society. The wolves, being pack animals, gravitate towards towns and cities and thrive in each other’s company. The panthers, our next closest rivals, have more solitary natures and thus struggle to form close enough bonds to achieve true power. They are at best a nuisance, though if not kept in check could topple our stance as the apex predators. Generations of tribal war have seen the wolves remain at the top of the food chain, but who knows how long that will last if we don’t have strong leadership?
I shrug off her hand and fix my long, dark hair, which has become a staticky mess after my little hallway escapade. “In all fairness, Kiki, my shoulders weren’t hidden. Just my head.”
Kiki throws up her hands with an exasperated groan and storms off. “I just can’t do anything with you!”
Well, Kiki’s gone, but so is my date. I suppose I should be grateful Kiki no longer occupies the nanny’s quarters adjoining mine. Imagine if she could barge in any time she wanted! I sigh and head for the bathhouse, eager to clean up. Marra’s not a squirter, but I got pretty sweaty during training earlier. I’d best take a bath before dinner.
Not two halls down I run into another pair of entangled lovers, and I stifle a laugh as they scramble to disengage when one spots me coming.
Both of the tall, dark-haired men redden at being caught. Hugh and Sym still gasp for breath when I reach them, and in his haste to stuff his cock back in his pants, Sym forgets to buckle his belt. I snatch the strap of leather by its buckle and whip it out of the belt loops, whirling it in the air as Sym dives for it.
“Oho! Look what we have here. No wonder Kiki found me! I thought you guys were going to stand guard for me.”
Sym finally catches the belt, and Hugh clears his throat. “Ahem. We were, uh … distracted.”
“Uh huh.” My lips curl up into a smirk, and I give Hugh a solid clap on the back. “Distracted by each other, hm? It’s a good thing Kiki wasn’t an assassin. You both would be out of a job if I’d been murdered.”
Hugh grins and winks. “And if young Marra had been an assassin?”
“Then I would have died a happy woman.”
Sym scowls at me. “When you and Corvin are wed, these antics won’t be tolerated. The Elders barely allow them as it is. You might as well resign yourself to your fate as the Suntouched Soul and give up these ridiculous pursuits.”
I cross my arms over my chest and return the glare. “And what about you two? Your predilections aren’t exactly mainstream. What would you do if one of you were thrust into the role of heir?”
“I’d assume the throne and picture Hugh every time I bedded my royal bride.”
I jam a finger in Sym’s face. “Bullshit. You’d sneak off with Hugh every chance you got, and don’t even try to deny it. The heart loves who it loves, and no amount of Elder scheming and                  plotting will change that. I’m not going to mold my love life to suit their ideals.”
Hugh slides an arm around Sym’s waist and kisses his cheek. “Speaking of love, is that how you feel about this week’s chase?”
The thought of being tied down—even to a woman—makes me wrinkle my nose in disgust. “Love and lust are two entirely different beasts, Hugh, and besides, you’re missing my point. My private life should remain my own. I fail to see how the whims of the Elders should have any bearing on it.”
Sym exhales an exasperated sigh. “Spoken like a true spoiled brat. You’ve been coddled your entire life, Cara, but one of these days you’ll have to put the good of the tribes ahead of your own interests.”
I draw a dagger from one of the sheaths strapped to my thighs and focus a thread of power into it, igniting the blade. “I’m sick of this ‘good of the tribes’ rhetoric. My gifts supposedly come from Solari Himself, right? Hells, even my birth is hailed as a divine occurrence. If that’s the case, then my … antics are as divine as the rest of me. I’m a package deal, and if the Elders have a problem with any part of me, they should take it up with Solari.”
Hugh shakes his head. “And where were you off to after your tryst? Dinner isn’t for another hour.”
“I thought I’d head for a bath. I could use one after today’s training. Six shifts in a row—wolf to woman to wolf and back—plus drills! Corvin may not be my ideal mate, but he sure knows how to work our army into a sweat.”
Finally, Sym relaxes enough to laugh. “You certainly smell on the ripe side of a bath. May we escort you?”
“You mean do your jobs?” I tease. “Sure. C’mon.”
The three of us head to the bathhouse together, Hugh and Sym arm-in-arm and me the lone wolf out, walking slightly behind them to give the impression that they’re actually my guards in more than name.
We grew up together, running around the palace grounds, playing and shifting and chasing each other. When Hugh and Sym both excelled in the early trials, the Elders assigned them to guard me round-the-clock. Truth be told, I don’t need much guarding; I’m perfectly capable of protecting myself, should the need arise. I enjoy their company, though, and their relationship allows me to keep my two best friends nearby without worrying about talk of mating me to one of them.
I get so sick of it. Until Corvin rose in the ranks, the Elders were always parading eligible men in front of me in the hopes I’d suddenly change gears and fall for one of them. Now that there’s a standout in their army—and one of their own grandsons no less—the Elders have latched onto Corvin as my supposed match, and they’ve decreed that we are to be married at the next solar eclipse.
The next solar eclipse, it just happens, is a mere six weeks away.
I should be more concerned about that. With time ticking down on this arranged marriage, I should be doing everything I can to stop it. Instead, I flirt with the servants and make out in hallways. Small rebellions, ones that won’t make a bit of difference in the long run. I guess my hope is that Corvin will get sick of my antics and put a stop to the engagement himself.
No such luck so far.
We reach the bathhouse without incident, and an older servant woman draws me a bath, filling the huge, metal claw-foot tub with steaming hot water. Once the bath is drawn, Hugh and Sym excuse themselves to give me some privacy. Not that we haven’t bathed together before in our youth, but my station dictates that they vacate now that we’re grown.
I busy myself with unbuckling the various straps on my training outfit. It’s a pain in the ass to get on and off, but surprisingly comfortable once I’ve got everything situated, allowing for full range of motion when I’m in my human form. My daggers sit strapped to my thighs most of the time, always at the ready in case trouble arises. As the first heir to Solari born in generations, it falls to me to lead one day, and with leadership comes responsibility to protect our citizens. The wolf tribes have ruled for hundreds of years, but that doesn’t stop the nearby panthers from trying to gain footing. I have to be ready for an attack at any moment; it’s exhausting.
Mirrors line the bathhouse walls to one side, and I spare a glance to size myself up. Long legs, toned arms, high cheekbones, round, pert breasts … I can see why some of the servants are taken with me. I wish it made me less appealing to men like Corvin, but that’s a problem for another day. I shrug off my introspection and step into the tub.
Five minutes into my soak, all hell breaks loose.
The elderly servant, one whose name escapes me, steps behind me. Not usually cause for concern, but my ears catch the sound of a blade whispering out of its sheath.
I duck under the sudsy water, hoping the bubbles obscure her view enough to make her miss her target. The water above splashes as she strikes, and I twist and push with my legs, ejecting myself from the tub on the other side.
“Assassin!” I scream at the top of my lungs, knowing Hugh and Sym are right on the other side of the bathhouse door. Solari help them if they’re going at it again.
The servant screeches and raises her wet arm above her head, diving for me. Without my weapons to summon the Blades of the Sun, I instead use a more primitive technique. I call the solar flames gifted to me to ignite directly on the woman’s clothing, setting her aflame as I dodge her slash.
A thundering crash resounds in the room as Hugh barrels through the heavy wooden door. Sym follows close behind, shifted into his wolf form. Threads of foamy spittle fly from his teeth as he snaps his jaws at the woman. Hugh draws his sword, and the two of them maneuver to place themselves between me and my would-be murderer, who has shed her flaming dress and started to shift to a feline form. Inwardly I cringe as her sagging, wrinkled tits flap around with her movements. Even though black fur sprouts on her skin, it does nothing to camouflage the grotesque, misshapen mammary glands as she flails about. If anything, the addition of more teats as she morphs into a panther only adds to my disgust.
This is not the last image I want ingrained in my mind.
My clothing and weapons still rest on a chair across the room, well out of reach, so once again I summon flames on the woman, this time lighting her fur on fire. She screams and drops her knife to pat at her head with half-clawed hands, giving Sym the perfect opportunity to strike.
One clamp of his deadly jaws is enough to end the conflict. The snap of her neck echoes in the bath chamber, followed rapidly by the clack of Sym’s teeth connecting as he bites clean through.
As my racing heart slows, I push my wet hair out of my face and heave a sigh of relief.
That’s the third attempt this week. The panthers are getting bold.
“Fuck, Cara, cutting it close there!” Hugh sheaths his blade and rubs the fur on Sym’s neck. “How could you not smell her?”
I narrow my eyes at him and scoff. “Hell, you didn’t smell panther on her either! Their damned priests have obviously come up with some spell or other that masks their scent. Nobody scented the one three days ago, and he came after me in the middle of the market.”
Bones crunch and the wet squelch of skin morphing fills the room, until Sym stands naked and covered in the panther woman’s blood. “You know we’ll have to report this to the Elders.”
“Yeah, yeah. I know.” Fuck my life. This will mean an increase in guards and tightening of security in the palace.
How the hells am I supposed to meet with Marra after dinner at this rate?




Chapter 2
Cara
[image: ]
I stand with my arms crossed over my chest, rage building inside as Kryos, wrinkled and grey, with thinning hair even as a wolf, rails into me. As the eldest of the Elders, it falls to him to be first to chew me out when something goes wrong.
If I hear how “reckless” I am one more time …
“… And furthermore, if you continue to place yourself in these precarious situations—”
That’s enough. “Shut up, Kryos. I was taking a bath, for the Sun God’s sake. If anything, your palace guards let a panther into the bathhouse. They should be the ones under scrutiny, not me. I have never once let one of those beasts into our territory, so unless you plan on pinning that error on my chest, I’d like to be excused so I can eat my now-cold dinner.”
Kryos turns an interesting shade of beet red, and I struggle not to smirk.
“You failed to be mindful of your surroundings! With your training, you should have smelled panther from miles away.”
I roll my eyes. “The same could be said of your guards. All I’m saying is I’m not the only one guilty of not realizing she was an assassin. Once you accept that, we can get along again. Until then, though, I respectfully disagree.”
“Bah. There’s nothing respectful about your attitude, Cara. Some days I wish Solari had seen fit to bestow His gifts on a more obedient wolf.”
Just then, the echoing footsteps of someone in a hurry fill the Chamber of Elders, and Corvin appears. He’s about as red as his grandfather Kryos—all the way from his dark, trimmed beard to his close-cropped hair—though his angry green-eyed gaze is focused on the old man, not me. “Grandsire, please tell me you’re not laying into my bride again.”
Oh, please. “Corvin, I wish you wouldn’t call me that.”
His eyes flit over to me before returning to the Elders on the dais. “It’s what you will be in a few weeks. Why deny it?”
Because I have other plans that don’t involve mating with a man.
Lana, the lone female Elder, is about ten years Kryos’s junior. As such, her skin is much smoother, her hair less shot with silver, though the years have tightened her expression to almost a puckered look, making her seem harsh and severe. She clucks her tongue and shakes her head. “She denies her duties like a spoiled child. Cara, dear, your distaste for Corvin physically is no reason not to admit that he’s an excellent political match.”
“Maybe I don’t want to spend my life with a political match. Maybe I want to rule alone.”
My uttering, though under my breath, still resonates in the vaulted Chamber. Oops.
“Cara Solari! You disgrace your ancestors.”
Despite the need for decorum in the Elders’ Chambers, my irritation causes my voice to rise in anger. “My ancestors? We don’t know who my ancestors are, or have you forgotten that? I was found on the side of the road as a pup, barely old enough to crawl. If I hadn’t displayed solar gifts, I would have been left right there to die of starvation.”
“She has a point, you know.” Corvin’s voice surprises me. “Her true heritage is a mystery. It would be unfair to demand that she live to a royal standard when it’s quite possible she lacks even a drop of royal blood.”
Corvin defending me, and to his own detriment? I’d be intrigued if I didn’t suspect an ulterior motive.
“Are you requesting a new bride, Corvin?” Our third Elder, Tirin, sneers from his seat. I meet his black eyes glare-for-glare, bristling at this whole ludicrous exchange.
Seemingly oblivious to the tension, Corvin decides to simultaneously piss off me and, judging from the triad of irritated expressions, the Elders as well. “To the contrary: I think this only confirms the wisdom in choosing me to wed Cara. Who better to teach and guide her during her reign?”
There it is. The backhanded jab at my status, disguised as a desire to help.
“I’ve had just about enough of everyone’s guidance for one day, thank you.” I turn on my heel and stalk out of the Chamber.
“Cara!” Corvin’s voice follows me down the hall, but thankfully he doesn’t. A handful of guards break formation to chase after me. I’d try to dodge them, but once out of the strained atmosphere of the Chamber and better able to think, I realize it’s unfair to the guard corps to slip out of their sight. Hugh and Sym might face disciplinary action as it is for failing to realize we had a panther in our midst; no sense subjecting these poor wolves to the same fate.
While I don’t begrudge their loyalty, I still want to be alone. I head for my private quarters, hoping to sulk in peace. Though I’m still hungry, I don’t want to risk running into anyone official, and the Elders are likely to go to the dining hall now that I’m not in the Chamber anymore to be berated.
It comes as a pleasant surprise when Marra steps out from the alcove leading into my room, hands clasped in front of her as she averts her gaze.
“Good evening, mistress. I heard there was an attempt on your life tonight. I’m glad they failed.”
Ignoring the handful of guards behind me, I stride up to her, reach out, and lift her chin, forcing her to meet my gaze. Her big, baby blue eyes stare back at me, and her lips part as the soft patter of her heartbeat quickens. The sweet perfume of her desire wafts from her, telling me she isn’t here just to check up on me. This woman wants me as much as I want an outlet for my ire. A little physical exertion is just what the healer ordered.
“Join me?” I whisper against her lips as I move in for a kiss.
Behind us, a couple of the guards clear their throats while others gasp in shock. Male pheromones add to Marra’s heat, creating an odd mix of scents. I don’t much care for the smell of a man’s arousal. It’s distracting me from her. Quite annoying, really.
Marra stiffens at first, but after a few moments to recover from the shock of my public display, she answers my question in the form of a hand on my tit, cupping and caressing the supple leather covering it. Her mouth opens for my tongue, and I gladly slip it in, pressing my body to hers until she’s backed up against the door. I unlock it blindly and hurry her in. Before I shut the guards out, I turn back and wink at them. “Don’t wait up, boys.”
She jumps when the door slams shut behind us, and I can’t help but giggle. “Come, now, afraid of a little noise?”
Marra recovers quickly. “I’m not afraid of making noise, if that’s what you’re asking.”
“Excellent.”
Lifting her by her hips, I carry her to my bed and lay her down. Marra’s golden hair splays on the mattress, glinting in the light from the fireplace. She squeals as I lower my weight onto her. Our breasts press together, her hard, pert little nipples a sign that she’s more than ready for me. My hand slides between us, rubbing her through her skirts, causing her to squirm. Her moans light a fire in me that has nothing to do with the Sun God’s gifts, spreading from my core throughout, until my whole body vibrates with need.
Marra’s not without her own skills. This young lady, who feigned innocence when she first got hired as a servant, removes my clothing with expert hands. When my pants are loosened, her hand slides in as if guided by divine sight. I grind against her probing fingers, reveling in the sensations shooting through me at her touch.
I don’t understand the Elders’ distaste for my preferences. This is as natural as breathing, as vital to my person as air. Only the strength of Solari’s light brings a better balance to my soul.
Eager to see, feel, and taste more of Marra, I stand to rid myself of the rest of my clothing. “Off with the skirts, young lady!”
Marra shoots me a sly glance and tugs at the laces on her bodice. “As you wish, mistress.”
All the servants call me “mistress” or “princess” or something equally formal, but when Marra says it, a shiver runs up my spine.
Once our clothing is out of the way—a hasty act of almost comical proportions—I crawl up between her long, smooth legs, peppering the pale skin of her thick thighs with kisses before settling with my face at the soft patch of hair where they meet. Her entrance is deliciously wet, the sweet odor tickling my nostrils as I start to lap at her bud. Marra shrieks again and arches her back, which puts her full, round breasts on display. I reach up and cup one, teasing her nipple while two fingers from my other hand slide inside her damp slit.
Her hands lace in my hair, tugging me closer to her core, and I gladly bury my face in her sex. The scent of her is intoxicating, and she tastes delightful. More sweetness flows the more I pump my fingers, and her screams reach a crescendo as I focus my efforts. She comes with a heady rush, and I rub her spasming thighs to calm her while I lick her clean.
When I’m done, Marra leans forward and beckons me to come closer. I raise to kiss her, and our tongues twirl together while she fingers my clit with a skill beyond her years.
“May I try something, mistress?”
I raise a brow and give her a dubious glance. We’ve not been together many times. It’s bold of her to suggest experimenting at this stage. “What did you have in mind?”
Marra grins and reaches for her clothes, revealing a hidden pouch I hadn’t noticed among her skirts earlier. She produces something long and slender, wrapped in leather and tied with twine. “I thought we might put this to use. I bought it from a friend who owns a woodworking shop in the next town over.”
She unties the twine and unwraps the leather, revealing something that has me in stitches: A wooden phallus, polished to a bright sheen and complete with a textured leather grip at the balls-end of it.
Marra frowns. “Why are you laughing?”
Unable to articulate my response in between peals of laughter, I roll over and slide open a drawer in the table beside my bed, displaying an assortment of similar devices.
Her eyes widen. “Oh! You have some already …”
“Indeed. However—” I recover enough to shoot her what I hope passes as a lecherous glance “—it never hurts to have more. Besides, that’s a, erm, style I’ve not yet tried. Whose idea was it to carve the ridges along the shaft?” I run a fingertip along said ridges, contemplating what it might feel like.
A smile returns to her pretty face. “Mine.”
“Well, then …” I grab a tin of special oil I keep nearby for just such an occasion, dipping my fingers in and coating the wooden toy. “Let’s try it, shall we?”
Though I have no desire to experience a real phallus, the toys provide sensations a woman can’t otherwise produce. I spread my legs for Marra, wrapping them around her generous hips, and she teases my entrance with the tip of the toy. Her plump lips press to mine in a lusty kiss as she slides it in, and I arch and gasp, sucking in her breath as I experience the ridges massaging my inner walls.
Marra starts slow, but after a few minutes she’s a wild thing, pounding into me with the toy while we kiss. I move my hips in kind, rising to meet her eager hand. I can’t help but scream and moan as the toy hits deep inside, and when she starts to thumb my clit with her other hand, I explode with the force of the orgasm that pulses through me. My walls clench and throb, and before I can come down from the high she’s given me, Marra brings forth another climax by pumping through the aftershock of the first. All the while, my hands roam, clinging to her hair, cupping her chin, palming her glorious, perky breasts.
Can’t do that with a man.
Once Marra’s done with me, she collapses next to me on the mattress. I comb her hair from her face with my fingers before pulling her to my chest. She snuggles close, nuzzling my breasts and resting a hand on my waist.
“Are you happy here, Marra?”
She tilts her chin to gaze up at me. “In the palace?”
“In my bed.”
Marra grins and licks my nipple, sucking it into her mouth for a few moments before releasing it to answer me. “Yes, mistress. I adore it here in your bed with you.”
I paste a smile on my face and continue to stroke her hair. Marra’s a sweet girl, I tell myself, eager to please me and more than willing, it seems, to explore with me. No matter how much I try to convince myself that she makes me equally happy, though, I find the experience lacking … something. What I can’t yet say. I only know that while my loins throb when she’s near, my heartbeat remains steady.
Shouldn’t love make my heart soar? That’s what all the old poems say.
Perhaps it’s not love, at least not yet. Still, she’s ready and able, and for now that’ll do. Besides, I have a wedding to get ready for, one that I have yet to find a way out of.
The next solar eclipse is happening all too soon, marking my days with Marra as limited at best. Why my mind turns to love of all things when I am not allowed such luxuries is beyond me. What does it matter if I love Marra or not? I’ll be marrying Corvin regardless of my desires, my wants …
… My love.




Chapter 3
Cara
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I slip out of my bed before the dawn lightens the sky, taking care not to wake Marra, who dozed off in my arms. I make it to the bathhouse without incident, drawing my own bath because of the early hour. Most of the maidservants have been called into questioning after yesterday’s incident, and the few who were acquitted of any suspicion are likely barely awake themselves.
As I wash the last traces of Marra off my skin, I contemplate my next move. The Elders have been getting antsy lately, turning into nervous old biddies at every little assassination attempt. It’s like they can’t wait for me to be wed to Corvin, so a so-called strong male can take over should I be murdered. It’s tiresome, but it is what it is. I can’t very well undo generations of misogyny on my own, and I certainly can’t erase it in less than two months.
By the time I climb out of the tub, a few maids have arrived to start their day. Two pairs of hands descend to wrap me in soft, fluffy towels and dry me. I’m perfectly capable of drying myself after a bath, but I allow them to dote on me. I’ve long since learned that it adds more insult to deny them than any level of servitude might, though why is beyond me. If I had it my way, the servants would be free to carry on with more important things than tending to matters of hygiene that I can perform on my own. Some, it seems, prefer to cater to others, so I tolerate it for their sake.
An elderly maid once told me that her highest aspiration in her long, long life was to serve a Suntouched Soul. She’d grown up with stories of my kind, of the supposed light we emit to those around us, and she longed to be bathed in that light.
I don’t know about any light coming from me, save from the Call of the Sun that I use to burn my enemies, but I saw in that woman’s eyes a kind of reverence, as if I was Solari Himself reborn. That kind of hero worship should have cemented my awareness of my importance over others, or so the Elders say, but it only served to humble me. This woman made it her life’s goal to serve someone like me, and I couldn’t bear to crush those dreams just because I was stubborn.
After I dress myself—with a little unnecessary help—I make my way to the dining hall for breakfast. The heavenly aroma of fresh eggs, bacon, and sausages draws me towards it, quickening my steps. My hunger gets the best of me, and I nearly forget to bow my head to the Elders seated in the hall when I arrive. Protocol wins out, though, drilled into me by Kiki and countless others, and I hastily nod at the raised table at the far end of the dining hall before taking my own seat for some food.
The meal starts off silent, which should have been my first clue that something is up.
I make it through my eggs, bacon, and three sausages before Kryos clears his throat and begins.
“Cara, dear, it has come to our attention that the panthers are up to no good.”
Well, that’s stating the obvious. “Yes, I reckon they are.” I put down my loaded fork and sit straight. “As usual.”
Tirin shakes his head. “Not just the usual. There’s a large contingent that has been harassing our people on the forest roads as of late. Just last night, after the attempt on your life, a small family was found slain on the main road leading out of the next town over.”
My eyes narrow, and I lean forward on my elbows. “And how do we know it’s panthers? Wolves are just as capable of treachery, and I’m sure we are as likely to have wolf brigands as panthers.”
“The claw marks on their bodies indicate a feline presence. If not panthers, then who?”
He’s got me there. The panther shifters are the only cats in the area large enough to kill off a whole wolf family. “Did they leave their calling card?”
Kryos clearly prepared himself for that question. He reaches under the table and picks up a box that had been seated at his feet. Prying open the lid, he tilts the box up so I can see the contents.
Inside are four bloody wolf tails.
“Fuck!” My hands clench into fists at the sight, and dark fur ripples on my skin as I fight the urge to shift at the dining table. Rage bubbles inside me, and the water in my glass starts to boil.
“Cara! Mind your powers in the dining hall!” Lana chides me as though I’m still a young pup. “It’s a gruesome sight, to be sure, but you must control your temper in a civilized setting. Save it for the brigands.”
I grit my teeth as I reel in the heat escaping from me. Much as I hate to admit it, Lana is right; the Sun God’s powers are not appropriate to use right now.
“We expect you to join us in our Chambers after breakfast for a meeting. Corvin has already been informed, as have the other military leaders in the nearby towns. They should be arriving before long.”
That raises an alarm in me, though I keep my mouth shut for the time being.
Why would the other generals be arriving so soon? Some of their towns lie more than a day’s journey away, even at a wolf’s pace. That means the Elders have known about these attacks for much longer than they claim, and I wonder how fresh the blood on those tails really is.
I wonder if such an aromatic breakfast wasn’t chosen for the express purpose of hiding the scent from me.
The Elders give me an hour to get sorted before the meeting, which may seem like a lot of time for some, but I had barely found Hugh and Sym and apprised them of the morning’s events when the meeting bell tolled.
My two faithful guardians join me as I march on the Elders’ Chambers. Servants scatter left and right at the sight of the three of us, and I can imagine we make quite an impression: Me in my rage, and the two of them equally livid, striding with purpose to our destination.
By the time we reach the Chambers, most of the generals have already arrived. In addition to Corvin, there’s stoic Bram, hotheaded Niles, and skeevy Vic, who never fails to lock onto me with an unnerving gaze. Even the aged Fizz, almost an Elder in his own right, made it. The only one we seem to be lacking is Lann, though his is the farthest town, making it likely that he’s still on his way. Our territory spans leagues, covering most of the continent.
Corvin greets me with a flourished bow. “My lady. Pleased that you could make it.”
I bite my tongue to keep from making a snide remark. “Of course. Something like this demands my attention.”
“It demanded your attention before wolf lives were lost,” Niles mutters under his breath, though in the vast Chamber his voice resonates. “Now that four lives have been ended, you swoop in like the avenging angel, though it is all too little, too late.”
Before I can retort, Vic steps in. “Mind your tongue, Niles. She is our future queen.”
I should be grateful that he’s standing up for me. Instead, my skin crawls at the way he says, “our future queen.” Like there’s a slime dripping off his words. I’d rather be run over the coals with Niles than have Vic within arm’s reach of me.
“Had I been informed prior to this morning’s breakfast, I assure you, I would have intervened.” I turn to the dais to address the Elders. “So, Kryos, Lana, Tirin, do you have any information on the whereabouts of these bandits? I’d like to know where I’m headed.”
Tirin speaks first. “All we know from those who have survived attacks is that they appear from the nor’eastern woods, moving in shadows and striking without warning.”
“Their number varies, with reports of anywhere from two assailants to twelve.” Lana sits back and steeples her fingers. “Hence our caution. If we were to send you alone to meet such a number, even the power of Solari couldn’t save you.”
“So you withheld information.” I meet her steely gaze evenly, unafraid to confront despite my current lower standing. “I guess you don’t trust me to make my own decisions?”
“Watch your tongue, Cara.” Kryos scowls at me. “Your ascension is weeks away yet.”
My hands clench into fists at my sides, though I keep my mouth shut. Arguing won’t get the bandits eliminated any faster, and my nerves grate at their snobbery. Some days I almost get the impression that they don’t want me to ascend to the throne. I suppose with it sitting empty for ages now they’re having trouble coming to terms with the eventuality of losing the power they’ve held for so long.
That might be a problem.
Before anyone else can get snarky, Corvin steps forward. “I propose that Cara and I lead the excursion into the woods to find these brigands and rid the people of them.” He sweeps the room with his gaze, challenging everyone. “We will take a small contingent of my soldiers, as well as her personal guards.”
Niles reddens up to his ginger hairline. “We should accompany you. Send our best.”
To my surprise—and likely everyone else’s—Bram speaks up. “It would be folly to deploy all the wolves’ generals for this. Should we be defeated, all our leadership would be lost.”
Kryos growls, and his eyes take on an amber glow. “Not all our leadership.”
Bram appears unfazed by the Elder’s aggression. “Enough of it, then. With our armies lacking leaders in the field, the panthers could attack at any moment. I think Corvin’s plan holds wisdom. Send a few warriors with him and the Suntouched, rid ourselves of the bandits, and move on with life.”
Tirin slams a fist down on the arm of his chair. “And risk losing Cara and her gifts to them?”
“I meant no disrespect, Elder.” Bram nods in deference to Tirin. “I merely suggest we give her a chance to dispatch the panthers herself before making hasty decisions like sending all of our generals or mobilizing half the army.” He casts a sideways glance at Niles, as though he suspects that to be Niles’s next suggestion.
“We’ll take a dozen men with us. One for each of the bandits. That, combined with Corvin’s and my presence, should suffice.” I cross my arms over my chest. “Is that acceptable to everyone?”
That seems to placate them—for the moment, at least. Even Niles begrudgingly grunts in agreement, though I can tell by his sour expression that he doesn’t consider the matter closed. I suspect he’ll have much more to say on it after we get back.
Preparations don’t take long; it’s a brief hour before we have our party armed and ready to go.
We set off down the road leading away from the palace, armed with two carts, six horses, and enough knives and swords for the whole damn army. I don’t know what we expect to happen. Panthers are vicious, sure, but considering we outnumber them and have the Light of Solari on our side, it should be an easy enough venture.
I opt to walk rather than ride one of the horses. I could conserve my energy, but what kind of message would that send? That I think I’m better than the men and women who march beside me? Nonsense.
Hugh and Sym walk to either side of me, and we stay in the middle of the group. Our marching order is intended to protect me, make me less of a target, but I wonder if I would be better off in front. Keeping wolves between myself and the attackers just puts them in harm’s way should I unleash Solari’s power. I have a modicum of control, but accidents happen. It’s almost as though they want to sacrifice those lives.
Almost by design.
The first day goes without incident. In every town we go through, small children chase our carts and weave between us, babbling questions and offering trinkets to the “warriors.” Their parents bow in deference and offer up their homes should we need to rest. I gracefully decline each offer, as that might place the poor citizens in more risk than if we just passed through.
We set up camp for the night, then resume our trek at sunrise. Hours upon hours pass with no sign of our enemies. More towns, more fanatical responses to my presence, but no panthers. We reach the near edge of the woods and beyond, but we continue on unmolested. No one jumps out from behind the trees, no one leaps from the shadows. The birds chirp like always, the squirrels chatter, and still no attacks.
It’s almost too easy.
By the time we get to the site of the first attack, my nerves sit on a razor-sharp edge, teetering on the verge of a steep drop. Every movement catches my eye, every scent heightened, every sound magnified. I almost wish the panthers would just get on with it. Attack us already, give us an outlet for this tension.
Six of my thirteen companions have shifted to their more deadly wolf forms. The rest stand armed to the teeth, steel glinting in the scattered sunlight streaming through the trees. I have a dagger in each hand, and the Light of Solari lies just beneath my skin, vibrating with power.
Still nothing.
We stop at the edge of a small clearing to rest and regroup, and I send four scouts—two as humans, two as wolves—out to investigate the woods on either side of the road ahead. For a moment, all seems rather boring …
… until a yelp rips through the air, followed quickly by the sharp tang of blood hitting my nostrils.
Our soldiers spring into action without need for orders or commands. I sprint with them through the trees, heading for the sounds of struggle. We break through the brush at the bank of a bubbling creek, a sight that would have been peaceful if not for the sheer amount of violence before us.
One scout crouches over the body of her partner, bloodied snout twisted into a snarl. Four long slashes in the throat of the other scout still drip coppery-scented blood, his human face frozen in a mix of rage and terror. Parallel gouges crisscross his broad chest, exposing both muscle and bone.
Just behind the scouts lies a slight, crumpled form. From the curve of the hips and the splay of raven hair around the head, it appears to be a young female wolf in human form. I can’t tell from where I stand how badly she’s hurt; there’s too much blood. I can neither spot nor scent any companions near her, and I wonder how she ended up alone in the woods.
Surrounding the wolves are four shifted panthers, each with bloodied claws and fangs. None of them appear to be injured, a problem I intend to rectify.
“Wolves, attack!” My voice rings out through the trees, and without waiting for the others to heed my call, I jump into the fray.
My feet pound the dirt as I charge forward, blades at the ready. I release the energy within me to ignite my knives, summoning the gift our priests have dubbed “the Blades of the Sun.” Flames flicker along the lengths of the steel daggers, heating them to a bright red glow. I reach the panthers first and slam full force into the one nearest the injured girl, knocking it off its feet as we tumble away.
The acrid scent of seared flesh and fur burns my nose as I slash its flank with my charged blade. A roar echoes through the forest, and it twists to try to bite me. I’m too fast, though, and get my other blade between its mouth and my neck before I meet the same fate as my soldier. It roars again before falling silent as my dagger slides through the hinge of its jaws like the proverbial hot knife through fresh cheese.
My momentum is such that I roll with the body several feet before we come to a stop. I twist and stand in a crouch, bloody blades smoking as I assess the scene.
Two more panthers still stand, while the fourth has been taken down by Hugh and Sym in wolf form. They circle around the body, hackles raised, growling at the nearest panther. More soldiers, both man and wolf, box in the remaining enemy.
Four accounted for, but where are the rest? One report mentioned as many as a dozen panthers.
My question is answered in the form of overlapping growls from all around us.
It was a trap.




Chapter 4
Cara
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“What’s this? A whole unit of wolves come to slaughter!”
The voice comes from behind me. I whirl around, angling so my body stands between the injured wolf girl and this new threat.
On the hill above me, a dark-haired nude man leans against a tree, his posture relaxed, though it doesn’t fool me. I smell him now, the panther beneath his skin, and I refuse to let my guard down just because he appears at ease. Black shadows move in my periphery, multiplying and spreading out all around. Without taking my eyes off the apparent leader of these bandits, I count no less than nine, with the sounds of leaves rustling and branches snapping behind me indicating even more flanking us.
Given the four we’ve already encountered, it seems our earlier estimates were off.
My knuckles creak as I tighten my grip on my daggers. “Well, hello. It would seem you panthers are lost. This is wolf territory. You’d all benefit from moving on.”
The man grins and belts out a laugh. “Judging by the flaming blades, I assume you are the one they call Suntouched. Cara, is it? Yes, we’ve heard of you.” He straightens and takes a step forward. My men growl in response, though the panther is still well out of reach. He’d have to shift mid-leap to lay a claw on me yet. “I do not recognize your authority, Cara. I do not acknowledge your territory. I suggest you take your wounded pup and leave while I’m feeling generous.”
“While I’m sure your generosity knows no bounds, I must decline.” As I talk, I inch backwards until my heel bumps the prone wolf on the ground. There. Now I’m closer in case another one of the panthers attacks her. “May I make an alternate suggestion?”
The man’s smile turns ice cold. “You can suggest all you want. I am under no obligation to listen.”
I have to give credit to our soldiers’ training; without me uttering a single command, they inch into a tighter formation, back-to-back, creating a ring of bodies around myself and the injured wolf woman. They’re poised to protect us at the cost of their lives if need be, which under normal circumstances would be desirable. Unfortunately, for me to summon a Solar Flare—the strongest of my abilities, easily able to incinerate the surrounding panthers—I would need them all to vacate the area, not get closer to me. I want them to grab the hurt wolf and make a run for it, but I can’t fault them for trying to be noble.
Perhaps with a little more stalling I can figure out something else.
“Well, I suggest you panthers pack up and leave my sight before I’m forced to take measures that would be … unpleasant.”
Flames appear at my fingertips as I ready myself to summon the Call of the Sun. If I can’t fry them all, the least I can do is scorch their leader. Maybe if he gets hurt, the others will turn tail and run.
Before I can release the energies stored within me, a stream of flame shoots past me, winding around branches and bushes to hit the naked panther man square in the chest. He bellows and falls to his knees, and I have barely enough time to turn and trace the path of the fire back to the outstretched hand of the very wolf I’m trying to protect. She stares with wide amber eyes at the scorched mark on his flesh before fainting, her body falling still once more.
Another Suntouched Soul? Where did she come from?
I won’t get answers just yet because the surrounding panthers leap forward to defend their leader.
The scene erupts in a flurry of fur, fangs, claws, and swords. I step back, straddling the young woman on the ground, and release a wall of flames between us and the closest attackers. Behind us, yelps and howls resound as wolves and panthers clash. The stench of blood, bile, and perforated bowel fills my nose.
A lone panther makes it through the flame wall to pounce at me, but I dodge its outstretched paws and slash with my blades, disemboweling it midflight. Innards rain down on me and my ward, bathing us in blood.
With the other nearby enemies busy trying to snuff the flames that lick at their skin, I turn to see how the wolves behind me are faring.
Not well, it seems.
Hugh stands over a fallen Sym, whose breathing comes in ragged gasps. I want to go to him, but until we’ve eliminated the threat, I can’t stop to help the injured. A handful of wolves lie frozen in various stages of shift with huge gashes ripped through their skin and fur. I glance to my right to see Corvin wavering on his feet, hand over his bleeding midsection. Before him lies a beheaded panther, and behind that crouch two others readying to finish him off. What few of our people still stand rush to his side with weapons drawn or teeth bared, though they’re still outnumbered by the enemy.
It’s a total nightmare.
The only good thing about our current situation is that my men had the forethought to position themselves so that my eyes could draw an invisible line between them and the panthers around us. We may be fewer in number, but we now have a way to end this. Well, I have a way.
I summon all my strength and focus on the panther shifters across the way. The air around them superheats, creating a shimmering visual effect, and with a shout I release the Sun God’s power inside me, manifesting in a fifty-foot-high column of flame, centered on the farthest beast. The flaming pillar extends to the closest of our foes, encompassing all but its snout, which opens in a silent roar of pain and agony.
Powerful as the Solar Flare gift is, I can only sustain it for a scant few seconds, but a few seconds is all I need. When the blinding fires recede, nothing remains of the panthers before us. A quick glance behind me shows the ones burned by my charge’s fire turning literal tail and running through the trees in retreat, carrying the charred body of their leader.
We did it.
Barely.
I turn to three wolves panting on the side. “You! Are you injured?”
They shake their heads and shift back to human form.
“Good. You and you, start gathering up our dead and carrying them to the cart. You, go help Corvin and the wounded. Do what you can here to get them stable for transport back to the closest healers.”
I sheathe my daggers and bend to lift the injured wolf woman. Hugh shifts and picks up Sym, and we dash through the woods as fast as we can. The girl in my arms moans and shivers, concerning me. How long had she been hurt before we found her, and how much blood has she lost?
Sym doesn’t fare much better. He still sucks in rattling breaths, a sick, wet sound. We need to get them both back to town as fast as possible.
Corvin, much to my surprise, delivers himself to the cart. He heaves himself up onto it as I lay the girl down next to Sym and climb in between them. I brush short dark hair off her cheek and inspect her to determine the extent of her injuries. In addition to multiple lacerations from the panthers’ claws, she also has a broken arm and a slashed leg. I do what I can to stop the bleeding, but I worry we might have been too late.
As I tie off a makeshift tourniquet from some torn rags, her eyelids flutter open. Amber eyes framed in thick, dark lashes meet mine before rolling to either side to take in Corvin, Sym, and the other injured wolves being loaded into the cart. She reaches across me to touch Sym’s shredded skin, and a bright flame flares over the wound. Hugh screams, and I snatch her arm away, but the fire snuffs in an instant, leaving smooth yet reddened skin in its place. Sym’s fur regrows over the spot as I watch.
Her fire healed him!
By the time I recover from the shock of it and look back to her, she’s passed out again. I shake her shoulder to try to rouse her, but I guess the fire used up what little remaining strength she had. She’s out cold.
I meet Corvin’s gaze over her prone form. He grimaces and tightens the bandage he’s tying around his midsection.
“Too bad she couldn’t stay awake to do that trick a few more times. We still have too many dying wolves here.”
“We’ve got more survivors than we would have if not for her. Did you see what she did?”
He nods and leans back against the side of the cart. “I did. I thought you were the only person alive who could do that. Do you think she’s another Suntouched?”
“Is that even possible?” Hugh strokes Sym’s fur, never taking his eyes off his partner. “We went generations without one before Cara was born. How could we have two alive in the same era?”
I don’t know how to answer that, but as I gaze at the pretty young woman lying before me, I wonder if she might indeed be another one touched by Solari’s hand. My mind reels with possibilities. Is this raven-haired beauty really like me? Am I really not as alone in this world as I thought? And if she is a Suntouched Soul, what does that mean for my future rule?
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The rapid-fire clop clop clop of the horses’ hooves echoes in my ears as we race for the healers. Corvin’s skin has taken on a greyish tone, and though she had enough strength to heal Sym, the young woman we rescued barely breathes. I move to kneel at her head, my fingers running through her silky dark hair. Her wounds are grave, but if we can get her to the healers she might make it.
Sym, having woken and shifted back shortly after getting healed, sits in Hugh’s arms, staring at her in silent reverence. He occasionally looks from her to me and back again, and I wonder what’s going through his mind.
Everyone seems to be in a state of shock, though whether from the savagery of the attack or from the mysterious woman’s powers I don’t know. I know I have questions for her after she awakens, questions about her origins and about the panther attack, but those will have to wait until she’s better. No point in interrogating a traumatized woman while she’s trying to recover from such an ordeal.
Now that the immediate threat is dealt with, I take the time to look at her more closely. Her hair is darker than mine, sleek and soft, and even with all the blood loss, her lips are as red as fresh cherries. Her hair frames a narrow face, and she’s slender—almost too thin, as though she hasn’t eaten properly. My instinct is to remedy that, and I resolve to steal her some food from the palace kitchens the first chance I get. Her skin is soft, smooth, and almost milky white, and I suspect that even if she were not at risk of dying, she’d still be pale.
Hours pass as the cart rushes to the closest healing temple. I do my best to stabilize the woman’s fragile body on the bumpy ride, but she still ends up jostled and moved more than I’d like. Every little rock hit by a wheel, every ditch run over brings fresh blood oozing from her wounds.
Corvin does not fare much better. He grunts and groans at every turn, and I see a subtle shaking of his hand that he tries to hide when he catches me watching. He’s still upright, still sitting on his own, but I wonder how long that will last. How long he will last. Dark red blood saturates his bandage, more crimson than white at this point. A part of me mourns his eventual death, though I don’t regret not giving him a chance. Besides, he may yet pull through; Corvin is nothing if not resilient.
When we reach the temple, the cart comes to a jerking stop. I leap to my feet and jump down, grabbing the woman and carrying her inside myself. The Solari priests gape at the sheer number of dead and wounded we bring, but they quickly recover and set to work.
One particular priestess, a middle-aged woman with streaks of silver in her flame-colored hair, takes charge of organizing who does what. She grabs my arm and guides me to the worst of the injured, instructing me on how to use my solar powers to heat water to boiling and cauterize wounds. I feel woefully neglectful in not learning any potential healing applications of my gifts, especially now that I know it’s possible for Solari to gift a person with the power to heal through the flames. I try to do so myself, testing a small wound on an injured wolf, but it appears my fire is designed for destruction, not reparation. The wolf yelps, and I stop before I hurt him more. No matter what I do, I can’t recreate the mysterious woman’s power.
Together with the priests and the rest of the survivors, we work tirelessly to save the wounded. A handful of priests step aside to pray over our dead, offering guidance for their souls to find their place in the Sun God’s realm. Through some miracle, we didn’t lose any more soldiers on the journey to the temple, but several are still in danger of joining the deceased.
Though the priests manage to stabilize her most grievous wounds, the woman we rescued doesn’t wake right away. I offer to sit at her side until she recovers, and to my surprise, Corvin takes the cot next to hers for his own. The priests have given him strict orders to rest and allow his injuries time to heal, and he’s being uncharacteristically compliant. No arguments, no assurances of his masculine resilience, just quiet obedience.
After some time has passed, Corvin breaks his silence with an uncomfortable question.
“What do you think the Elders will have to say about her?”
I take a moment to answer. I hadn’t thought about that, but it’s certainly a concern. Will the Elders interrogate her? Have her killed to protect my claim to the throne? Let her
assume the throne in my stead? What will they say? I choose my words carefully.
“It’s hard to tell. They likely will have some questions for her about her origins. Valid questions for certain, but I do hope they allow her time to heal before they start barraging her with them.” I brush a few strands of hair from her brow and stroke her cheek. “She’s been through an ordeal, and she shouldn’t have to deal with scrutiny while still on the mend.”
Corvin’s gaze follows my hands, and an unreadable expression crosses his angular face. “Does it concern you that no one has been aware of another Suntouched in the area? It seems strangely convenient that she shows up almost on the eve of your ascension.”
He’s got a point, but he doesn’t have to state the obvious. “Of course it’s convenient—that also doesn’t necessarily mean there’s anything sinister about her appearance.”
“It doesn’t mean there isn’t anything sinister, either.” He leans forward, grimacing with the movement. “No one has seen another Suntouched since the Third Age, save for you. I don’t like this. She is a threat to your power and your claim.”
I fight the urge to roll my eyes. Does this man always assume the worst? “She is no more a threat than you are, Corvin. Don’t be so quick to jump to conclusions. Perhaps she’s been raised in an isolated environment; it would certainly explain why no rumors of her existence have surfaced. I’m sure the timing is pure coincidence. We’ll question her—gently—once she’s better, and we’ll find out the truth in time. Meanwhile, let’s allow her some room to heal.”
Corvin sits back with a frown, but I spare him no more words on the matter. This poor woman faced twenty panthers all on her own, and it would be cruel to accuse her of ill intentions when it’s likely she was just traveling through the woods at an inopportune moment.
Once Corvin falls asleep, Sym and Hugh come over to check on me. I managed to avoid injury in the fight, but I’m grateful for their concern all the same.
Sym eyes the woman with awe written in his features. Hugh clutches his hand like if he lets go, he’ll lose him forever. I pat their joined hands before turning back to the sleeping woman.
“Will she be okay?” A slight trembling in his voice betrays Sym, baring his emotions.
“The head priestess said she will likely sleep for a day or two. Her injuries were severe, but they believe we got here in time. She’ll make it, though the scars will be unpleasant reminders of what happened.”
“Are you sure she’ll even scar?” Sym raises his shirt, revealing pink but healthy skin. Her healing fire seems to have mended beyond just a mere stitching of the wounds; it almost erased the damage entirely. “If she wakes enough to tend to herself, she might end up without any marks at all.”
A twinge of jealousy tugs at my heart, and I hurry to stuff that evil emotion back down. Why should I be jealous? I’ve lived a privileged life, one with few wants. I should be grateful for the powers I have, not envious of hers. I tuck her blankets in tighter and stand, stretching my aching joints. “Well, I suppose I should take this moment to bathe. I’m filthy, and she won’t wake before I return.”
A flash of amusement crosses Hugh’s face, and he grins. “Should we accompany you to the town bathhouse, Mistress? I’d hate for another assassin to ruin your day.”
My own lips twitch in humor, and I allow myself a brief laugh at my own expense. “I think I’ll be okay, Hugh. Stay here with Sym and our guest. Make sure she’s comfortable, and if she wakes before I’m back, see to it that she’s taken care of.”
Hugh nods, and I head off to find the bathhouse. The local women there help me find towels and soap, but I refuse any further servitude. These are women with their own lives, neither born into service nor chosen it as their profession, and it would be rude to accept them taking time from their own families and chores to tend to me.
My bath goes without incident, and I feel much better after. I tie my damp hair into a loose bun at the nape of my neck as I head back to the temple. A few locals stop me to thank me for eliminating the threat in the woods, though I don’t think I really did. Some of the panthers got away, and it’s likely they will return in force once they’ve had a chance to regroup. I may well have only delayed their next attack.
In fact, by not slaughtering them before they escaped, I might have made their next attack all the worse. Revenge is a powerful motivator.
My troubled thoughts are interrupted by screams. I turn a corner and come face-to-face with the temple lit up with flames as the people inside cry out in fear. I break into a run, my feet pounding on the cobblestone street as I rush to give aid.
I burst through the front door of the temple to find Hugh and Sym each holding one of the mystery woman’s thrashing arms. Streams of flame pour from her hands, and her mouth is frozen in an endless, agonizing scream. All around, priests and priestesses rush to move the other injured out of the path of the flames, and Corvin stands poised with a blade over the girl’s heart, ready to end the carnage the only way his warrior mind knows how.
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Fire and death.
It’s all I’ve ever known, and right now it consumes me.
Fire from my body. Death all around me.
Screams rip from my throat at I try to understand what is happening. I wake in strange surroundings, wolves all around me, the stench of blood and death filling my nostrils. Pain sears through me as I try to sit up, and I respond the only way I know how.
I try to burn it all down.
Strong hands grip me from either side, and try as I might, I can’t break free.
A shout breaks through my awareness, a feminine voice laced with fear.
“Corvin, no!”
Corvin? What’s a Corvin?
I don’t have time to ask as a woman barrels through, knocking down the man who’s aiming a blade at me.
She saved me.
My would-be murderer pauses, and his face twists in rage. He tosses his sword aside and storms off, walking straight through my flames as though they were nothing. His skin bubbles and blisters, though, so I know the fire is real.
The woman gestures to the two men holding my arms, and they release me.
Once I realize that I’m not going to be murdered, I start to calm down. The fires streaming from my hands slow to a trickle, and eventually they stop. I look at my fingers, healthy and free of burns, and it takes a moment to recall that I control the flames. I have always controlled them, for as long as I can remember, and never once has any fire dared burn me.
When I look back up, I’m met with dark eyes filled with concern. My rescuer perches on the side of my cot, her round hip pressed into mine. She reaches out and takes my chin in her delicate fingers, stroking my cheek with her thumb.
“It’s okay. You’re safe.”
I look around at the dimming fires that the wolves struggle to tamp out. Safe, it appears, is relative.
“What’s your name?”
My name? She wants to know my name? No one’s ever bothered to ask me that before. To be nice to me. Is it a trick?
“I won’t hurt you. I just want to be sure you’re okay.” She sits back, as if to give me room. The void of space where her hip rested just moments before feels vast. “My name is Cara.” She smiles, and I want to smile back. I just don’t remember how.
“S-sable.” My voice creaks out of me, and I realize I’m quite thirsty. I look down, away from the beautiful woman, and wring my hands together. I notice that the men who held me have let go, though I’m afraid to move too much lest they grab me again. “May I have some water?”
Another smile and a nod. She gets up, a strangely fluid motion that for some reason heats my cheeks. I find myself watching her walk across the smoking room to a pitcher in the corner. She strides past burning furniture like it’s nothing, like she has no fear of fire.
The woman—Cara—pours a glass of water and hands me the cup. I wonder for a moment if it’s poisoned, but my thirst wins out, and I gulp it down.
“Better?”
I nod, again looking down, focusing on the cup in my hands. I feel the woman’s eyes on me, but I can’t bring myself to meet her gaze.
“Sable, honey, do you remember what happened?”
Do I remember? How can I forget! I shift my hips and give a grunt of affirmation.
“Can you tell me about it?”
My hair flies in my face as I shake my head. I can’t tell her what happened. I can never tell anyone what happened. Better to keep my mouth shut and just wait for them to throw me out, back into the woods, to face the panthers again.
“Okay. I won’t push.”
That shocks me so much I jerk my eyes to meet hers. Why is she being so nice to me?
A dark-haired male steps close, and he places a fist over his heart. “My lady Sable, I offer my thanks for healing my mate.” Another male, dark-skinned and wearing an oversized tunic, wraps an arm over the first man’s shoulder and kisses his cheek. “He was on death’s door, and you saved him.”
I blink in confusion until I recognize the couple. They were on the cart that carried us from the woods. I had seen the darker man lying near death, and how his mate gazed at him. The naked love and anguish in his eyes was unbearable to witness, so I’d done what I could.
Cara rests a hand on my knee and gives it a squeeze. “Yes. Thank you for healing my friend. Can you do that again? Heal yourself, or some of the other injured? Our priests have medicines and bandages, but if you have the energy it would be a great help.”
I shrug one shoulder. “Maybe? I haven’t done it often. I’m not sure.”
Cara’s lips set in a thin line, and she rubs my knee. “Okay. That’s fair. If you think you can, try it on yourself first. See how much of your strength it takes. If it’s too strenuous, we won’t ask you to do any more.”
My eyes sweep the temple and take in the wounded lying around. I might be pushing it if I try to heal all of them. The flames might follow my command, but that doesn’t mean there’s not a price associated with using them. I could easily drain myself dry if I do too much. Still, this woman is putting my needs first, making sure I’m okay with it, and that’s a rare occurrence in my life.
With a trembling hand, I cover the largest bandage, splaying my fingers as I summon the healing fire within me. Bright yellow-orange flames spread from my hand, and a soothing warmth engulfs me as the fire mends my injuries. The brilliance of the light blinds me for a moment, and when my vision clears, Cara is gently tugging at my bandages, inspecting the healed skin. Her eyes widen in wonder, and another blush creeps into my cheeks. A strange fluttering begins in my stomach as her delicate fingers trail over the intact skin of my abdomen, where mere moments ago I had bled.
A male wolf with a saturated bandage around his midsection steps forward—the same one who moments ago tried to kill me—and I shrink back as he reaches for me. He stops, but not before Cara gives him a scathing glare.
“Leave her alone, Corvin. Give her some space.”
“How did she do that? Can she heal the rest of us?”
Here it comes. They’re going to insist that I heal the other injured wolves, and it’s going to take most of my strength. I might survive it, but I doubt they care one way or the other. They just want their own fixed.
“Damnit, Corvin, she’s been through a lot. Can’t you wait five minutes for her to tell me if she even thinks she can?”
She’s … standing up for me?
I don’t understand. She doesn’t know me. Why is she defending me?
This woman, this stranger, is putting herself between me and the large, wounded animal, and she’s protecting me.
A newfound resolve straightens my spine, and I clear my throat.
“I can do it.”
My voice comes out louder than I intended, and I shrink into myself as embarrassment tamps down the momentary burst of confidence.
Cara places a hand on mine, lacing her fingers with my own. “Are you sure? You don’t have to let Corvin intimidate you. If you’re not feeling up to it, we’ll handle things on our own until you are. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want to.”
I look back at the mated men. Seeing the love between them fuels my resolve. “I can do it,” I say, quieter this time, though with more confidence.
With Cara’s help I get to my feet, and we walk hand in hand over to the man called Corvin. Cara nudges my side and whispers loudly, “You don’t have to heal him if you don’t want. He’s a jerk, anyway.” Her words surprise me, until I see the glint of humor in her eyes.
At least, I think it’s humor. I’m not terribly well-versed in that particular emotion.
I raise my hands to focus my power, but a new thought gives me pause.
“I can stop if it gets to be too much? I don’t have to keep going if I’m getting drained?” I look up at Cara, who I now realize is several inches taller than me. For some reason, though, her height doesn’t intimidate me. Instead, I find it comforting to have her standing over me.
“Only do what you can. If you get tired or drained, just stop.”
She smiles, and with that smile my fears melt away. I turn back to Corvin and hold my hands over his wound, summoning the flames that live within me. Seconds later, the bright, flickering lights engulf his midsection, and once they burn out he removes his bandages. Pink, intact skin lies beneath, and his eyes grow wide.
“Thank you.”
His words catch me off-guard. He’s … thanking me? But moments ago, he was angry with me … I don’t understand.
Rather than dwell on the incongruous nature of his response, I move to the next cot, where another injured wolf lies dying. Cot after cot, I move along, healing as I go. By the time I heal the last wolf, I’m exhausted. I collapse on the floor, sitting hard on my tailbone as the strength to stand drains out of me, and Cara rushes to my side.
“Sable! Are you okay?”
I nod weakly, taking her offered hand. “Yeah. Just tired.”
“Come here. Let’s get you back to your cot so you can rest.” Her toned arms slide under my legs and behind my back, and she lifts me like I was a little cub. I snuggle to her buxom chest as she carries me back to my cot. A small whimper escapes my lips when she lets go to tuck me in, though I don’t quite know why.
“Shh. You’re okay. Just rest.”
I want to protest, to find some excuse for her to stay with me, but my lids feel heavy, and sleep beckons.




Chapter 7
Cara
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Strange how I could watch this woman sleep for hours and never get tired of it.
Corvin’s surly attitude returned after she fell back asleep, brought on, it seems, by my refusal to leave her side and return to the palace with him.
Jealousy doesn’t sit well on those annoyingly broad shoulders of his.
Hugh and Sym wanted to stay in the town with me, but once all of our surviving soldiers were healed—and after a heated argument with me—Corvin led them back to the palace, insisting they join him for a debrief with the Elders. I suppose I should have at least seen them off, but it worries me that Sable is sleeping so deeply. She hasn’t even stirred in the past several hours, and I wonder if we drained too much of her energy by asking her to heal so many.
Dawn breaks, and the sun burns off the early fog, but still Sable slumbers. Our healers can’t find anything physically wrong with her anymore, so their only theory is that she’s exhausted.
If I thought it possible, I would happily lend her some of my own energy. As far as I know, though, it’s not within my skillset. Then again, I wouldn’t have thought that the Sun God’s gifts could heal as well as burn, so maybe I just don’t know how. I wonder if all Suntouched Souls have different powers. I suppose we'll never know, unless a third Suntouched shows up. Solari help us if that ever happens! I don’t know yet how to deal with just two of us.
Finally, as the sun hits its midday zenith, her thick lashes flutter open. Her brow furrows as she surveys her surroundings.
“Where am I?”
I offer her a smile, hoping it calms her anxiety at waking in a strange place. “You're in our healers’ temple. Do you remember that?”
She nods and sits up. “Yes, of course I remember. I'm just surprised to wake up here.”
Huh? “Why would you not wake here? This is where you fell asleep, and we wouldn’t move you until we were certain you were better.”
Her eyes jerk to the side, and she wrings her hands. “I expected to find myself imprisoned.”
I still don’t understand what she means. “You were attacked by those horrible panthers, and then you healed our wounded. Why would we imprison you for either of these things?”
She shrugs. “I don’t know.”
Rage boils beneath my plastered smile as I struggle with the realization that someone has hurt this woman, hurt and betrayed her to the point where she assumes the worst possible outcome in this situation. My instinct is to find out who hurt her and eliminate them, but I don’t want her thinking I'm some uncivilized brute. I'll discover the culprit in time, and when I do, they'll pay. For now, I'll have to rein in my anger and put on a pleasant face so as not to scare the poor girl.
“Well, I hate to disappoint, but there will be no prison cell for you.” I sit back and make a show of inspecting my nails, the corners of my mouth tipping up in a grin. “Sadly, we only have room at the palace.”
Sable’s jaw drops. “The palace?”
“But of course! Only the finest will do for my guest.”
“I'm a guest?”
“Yep. So long as I'm in charge, you'll stay with me. It’s no prison, but there will be three squares a day, clean clothes, and a nice, comfy bed to sleep in.”
My rage resurfaces at her slack-jawed awe. Why does she act like food, clothing, and a comfortable place to sleep are such luxuries? And more importantly, why does she act like she’s not worthy of them?
I shake my head to clear it of such thoughts and offer Sable my hand. “I am such a terrible host! I was so eager to have you heal our wounded that I neglected to offer you food last night. You must be starving. Come. Let’s find you something to eat.” Truth be told, I’m a little hungry myself, having spent the better part of a day watching over her. Besides, what better way to break my fast than in the company of a pretty lady?
Sable blushes as she places her hand in mine, and I help her up. She shakes slightly as she takes a tentative step, so I put an arm around her shoulder to steady her. When those amber eyes gaze up at me in thanks, I almost melt.
She’s a short little thing standing next to me, and my arm fits comfortably around her. She doesn’t shy away from me, but I sense a stiffness to her stance. I can’t tell if it’s because she’s still wary of me or if it’s from the unspoken trauma she displays. Either way, my heart hurts for her to be living in such constant fear. I make a mental note to coax her upbringing out of her once she’s more comfortable, because her bullies shouldn’t get away with leaving her in such a state. If there’s anything I can do about it as the heir to Solari, I’m honor-bound to see to it that her tormenters are punished, no matter how much time has passed since they hurt her.
We leave the temple, and I start heading for the local tavern. Small children run by us, playing, and Sable inches closer to me. She jerks at every sound, hyper-alert, and wrings her hands absently. The nervous habit should annoy me, but instead I find it rather cute. Something about it brings out my nurturing side.
As we get closer to the establishment, Sable halts and tries to pull me back. “Um … I’m actually not that hungry.”
My brow furrows as I try to discern why she’s apprehensive about going in. “You should eat.”
She rubs her arm, and her face turns bright red. “It’s okay. I’ll be fine.”
I turn to face her, tipping her chin up so she can’t avoid my gaze. “What’s wrong?”
Sable shrugs. “I’m just not hungry.”
Bullshit. “Sable, I can’t help you if you don’t tell me what’s going on. If someone at that tavern has hurt you or done something to frighten you, just tell me. I’ll take care of it.”
Her eyes go wide, and she takes a step back. “Oh, no! No one’s hurt me here. I’ve never even been to this town before, I don’t think. I just—I don’t have any money. I … I lost my coin purse when the panthers attacked. They chased me so far that I fear it’s lost forever.”
That’s all she’s worried about? I guess I’m spoiled, having been raised without the need for coin. My every need has always been tended to, so I forget sometimes that finances are a thing.
I give her shoulder a quick, reassuring squeeze. “Is that all? Don’t worry about it! You’re my guest, remember? I’ll cover it.” I smile and tuck a lock of hair behind her ear. “No more of that nonsense, okay? So long as you’re under my care, you won’t have to spend a single copper. Anything you want or need, just say it. I’ll handle the cost.”
“I can’t ask you to do that.”
If she wasn’t so adorable, I’d be annoyed. “You’re not asking. I’m insisting. And after we eat, we’re going to the tailor’s for some fresh, clean clothes for you. The temple priests had a spare tunic & pants, but they don’t fit you well. You need something that you’re not swimming in.” Of course, I have an ulterior motive for wanting her in something more form-fitting, but now’s not the time to say so. I still haven’t been able to determine if her—tastes—run the same as mine, and it’s far too soon to ask her outright. “Then, once you’re well clothed and fed, we’ll head to the palace.”
She hesitates but eventually allows me to lead her into the tavern. The noise assaults my ears when we walk through the door, but it quickly dies down, replaced by hushed, reverent whispers of “Suntouched.”
Great. My reputation precedes me.
I turn on the charm, leading with my brightest smile, and head to the counter. A portly bearded wolf in a stained linen tunic and apron stands behind it, drying some tankards. He lines them up on the countertop in front of him as he goes, and before I even reach him, he snatches up two and starts to fill them from the tap.
“Happy day to you, Suntouched, and your friend as well. Two of our finest, I presume?”
“Please, good sir, call me Cara. And yes, two drinks for us, if we may. What might the kitchen be serving this fine day?”
His mouth spreads in a wide grin. “Only the best for you, Mistress Cara! Lamb stew with fresh-baked bread and our signature ripe cheese.”
Sable’s jaw drops, and she tugs on my arm.
“Did you want more?” I ask. I knew she’d be hungry, but that sounded like more than enough for such a tiny wolf like her. “Or maybe something else? I can ask if they'd make you something special if you'd like…”
“No!” She pulls me closer and stands on her tiptoes to whisper in my ear. “Lamb is too expensive! Maybe you can get the lamb, and I'll just eat your bread and cheese?”
Oh, my heart!
I turn back to the man behind the counter. “Two lamb meals, please, and two of your best desserts.” Sable opens her mouth to protest, but I clamp a hand over it to shush her. “You'll eat your fill and like it, or I'm ordering double dessert for you.”
Her brows furrow in a scowl, but her lips turn up into a grin beneath my hand. She gives me a shy nod, and I gesture to the barkeep to place our order with the kitchen. He ambles off, and I turn a stool around to straddle it. Sable looks askance at my posture and chooses to sit properly in her own stool next to mine. Her legs aren't quite long enough to reach the bar near the bottom, so she swings her feet like a child as we sip our ale and wait for the food. I decide to gently question her about her origins under the guise of small talk.
“What brings you to this neck of the woods?” I take a sip and peek at her over the lip of my tankard, checking out her reaction to the question.
Sable shrugs a shoulder and stares into her mug. “I’m kind of between homes at the moment. The, uh, last place I lived in didn’t work out, so I was on my way from town to town in search of new lodging.”
A safe enough answer, I suppose, but perhaps a bit too safe. She hasn’t revealed anything specific yet, but that's not necessarily reason not to trust her. “What kind of work did you do?”
Her knuckles turn white as she grips the handle of her mug tighter. “I studied. With the clergy. I didn’t really have a job or profession.”
“Oh! You’re a student of Solari?”
There’s a brief pause. “The Flame God, yes.”
Odd way to phrase it, as most wolves call Him the Sun God, but not entirely incorrect I suppose. “Did you always know you had the Sun God’s gifts?”
That cute blush of hers flames in her cheeks, and she nods. “I don’t use them often. They bring … undue attention at times. I much prefer to live a simple life, free from all the stares and what have you.”
Her phrasing confuses me. Undue attention? Us wolves wholly embrace the Sun God and His chosen. She should be showered with devotion if she displays His gifts. Does she not like that kind of attention, perhaps? It seems strange to me, but I’m an Alpha wolf; I thrive on the devotion of my fellow wolves. Maybe Sable is more of a Beta, or an Omega. I suppose that makes sense. An Omega wolf wouldn’t want to be the center of attention. No, they’d be more comfortable as a supporter, really. The perfect, quiet little wife.
Wife?!
The shock of my own thoughts causes me to choke on my next swig of ale, and I struggle to regain my breath as a fit of coughing seizes me.
“Cara, are you okay?” Sable’s pretty face blanches, and she reaches for me. In between hacking coughs, I see the tiniest hint of flames flickering at her fingertips, and I realize she’s going to try to heal me—right here, in front of the whole tavern. I snatch her hand before she can, patting it to reassure her.
“Wrong pipe!” I choke out, and as my coughing eases, some of the tension melts out of her shoulders. I force a laugh and shake my head. “I guess that’ll teach me that I need to take my time and not chug my ale, huh?” I give her a wink, and she rewards me with a shy smile.
Just then, the barkeep returns with our meals. We sit in comfortable silence for a few minutes, save for tiny moans of pleasure as we taste the delicious lamb stew. Spiced to perfection, the lamb is tender and moist, and the broth is hearty and thick with flavor. The warm, soft bread pairs nicely with the soft cheese spread, and before long, we’ve both devoured it all. Sable hiccups, and for the first time I hear her giggle. The sound is musical, and I can’t help the smile that breaks out at hearing her comfortable in her surroundings. This is what she should sound like: happy. Not scared, timid, broken.
I should feed her more often.
The dessert comes right as we finish, and Sable’s eyes nearly pop out of their sockets as she takes in the layered cakes smothered in strawberry sauce and whipped cream. I raise my fork in mock salute before we dig in, listening intently to the satisfied sounds she makes while she eats.
I find myself wishing I could hear those little mewls and moans in a more private setting, when I’m eating something else entirely.
Again my thoughts startle me, though this time I manage to keep from aspirating my food.
Once we’ve licked our plates clean and had our mugs refilled, we retire to a booth near the back of the tavern for more privacy. I know I should be making haste back to the palace to deal with the panther threat in our territory, but I find myself preferring the company of my new charge. I enjoy seeing her open up, bit by bit, and if we have to linger in this town for a day or two, so be it.
Sable turns the tables on me by asking about my life, and I fall into a comfortable rhythm of question and answer, letting her guide the conversation. I tell her about how I was found as a pup, summoning flames to warm myself at the side of the road, my parents nowhere in sight. I tell her about my early life in the palace, being raised by priests and nannies and the Elders. I tell her about my frustration with the Elders’ insistence that I marry Corvin, though I hesitate to reveal the real reason I don’t wish to wed him. I definitely don’t mention that I’d much rather marry her, though I must admit I find the thought more appealing than anything else I could imagine for my future.
It's not something historically done in our society, but … why not? To my knowledge, there are no specific laws against marriage between two women. None explicitly stating that marriage must be between a man and a woman. I wonder, though, if there’s a chance for people like me, or like Hugh and Sym. Could we all find a happy ending in technicalities?
Sable stops mid-sentence just as the stench of excessive alcohol rolls in on the breath of a patron who stumbles loudly up to our table. I stay calm for her sake, but inside I prepare for a fight of some sort, partly because this drunkard also reeks of rage and hate.
I drape a lazy arm over the back of the booth and turn to him, aiming for an outwardly casual appearance, but under the table my other hand curls around the hilt of my dagger. “Why, hello, good sir. Is there something I can help you with?”
He leans in until he’s almost nose-to-nose with me and growls, “What’re ya doin’ here with this bitch, drinking ale like ya ain’t just left the woods four wolves less than ya went in with?”
Ah. One of those types. Maybe he knew one of the wolves assigned to the mission with me yesterday. Or perhaps he’s just a sour drunk. Either way, I need to proceed with a modicum of caution, I suppose, to prevent him from causing a scene.
I choose my words carefully. “I am seeing to a guest in your town, one who was attacked by the panthers that plague your woods.”
He scoffs and shoots a glare at Sable. “She ain’t lookin’ too hurt for one who s’posedly been attacked.”
Ugh. His grammar is atrocious. “Your healers in the temple are quite skilled. Still, it was fortuitous of us to get to them when we did. Had we not, she—and many more wolves—would have met the same fate as the fallen.”
The man slams a fist onto the table. Sable jumps in her seat, but I remain calm.
“Ya think it’s okay to lose four wolves if’n ya don’t lose all of ‘em?”
Faster than he can blink his crusty lids, I whip out my dagger, placing the tip of blade under his chin. “I think it’s about time for you to go home and dry out, sir, before another wolf winds up dead this day.”
Glassy blue eyes glare at me as his nostrils flare in anger. I don’t care. Let him rage at me. I meet him head on, glare for glare, never once flinching in his gaze. Finally, after an agonizingly long minute, he huffs his odious breath in my face and storms off to a table in the far corner, beefy hands clenched in fists at his sides.
“Are you okay, Cara?” Sable whispers, leaning across the table and patting my hand.
“Fine.” I realize my tone came out too sharp, so I try to soften my response with a smile. “Come on. Let’s go get you some new clothes. Fewer drunkards at the tailor’s, I imagine.”
We get up and head for the door, and on the way out I lock eyes with the drunken bastard, who glares daggers at us. Something needles at the back of my mind, but I can’t quite place the feeling. It’s gone before I have time to identify it, and I shrug it off.




Chapter 8
Sable
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Cara is amazing. In addition to being strong and beautiful, she’s sweet, kind, and caring. She’s immensely patient. She’s …
… She’s a bit much.
I’m not used to all this. The attention, the pampering, the fawning. Word of my gifts has spread to the townsfolk, so everywhere we go, people stare. They stare, they whisper, and even a few have run over to supplicate themselves at our feet. Cara always graciously accepts their devotion while at the same time gently encouraging them to treat us like anyone else, but the wide-eyed wonder never leaves their faces. One little girl even stops us in the middle of the street to hand us each a bouquet of wildflowers. I take mine with a nod of thanks, but as I go to sniff them when she trots off, Cara chuckles and stops me.
“Careful,” she says, “these aren't flowers. They're local weeds. Dreamroot. Pretty enough, but if you stick your nose in there you’ll regret it. Poor girl probably is too young to know better.”
“Oh.” I lower my hands and look around for someplace to discreetly dispose of it. “Are they dangerous?”
Cara shakes her head. “As long as you don’t try to eat them, you’re fine. The pollen isn't poisonous to handle, but if you inhale it or ingest these—or eat anything before washing your hands—you’ll end up getting a free vision quest. Highly hallucinogenic to us wolves.”
Before I can process what she said, she reaches over and places her hand on mine. The weeds ignite in a burst of flame, and within seconds they're nothing more than ash.
“There. You’re safe now. Let’s go wash our hands.”
A thought occurs to me, and I race off after the little girl.
“Sable!” Cara’s voice follows me, but I don’t have time to explain. I chase the girl down an alley, across the next street, and up to the door of a small home. She slams the door behind her, and I pound on the oak.
My heart races as I wait for the girl to come back. Cara arrives before anyone answers the door, panting from the short run.
“Why in Sun’s Name are you running after her for? She probably didn’t mean to almost dose you.”
Just then a young woman opens the door, carrying an infant on her hip. “May I help you?”
Cara’s not the only one out of breath, and I struggle to get the words out. “Dreamroot … Your daughter …”
Realization flashes across Cara’s face, and she takes over. “Ma’am, you need to find your daughter. She gave us dreamroot bouquets, and if she’s anything like I was as a child, she likely hasn't washed her hands yet.”
The woman gapes at us for a brief moment before turning around and yelling into the house. “Ariella! Come here right now, young lady!”
A second later Ariella emerges with an apple in hand, holding it inches from her mouth. I have a split second of panic before I see that she hasn't taken a bite yet.
The young mother smacks the apple to the floor. “Young pup, you know better than to eat a snack when you've just come inside from playing! Go wash your hands right now, and wash the apple as well.”
The girl hangs her head and stomps out of the room, hopefully to wash up. I let out a sigh of relief, and the mother shakes her head.
“Little pups are impossible!” She puts an arm around me and gives me a hug. “Thank you! She was supposed to be playing in the square with her friends, but she must have gotten it into her head to give you pretty ladies some flowers.”
“No problem at all, miss.” Cara offers the woman one of her dazzling smiles. “I recommend a thorough cleaning of your home though, as there's no telling what she's touched since she came in here.”
We leave again for the tailor’s, but not before Ariella’s mother loads us down with armfuls of goodies in thanks. She gives us wrapped packages of dried meats, cheeses, and breads, along with a plush wool blanket and a small bag of glass beads that she says she made herself. Cara thanks her for the bounty and takes my arm, guiding me back towards the main road. I'm too stunned by the woman’s generosity to speak.
“That was pretty amazing.”
The awe in Cara’s voice surprises me. “It wasn’t a big deal. You would have thought of it as well. I just was a little faster.”
“Oh, don’t be so modest. You saved that girl from one hell of a bad trip, and probably a few days with the healers.”
I want to downplay her heroic fantasy of my supposed rescue, but instead I stay quiet.
Our trip to the clothier goes more smoothly than the tavern did, but it takes all I have not to run screaming when the tailor starts measuring me and fitting the clothes. Hands everywhere, poking and prodding and positioning and pinning. She only has a few outfits in my size available, but while I don a black tunic and a too-long skirt in the back room, I overhear Cara instructing her to make several more and have them delivered to the palace. Tucking the front hem of the skirt in my belt to prevent tripping, I cringe. I don’t want all this charity, but Cara’s too intimidating for me. I can’t seem to work up the nerve to ask her to stop.
When we finish, I follow Cara out of the shop. We head to the stables outside of the temple, and with a stable hand’s help we load the day’s treasure onto a horse-drawn cart. I notice the tangy scent of harsh cleaner, along with the smell of damp wood. It’s then that I realize that this is the same cart that brought the wounded back from the site of the panther attack.
They scrubbed off the blood.
My blood.
A strange tightness forms in my chest, crushing the air out of my lungs. I try to gasp, to inhale, but my diaphragm is frozen. My everything is frozen! Why can’t I move?
“Sable?” Cara’s voice comes from a deep well, muffled and distorted. “Sable, what’s wrong?”
That cart … I almost died on that cart …
“Sable?”
After an eternity, my muscles finally work again, but only in reverse. I back away from the cart with stiff, jerky movements, stumbling into Cara. She grabs my shoulders and shakes them, but it appears my mouth still can’t move other than to gape in fear.
The pain … the thick smell of blood and guts … the grunts and moans of injured wolves …
I have to get away from here.
I have to run.
I don’t realize that my legs have responded to my silent plea until I’m several blocks away. I dodge townspeople and animals in my flight path, desperate to run away from the painful memories on that cart.
I run blindly, until my thighs ache and my lungs burn. I run until my heart feels like it’s going to explode out of my chest.
If it weren’t for the tree root tripping me, I don’t know if I would ever have stopped.
My forehead smacks against a rock when I fall, adding a dizzying feeling to my disorientation. I try to get back up, but a wave of vertigo parks me right where I am. My hands clench into fists in the dirt, and I tremble. Tears fill my vision, blurring everything.
I lose track of everything but the fuzzy leaves in front of me until a gentle hand touches my shoulder. I don’t quite understand; I thought I was alone.
“Are you okay? Your head is bleeding!”
Cara. Cara followed me. Why did she follow me?
“Can you stand?”
I nod, then promptly demonstrate that I cannot. I don’t even make it all the way to my feet before I’m back on my knees.
“Hold still. The healer Nani was right behind me; she’ll be here soon to check you out.”
As long as she doesn’t bring that blasted cart, I should be okay.
Flame-haired Nani inspects the cut on my forehead and checks my eyes before declaring me concussed. Cara lends me her shoulder as we walk back to the temple, and she makes me sit down on a cot inside. I try to summon my flames to heal myself, but they only flicker for a second before fizzling out. The blow to my head when I fell must have done something to my abilities. I hope it’s only temporary; I’d hate to think I might end up at the palace surrounded by strangers with no means of defending myself. Cara is kind, but if there are other wolves like Corvin who mistrust me, I might have a hard time of things once we get there.
With our trip to the palace delayed, Cara sends a temple servant to the tavern to fetch us some food. I am to stay put, apparently, and rest for a day before we leave. I’m tired of resting, but I suppose I’ve only myself to blame. That’s what I get for running off instead of facing my anxiety.
Nani fusses over me for uncomfortably long, cleaning my forehead and applying a poultice before bandaging the cut. She also cleans and bandages some minor cuts and scrapes I sustained when I fell, though I don’t remember getting them. As soon as she leaves us, Cara hands me a cup of spiced cider and sits next to me. “What happened? You seemed to be fine until we started loading the cart. Are you nervous about going to the palace?”
I lower my eyes and stare into the steaming cup. “I panicked.”
“About the palace? I promise it’s not that scary.”
Shaking my head, I heave a sigh. “No. The cart.”
I sound insane. Poor Cara probably wishes she hadn’t saved me now. I wrack my brain for an explanation that makes more sense.
“As soon as I smelled the cleaner, it all came back to me. The pain, the terror. Shocks of agony with every jolt of the cart. The scent of fear and blood and death. It was too much.” I look back up, expecting to be met with derision, but her face shows only sympathy. “I’m sorry. I delayed us with my foolishness.”
“Nonsense. The fault is mine, not yours. I should have arranged for a different transport.” She tucks a lock of hair behind my ear and smiles. “It’s not foolish to want to feel safe while we travel. I’ll hire another cart while you eat, and in the morning we’ll set out.”
“Won’t you get in trouble for being late?”
Cara winks and stands. “It’s not a proper week until I’ve gotten myself into trouble at least once.”
With that she leaves, just as the food arrives. The tavern cooks have outdone themselves this time, sending an aromatic plate of braised duck with hot buttered biscuits. I suspect this wasn’t on the menu that the tavern patrons ate from today, and I hope it wasn’t too much trouble to make.
The duck tastes divine, and the garlic butter on the biscuits pairs nicely. I almost can't believe it: full for the second time in my recollection, two days in a row no less, and I didn't have to sneak or steal any of it.
My dreams that night are full of flames and blood, though I wake oddly refreshed. I stretch my back and arms to ease some of the stiffness. A low whistle greets me from across the room, and I catch Cara watching me.
“Good morrow, mistress. Have you been waiting long?”
Cara flashes a sparkling grin and strides over carrying a tray of biscuits. From the smell, they're leftover from last night's meals. I take one and nibble, but I notice she’s not eating.
“Have you had breakfast yet?” I ask around a bite.
She shakes her head. “I don’t know about you, but I hate shifting on a full stomach. It makes me queasy, so I'll wait until we get to the palace.”
What does she mean by shifting on a full stomach? My heart thunders in my chest, and I almost choke on a crumb. “We’re not taking a cart?”
“Of course not. The cart upset you, so I sent it on ahead. We’ll just run it as wolves. We can save time that way, and it's a good workout.” She pats her flat stomach. “I could use it! All that decadent food from the tavern is starting to add up.”
I can't shift in front of Cara! I scramble to come up with a reasonable excuse to rent a horse, purchase a new cart, anything that doesn’t involve shifting. “I—I don’t think that's a good idea. I still can’t heal myself this morning, and I’m not sure if I should be running clear across the country with my head injury.”
“Aw, come on! You're not bashful about changing into your wolf, are you? If you’re concerned about stripping out of your clothes to shift, I promise to look the other way.”
I shake my head violently, then feign a sudden burst of dizziness. “No, it's not that. My head still doesn’t feel right. I'm afraid a shift could make it worse.”
“Oh.” Her face falls in disappointment, but she recovers seconds later. “Well, then, I guess I'll have to find a horse that we can use. After a long march from the palace two days ago followed by the fight with the panthers, I don’t want to have to two-leg it. The blisters these human feet get are awful!”
I feel bad for upsetting her, but I don’t have many options. “Sorry. It's a horse or two feet, I'm afraid.”
“Okay. I’ll be back in a bit. It shouldn’t take long to find a horse to buy or rent.”
Cara disappears outside, and I sit on my cot to wait for her return.
A scant twenty minutes pass before I get bored. I decide to explore the temple in the meantime. Besides, how much trouble can I get in at a temple? As long as I don’t touch anything sacred, I should be fine.
I clasp my hands behind my back and wander down the hall. Music drifts from a nearby room. When I peek in, I spot a trio of priests playing songs. The lack of silence surprises me. Where I grew up, temples were quiet. Peaceful. This borders on boisterous. Raucous, almost. I hurry past and turn down another hall.
The ceiling angles upward until I pass through a high arch into the main worship hall. Rows of heavy wooden pews line either side of a long aisle, and at the other end stands a raised dais. Large stained-glass windows on the east, west, and south sides of the room cast eerie shadows where the light streams in. My guesstimate puts the time at roughly midday. I hadn’t realized I’d slept so late, but then again the healers’ ward is lit by candles, not windows. It really could have been any time of day, and I’d be none the wiser. In the far corner, an organist plays a solemn melody. Not as upbeat as the music down the hall, but nice. Sweet, almost.
I amble up the carpeted path to the dais and inspect the carvings on the podium. Some depict what appear to be massive battles, while others show people kneeling in prayer. In every single carving, long rays of light beam down from clear skies.
In what appears to be the newest carving—judging from the fresher markings with less wear on them—an infant sits in a clearing, bathed in solar light.
Cara.




Chapter 9
Sable
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I shouldn’t be surprised to see her there. I’m familiar with the stories of her discovery, after all. Abandoned as a pup, she was found lighting fires with nothing more than her will and brought to the nearest temple for confirmation of her God-given gifts. Whether her birth parents died or left her to fend for herself is unclear. Having met her, I find it hard to believe that anyone would willingly give her up, and she seems almost universally loved by her people.
My upbringing could not have been more different. From what I was told by the nuns who raised me, I was dumped at the door of the convent during a fierce winter storm when I was not yet weaned. My own gifts didn’t surface for many years, and when they did, the beatings increased. I rarely use my gifts at home, preferring to keep my hide intact.
I lean in closer to get a better look at the detail in the carving. A thin layer of dust partially obscures a bit of writing beneath it, and I reach out to wipe it away.
“Hey! What are you doing in here?”
The sudden shout startles me, and I shriek. I whirl around to see who’s yelling, and Nani the flame-haired priestess scowls at me from across the room.
Busted.
“Oh! Apologies, your excellency. I was just admiring the carvings on this podium. Very intricate.”
She puts her hands on her plump hips. “Admire with your eyes, not your hands.”
My cheeks burn with embarrassment. “Yes, excellency. I’m sorry. I was just going to wipe off this dust here.” I move to point at the spot but think better of it and just nod at it instead. “Here. I wanted to read the writing.”
Nani scoffs and stomps down the aisle to push past me. “I thought you were a religious scholar. Everyone knows what it says. No point in touching it.”
Except I don’t know what it says. Not really. “I was just curious if your translations were the same as ours back home. I’ve found that sometimes there are slight variations.” I swallow hard, hoping my story holds up.
“What possible variations could there be? ‘By the Light of the Sun, the babe shall be found, and by His Light shall she reign.’ There’s really very little interpretation to be had.”
At the risk of digging myself into an even deeper hole, I press on. “Ah, but our texts end with ‘and by His Light shall they reign.’ It’s curious, but, when you consider that the original Solari texts have mhi and not mhii, makes more sense. An easy enough mistake to make.”
When I glance back at her, I realize I screwed up. Her face now is redder even than her hair, and I can almost imagine I see steam coming out of her ears. I brace myself for the inevitable barrage of fists.
Before she can haul off and smack me for my insolence, we’re thankfully interrupted by Cara’s voice calling my name.
“Here!” I shout back. “I’m in here, by the dais!”
Cara trots down the aisle towards us, and I let out a sigh of relief. Surely Nani won’t hit me now that there’s a witness.
At least, I hope she won’t.
“There you are!” She beams at me and rushes up to take my hand. “Come on. I found a sturdy mare to hurry us to the palace.”
Nani scoffs. “Better hurry her to the High Priest at the palace, so she can take a remedial translation course.” She mutters it under her breath, but Cara’s head whips around so fast her flying hair stings my cheek.
“Did I just hear you insult a guest of the heir?” She grits her teeth, and I see the start of a shift in her elongated canids.
Cara wouldn’t attack a priestess, would she?
“Apologies, mistress.” Nani bows her head and takes a step back. “I meant no ill will. Just suggesting that she be given the opportunity to learn from our most educated scholars.”
A bold-faced lie if I ever heard one, but it seems to placate Cara for now. Her fangs recede, and she stops bristling. “Perhaps in the future you would be better served to mind your tongue, Nani. Your words are cutting.”
The older woman bows again and scurries off, though I don’t miss the scathing glance she shoots my way.
A single mare waits for us outside the temple when we leave. I look around for another, but there seems to be only one. I turn to Cara, confused.
“Where is the other one?”
She fusses with the saddle, checking the straps. “What do you mean?”
“Well, I mean, will one of us have to walk after all?”
Cara chuckles. “Nonsense! There’s plenty of room on the saddle for us both. Why should either of us have to walk?”
Both …?
“Come on. After you’re up, I’ll get on behind you. We’ll ride like that.”
Cara helps me up onto the mare’s back. I’m not quite sure what I expected, but it surely wasn’t for her to swing her leg over the mare’s back behind me and scoot close, wrapping an arm around my waist. Her breasts press into me, and I can feel heat radiating from between her legs.
“Ready?”
I’m not, but I nod. She nudges the mare’s sides with her heels, and we’re off.
I am woefully unprepared for the sensations that follow. Cara’s chest bounces with the mare’s movements, and her thighs rub against mine. The mare’s easy stride makes for a comfortable rhythm—smooth and even—but for some reason I can’t relax. All I can think about is her body pressing into mine, those long legs rubbing me, her arm on my waist. I find myself breaking into a sweat despite the fact that I’m just riding. My stomach tightens, and my heart rate picks up. I don’t understand why I’m so nervous.
“Are you okay? You’re quite tense.” Cara’s breath tickles my ear, which only serves to quicken my pulse. “Your heart is pounding, too. Is something wrong?”
No, nothing wrong … quite the opposite!
For most of my life, I’ve associated physical touch with pain. If the nuns ever bothered to touch me, it was to punish me for some slight or other. But this? This feels amazing. I lean into Cara’s soft chest and sigh. “I’m okay. I think perhaps the stress of the past few days is getting to me.” That must be it. Why else would I be feeling this way?
My cheeks ignite when she kisses my neck and rubs my stomach. What is going on?
“You’ll be able to relax once we get to the palace. I’ll make sure you’re treated properly, and if anyone gives you trouble, I’ll set them straight.” Her cheek presses into mine, and she tightens her grip on me in a quick hug.
She says more, something about palace life and what to expect, but I lose track of her words. All I seem to be able to focus on is her touch, her hand on my waist drifting down to my thigh, the feel of her skin against mine. Her thumb traces slow circles on my leg as we ride. My breath catches in my throat, and I find myself wishing the mare would stop. Not because I don’t want to be riding with Cara anymore, but because I don’t much care if we reach our destination.
I don’t want this to end.
“Tell me, Sable,” she whispers, her lips brushing my earlobe, “were you studying to become a member of the clergy?”
I don’t quite get what she’s asking. “No. While I enjoy the study of religion, I don’t think I’d cut it as a nun or priestess. It must be a lonely life, locked up inside a temple or convent with little to no outside contact. Can you imagine? Never truly connecting with another … It sounds horrible.”
The hand on my leg slides up, away from my knee, and I freeze. “Is that what you want? To connect with another?” Her voice is low, husky, and something about it starts a tingle between my legs.
“I—”
“Cara! What in Hells are you doing?”
My head whips up so fast I end up smacking Cara in the face. I hadn’t heard them approach, but before us sit eight riders, wolves all, armed to the teeth. The foremost rider is Corvin, the male from the temple who was so suspicious of me. He seems no less agitated after returning to the palace, his face red from beard to crown.
“I’m bringing our guest back to the palace.” She straightens in the saddle and removes her arm, and the void left by her touch sends a chill running through me. “What’s up with the entourage? Is something amiss?”
He growls, and his horse dances in place as though it senses his irritation. “What’s amiss is my bride should have returned to the palace days ago. Why have you been delayed?”
His … bride?
I don’t know why this revelation disappoints me, but it does.
“Oh, stuff it, Corvin. I was trying to be a gracious host. The poor girl was starved, and she had no clothes that fit. Forgive me for my hospitality.”
Cara’s last sentence drips with sarcasm, and her body tenses against me. I suddenly want very much to be elsewhere, because even though her touch is pleasant, I’d rather not be caught between her and Corvin with the mood he seems to be in.
“It takes two days to feed and clothe her?” He sneers and points a sword behind us, towards the town. “You could have left her care to the priests at the temple. This didn’t require your immediate attention, but the Elders do. Have you no sense of duty? They needed to be apprised of the events that happened in the woods, and your account is just as important as mine. It’s your responsibility to report to them as soon as possible, not dally behind flirting with a strange wolf.”
Flirting? She was flirting?
“What are you going to do about it, Corvin? Have me arrested? I’ve done nothing wrong.”
My discomfort skyrockets as she goads him. Does she have to poke the bear?
Rather than take the bait, Corvin jerks his reins and turns his horse around. “Surround the heir! Ensure she comes to no harm on her journey home.” He spurs his horse and rides off towards the palace, which I now can see rising over the tree line. The other seven riders fall into formation around us, and whatever had started between Cara and me comes to a screeching halt as we’re escorted the rest of the way.




Chapter 10
Cara
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Fuck Corvin and his male ego.
I was just getting close to Sable, just getting her to open up a bit and be comfortable with me, and he charged in with his superiority complex and ruined everything.
It’s not like I was terribly late getting back. A couple of days is nothing. Besides, we ran off the panthers. They’ll be licking their wounds for weeks. His insistence on getting me back to the Elders has nothing to do with them and everything to do with his insecurity about Sable.
That has to be it. He’s afraid that I have options now. Oh, sure, he and I are still betrothed in the eyes of the Elders, but with a new heir to Solari now discovered, it’s only a matter of time before I can convince everyone to let me rule alongside her, not Corvin. Competent general or no, it simply makes more sense to have two heirs share the throne. Why in Hells would I rule with him when she’s available?
Of course, there’s the small matter of convincing Sable as well. She’s terribly skittish, and I don’t want to startle her by dumping the rule of the tribes in her lap. No, I have to ease her into it, which means biding my time.
I hope she gets used to the idea before the solar eclipse next month. This will all go much more smoothly if I’m not wed beforehand.
We arrive to much fanfare and pomp and circumstance. Citizens line the streets, cheering us on as we ride towards the palace. Sable tenses in my grip, and I worry for her. She doesn’t appear to be accustomed to the sort of attention that I am. It saddens me, because she is special. She deserves to be pampered and doted on. Again I wish that I could find whoever hurt her and exact revenge on her behalf.
Once we’re safely inside the palace walls and away from the crowds, Sable relaxes a little. She leans back into me, and I swear I hear her let out a sigh.
She almost sounds content. It's cute.
Servants swarm around us when we get to the stables, but this time I anticipate her discomfort and insist on helping her dismount by myself. I get the feeling she wouldn’t like their hands on her no matter how innocent the intent, though she seems to tolerate my touch just fine.
I pass our horse’s tack to the nearest servant with strict instructions on where to return the mare after she's fed and groomed. Taking Sable’s hand in mine, I lead her through the servants’ entrance into the palace proper. Her eyes widen as we pass hall after decorated hall, and I start to narrate the murals for her, explaining which time periods they're from and what scenes from our sacred texts they depict. She seems oddly unfamiliar with many of the common themes painted on the walls, and I wonder how that could be when she studied religion for so long.
Perhaps it's just the culture shock that's got her confused. I imagine seeing the texts come to life like this must be disorienting.
Before I subject her to the Elders’ scrutiny, we head for the bathhouse. I, for one, am filthy, and though her scent is not unpleasant, she probably wants a nice, hot bath after what she's been through. The bathhouse is bustling, and it seems like we’ve arrived during the busiest time of the day. Lords and ladies of the palace have occupied nearly every room, leaving one room—and one tub—available.
Everything seems to be going well until the servants, who are too busy to assist us, leave us to our bath and I start to undress. I manage to get my weapons and most of my armor off, down to my plainclothes, before I notice something amiss.
Sable wraps her arms around herself and averts her eyes.
“What's the matter?”
She blushes. “Are you certain you don’t want me to wait until you’re done? I can wait outside.”
Odd that a shifter would be so bashful about nudity. “Have you never shared a bath before?”
Sable shakes her head. “The nuns—the priestesses who raised me would just close the door while I bathed. No one ever watched or helped. I just don’t want to intrude on a private moment.”
“Nonsense!” I take her arm and guide her to the tub. “Look, I realize that we were raised in very different environments, but it's just a bath. No need to get all worked up about it. I promise, I’ll be a perfect gentlewoman. We'll keep things chaste. I won’t even help you wash your back if you don’t want me to.” I mean it as a light joke, but she still resists. I swear she flinches when I mention her back.
“Okay.” With slumped shoulders, I grab my things and head for the door. “I understand. You take the first bath. Take all the time you need.”
I exit to the hallway, and after a few minutes the water splashes as she gets in. Having nothing else to do, I sit against the door while I wait. I earn some strange looks from other bathhouse patrons when they walk by, and I imagine I paint quite the odd picture, covered in road dust and reeking of horse. They look down their noses at me, and I wonder if they even recognize me.
One such person grabs a manservant and whispers in his ear when they spot me, and I hear the word “vagrant” amidst the mutterings. A grin spreads across my face. If they only knew.
The servant, a young man named Digg with whom I am well acquainted, tries to argue with the patron, but the middle-aged man insists Digg come over and tell me to leave. By this point the lord’s voice has risen to the point where I can make out every word.
“Listen here, boy,” the man sneers. I stifle a chuckle, as Digg is at least thirty. “I will not tolerate you letting the homeless take refuge in this bathhouse. I pay good coin to bathe in luxury, and that means only people of good standing are allowed.”
“But—” Poor Digg tries to protest, but the man continues.
“And another thing: if you do not eject her this minute, I'll report you to the palace guard!”
That ruins any amusement I could get out of the exchange. Digg is a good man; he doesn’t deserve to be threatened when he's done nothing wrong. I jump to my feet and walk over.
“Beg your pardon, good sir, but might I borrow the young master here to help me draw a bath? One gets terribly filthy chasing after panthers and burning them to a crisp.” The man turns to me with a red face. I raise a hand and casually ignite the air above my fingertips.
He blanches, and he stumbles over his words trying to backpedal. “M-mistress Cara! I-I didn’t recognize you over there!”
“I imagine not, seeing as how you felt the need to repeatedly insult me.”
Digg’s jaw twitches. I pour more power into the mini fireball, hoping to distract the patron before he catches Digg laughing at him.
“I believe you were just about to leave, isn't that right, m’lord … Apologies, but I don’t know your proper name and rank.”
“I-it’s—”
I snuff the flames with a gesture. “It doesn’t matter. I suggest you go home, and if I catch word of you harassing Digg or sullying his name, there will be repercussions.”
He darts down the hall without another word, and as soon as he’s gone, Digg bursts into laughter.
“Well played, Mistress Cara. Well played.”
I pull a handful of coins from my pocket and press them into his hand. “Here. For your troubles. I heard you trying to talk sense into that jerk, and it's much appreciated.”
“If I may, mistress, there are other bath rooms open now. You don’t have to wait for that one.”
That may be, but I want to be sure Sable comes out of her bath to a familiar face. “That’s okay, Digg. I’m waiting for a friend. She’s in that room there, and she’s new to the palace. She doesn’t know anyone here; I don’t want it to seem like I’ve abandoned her.”
He nods his understanding and goes back to his duties. Just then, Sable emerges in one of the outfits we bought for her.
My heart does a flip inside my chest, and try as I might I can’t stop my jaw from dropping. The clothing is simple enough, but the fit … Every curve of her tiny body is hugged, and the skirt— “Was the skirt that short at the tailor’s?”
Sable blushes and tucks a lock of raven hair behind her ear. “I kept tripping on the fabric, so  I cut it.”
At least the boots we bought her are almost long enough to make up for the short skirt, though with her arms bare and bits of thigh showing I'm sure to hear about her manner of dress when we meet the Elders. “I, for one, approve, but don’t be surprised if you get more attention than you want when we go inside.”
She looks down at her clothes. “Will I get you in trouble?”
“Oh, don’t worry about that. I’m well-versed at getting myself in trouble without any help.” I wrap an arm around her shoulders. “Come. Let’s go to the dining hall. I hear they’ve got beef stew with carrots and potatoes tonight. Not quite the fancy fare we’ve been supping on the past couple of days, but hearty enough.”
Unfortunately, it seems that dinner will be delayed. I turn around and come face to face with Corvin and a full complement of the guard. Even through his thick beard, I can see the tension in his jaw. This is not a social call.
Not wanting to get her in any trouble on my account, I withdraw from Sable’s side. “Just tell me you're only here for me,” I say to Corvin.
“For now.”
Thank Solari for small favors. I flag down a passing servant. “Excuse me, but I’m afraid I've been called to the Chambers. Would you be so kind as to escort this young lady to the old nanny’s quarters next to mine?” I might be required to answer this summons, but Sable has no such obligation. She should be free to relax away from prying eyes and ogling stares. I'll catch up with her after the Elders chew me out for whatever they think I've done this time.
The servant girl frowns. “You mean Kiki’s old rooms? The ones that adjoin yours?”
“Yes. Make sure she’s fed and comfortable before you get back to work.”
Sable’s brow furrows. “Cara, I don’t understand. What's going on?”
“You know how I said I get into trouble on my own? Well, this appears to be one of those times.” I try to hide my irritation with a smile, but I don’t think she's buying it. “I'll be fine. Just get settled, eat some dinner, and go to bed. I'll see you in the morning.”
Corvin’s eyes narrow at that, but whatever. Contrary to what the Elders might think, I don’t live and breathe to make him happy. Still, to avoid further ruffling his feathers, I stop myself shy of giving her a goodbye kiss. I still don’t know how she’d receive something like that. I watch her walk off with the servant girl, only tearing my eyes away from her receding form when Corvin clears his throat.
“Her skirt’s awfully short.”
A master of stating the obvious, that man. “I rather like it.” I shrug and start towards the Elders’ Chambers. The guards freeze, seemingly torn between their duty to follow me and their desire to watch the short-skirt show. “Are you all going to come along, or are you going to ogle my guest?”
Corvin curses under his breath, and he barks out an order that sends the guards trotting after me.
I wonder what the Elders are mad about now. Is it just my delay in returning, like Corvin said, or is there something else? Will they fight me on Sable staying in the palace? These questions and others swirl in my mind, plaguing me.
I want her to feel happy and safe with me. For some reason, this takes priority over all else. It burns at the forefront of my mind, drawing all my other thoughts to that one goal like a moth to the flames.
As I suspected, a triad of disapproving glares greets me as I stride through the Chamber doors.
My pace is such that the guards had to jog to keep up with me, so when we all finally come to a stop below the dais they pant for breath. Corvin, who just two days ago lay near death, is the only one besides me in good enough shape to endure the rushed march through the palace.
To my surprise, Tirin lays into me first. I expected Kryos to lead the dressing-down, but I guess the youngest Elder must have done something to earn a temporary promotion.
“Why did you delay your return, Suntouched? We expected you to come back with the rest of the soldiers, as is your duty.”
I’ve been planning my response ever since Corvin interrupted Sable and me on the road back. “Is it not also my duty to tend to the injured wolf we rescued from the panthers? She fought bravely despite being wounded and near death, and it would have been rude to leave before she was fully recovered.”
He leans forward. “The healers at the temple could have seen to her needs. Instead, you wasted time dallying and carrying on as though you were courting the girl!”
Interesting. Someone in the town reported back to the Elders, or at the very least to Corvin, who passed word along. The most likely culprit is the drunkard at the tavern. He was the only person to directly challenge me in regards to the events in the woods, after all. When I think more on the matter, though, I realize it could have been almost anyone. A spy wouldn’t want me to get suspicous, would they? No. They’d put on a kind face, perhaps befriend me to gain information.
“I was doing nothing of the sort. I tended her wounds, yes, and saw to it that she was fed and clothed, but I wouldn’t go so far as to say I was courting her.”
Corvin crosses his arms over his chest and snorts. “I’d say your actions on the road before I stopped you looked very much like courting.”
Bastard! Gone are the days of him standing up for me, then. Perhaps he’s the rat. I can see him being petty and reporting slanderous lies.
Jealousy doesn’t suit him.
Kryos bangs a fist on the arm of his seat with a growl. “Where is this mystery girl? Why hasn’t she been brought to our presence for questioning?”
I’ll be damned if I let them rake her over the coals in the state she’s in. “Your excellency, the poor girl has been through a major trauma. She nearly died all alone in the woods, and she’s still terrified and skittish. If we barrage her with questions, she’s only going to recede further into herself, and then we’ll never get answers out of her.”
Lana scoffs. “Your job is not to coddle her.”
“Compassion is not coddling.”
“You can paint it with pretty words all you like, but that doesn’t change the fact that you have been neglecting your duties for no good reason.” Kryos’s fangs slide out, and his fingernails lengthen into claws. “With the number of panthers Corvin counted, we should be amassing a military force for you to lead back into the woods. Twenty panthers! Acting most out of character at that. From the retellings of your soldiers and guards, the panthers were organized, led by a single man. This is incongruous with what we know of them. We need as much information as possible to devise a proper plan of action.”
I wave my arm at Corvin in a sweeping gesture. “You have his account! Do you really think a scared civilian is going to remember any important details that Corvin, your finest battle-bred soldier, could not? It would be a waste of time to even try to question her, especially right now. She’s all alone in a strange environment, and when you add the horrors she was subjected to in the woods, she’s lucky to have her head on straight as it is. Leave her alone.”
Kryos growls. “You will bring her to us, and that is an order.”
He’s not the only one who can posture. I shift my own fangs and claws, then ignite a ring of flames on the floor, surrounding the dais and trapping the Elders where they sit. “You will leave her alone. That is an order from the heir.”
Lana shrieks. “You dare threaten us? Even worse, you dare to command us?”
I take a step forward and pour more power into the flames. “I dare to assume the command that is my birthright. I’m sick of you three playing like your desires are more important than those of the Sun God Himself. As the rightful heir, I am assuming my rightful control of the tribes today.” I turn to the court scribe, who scribbles so fast in his attempt to record our words that I note several places where he’s torn through the vellum with the nib of his quill. “You hear that, Barton? As of today, the Elders are stripped of their authority. They are now nothing more than old dogs. I, Cara Solari, heir to Solari, am embracing my claim to the throne of the tribes.”
The Elders stammer and sputter, declaring me unfit and shouting orders to the guards to arrest me. The guards have a moment of confusion, then march forward to circle the dais.
They draw their swords on the Elders, and I snuff the flames with a satisfied smirk plastered on my face. I turn to Corvin, who stands with his mouth hanging open in shock.
“As for you, General … The wedding is officially off.”




Chapter 11
Cara
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I regret my decision the instant I realize that I can no longer hurry back to Sable’s room. Having dismissed the Elders and ordered them imprisoned to their quarters until I know what to do with them, I now sit in the center throne on the dais, barking orders and making decrees left and right. It’s been hours, and I haven’t had much chance to breathe, let alone make sure she’s okay in her new surroundings.
There was some expected backlash to my sudden declaration of rule—mostly from the Elders themselves, but Corvin and the other generals had their own opinions as well. Vic was really the only one who was all for the change, but once I asserted myself and maintained that I wasn’t going to back down, the others reluctantly agreed to accept my rule.
By “reluctantly,” I mean they bickered and shouted for a solid hour before easing into mild grumbling and acquiescence. Corvin practically radiates rage, but once it becomes clear that no one is going to stop me, he sets his jaw and follows through on whatever I say … for now.
I have no delusions that this will be an easy transition. There will undoubtedly be an uptake in assassination attempts, along with outright defiance. If I’m smart, I should really sleep with one eye open.
Speaking of sleeping, I wanted to be there for Sable when she fell asleep, but my duties hold me hostage. Despite being raised to this eventuality, now that it’s here, I find myself woefully unprepared for all the tedium that rule entails. I’ve never had to actually do anything as the heir; until now, I’ve just followed the Elders’ lead. I don’t know when I’ll be able to check on her. It could be morning before I can get away.
I appoint Hugh and Sym as co-captains of my guard, skipping over Corvin as I don’t know that I trust him not to slide a knife between my ribs the first chance he gets. I know that neither Hugh nor Sym has any desire to take charge of the tribes, and I know they’ll guard me and anyone I place under my protection to their dying breaths.
After I make hasty arrangements for the transfer of power, I find myself stuck listening to grievances from the populace, things that the Elders normally took care of. I wonder how the Hells they maintained their sanity when people are constantly banging on the door with complaints, but then I realize: They probably only gave audience during the daytime. I bet the Elders never took the time to listen to the citizens if it wasn’t convenient for them.
That’s a trick they never taught me.
Midnight passes and still people line up at the doors, wanting my attention. Once I realize that I can dictate my own hours, I beckon Sym to my side and order everyone removed from the Chamber. I’ll never get out if I listen to everyone, so I hastily set formal grievance hours in a rushed decree, delivered to the waiting populace before the ink is dry on the vellum.
With that taken care of, I think it should be easier to speed through everything else requiring my immediate attention, so I can get back to Sable.
I am so wrong.
“Everything else requiring my immediate attention” turns out to be quite a lot. There are minutiae that I never realized had to be dealt with personally, from what the palace kitchen’s menu will be for the week to making decisions on the official uniforms of the palace staff to signing documents to … Will this ever end?
My stomach starts rumbling around an hour past midnight, and I dismiss almost everyone so I can scarf something down. Last night’s dinner is long since cold, but thankfully someone in the kitchens heated up a portion for me. I hate cold stew.
The duties resume as soon as I’ve swallowed the last bite. How did they know I was done?
By the time four rolls around, I can barely see. I’m so exhausted that my eyes cross as I stare out into the Chambers at my staff. I nudge Sym, who stands next to me.
“Is there anything else that has to be decided right this minute?” I whisper as another town council member drones on about something or other. Crops, maybe, or the weather. I don’t know anymore.
He pauses for a moment. “I think you’re good for a few hours. Want me to send them away?”
“Please.”
Sym signals the guards in the back, and just like that, the supplicants are whisked away.
I’m finally alone.
With a shaking hand, I reach up and rub my forehead to try to clear the burgeoning headache sparking behind my eyes. “Am I really free, Sym?”
A low chuckle rumbles next to me. “Do you really think you’ll ever be free again?”
I groan and lean forward, elbows on my knees. “Ugh. No. But that doesn’t mean I can’t dream.” I crane my neck to gaze out into the hallway, but I don’t see anyone beyond the doors. “It looks safe enough, but maybe I should take the back passageways, huh?”
“That might be a good idea.”
The palace is vast, and the servants’ halls are even more mazelike than the main halls. This late at night, there are unlikely to be many people in either, but I’m much less likely to be molested or bothered in the servants’ halls. At worst, someone might offer to help me.
I duck out a back door and scurry down the halls, Sym hot on my heels. As I predicted, few wolves roam the halls at this late hour, and I breathe a sigh of relief when I reach the servants’ entrance to my quarters. Safe at last, Sym bows and leaves me to catch what little sleep I can. I shut and lock the door behind me and slump againt the heavy wood.
I should go straight to bed. I should collapse on my own mattress and be done with today.
Instead, I straighten and strip out of my clothes, heading for the adjoining door to where Sable sleeps.
We were interrupted quite rudely in the woods, and again in the bathhouse. I was determined to get close to Sable, to explore the new kind of burning inside me that had nothing to do with the Sun God’s flames. That meant time alone with her, something that would now be in short supply.
Once nude, I slide through the door to her room, closing it as gently as possible to avoid waking the sleeping beauty.




Chapter 12
Sable
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I follow the servant girl with no small amount of doubt and hesitation. Shouldn’t I be staying with Cara? I feel so exposed without her strong presence to protect me.
Most of the people bustling about the palace seem too busy to bother with me, but one servant girl in particular glares daggers at me as I pass. I catch a whiff of hatred and envy, but when I turn back, the stunning blonde is gone.
Why would that young woman possibly have such disdain for me? We've never even met.
I try to memorize the path we take through the maze of hallways, but I know the next time I have to venture out into the palace, I'll get lost. How does anyone get around in this huge place?
Once we get to the room I'm to stay in, the servant girl selects a key from a huge ring of them, unlocks the massive door, and waves me into the room. I take a few hesitant steps inside, and before I have time to take in my surroundings, she excuses herself to get me some food and shuts me in.
It's not a terrible place to get shut into. Plush carpets cover the floors, and red velvet curtains trail from ceiling to floor at the windows, blocking the sunlight. A large crystal chandelier hangs from the ceiling, reflecting the candlelight from the candelabras placed throughout the room. Large, elaborate tapestries hang along the stone walls, insulating the expansive room and preventing drafts. A huge canopy bed sits in the southernmost corner of the room. Gauzy white curtains hang from it, tied to the posts with red silk ribbons, and the crimson sheets—what little of them can be seen under the mountain of plush pillows—have the subtle sheen of silk as well.
This is a nanny’s room? I can’t imagine what Cara’s rooms must look like!
After recovering from the shock of my lavish surroundings, I start to explore the room. On the wall opposite the bed are three doors. One leads to a small, private stone privy, a luxury so rare where I'm from that it takes me a full quarter hour to figure out how everything works. The porcelain sink in the corner has both hot and cold running water, and the toilet itself has a mechanism that flushes the waste to some unknown location.
The second door opens to a large closet, one that puts my bedroom at the convent to shame. The shelves are mostly bare, though I see that my scant few belongings have been delivered there.
The third door is locked, and I can only assume that it's the door to Cara’s room. I can’t even imagine the opulence of her living space if this is what her nanny’s room is like.
Now what do I do?
I have no idea how long it will take for the servant girl to bring food. For all I know, the kitchens are in the far side of the palace. I could be here all day waiting.
On the opposite side of the room from the three doors sits a series of bookshelves. I'm not in the mood for reading, but I peruse the spines to see what choices I have. Everything from religious texts to scientific treatises to fairy tales can be found here, relieving some of the anxiety about the coming days. If I have good reading material, I won't feel so caged in.
Aside from books, there really isn't much to do in this room. Perhaps the nanny didn’t have any other hobbies.
A knock on the door breaks through my inspection, and I open it to a surly guard. He shoves a bowl of stew at me and stalks off before I can thank him. I shut the door, this time turning the lock, and head to a small table and chairs in the corner to sit down and eat.
The stew is delicious, and when I'm done my belly is so full that a wave of sleepiness washes over me. I decide to give the bed a try. I remove my clothes and set myself to task removing layers of pillows so there will be room for me.
Soft silk envelops me when I climb in. I sink into the fluffy mattress and wait for sleep to take me.
And I wait.
And I wait some more.
I lose track of how long I lie there waiting. Long enough for most of the candles to burn more than halfway down. I can’t quite pinpoint what’s stopping me from sleeping.
Perhaps it’s the excitement of the past few days. I suppose anyone who had my simple upbringing might be shocked into perpetual wakefulness when thrust into this lavish environment. Recent events scroll through my mind. I speed up the attack, not wishing to relive that part, then slow down the moments with Cara.
She saved me. She didn’t know me, had never met me, yet she took care of me like I was kin. I know I’ll never be able to adequately express my gratitude. How can I? Her actions were heroic. They deserve heroic rewards—and I have nothing to give in repayment.
As I replay our time together, my mind keeps coming back to the ride to the palace. Her legs pressed against mine. Her arm around me. Her hand sliding up my thigh …
Before I realize what I’m doing, my hand traces Cara’s path on my leg. I start at my knee, then slowly slide up. My heart rate picks up, and my breathing shallows. I don’t quite know what’s happening to me, why I’m like this when I think of her, but I find I rather enjoy it.
When I get to the spot in my memories where we were interrupted, my narrative shifts. Rather than stop where she did, I keep going. I inch up between my legs until I reach the patch of coarse curls at the apex. My body jerks when I brush my fingers over a small lump at the top of the now-wet folds, sending an electric rush though me, and I zero in on that spot. Faster and faster I rub, picturing Cara lying next to me.
While I've had these desires in the past, this is something completely new. I've explored my body before, learned what feels good and what doesn’t, but this marks the first time I've pictured a specific person while doing so. Her touch, her scent, her laugh, her smile. She smiles so often, yet when it’s directed at me, I always feel like I’m the only person in the world she’s smiling at, like that smile is reserved only for me.
The more I think about Cara, the more aroused I become, until I give in to my urges and slip two fingers inside myself, pumping them in and out as I squirm on the bed. Tiny gasps and mewls squeak out of my mouth. I clamp my other hand over it to stifle myself, though I doubt anyone can hear through the thick wooden door.
I arrive at a thunderous climax, and to my horror I end up soaking the sheets in the middle of it. I scoot off the wet spot and lie there, panting, until I've caught my breath. When I'm finally able to move, I get up and strip the soiled sheets in shame. What will Cara think if she learns I wet the bed my first night here?
After a half hour of searching, I find fresh sheets. I make the bed, then panic again when I realize I have no idea where to dispose of the dirty linens. I hastily stuff them in the darkened fireplace and ignite them with my gifts.
There. No evidence.
Well, none save for the smell. It’s not the same acrid scent of urine; it’s sweeter, almost pleasant … and unfortunately, it lingers even after I’ve eliminated the bedding. I heave open one of the heavy windows, hoping to air out the room before anyone else comes in.
It takes over an hour for the rapid thudding of my heart to slow to a normal speed. By that time, it’s well into the night, and I hope Cara doesn’t have early breakfast planned for us. I drift off to sleep listening to the chirping of insects outside.
***
I wake with a start as someone climbs into the bed with me. I summon the flames to protect me, but before I can release them I catch the person’s scent.
Cara.
Her toned arms wrap around me, enveloping me in a warm hug, and when she snuggles close I realize she’s naked as well. I freeze, unsure of what to expect.
“Been a long night,” she whispers into my neck as she nuzzles into me. “Overthrowing the establishment to claim my throne early, it turns out, requires a lot of administrative work.”
What is she talking about? “Um … okay.”
Cara slides a leg over mine, and I worry that she’s going to continue what she started on the road to the palace. I don’t know what to do if that happens, how to reciprocate—or even if I’m one hundred percent sure I want to. Despite my earlier fantasies, when faced with the reality of her body next to mine, I panic.
“I’m glad I can just lie here with you like this. No expectations. It’s nice.”
With that, her breathing shallows, easing into a light snore.
I lie there in silence for several moments. I don’t know what this means for the two of us. Are we a couple? Did something happen the last few days to indicate that, and I missed it? So many questions, and the only person I feel comfortable with is out cold from exhaustion.
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By the time I got to her chambers, Sable had already long since dozed off. I felt bad for startling her awake, but her body relaxed as I held her, and she didn’t exactly reject my presence in her bed. Instead, she snuggled back in kind.
From the faint scent of pheromones in the room when I arrived, I could tell she had been engaging in some … extracurricular activities while I was busy. Not that I blame her, but it makes me wonder if she had been alone or if someone had been with her.
My heart seizes at the thought of Sable being intimate with someone else. It’s not a feeling I’m accustomed to, and I decide I don’t much like it.
Could Marra have come to visit Sable while I was gone? No … Marra may be a wild young thing, but she seems the type who is more interested in bedding power, not novelty. A new woman available in the palace, no matter how gorgeous, wouldn’t be enough of a draw for her to make a move. Not if she couldn’t get anything out of the exchange. And though I’ve only known her a couple of days, I highly doubt Sable would be the one to initiate something. No, she must have been alone.
The thought of Sable masturbating excites me, but not enough to make me try anything with her … yet, that is. She needs special handling.
All in due time. Now is the time for asserting dominance and quelling rebellion, which I’m sure isn’t too far off. The multitude of official decrees I signed off on will probably be met with resistance.
These thoughts circle in my head as I drift off, but the rest of my night is blissfully free of dreams. When I wake at dawn still wrapped around Sable, I can’t help but smile. What use is there for depressive musings when I have a world of light right here in my arms?
She still slumbers, so I slip out of bed and throw on a robe. I slip back into my room and dress for the day, trying to be quick so I can return to Sable before she wakes. To maintain an outwardly proper appearance, I summon a servant from my own door and ask him to fetch us breakfast and deliver it here. I figure it would seem less inappropriate for me to bring Sable to my quarters to eat. Better to take the food brought here and bring it through the adjoining door between our rooms than to be caught brazenly walking in and out of her room.
 Granted, with our rooms adjoining, people will undoubtedly talk. I’m sure the rumor mill is already rife with tales of my lurid affair with the new young wolf I’ve brought to the palace.
Let them talk. I know the truth of things, and Sable knows, and that’s good enough for me.
I luck out this morning, and breakfast arrives courtesy of Hugh. It’s not his usual job, and I hope he’s not going to take it upon himself to test the food for poisons. I like Hugh; I’d hate it if he got hurt trying to protect my hide.
“What has you playing servant this morning?” I ask as I steal a grape off the plate before my new Captain of the Guard can hand it to me.
Hugh grins. “I couldn’t resist. The whole palace is buzzing about you ordering two meals this morning, hot on the heels of bringing that tasty treat to the palace. You realize this only adds to the wild gossip about your new reign. My favorite one so far is the one where you’ve been planning this little rebellion for years.” He leans in and drops his voice to a conspiratorial whisper. "They say you and the young miss in the next room are already long since wed, and that you’ve just been biding your time to overthrow the Elders and rule jointly.”
I snort out a laugh and take the trays from him. “That’s a good one. Like I could ever hide a torrid romance.”
“Do you need me to set guards on the doors? Sym and I could take this one, and I could assign some lesser-known guards to the other. People would assume you’re in here since your Captain and his Second are standing here, and we could fend off any annoying questions, complaints, or other such foolery.”
“That would be great. Thanks, Hugh.”
He bows and shuts the door. I take both trays and head for Sable.
With both trays balanced on one arm,  I knock on the door. There’s a brief delay before Sable opens it, and my heart surges in my chest when I see her.
Last night when I got to her room, the candles had all burnt out, and it was near pitch black. She had been under the covers, so I never got a good look at her then. Now she stands before me in an oversized silk dressing gown, with one side sliding off her slender shoulder and her raven hair mussed from sleep.  Her cheeks have a ruddy glow, and her red lips are parted ever so slightly in a cute little pout.
She’s stunning.
I almost drop the food when I see her. Her reflexes must be amazing, because her hand shoots out and stabilizes the trays before they can crash to the floor.
“Whoa! You okay, Cara? Do you need help carrying this?”
I flash her a smile and try to play it off. “I’m fine. Shouldn’t have tried reaching for the doorknob while holding both of these.”
She gives me a dubious look, but she doesn’t question it. “Well, come on in. I was about to come find you; I’m pretty hungry, so this is perfect timing.”
We eat in silence for several minutes before Sable speaks again.
“You were gone when I woke up.”
Guilt tightens my throat at the disappointment in her voice, and I almost choke on my bite. I swallow hard and try to phrase my response in the gentlest way possible. “I wanted to let you sleep. You looked so peaceful, and I thought I’d have enough time to dress and arrange breakfast for us before you woke.”
“Oh.”
Damnit! For all my experience in sexual matters, it appears I suck at the romance side of things. She looks like I slapped her.
“I’m sorry.” What else should I say? What else can I say?
“It’s okay.” She chews her next bite for an agonizing minute, and I wonder how bad I screwed up. Finally, she swallows and changes the subject. “So, last night is a bit foggy, but I could swear you said something about overthrowing the establishment?”
The corner of my mouth tilts up in a grin. “Oh, yeah. That. Well, the Elders were being jerks, as usual, and I got fed up with it. I was due to ascend next month anyway, so what’s a few weeks in the grand scheme of things?”
“I thought you had to be wedded to take the throne.”
I don’t understand the point of her comment until I catch the bright blush in her cheeks. Realization slams into me, and I hurry to reassure her. “No! I mean, that’s the tradition, but hells, it’s been over a hundred years since the last Suntouched sat the throne. Traditions like that don’t mean anything anymore as far as I’m concerned. I’m starting new traditions.” I reach across the table and take her hand, rubbing the back of it with my thumb. “One of the reasons I seized control was that the Elders were always trying to control me. They wanted me to marry Corvin, and I have zero desire for that. My wants and needs were never taken into consideration, which is a pretty shitty way to live if you ask me.”
Sable nods and squeezes my fingers. “I understand. My life hasn’t ever really been my own. I’ve always had to do whatever the nuns at the convent said, no matter what I may have wanted.”
Her words catch me off-guard. I’ve never considered that other people, commoners for lack of a better term, might feel constrained in their lives as well. While Sable isn’t exactly common in my eyes, Suntouched or no, a newfound empathy for others blooms in my heart.
Something else blooms further down, and I squirm in my chair. I don’t want to push Sable, but there’s not much about her that doesn’t excite me.
Sable looks up at me through her lashes and grins. “There are some things I didn’t even know I wanted, and it’s strange to have the freedom to do them now. I—I don’t quite know how to proceed.”
Our fingers lace together, and I find myself leaning over the small table towards her. We meet in a chaste kiss that, while nothing like kissing Marra or the other girls I’ve been with, curls my toes nonetheless.
With my other hand, I reach around and bury my fingers in her silky hair. I deepen the kiss, probing with my tongue until she lets me in. Our combined pheromones fill the air, an intoxicating aroma that only serves to spur me on. When Sable slides a hand down my chest, brushing over my hard nipple, I lose all ability to control myself. I pull back from the kiss, panting. “I want you.”
Sable nods, also out of breath. The dressing gown slips off her shoulders, exposing the most perfect breasts I've ever seen. “I don’t really know what to do …” Her voice trails off.
“Don’t worry. I'll show you.”
The table between us makes things awkward, so I get up and take her hand to lead her to the bed. Sable follows me, a shy smile drawn across her face that just lights me up in the best way. I help her up onto the high mattress and watch the curve of her ass move as she crawls in to give me room.
When I climb up beside her, Sable leans back and spreads her slim legs. I appreciate the gesture, but somehow I know I shouldn’t just dive in and feast quite yet.
Sable needs patience. She needs to be wooed properly, not rushed into anything.
No matter how much I want it.
I slide between her legs and lie on top of her, keeping the majority of my weight off her by propping up on my elbow. The heat radiating off her warms my belly, and I lean in to steal another kiss.
Kissing Sable sends electric currents through my body, but if I take a moment to think, I have to admit she’s not the best at it. She's mentioned living in a convent, so maybe she just doesn’t have the practice. I would imagine it’s hard to get much experience with sex and making out when you're surrounded by nuns.
That's okay. She can be a little clumsy the first few times. I'll be patient. I'll teach her.
It turns out that Sable is a quick study. She goes from sloppy stumbling with her lips to a veritable maestro in a matter of minutes. Everything I show her she emulates soon after, with not so much as a word passing between us. It's like we're in tune, like we share a common mind. I lick, she licks. I stroke, she strokes. Before long, she's almost teaching me things, and I pay strict attention. I want to know what she likes, and what better place to learn than in her bed? What better teacher than she?
When Sable reaches inside my top and squeezes my breast, I shudder. She giggles against my lips and tweaks my nipple. I press harder with my lips, swirling my tongue around hers.
Imagine my surprise when her other hand travels south and grips my groin.
I squeal and grind against her probing fingers, and suddenly my clothes seem far too restrictive.
“One sec,” I pant as she starts to massage with her adventurous hands. “I feel overdressed in this situation.”
The damn robe catches on every joint as I try to wrestle it off. Sable giggles and helps me out of it; when I'm finally nude, I sit up on my knees and gaze down at the beauty beneath me.
Sable’s face lights up with a ruddy glow, and her chest heaves as she breathes. I could watch her forever. I could sit here and stare at her naked body for all eternity and never get bored.
“What's wrong?” Sable’s pretty mouth dips into a frown.
“Nothing.” I reach out and stroke her cheek, testing to make sure she's real. “Nothing could ever be wrong while I'm here with you.”
I’d say something more poetic, but we're interrupted by a loud pounding at the adjoining door.
“Cara? Cara, it's Sym. You need to come to the throne room, quick!”
I groan and climb off my angel. “Duty calls.”
Fuck duty. Fuck whoever decided to start shit on my first official day as the Suntouched Queen.
They're about to find out that my wrath is not worth whatever antics they've been up to.
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Five hours.
Five long, Sable-less hours I spent dealing with the minor upheaval in the nearest town square, instigated by a handful of curs loyal to the Elders.
Five hours I could have spent in her bed.
Five hours, wasted.
First I had to listen to the guards regaling me with the details of the skirmish. Half a dozen townsfolk had started a miniature riot, shouting seditious things and generally being nuisances. The Town Watch had tried to quell it before things got too far out of hand, but a young wolf ended up shifting and running to the palace to alert my own guard, who had to send a contingent out to handle the matter. One of those guards currently lies in the infirmary with a nasty bite wound from an insurgent.
Next, I had to listen to my new advisors arguing over how best to address it. A loud few wanted me to execute the lot of them to send a message, while others thought it prudent to be more lenient in the first days of my reign. Still others had the audacity to question me about Sable, asking if she should be present as another Suntouched. That little tidbit of information ignited a whole new barrage of questions, and I spent a full hour fielding those before we got back to the matter at hand.
Once I ordered the fools’ arrest, I had to wait for them to be apprehended and sit through the most boring judicial court I've ever sat. Some idiot had the bright idea to detain any witnesses for an official hearing, so several hours were spent listening to nearly identical accounts of the day’s happenings. Judging from the reactions of the citizens who weren’t involved, the miscreants were in the minority in their opinions. Most of the witnesses dedicated a good amount of their testimony to espousing their loyalty and generally sucking up.
All this had to be done so I could do what I wanted in the first place, which was to imprison the idiots in a dungeon cell until they could sleep off the mead that drove them to their drunken antics.
By the time I get back to Sable’s quarters, my stomach is making its displeasure known. I never finished my breakfast, and lunch is still a solid two hours away.
I slam the door shut and sink back against the wood, too exhausted to bear my full weight on my own. I look up to see my patient partner—Is that what we are?—seated at the small table, waiting for me. To my dismay, she’s dressed for the day, her glorious breasts covered.
Well, that’s disappointing. I'd hoped to pick up where we left off.
“Is everything okay?” Her face bears tiny worry lines, small wrinkles that I wish I could erase. Sadly, if today is any indication, I'll only be adding to those lines as the days go on. “As okay as it can be, considering. I've upended the status quo, so there's bound to be resistance.”
Her frow deepens, and she moves to stand. “ Is there anything I can do to help?”
I pause as I consider my options. “I don’t suppose you can reinstate the Elders without actually giving them any power? Just, you know, convince the populace that things are still the same? Maybe then they’ll calm down.”
A tiny smile tugs at her lips. “Unfortunately not. I'm afraid you have to live with what you’ve done.”
“Damn.” I push away from the door and cross the room. Taking Sable’s hands in mine, I guide her to sit back down. “Sable, I fear I’ve gone and done something stupid. I got so caught up in the Elders’ meddling in my life that I didn’t consider how my actions might affect you.”
“What do you mean?”
I heave a sigh. “Word of your gifts has started to spread, and I’m afraid my counselors are demanding to meet you. Some think you should join me in the royal court, some think you’re a fake who should be exiled for having the audacity to imitate a Suntouched Soul, and some just want you dead.”
Her eyes widen, and I inhale the acrid scent of fear. I squeeze her hands and try to reassure her. “I won’t let anyone hurt you. I just want you to be informed about what you might encounter in court. If you don’t want to go yet, if you'd rather hide away in here for a while until you’re adjusted to things at the palace, that's fine. I'll stall them for as long as it takes for you to feel comfortable here.”
The pause that comes after is far too long. I wonder if I haven’t scared her off, if she doesn’t think she’d be better off being left to the panthers. She sighs, and a small muscle in her jaw twitches.
“I might need a couple of days, yeah. I mean, I’m accustomed to a simple life. Bread and water, some game meat, and my daily supplications to the Flame God. This all is … quite a lot. The palace, the food, the people. I’m not used to any of this.” She looks me in the eye. My heart skips a beat with the intensity of her gaze. “I’m not used to having someone who gives a shit what I want. This concern is strange to me. I keep expecting you to come to your senses at any second and kick me out on the street.”
I sit back in shock. “Never!”
Sable chuckles, and it’s her turn to pat my hand in reassurance. “I know that. Well, a part of me knows it. Enough that I’m not going to leave. I’m not going to run screaming for the hills. But I think I will take you up on your offer to hide me away, at least for a little bit.”
“Is there anything I can do to make your time here pass better?”
She blushes. “It’s too much to ask.”
“What is it?”
“Stay.”
Crap. That’s about the only thing I can’t do right now. I already hear Sym’s footsteps on the other side of the door. I’m needed again.
As if on cue, there’s a rapid knock.
“I wish I could, but I’m afraid you’re right: it’s too much to ask of me. Especially right now.” I stand, steeling myself for the next crisis.
“I know. And that’s okay. I’m patient.”
Relief washes over me. She’s not going to leave. I don’t know why that’s so important right now, when the rest of my world is careening towards anarchy, but I’m glad she’s staying. “I’m stationing guards—people I trust—outside your door. If you need anything, anything at all, just open the door and let them know. They’ve been instructed to get you whatever you might want.”
Sable smiles. “Okay.”
I go back to the adjoining door and open it to find an irritated Sym standing there, red-faced and out of breath.
“Cara, we’ve got a problem.”
I suppress the desire to roll my eyes. “Of course we do. What is it this time?”
“The Elders have escaped. Corvin’s gone, too, along with Niles and Bram. Several of your troops have gone missing as well, presumably left with them.”
Great. Just what I need. I turn back to Sable with what I hope reads as an apologetic grin. “Duty calls—again. See you here for dinner, I hope?”
She nods, and I follow Sym through the back halls to the Chamber. Even using the servants’ passageways, we have to dodge harried staff and squeeze through throngs of people. I catch snippets of whispered conversations as we hurry past, none of it good.
“There’s the Suntouched! I heard she’s lost her mind and overthrown the Elders!”
“I heard she’s been plotting this for years with the new Suntouched they found in the woods.”
“Well, I heard the new Suntouched is her cousin.”
“Cousin?! I heard they were caught together on the road back from the panther attack.”
If I had the time, I’d stop and straighten these busybodies out. As it is, I have to deal with the escapees and the deserters first. Court gossip will have to wait.
The Chamber is no less chaotic. Servants dodge raging generals as they race to keep up with thirsty nobles who seem to think wine is the solution to everything. Between the sniveling sycophants, the stomping commanders, and the harried advisors, I can barely concentrate. Finally, ten minutes after my arrival, I put two fingers to my mouth and release a shrill whistle to get their attention.
“That’s enough!” I sweep the room with my gaze, meeting the eyes of each and every wolf.  “If you are not a general, commander, or guard, I want you out of my Chamber now!”
It may be a bit unorthodox to dismiss even the servants, but in my experience they hear most of anyone. We will likely be discussing sensitive matters, and I can’t have some forgotten staff member running off telling the general populace what’s happening.
Once the hangers-on have vacated the Chamber, I order the guards to bring in tables and chairs so we can all sit down. I fear this won’t be resolved quickly, and sore, tired feet only lead to more cranky men and women. I need everyone sharp, so comfort becomes a factor. I know that I, for one, think better when I’m comfortable, and no reason for me to be the only person sitting. I even come down off the dais and take a seat at the head table with my remaining generals.
With everyone seated except the guards, I start questioning those who have stayed behind. Just because they didn’t desert with the others doesn’t mean they don’t want to desert, and some may have stayed behind just to gather intel and report back to the missing wolves.
Vic, Fizz, and Lann—who arrived while I was gone killing panthers—all staunchly declare their loyalty. Vic even goes so far as to slice his palm in an attempt to make a blood oath, which I quickly put a stop to. The last thing I need is people thinking I’m demaning blood sacrifices from my followers.
Several commanders also pipe up with proclamations of fierce devotion, but some are more reluctant. I make mental notes of both those who speak too loudly in my favor and those who are far too hesitant to commit to anything.
Hours pass as we go over plans to locate and capture Corvin and the Elders. No one seems to have any clue where they could be, though a few offer vague suggestions for places to look. My instinct is that they’re probably going to hide out within a day’s journey, so any attack they might plan can be executed swiftly. That doesn’t bode well for me, but it also narrows the search parameters.
A servant knocks on the door just past dinner time, and I have Sym let them in, hoping for food. Instead, she scurries to my side and hands me a tiny, wax-sealed note bearing my name. It looks to have been tied to a messenger raven. I wave her off and dismiss the convened soldiers to go get something to eat. We’ve been at a standstill since lunch, anyway.
As soon as the room is empty save for me and the guards, I open the note. There, in Bram’s blocky handwriting, is a short, simple message.
They don’t know I’m loyal.




Chapter 15
Cara
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So … I have a wolf on the inside of this little counter-coup. Interesting.
Life sure took a swift about-face the past few days. Finding Sable, losing my temper with the Elders, losing the Elders … I can barely keep my head on straight.
Word is out that the Elders have escaped, making life that much harder. Now in addition to suck-up sycophants, I have irate Elder loyalists screaming at me wherever I go. Things get thrown, the guards step in, and chaos ensues. It’s a mess. Thankfully no one has been hurt yet, but I’m sure it’s only a matter of time. Someone somewhere along the line will get truly violent, and my guards will have no choice but to react.
The servants’ halls have become my salvation. In a strange sort of irony, my dallying with servant girls has served me well, because I can navigate the labirynthine halls like a native. I can avoid most of the insanity as I try to pick up the pieces of the shattered tribes.
Unfortunately, that makes me easier to find for those who know my habits—namely Kiki.
She corners me in a back hallway before I can get back to Sable, and from the red-faced scowl she wears, I’m pretty sure I’m toast. How is it that I’ve managed to usurp control from the Elders, yet one wrong look from Kiki has me shaking in my boots? The crossed arms and toe-tapping boot just add to my dread.
“Kiki! Hello,” I say, eyes darting back and forth in search of an avenue of escape. Sadly, there is none. “What brings you back to these halls today?”
She leans forward and jabs a finger on my breastbone. I wait for my guards to jump in, but Kiki raised Hugh and Sym same as me, and they weren’t about to get in her way. “Cara Solari, what has gotten into you? Overthrowing the Elders mere weeks before you were set to ascend naturally, making decrees all willy-nilly, and the girl! Do you really think no one knows you’ve stashed her in my old room?”
Busted. I take a step back and throw up my hands in defeat. “Look, Kiki, I can explain—”
“I don’t know what to do with you. Certainly nothing I’ve ever taught you has fostered this behavior. Galavanting around with some strange woman, paying no never-mind to your duties. I just don’t know what possible outcome you thought would come of all this. Did you honestly believe you could take over without backlash? Or that you could ignore your responsibility to marry Corvin for the better of the tribes?”
“For the better of the tribes?” I dig in my heels and give her my own crossed-arm pose. “I fail to see what my love life has to do with the better of the tribes. I can rule just as well alone as I could have with his traitorous ass next to me.”
The look of abject horror on Kiki’s face is almost worth it. “Your love life, as you call it, has nothing to do with the wellbeing of the tribes, save for the way it’s making you rule with your ego first! If you believe that you’re not acting rashly, then all hope is lost.” She scoffs and turns heel, stomping down the corridor with her fists clenched and her head held high.
“She’s got a semblance of a point, Cara.” Sym shakes his head. “I mean, if it wasn’t for your infatuation with the wolf from the woods, you wouldn’t have popped off and fired the Elders.”
“You, too, Sym? Of all people, I would have thought you and Hugh would have my back on this. After all, if it wasn’t for me sticking up for the two of you, you both might have been lynched for your preferences. Now you want me to deny my nature and marry myself off to that asshole?”
“Not so much Corvin, but a suitable male—at least for appearances’ sake.” Hugh’s tone is softer, more sympathetic. “You are in a position of political power; that means your life is not your own.”
I grumble and start back down the hall towards my quarters. “Well, maybe I don’t want this position of power. Did anyone ever think about that?”
“Solari’s will goes above all else.”
That earns Sym an eyeroll from me, and a hasty middle finger. “Solari can suck it.”
Twin gapes give Hugh and Sym a comical look, and I hide a snicker as I slide into my room and lock the door.
I stand with my forehead pressed to the wood, trying to wrap my head around Sym and Hugh’s hurtful words. Did they really believe I should marry a man for the sake of appearances? It felt like a betrayal, and from my oldest friends!
Soft fingers light on my shoulder, and I spin around to find Sable standing behind me. She hadn’t been in the room that I’d seen when I walked in, and she moves so silently I hadn’t heard her approach. I gaze at her in her dressing gown, and suddenly the harsh words of Kiki, Hugh, and Sym leave me.
How could this be a mistake? How could my feelings for this woman be harmful to the tribes? This was my destiny. Fuck the rule, fuck the tribes, fuck all of that. Fuck everyone who thinks I should be something I’m not.
I pull Sable into an embrace, and the world rights itself. Her soft form presses into me, her breasts nudging mine, and I thread my fingers in her silky hair as I slide one shoulder of her gown down her arm.
“Come to bed with me, Sable,” I whisper. “Come help me forget my duties.”
She meets my gaze and lets the dressing gown slide to the floor. To my delight, she wears nothing underneath. Without another word, she takes my hand and guides me to the bed. The sweet aphrodisiac of her arousal tickles my nostrils. I strip out of my garb as she slides onto the bed, her smooth legs gliding on the satin.
When I climb up to join her, she splays her legs in a provocative pose. I crawl up the massive bed, pausing at the apex of her legs to inhale her intoxicating scent. Sable rubs a leg against my shoulder, raising it up and over my back. The sight of her sex exposed to me, leaving her in such a vulnerable position, entices me to act. I trace a line on her thigh with my tongue, moving ever closer to my goal. Sable moans, and I almost lose myself in the sound.
I pause to look her in the eye, seeking confirmation that this is what she wants. “I can stop, if this is too much.”
Sable wraps her other leg around me, pinning me between them. “Don’t stop, Cara. Don’t ever stop.”
With that reassurance, I dive in.
Her taste is divine—like the finest ambrosia, like liquid honey, like … like nothing I’ve ever tasted before. Who knew something so delicious could have been improved upon? Just when I’d thought the recipe perfected, Sable comes along and blows every other woman out of the water. I think she’s ruined me for any other, and frankly, I don’t care.
Sable writhes and whimpers as I devour her, and her legs squeeze me in a delightful vice. Her cries grow louder and louder until she’s screaming. I plunge two fingers into her, and after a scant few pumps she releases all over me. I lick through the spasms, cleaning her of every scrumptious drop. Finally, when she’s stilled, I crawl up to cover her with my body.
“Dear Solari, you’re so beautiful.” I stroke her hair, and I’d almost swear she purred. Her cheeks, already flushed from the fresh orgasm, grow an even brighter pink at the compliment.
“I’m not that pretty.”
I take her face in my hands and deliver a deep, passionate kiss. “You’re more than pretty. You’re stunning. You’re perfect. You are the light in my otherwise dark days.”
Sable brushes a lock of hair out of my face, and her expression grows serious. “You are beautiful, too. So full of blinding light, a glow that puts the Flame God’s powers to shame. My whole life has been lived in darkness, and only by meeting you have I found a light to guide my way.”
Her continued use of the strange moniker for Solari—Flame God instead of Sun God—confuses me, but her other words fill me with such joy that I push it out of my mind. Why concern myself with some regional idiosyncracy when I have a goddess beneath me?
I snuggle in beside her, pulling the blankets up to cover us and give added warmth, though to be honest her body radiates such comforting heat it’s not much needed. Within minutes, she’s asleep, and I content myself with watching her doze until I myself fall victim to exhaustion.
***
A thundrous crash jerks me awake, and I shift to my wolf on instinct to better protect Sable. Hackles raised, I scan the room in search of the origin of the offending sound.
My door lies in pieces on the floor, bashed in by several men, who appear to be armed to the teeth. Among them stands Corvin, wielding a nasty-looking sword. Rage twists his features, and I watch as his fangs extend from his gums.
“See? Bedding a monster. I knew that bitch wasn’t a wolf.”
What is he talking about? I move to position myself betwen Sable and the intruders, and I give them a threatening growl.
When my growl is answered with a feline roar, I freeze.
Wolves don’t roar.
I turn slowly, praying to Solari that I didn’t hear what I just thought I heard, begging Him to let me be wrong.
In the bed with me, in my bed, where moments ago Sable slept, crouches a panther.




Chapter 16
Cara
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The shock of seeing Sable shifted into her panther form is enough to jerk me back to human, and I scramble off the bed in horror.
I mated with a panther.
A panther.
Corvin’s commands to seize us, the soldiers’ shouts, panther-Sable’s ferocious roars, all come in a dull, muted hum to my traumatized ears. I go limp as rough hands yank my arms behind me and place me in shackles. Sable is tackled and collared, and we’re carried off.
I don’t even care that I’m being imprisoned in my own palace. I don’t care about the stares as we’re carted down the main halls to the dungeon. I don’t care that my whole world, my days-old empire, has just come to a crashing halt.
Sable is a panther.
So many things make sense now. Her use of Flame God instead of Sun God. Her odd deflection whenever I asked about her past. I realize now that there were so many signs I should have seen, so much I was blind to.
Blind to the panther in our midst.
Worse than that, though, is the betrayal. She let me believe she was a wolf. Never once did she correct me. She played me like a Goddamn fiddle.
Our dungeons are small and cramped, and when the dust settles, I see that I’m in the cell next to Sable. I know from experience that the chains she’s in have been magicked to prevent her from shifting back to human form, and for this I’m glad. I don’t want to be subjected to any vain attempts at winning me back over. Let her stew as a panther, unable to speak any more lies.
I sit in the far corner, well away from the barred wall adjoining our cells. Sable paces at the bars for several minutes, rubbing her head against the iron and purring, but I don’t allow myself to react. I stare at the stone wall next to me, following a roach’s path on the slimy rock. After what feels like an eternity of her manipulative begging, she lies down beside the bars, head resting on her paws.
Hours pass—or maybe days—with no news, no visitors, nothing. Not even Corvin comes to taunt me. It’s just me and Sable, alone in the frigid darkness.
When the torch outside our cells burns out, I try to summon my gifts to both warm me and provide some blessed light.
I try, but no flames come to pierce the black.
They magicked my shackles as well.
They were prepared with chains specifically designed to prevent me from using Solari’s magic.
Somehow, with all that has transpired, this is the part that breaks me. A strangled sob breaks the silence in the dungeon, and a feline whimper answers. I shift my weight, pulling my knees to my bare chest, and rest my head on them. With my arms still bound behind me, it’s not a comfortable position, but I highly doubt Corvin and the Elders have my comfort in mind.
This is how it all ends. Not in the warm light of Solari’s glory, but in a dungeon, cold and dark.
Without windows, it’s hard to accurately gauge the time. I know my bones ache from the strange positions I’m forced to take, and I know I’ve voided in the corner of my cell at least twice, but beyond that, I have no frame of reference. My connection to the Sun God is cut off, so I can’t even use that to mark the passing of time.
A dim light punctures the darkness, and a guard appears—not one of the ones loyal to me—carrying what smells like moldy bread and leather. He tosses the bread on the floor of my cell, right next to where Sable lies, and soon after a water skin flies through the air, landing next to the bread.
“Here you are, fucking traitor. You can share with your lover.” Derision is thick in his tone, and he chuckles.
With that he leaves, taking the torch with him, and the dungeon cells are once again plunged into blackness. I stay put, starving but stubborn, refusing to go near Sable just for a bit of food and water. Silence drags on, until she whines again.
“If you can reach it, you can have it. I’m not hungry.”
It’s a lie, but I’m not about to cave to famine and go near that beast.
Another whine, and I hear her chains rattle. The water skin scrapes on the floor, followed by the soft whisper of the bread. If I had to guess, I’d say she was reaching through the bars and pushing the food towards me.
“Not going to work, panther.” I huddle farther into the corner. “You have no hold over me anymore.”
She huffs, then falls silent.
The next guard comes some time later, heralded by the ringing of chains. Two prisoners by the sound of it. Sure enough, he appears with Hugh and Sym in tow, and they’re dumped in the cell on the other side of me. I move so my hands are by the bars, and I shove my fingers through. Hugh shuffles over and laces his fingers with mine. Sym remains in the center of the cell.
I wait until the guard leaves before speaking, not wanting to give him any ammunition in the case I’m sure Corvin and the Elders are building against me.
“What happened to you two? Surely they didn’t throw you in here just because you followed my orders?”
Hugh squeezes my fingers. “No. We resisted theirs. The Elders have appointed Corvin as the de facto leader, though it seems he’s just a puppet. They dictate, he parrots their words, and changes are made.”
“What else would we expect from Kryos’s grandson?” My words are laced with bitter acid.
“Perhaps if you’d stayed the course and married Kryos’s grandson, we wouldn’t all be in this mess,” Sym grumbles.
“Sym!” Hugh’s fingers disappear from mine, and I hear shuffling and chains. “How can you say that? Cara has been our friend since we were pups. Surely you don’t believe things are better with the Elders back in charge.”
“Things were better when we weren’t chained.”
A tear slips down my cheek at Sym’s hurtful tone. I could have tolerated derision from anyone except him. “Sym, I didn’t know—”
“Shut up, Suntouched. It doesn’t matter if you knew or not. You started an uprising, and we were all fools to get caught up in your rebellion.” More clanking of chains, moving farther away from the sound of it. Sym seems to be taking up a position much like mine, as distant from the source of his aggression as the cell walls would allow.
“Sym …” Hugh’s voice is full of anguish, and I worry that I’ve caused an irreperable rift between the two mates.
My head hangs in shame, though no one save Sable can see it in the dark. “I’m sorry, Hugh. It was never my intent to cause strife for the two of you. For anyone. I just … I was so sick of the manipulation and control. I wanted to bring a peaceful order to things, not—not this.”
“I understand, Cara, but what’s done is done. No amount of apology will change it.”
His words aren’t filled with the poison of Sym’s tone, but they sting nonetheless.
“Was I wrong to want autonomy, Hugh? Was I wrong to want to rule with my own vision, free from their corruption and influence?”
The pause after my words is so long I think he didn’t hear me.
“You weren’t wrong in your intent. What was wrong was the execution.”
Sym scoffs. “Funny you should phrase it that way, my love, seeing as how our execution is likely on the horizon.”
I don’t have anything to say to that, and the silence that follows deafens me.




Chapter 17
Sable
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I can't believe it's all over.
I knew that shifting would expose me, but I had to risk it; I don’t have enough control over my flames, and I had to protect Cara.
The cell isn’t so bad. I've slept in worse places. But Cara’s rejection? That hurts more than any torture could.
Bit by bit, the Elders’ guards and soldiers bring more of Cara’s loyal followers to the dungeon. Her old nanny, Kiki, is among the captured, as are several others. From servants to generals to even children, it seems no one is safe. Cara tries to apologize to each one, to make amends, but most turn a deaf ear to her pleas. The heartache in Cara’s voice cuts me like a knife, and I retreat to the far corner of my cell, curling into a ball to make myself as small as possible.
The chains they have me in prevent me from shifting back to my human form. Part of me wishes I could speak to Cara, to explain myself, but a larger part is grateful that I don’t have to talk. It almost makes her rejection bearable. If I can’t explain everything, then it’s not my fault she's angry. It removes some of the blame from me and transfers it to my captors.
Waiting for my inevitable execution wears on me. I’d rather they get it over with sooner, but for some reason I’m spared for the moment. It’s not even until the second day that the Elder loyalists start throwing excrement and other foul things into my cell. Rather than allow myself to get angry and feed into their vicious hate, I simply turn my back to them and do my best to ignore them. The crap that makes its mark dries in my fur, and I know if I’m ever allowed to shift back I’ll be filthy.
On the morning of the third day, they take Cara away.
They’re gone with her for hours, and the halls of the dungeon echo with her screams. They’re hurting her, torturing her most likely, and there’s nothing I can do about it.
When the guards bring her back, they dump her in her cell and stride off, laughing and wiping her blood from their hands. I can tell by her ragged breathing that she’s alive, but only just.
Why did I shift when they ambushed us? I can’t use my flame powers in this form, and with this blasted collar around my neck, I can’t shift back to heal her.
Her friend Hugh reaches through the bars to try to comfort her, but it appears she’s not even conscious to appreciate the effort. She doesn’t move, save for the rise and fall of her chest. The scent of pain is strong, even with her passed out.
I can’t stand this! I move to the farthest spot in the cell that my chains will allow and start backing up, choking myself in the process. Harder and harder I tug, until the collar digs into my ears and jaw. The smell of my own blood fills my nostrils, but still I struggle to free myself from the collar. If I can just shift …
Finally, the collar pops off, nearly taking my ear with it. My roar of pain covers the rattle of the chains, and I freeze, waiting to see if the guards will return.
Luck, it seems, is on my side. The guards do not appear.
I shake my head to clear it, and a spattering of blood goes flying from my wounded ears. No matter. I can’t worry about that right now.
The shift is excruciating. It can be painful even on the best of days, but between the starvation and cramping from lying in the cell, I want to scream. Once I’m able, I bite my lip to keep quiet. If the guards hear me, they’ll come murder me before I can save Cara.
I collapse onto my hands and knees, exhausted. The other prisoners murmur at my transformation, but thankfully no one sounds an alarm.
As soon as I recover enough to focus, I crawl to the barred wall between our cells and summon my flames. While they stream from my hands, I concentrate on knitting bones and mending lacerations. Cara’s injuries are vast, and I pray to the Flame God Igni that I have enough strength to heal her fully.
I’ve almost finished when the guards return. A crossbow bolt lands in my shoulder with a thump, and my flames extinguish. Cara lies still, with one arm still hanging at an odd angle, but her skin appears smooth. She may still have a broken arm, but I’ve stopped all the bleeding.
“Grab the Suntouched chains! We can’t let her do that crap again!”
As if I could! I’m drained, spent, with no reserves to go on. Add to that the bolt in my shoulder, and I’ll be lucky to have the energy to crawl back into my corner. I count myself fortunate that the bolt seems to have missed anything vital.
The guards swing open the door to my cell, and within seconds I’m chained again. They manhandle the bolt still lodged in my shoulder and kick my gut and my ribs until something cracks. Against my will, I scream. This draws derisive laughter from them, and they leave in stitches.
Cara wakens with a groan, and she pushes herself up with her good arm. She cradles the broken one and looks around, her expression a wide-eyed mix of shock and confusion. When she sees me in human form, realization crosses her face, and she crawls as close as her chains will allow.
“Sable, did you do this?”
I’d answer, but what’s the point? She hates me. I look away to avoid further heartache.
“Sable?”
I close my eyes and roll onto my side, facing away. The position alleviates some of the pain from the crossbow bolt. Blood drips down my shoulder and across my back, drying in caked and cracking streams as I lie there.
By the time they haul me out of my cell for my own torture, the blood has fully dried.
Words cannot describe the abject terror that seizes me as Corvin himself drags me away. I can only imagine what horrors await when he gets me alone. He grabs the shaft of the crossbow bolt and pulls me along. I grit my teeth against the pain, but a moan still escapes me as he manhandles me through the mazelike stone halls. I try to keep up, to scramble along beside him, but the bolt pulls me, tearing muscle and ripping skin. In my pained state, I almost imagine that Cara calls out my name.
Fresh blood seeps from the aggravated wound. I whimper as he shoves me onto a moldy, bloodstained mattress.
What could he need a mattress for? My panicked mind can only think of one possible reason, and it’s something so vile and heinous that I gag at the thought.
He unbuckles his belt with a sinister grin spreading his lips, and I piss myself in fear.
Corvin, general in Cara’s army and model citizen among the wolves, is going to rape me.
Did he do this to Cara? My blood shifts from icy cold to scorching as a red-hot rage surges through me. I hadn’t sensed such an injury when I healed her, but that doesn’t mean I didn’t overlook something. With as much damage as they did to her, it would be easy to miss.
A low growl rumbles in my throat, and Corvin chuckles.
“You think you scare me, kitty
cat? You’re injured. Chained. Useless. The only thing you’re good for is providing a warm cunt for me to bury my cock in.” He pulls down his pants, and said cock springs out.
I scoot back to the far side of the filthy mattress, never taking my eyes off him. He advances with his rod in hand, a mad glint in his eyes.
“I’ll teach you what you women are good for, just like I taught that bitch Cara. You think you’re too good for men? You think you can just spit in the face of natural order?”
He did do this to her! He hurt her more deeply than I had realized, more profoundly than mere physical wounds.
No matter what he may think Cara did, no matter how he thinks she slighted him, nothing can be bad enough to warrant that kind of savagery. Something inside me, something teetering on a razor-sharp edge, snaps in that moment. Suddenly, my own pain is irrelevant. My own safety matters not. The only thing left is a raw, bloodthirsty need for vengeance.
Corvin steps into the mattress. His eyes glow yellow, and I see the start of a shift to his wolf in his elongated canines and gnarled fingers. He means to violate me as an animal.
I crouch low, hands hidden by my legs. For all he knows, I'm cowering.
For all he knows, the magic in my chains is still working.
It's funny how strength can find you in the strangest times. All my life, I've been weak. Timid. Now, though, with the man who attacked my one and only friend bearing down on me, a surge of energy ripples through me. The restrictive spells on my bonds fizzle, and a strange calm settles over me. My full powers lie at my fingertips, buzzing beneath the surface.
I shift my fingers into deadly claws, and I prepare to strike.
Corvin’s masculine pride will be his undoing. He assumes a superiority that simply isn't there.
He delivers himself to slaughter.
I let him grab my throat. I let him get close. Let him lick my cheek, leaving a long trail of saliva. I let him lean into me.
“Your screams will satisfy me for years to come. Yours and Cara’s. I'll use you both nightly, and you'll be helpless to stop me. You'll—”
His words cut off as my claws pierce his chest, wrapping around his black heart.
“You'll die here, Corvin. You are going to burn from the inside out, and your screams will replay in my happiest dreams for the rest of my days.”
Yellow eyes widen, the fanged mouth opens, and an agonizing howl rips through the air as I ignite his still-beating heart.




Chapter 18
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I’ve never been so torn in my life.
Sable is a panther. The enemy. She’s …
She’s sweet. And kind. And shy. She’s caring. Wounded, and not just from the crossbow.
Whatever she is, she doesn’t deserve what Corvin’s about to do to her. What can I do about it, though? I’m chained, unable to use my Solar gifts, locked in a cell.
Morbid as it is, I pause to listen for her screams. I screamed, after all.
I listen, but I don’t hear them. The silence drags on, and my heart sinks. Did Corvin execute her?
My muscles tighten, preparing for a fight, and my nerves itch to pounce on Corvin, to exact revenge for a sin that I’m not sure he’s committed yet. Perhaps he’s just questioning her …
A howl echoes from the direction Corvin took Sable. I freeze, confused. Panthers don’t howl. They roar. What is going on? The guards stationed near our cells trot off in the direction of the strange sound.
With my broken arm hanging limp at my side, I crawl closer to the door of my cell, craning my neck to try to see around the corner. It’s stupid, I know; if Corvin took her to the same place he took me, they’re too far down the maze of halls for me to see anything. Still, I look. I look, I listen, and I wait. The faint whiff of singed flesh drifts to my nose, and for a moment I have hope. Did he take off Sable’s chains, allowing her to use her Suntouched gifts? It would be foolish of him to do so, but then again, Corvin is a fool.
Shouts, then screams, then silence.
Hugh’s chains rattle, and he appears on the other side of the cell wall. “Do you think she got them?” he asks. I’d answer, but my voice is caught in my throat.
Boot heels thunder further down the hall, at least half a dozen men by the sound of it. Seconds tick past. More shouts, then the sound of blows landing. I strain to hear if any of the shouts are Sable’s. Was that her voice just now?
My answer comes moments later when a horde of guards appears with Sable in tow. The bolt in her shoulder has been ripped out, causing a fresh flow of blood, and from the looks of it, she put up a fight. Her face is bruised, with one eye starting to swell shut, and her fingernails have blood and bits of flesh under them. Several of the guards bear deep scratches on their faces.
Good girl, Sable, I think to myself. Make them work for it.
Behind the guards, a horrific sight appears.
Corvin’s face—what’s left of it—bears a gruesome scowl, and his bare chest seeps blood from several smoking claw wounds. He’s been burned from the chest up, and the raw, charred flesh sizzles.
Sable burned him, but she wasn’t able to kill him.
“Lock her up,” he snarls. “Use extra chains. I don’t want her able to move a Goddamn muscle.”
The biggest guard holding Sable answers. “Why don’t we just kill her, General?”
Corvin lets loose with such a fierce growl that the other guards all shrink back. “I said to lock her up! Are you questioning my orders?”
They scurry to lock her back up and toss her back in her cell, and she cries out as she lands on her wounded shoulder. Several of the guards take the opportunity to kick her while she’s bound, their boots landing on the soft tissue of her stomach with sick thuds.
My instinct, my first thought, is to go to her. To make sure she’s okay. The chains and bars prevent that, though, and if I react too strongly now, with the guards still present, they’ll suspect something. Better to pretend that I still don’t care, that I’m still angry with her.
Better to pretend my heart didn’t surge with relief at seeing her alive.
I don’t quite understand the way I feel. By all rights, I shouldn’t be able to stand the sight of her. Everything I've been taught my entire life indicates that Sable, as a panther, is the enemy. My job is to protect my people from her kind. Or at least it was my job before the Elders had me imprisoned.
They haven't shown their faces down here yet, but that doesn’t mean they aren't getting regular reports from the guards. They’re especially likely to show up now that Corvin’s been attacked. Kryos will want revenge for what happened to his grandson. If I recall, he’s the last of Kryos’s line. Even if Corvin deigns to keep her alive for now, he'll want to come down here to exact that revenge personally. Assaulting his only heir more than warrants Kryos’s direct attention.
Apparently it takes some time for news to travel up to the Elders’ Chambers. Nearly an hour goes by before a red-faced Kryos appears at the door to Sable’s cell. I note that Bram accompanies him as his guard, though I don’t know if I can trust the letter that I received from the general. If he’s truly on my side, how could he allow things to go this far? Wouldn’t he have stopped this coup if he could?
While I debate on whether to trust Bram, Kryos rages at the unconscious Sable. She passed out moments after the guards deposited her there, and she hasn’t woken yet.
“You filthy beast! You dare to burn my only grandson? I should have you executed on the spot!”
Bram’s eyes meet mine over Kryos’s head, and he shoots me a questioning glance. He seems to be wanting some kind of signal, though what I don’t know. How can I signal anything with Kryos right there?
Then I catch a glint of light reflecting off Bram’s knife at his side, an angle that appears hidden from view by the Elder.
Would he really kill Kryos for me?
No … that can’t be what he's asking me to signal. It would be suicide to kill Kryos here; he’d never make it out of the dungeons, let alone the palace proper. Then Bram nods, a small, subtle gesture, and I realize that he means to end this one way or another—even at the cost of his own life. He seems to have interpreted something I’ve done as his awaited signal.
Before I can try to undo this, Bram turns to Kryos and whispers in his ear.
“You know, Kryos, she couldn’t have harmed Corvin if our Suntouched hadn’t brought her here.”
Kryos freezes and stops mid-rant.
Bram sidles closer to the enraged Elder and whispers again, louder. “She brought the panther into our midst. She overthrew you. She is the real cause of your pain.”
What is Bram doing? I almost think him a madman until I see the cell key appear in Kryos’s hand. Kryos sneers and turns the key in the lock to my cell. Bram must be egging him on to get him to release me for execution. Will this plan work? I can’t use my Suntouched powers in these chains.
Bram’s plan is risky. If he doesn’t kill Kryos in the first strike, the Elder’s shout will summon more guards, and we’re all done for.
The cell door creaks as Kryos pulls it open. He reaches for his own knife, one designed for the dining table more than for combat, but sharp enough for his purposes. Stab me in the right place with it, and I’m dead regardless.
Kryos creeps into my cell, dining knife drawn, his entire being focused on my demise. My heart races as the Elder man moves forward. I remember Corvin moving just like this, moving in to hurt me. Moving in for something terrible. I remember, and my body remembers, and my body reacts as though Kryos was his grandson. I scramble back to the far wall of my cell, pressing into the rock as though I could merge with it to escape.
Then, from my angle, I see Bram stalk up behind him. I see the general’s raised knife.
I see Bram strike.
His aim is true. The knife enters Kryos’s brain stem and pierces through to the front of his throat. Kryos gurgles around the blade, and his eyes roll back into his skull. Bram catches the body with his other arm and lowers Kryos to the ground. I breathe a sigh of relief and beg my racing heart to slow down.
Is that it? Is it over?
“There are still the other two to contend with, plus Corvin and the other generals loyal to them.” Bram’s calm declaration is a harsh reminder that I have more foes out there. He yanks the ring of keys off Kryos’s belt. “I can unlock your chains, but I can’t come with you. I have to stay and play my part.”
“I don’t understand …”
Bram sets to finding the right keys. “You have to leave, Suntouched. You have to take your friends and leave this place. Go south, beyond our borders. Let your panther guide you. I’ll stay behind and cover.”
Hugh pipes up from his cell. “They’ll know it wasn’t Cara. They’ll know it was you, Bram. You can’t hide a wound like that.”
My chains click open, and I dart out of them. “I can, though,” I say as I summon my flames. “If there’s only a charred corpse to find, they’ll assume I did it.”
Bram nods, and he steps back. “I’ll go buy you some time. Get everyone freed, and go south." He points down the cavernous halls behind him. “Take that passageway. There's a gap in the walls several yards down that lets out below the palace. You'll have to widen it with your powers, but once you do everyone should fit. Don't look back. Just concentrate on surviving, Suntouched.”
I make quick work of Kryos’s disposal, and after a short nod to Bram, who has been opening cells, I grab Hugh’s arm and practically drag him to Sable’s cell. Bram tosses me the keys, and I fumble with them until I find the one I need. “C’mon, Hugh. I'll need you to carry her. I can’t with this broken arm of  mine.”
Sym grumbles that we don’t need her, that we can find south on our own, but I trust Bram, and he said to have her lead us. He’s got to have a reason for that, so I'm not leaving her behind. Hugh picks her up gently, taking care with her wounded shoulder. Taking the lead, I ignite a small flame in my hand to light our way. We follow the light into the darkness beyond, and I leave the only home I’ve ever known for the unknown before us.
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We find the gap without any difficulty, but widening it proves more troublesome than Bram indicated. It takes several focused blasts of my flame powers to widen it enough for the women to slip through; the men have to shift into their wolves to squeeze between the charred rocks to continue to the sewer letout below. A new moon and clouded sky help hide our escape from any curious eyes.
I keep waiting for guards to come running at the sounds of my fire blasts, but none do. I don’t know if I can attribute that fortune to Bram’s interference or to dumb luck, but either way I’m grateful.
Getting Sable passed through the gap has its difficulties as well. Hugh waits at the gap while I shimmy through, then he hands her over. I’m not strong enough to hold her up for long, but I manage to keep her safe while he shifts and follows. The pain in my arm is searing. Once he’s through, Hugh shifts back and continues to carry the unconscious pantherkin. Sym growls at this, and I find myself shrinking back any time he does. I worry at this new reaction of mine, this fear of large men, and I hope that it’s temporary.
The journey to the southern woods is arduous, frought with risk of capture at every turn. By the time we reach the base of the palace hill, guards and soldiers stream out of the palace, shouting orders to find us and recapture us no matter the cost. We exit the gap at the north end of the small town at the bottom of the hill, meaning we have to skirt around the town to prevent notice. It takes longer than I’d like, and the extra time it takes to stop and take care of injured escapees only adds to my anxiety.
Somehow we make it past the town, stealing spare clothes off lines outside the houses for those of us who were caught while shfited. We scurry across an expansive empty field to the southern treeline without anyone catching up to us. Once everyone’s hidden by the trees, I allow myself a moment to breathe.
We’ve made it this far, but we’re at the end of our journey if Sable doesn’t wake up. I can get us around any other towns or villages on the way, but Bram said to have her guide us. Whatever his reasons, it won’t matter if she’s been beaten so badly that she can’t. I have Hugh set her down, and I look her over, trying to determine how bad her head injuries might be.
Sable comes to mid-inspection, groaning in pain. She opens one amber eye to look at me, silently watching as I check her wounds. When I’m done, I sit back on my heels. Sable tries to stand, and I have to enlist Hugh and two other wolves in stopping her from hurting herself by stumbling into something. Sable shies away from physical contact, but I note she’s not as fearful of a man’s touch as I seem to be. At one point in the scuffle, I trip on a felled branch and almost scream in terror when Hugh reaches to help right me.
Hugh has been my friend since we were pups. Why am I so afraid of him touching me?
It takes three more incidents, with three different men, to realize it’s not Hugh that’s the problem; it’s me.
This could be bad.
While I debate my effectiveness in any upcoming battles, Sable starts to wake up more and more. She’s groggy at first, which is to be expected with her injuries, but after a couple of hours she’s able to move on her own, and an hour or so after that she perks up and starts taking the lead. I ask where we’re going, but she only responds with a cryptic “Home.”
Her awareness is improved, but her continued silence towards me is cause for concern. I don’t know how much damage my initial rejection has done to her, to our relationship. Do we even have enough of a relationship to salvage at this point?
The woods stretch on seemingly forever. Mile after mile of trees and brush, with no sign of civilization. We travel for days on end, always on the move, sleeping in shifts, ever watchful for the soldiers on our tail. Our food comes in tiny portions of squirrel, rabbit, and other small animals we’re able to catch and flash-cook on the run. We’re all tired and worn and in no small need of a bath. Once Sable’s regained enough of her faculties, she heals the worst of the injured first, expending her power in spurts so as not to exhaust herself. She helps the smallest escapees, the few children that the Elders’ men were cruel enough to capture, overcome their fear and anxiety, even earning herself a few new friends along the way. The children swarm around her, laughing and giggling and acting as though she wasn’t a panther at all—just another wolf. Even some of the older wolves ease around her, and I marvel at how she manages to make friends among so many enemies.
When even Sym offers his coat to Sable, I feel like a fool for ever doubting her.
Before we come upon the southernmost settlement for the wolves, we cross a large river. The strongest of us take the children across first, then help with the older escapees. I still can’t bring myself to approach or assist a male, and this new development frustrates me. I’m supposed to be a leader, a commander; how can I lead anyone when I shy away from even simple contact?
The passage across the river is the closest any of us have gotten to a bath in a solid week. By the end of it, we all breathe a little easier around each other.
That night, on the far side of the river, we risk a fire to keep the littles warm. I notice that the evidence of our pursuers has all but vanished, with no more than a few scattered footprints noted by rear scouts—not nearly enough for the force that initially chased us into the woods. Something about this needles at the back of my brain, but I don’t have time to sit and focus those thoughts into logical, coherent pieces of information. The point is there are still soldiers after us, and we can’t stop for long until we’re out of wolven territory.
We break camp before dawn, and Sable takes a surprising initiative, relaying orders in a soft but firm voice to the wolves around her.
“There’s one more settlement to make it past before we’re out of your territories. Beyond that, it’s unofficial panther lands. They will not be friendly. If caught before we get where we’re going, we’ll all be at risk, so please pay attention and follow my directions.
“Once we pass the outpost and make it to the base of the mountains, every person you see is suspect. They might be an unshifted panther, or they might be a wolf scout sent ahead of us. Don’t trust anyone, no matter how friendly they seem on the outside. Do you understand?” She gives a pointed look to some of the children who have chosen to play a game of tag while we wait to set out. “We still have several days’ journey ahead of us. Food is scarce, and shelter even scarcer. Beyond the mountain range, on the other side, is a large stone compound. A convent. This is our destination.
“Do not attempt to approach the convent without me. I am known there, but none of you are. They are very untrusting of strangers, and you all reek of wolf. We’ll be lucky if I can convince them to take you all in, but once we’re in, no one can leave until we get things sorted. Be mindful of your manners in the convent, and exercise caution. The nuns of Igni are kind enough, but the priests do not trust worshippers of Solari.”
No few pairs of eyes turn to me.
Sable raises a hand before anyone can pipe up. “I will vouch for Cara, and for the rest of you. Still, you will be guests. Don’t forget that. Kindness will house you, but kindness is not without its limits. Be polite.”
With that, Sable starts down the hill towards the outskirts of the wolf village, and we all file behind. Tree cover is thinner here, but the tall grasses of the southlands help to conceal us.
I want to talk to Sable. I haven’t had a moment alone with her since we were captured, and I can only imagine what’s going through her head when she looks at me. Does she hate me? Does the sight of me cause her pain? Not knowing is torture, but without any time alone to talk, I can’t know.
My chance finally comes after we pass the village. The children who had been swarming around her grow tired and opt to be carried by their parents, so I finally have a moment alone with Sable.
Nervous has never been a word used to describe me, but my nerves vibrate and itch as I approach her. I shorten my long strides to match hers, and we walk side by side in silence for a bit before I work up the courage to speak.
“Are you doing okay?”
It’s a stupid question, given the situation we’re all in, but it’s all I can think of.
To my surprise, she answers.
“I’m … I’m as well as can be exptected, I suppose. Exposed and captured, beaten, almost raped—Things could be much worse.”
I note that she doesn’t mention “rejected.” That’s a start. “That’s … good.”
I never have trouble finding words. What is wrong with me?
Much to my relief, Sable manages to move the conversation forward while I flounder. “I know I have a lot to apologize for, Cara. I know I was wrong to hide who I am, and I know you have no reason to trust me ever again. I just hope someday I can prove to you that my feelings are genuine, and I hope we can restore your nation to the proper order before too much permanent damage is done.”
My heart aches. She thinks she is in the wrong? “My nation’s proper order might not be worth restoring. Perhaps there’s a happy medium between the Elders’ oppression and my foolish pride.”
Sable shakes her head. “It wasn’t foolish to want better for your people. Maybe a tad foolish to go about it the way you did, but you didn’t have many options. It was either seize your birthright or continue to watch the Elders run things into the ground.” She doesn’t look at me, but her hand seeks mine out, and I close my fingers around hers. “You made the most of an impossible situation. Don’t blame yourself for doing what you had to do.”
“I didn’t have to reject you.”
My words are barely a whisper, and a flash of pain crosses her face. “Yes, you did. I as much as barefaced lied to you.”
The truth of her statement stings, but it does nothing to assuage my guilt. “And I brought you into a dangerous situation. I set you up for a world of pain and risk, with no thought to your wants or needs. I have been wholly selfish, and while I can’t undo what has been done to us, I can at least promise to do my best to mend what’s mendable.”
Sable’s fingers squeeze mine. “Perhaps it’s not a matter of mending. Perhaps it’s a matter of building something new from the rubble.”
There’s a wisdom to her words, and we continue in silence as I let them sink in. Behind us, cutting whispers about our joined hands drift on the wind, and I know that while she is tolerated for now, her acceptance is still out of reach.
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Passing the last wolf outpost takes little time, but with it comes the knowledge that I’m about to enter enemy territory.
We make it past the tiny village without being spotted, but I can tell our group is getting tired. The southern mountain range rises before us, high and daunting, and I worry for older wolves like Kiki or smaller ones like the children. Hugh, Sym, and I have trained and conditioned our bodies for sustained exertion, but not everyone had access to that kind of regiment in their palace lives. Some of the escapees are lifelong servants, people who assisted the wealthy for a living, who never got to practice shifting on the fly or marching long distances. They’re worn and weary, and no few bear grim expressions on their faces as we start the arduous climb towards safety.
Now that I have time to take in who my allies are, I take note that Marra was not among those captured for their loyalty to me.
The base of the mountain angles up at an easy slope, but before the day is out we have to push harder to make the climb. Even my strong thighs ache, and I wonder how many of our number are suffering in silence.
We make camp again at night, with Sable and I starting small fires to keep everyone warm. The children huddle with their parents, and some of the older party members have paired up to conserve warmth in the thin mountain air. I sit on a fallen log a few feet from Sable, using my Solari gifts to summon a cone of heated air around the two of us.
The trek across the mountain range takes us several days, and by the time we descend the opposite side, the air is thick with tension. Moods have soured, and arguments break out among the weary wolves. Parents snap at children, old friends quarrel, and the group spreads out across the wooded range to give themselves space from one another, coming back together only at night for warmth.
At the crest of the range, we finally lay eyes on the convent Sable mentioned. The compound is more vast than I expected, with several small interconnected stone buildings spread out inside a walled courtyard. Fires seem to be lit at all times, though in the daylight it’s harder to see them. The biggest of these fires lies in the center of the compound, in what appears to be a massive metal bowl. Though we’re still a couple days’ journey from reaching it, I can see people adding fuel to the fire several times throughout the day. Their devotion to their Flame God is apparent in how regularly they tend to it. They even carry out a temporary structure to shield it from a brief rainstorm.
Fortune smiles upon us when we come across a large, clear stream hidden among the trees on the mountainside. Everyone takes turns in a welcome bath, and moods improve across the board. I’m grateful to scrub the grime and blood off me, as well as any physical reminder of Corvin’s attack that may remain after our earlier hurried bath in the river. Perhaps we won’t offend the panthers’ senses as much now.
I make the grave mistake of opting to bathe when Sable does, though I should have known that was a bad idea. The sunlight glints off the droplets clinging to her ivory skin, and for a moment I forget that there was ever a problem between us. Did I really let so small a thing as her being a different species get to me? How could I? We’re both people, after all, outwardly no different than any other two people.
I wade over to her and help her scrub off the caked mud and dirt. She flashes me a grateful smile, and before I realize it, I’m leaning in for a kiss.
Sable jerks and backs away, and my shattered heart seizes in my chest.
“We shouldn’t,” she says, stepping out of the water. “We should focus on getting everyone to safety.”
I stand there in the water with clenched fists, warring emotions boiling within me. So strong are these feelings that they seep into my gifts, and the cool stream becomes a temporary hot spring as steam rises from the surface. In an effort to save face, I step out of the water and squeeze the excess liquid out of my long hair. The heat from my powers dries me quickly, and I dress in a huff.
A hand lights on my shoulder, and I freeze.
“Be patient with me, Cara. My world has changed so much in these last weeks, and it’s frightening. I barely know who or what I am right now. A panther, yes, but also a woman. A victim and a survivor, a refugee and a guide. It’s all a lot to process.” She squeezes my shoulder before releasing me. “Don’t give up on me yet.”
That small bit of hope is almost worse than nothing at all. I almost wish she’d abandoned us in our flight from the palace. Anything would be better than this torture of watching her day in and day out, unable to really connect like we did before.
Once everyone has bathed and dressed again, we continue our trek down the mountainside. I drift away from Sable, unsure of how to act around her now, and Hugh catches up with me away from the rest of the group. We walk together in silence for several moments before he tells me what’s on his mind.
“You should go to her.”
Tears threaten to cascade from my eyes, and I scrub my face with my hands to hide it. “She doesn’t want me to, not right now.”
“Bullshit. She wants you just as much as you want her.”
A dry laugh barks out of my throat. “She wants to be left alone.”
Hugh grabs my arm, pulling me to a halt and causing me to shriek and jerk free. “Did she say that?”
“As good as, yeah.” I look away, rubbing my arm and avoiding the intensity of his gaze.
“Cara Solari, if you weren’t in such a state yourself I’d smack some sense into you right now.” I flinch at this words, and he sighs and runs a hand through his hair. “Look, the poor girl has had her world upended countless times since we found her. For whatever reason, and I’d wager you haven’t asked, her own people turned on her and almost killed her. Then a wolf woman swept her off her feet and treated her better than anyone ever has, I bet, even going so far as to feed, clothe, and house her when she’d done nothing more than existed. And just when everything was looking up for her, she was chained, locked up, and beaten. Who knows what Corvin did to her when he dragged her off! You should be glued to her side. She needs you.”
“Nobody needs me.” The tears slip free, and I shake as I struggle with Hugh’s words. “I’m a broken symbol. Half the tribes want me dead for overturning the Elders and disrupting the status quo, and the other half has been imprisoned for not wanting me dead.”
Hugh scoffs. “You sell yourself short. Look around you. These people are just the ones Corvin’s men caught. Think about how many escaped capture, how many in the outlying towns and villages are likely still loyal. Think about the ones like Bram, who risk everything hiding in plain sight with the enemy.”
I step away to a fallen log and sit, resting my head in my hands as the weight of the past few days lands heavy on my shoulders. “How can I expect anyone to follow me now? I can’t even look my childhood friends in the eye. It’s like anyone who’s bigger than me strikes a fear that I can’t shake. What kind of leader shies away from even a friendly touch? I’m useless. Nothing more than a living tinderbox.”
Hugh sits next to me, and I cringe. “What did he do?”
A sob wracks my body, and before I know it I’m bawling in his arms. The words come streaming out, and I unload every horrific moment in that dungeon room with Corvin to Hugh. Every second of the pain, the humilation, comes pouring out of me, and I can’t bear to look my friend in the eye.
He holds me through the tears, through the babbling and the tremors, and when I’m done and sure that his disgust will push him away, he holds me still.
We sit there for an hour, getting left farther and farther behind from the rest of the group. Finally, when the tears have run out and the sobs faded to soft hiccups, Hugh speaks again.
“Cara … Dear Solari, he really did that?”
I nod, sniffling and wiping my face.
Hugh’s body vibrates with a barely-concealed rage, and it takes everything I have not to run screaming from it. I know that he would never hurt me, but a large part of my brain still reacts violently to any sign of aggression.
“I’m so sorry, my friend.” His arms wrap tighter around me, as though he was trying to squeeze out the trauma. “No one should ever have to endure that. Why didn’t you say something sooner?”
“And admit my failure? Admit that I’m weak and useless, a mere man’s plaything?”
“You are nothing of the sort! You are strong, Cara. You are valuable for more than your gifts, more than the flames. We need you to lead us. We need your guidance, and we need your friendship. One heinous event is not going to change that. It’s not going to change you. Not if you don’t let it.”
My face crumples again, and if I hadn’t already cried myself dry, I’m sure a new flood would have started. “I don’t know how not to let it change me, Hugh. I don’t know how I can be an effective leader or fighter if I can’t face a man for fear of what he might do to me.”
“Do you think leaders can’t feel fear? That’s nonsense!” He tips my chin up, forcing me to look him in the eye. “Cara, everyone feels fear. I’d think you a fool if you didn’t.”
“I didn’t feel it before Corvin.”
“Then you were a fool before.”
For some reason, that makes me laugh. Hugh smiles, a kind smile, and he kisses my forehead.
“You will survive this, Cara. It will take time to mend from these wounds, but you will survive. Don’t rush things. We have a place to go. We have allies. And you have Sable. Tell her what you told me. Let her in. Let her help heal you. Let us all help you.”
“How do I tell her? How do I even begin to?”
“Do you want me to help?”
Help. All my life, I’ve never needed it. I’ve done everything on my own for as long as I can remember.
“Please.”
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Cara and Hugh catch up to us after disappearing for a while, and I note her red-rimmed eyes. It worries me, but what can I do? She still won’t talk to me about what happened to her, and I still don’t know how close I should let myself get to her. She trots up to me and takes my hand in hers, lacing our fingers together. I don’t quite understand, but I squeeze her fingers and hold on. Something tells me I shouldn’t let go.
“I want to talk after we make camp tonight,” she says, a subtle blush pinking her cheeks.
I nod. “Okay.”
That one word seems to take some tension out of her shoulders, and she sighs. Whatever she and Hugh were doing or talking about, it must have had her anxious about talking to me. I hope she’s okay.
Just then, one of the children—a precocious little towheaded boy named Zan—comes barrelling through, plowing between us so fast that he pulls our hands apart. Cara starts with a gasp, and I quickly grab her hand again.
“Miss Sable! Miss Sable! When will we get there?” He looks up at me with wide, curious brown eyes.
I look out past the trees to the convent below. “I’d say another day’s travel, Zan. Then we’ll be there.”
He bounces on his heels. “Will there be other panthers there, too?”
“Yep. This far south, that’s all you’ll find. No wolves on this side of the mountain, except you and your friends here.”
“Is it true the panthers cook bad little boys into their meat pies?”
I can’t help but laugh. “Only the really bad boys.” I wink, and Zan races off with a squeal.
Cara smiles. “You’re good with them. The children, I mean. They all love you.”
“They haven’t had a chance to learn hate yet. I’m sure if they were older, things would be different.”
Her smile fades, and she looks off into the distance. “I wish we all could be so innocent again. Start fresh, with no prejudices. No poisonous tales filling our minds with hate.”
I nod. “It would be nice. Imagine if both sides let go of that.”
“Someday, when I’m back on the throne, it’ll be like that. I’ll fix things.”
Much as I would love to agree with her, I find it hard to fathom. Getting back to her seat of power will be a daunting task in itself, and I doubt she could mend a generations-long rift between our peoples that easily. I don’t doubt that she’d try, but success seems unlikely given the current state of our world.
A rustling in the underbrush draws my attention, and I pause to peer through the branches. I recognize panther tracks in the dirt, though whoever was there has disappeared. The convent must have become aware of our presence and sent one of the acolytes to check us out. I wonder who they sent. Timmeh, for instance, is a reasonable young man, but if they sent Gem it’s likely that he’ll tell outrageous tales of a pack of vicious wolves marching towards the convent.
Never mind that they’re all unarmed and exhausted.
I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me. In addition to guiding the wolves to the convent, I have to somehow convince Father Aron that they mean no ill will, that we’re refugees from the remaining Elders. I also have to beg his favor and ask for shelter for our group. Food. Clean clothing. Given that the hate between our species runs both ways, that might take a while. I imagine he’ll demand that we camp outside the convent walls at first, only offering the stalest of bread and the moldiest of cheeses.
I hope that the nuns who raised me can help me ease Father Aron into the idea of housing the wolves. Orra and Lily, twin sisters who have devoted their lives to the worship of Igni, might be panthers, but they’re the most reasonable women I’ve ever met. Surely they’ll help me talk to Father once we get there.
The one thing I don’t mention to Cara, the thing that might be most important of all, is the why of my leaving the convent.
She doesn’t know yet, and I don’t know if I can ever bear to tell her.
We make camp at sunset, and my stomach churns as I wait for enough wolves to fall asleep that Cara can open up about what’s bothering her. I settle down a good distance from the fire, hoping that she’ll feel more comfortable away from the others. I suspect that whatever she wants to talk about is something she doesn’t want everyone knowing.
Finally, when most of the others have fallen asleep, Cara sits next to me. Silence stretches on as I wait for her to start.
“So …” She blushes and bites her lip.
“So.” I pick up a fallen leaf and start shredding it. My nerves are on edge, and the small act of violence on a dead thing seems to calm them a bit.
Cara clears her throat and scoots a bit closer until our hips touch. She leans into me and wrings her hands together. “I—I wanted to talk. About the dungeon.”
Still not sure where she’s going with this, I simply nod. “Go ahead.”
“I … When the guards dragged me off … When they took me out of my cell, I—That is, Corvin—He was waiting.”
Ah. This is what she wanted to talk about. I’d worried she had discovered my secret, but it appears she just wants to tell me what he did. “I know.”
Her face crumples, and I put an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.
“He—he—It was just so brutal!”
“Shh. It’s over now, Cara.”
Like the breaking of a dam, Cara’s words flood me as she describes her ordeal. She spares no details, and I shudder to think what might have happened to me if my powers hadn’t broken through the spelled chains when they did. For Cara, someone unaccustomed to abuse, it must have been unimaginably terrifying.
Corvin didn’t just take her; he broke her. He humiliated her in front of the guards, used her, and then watched as they beat her for her supposed crime of sleeping with me.
Once she’s finished with the gruesome details and I think there couldn’t possibly be any more, she continues. She tells me of her newfound aversion to men, how even her childhood friends terrify her. She unloads her fears, and I sit quietly and absorb it all like a sponge. Outwardly I don’t react, but inside my rage boils over.
I was too easy on Corvin. I should have done more than burn the bastard; I should have incinerated him. There should have been nothing left of him but ash.
I’ll have to remedy that the next time I see him.
Tears stream from Cara’s eyes as huge, gulping sobs wrack her body. We’re far enough away from the rest of the group that her crying shouldn’t wake anyone, though I scramble for some way to quiet the tears.
The only thing I can think of, the one thing I probably shouldn’t do, is to kiss her.
Our lips meet, and I taste Cara’s salty tears. Her sobs stall, ending in soft hiccups against my mouth. Her hand slides up my shirt, cupping my breast, but I don’t attempt the same. The last thing I want to do is remind her of the torment she underwent at Corvin’s hands. Can I ever touch her again, knowing what was done to her, what kinds of memories I might be bringing to the surface?
I pull back at that thought. Cara straightens, and her eyes search mine.
“You can’t, can you?” she asks. “You can’t bear to touch me now. Not after what he did.”
I reach out and stroke her cheek, wiping away stray tears. “I just think I should give you time to heal, Cara. What you went through—No one should have to experience that, and the trauma will haunt you for quite some time.”
She looks away, fresh tears welling in her eyes, and I gently guide her face back to me. “I didn’t say ‘never,’ Cara. Just … not right now. Not yet.”
“What if I never heal?”
I offer her a small smile, the only gift I have in me to give. “You will. You’re the strongest woman I’ve ever met. This won’t keep you down for long.”
She rests her head on my shoulder, and we sit together like that until dawn, with Cara dozing lightly against me. I imagine it must look quite comical, what with our height difference, but I’m glad for it.
When the sun crests over the mountains, we pack up our meager belongings and venture down the final slope towards the convent. Below us, several bodies dot the hillside in front of the convent doors. Acolytes, most dressed in the traditional flame-colored robes, standing watch for our arrival. A few wait as panthers, their tails twitching in the grass.
I grip Cara’s hand tight as we descend, praying to Igni that we find Father Aron in a forgiving mood.




Chapter 22
Cara
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It takes us hours to get our whole party down the mountainside and across the field to the convent. The panthers wait the entire time, never moving, and their stares bore into me as we approach. Especially disturbing is the expression on the face of the austere man at their center. Tall and menacing in appearance with dark hair and amber eyes like Sable’s, he stands with a regal air. His bright orange robes flutter in the light breeze, but the darkness in his gaze dims even the vibrant garb.
“Father Aron,” Sable whispers to me when we’re still out of earshot. “He’s the man I have to convince to let us stay. Try to let me do the talking. He is … resistant to change.”
I nod and squeeze her hand in response. I’ve talked myself into enough trouble in recent weeks; better to let her take the lead.
We all slow as we near the expansive compound, and Sable releases my hand to step forward. She raises her chin and straightens her shoulders, and I’m proud of her for doing this. She always seems so meek and timid; it must be taking a lot to do this, especially if this Father Aron is one of the people who caused her so much pain growing up.
“Father Aron.” Her words ring out crisp and clear in the late afternoon air.
“Sable.” His response is short, curt. A bit rude, if I’m being honest. “I see you have quite literally brought the wolves into our midst.”
She shakes her head and takes another step. “Refugees, Father. We were prisoners until a few days ago. These wolves were imprisoned for … disagreeing with the status quo. They wanted a better life than what they had under the Elders’ thumbs, and they were punished for it. We are seeking asylum. Sanctuary.”
Father Aron raises a groomed brow. “Sanctuary, hm? How interesting that you think I would grant sanctuary to my sworn enemies.”
Sable waves her arm in a sweeping gesture. “You’ll find no enemies here, Father.”
He steps forward, and out of the corner of my eye I catch movement as several of the panthers in animal form move with him. “Do you deny that they are wolves?”
“No. I deny that they are foes.”
“A fine distinction, but one that can be dangerous if you are wrong.”
“They helped me. They could have left me to die in the dungeon, but they rescued me and nursed me to health. They risked their own lives to save mine. I will vouch for each and every wolf here.”
The priest’s lip curls up at the word “wolf,” but he takes a step back and gestures to the convent doors. “Well, then, may our deaths be on your head if you’re wrong.”
Not quite the welcome we were hoping for, but I suppose it’s better than being turned away.
We start towards the doors, but as they’re opened, Father Aron stops us. “A few ground rules, if I may: There will be no worship of Solari within these walls. If you wish to pray to your heathen God, then you must leave. Meals are at dawn and dusk, and you must all bathe before we assign beds. Fresh clothing will be provided when you exit the bathhouse. And no shifting. You stay here, you stay human.”
Sable nods in agreement, and she turns to address the rest of us. “You heard Father Aron. Bath time. Follow me.”
No one dares to complain. We’re all tired, hungry, and filthy. The two pseudo-baths on the road here were not enough for any of us, so I doubt anyone will whine about being ordered to clean up.
Father Aron’s eyes bore into me as I line up for my turn at the bath, and I suspect he’ll want a word with me in private later. I doubt very much he’s the type to allow Solari’s representative into his convent without a few words of warning. Sure enough, through some careful jockeying of our party, he manages to situate things so I’m the last person into the baths. He stops me with a hand on my shoulder, catching me off guard, and I do my best not to cringe as he grabs me.
“You are the one known as Cara. The Suntouched, they call you.”
“Yes.”
His eyes narrow, and his scowl deepens. “I trust I do not have to mention that any use of your powers will get you banished from our convent.”
I keep my tone even. “I would never dare show such disrespect.”
The hand vanishes, and he graces me with an ingenuous smile. “Excellent. Do enjoy your stay.”
He walks off, orange robes swishing around him, but not before I catch a whiff of smug satisfaction. The Alpha in him wanted the Alpha in me to know whose territory this is, and my acknowledgment of his authority sated him … for the time being, at least.
By the time I get my turn at the baths, most everyone is done. Sable has disappeared, likely helping our little group find their way around. I scrub as thorougly as possible, though I know I can’t wash away what Corvin did. The unseen wounds from that encounter will eventually harden and scar, but not before their rawness chafes at my nerves.
When I finish, I notice a small pile of clothing laid neatly next to the tub, along with a plush towel. Every stitch of it is dyed in the same flame orange color, and I wonder if the panthers in this convent have any other colors available to them. Surely they don’t spend their entire lives dressed in this shade.
Sable appears just as I finish dressing in the voluminous orange robes, standing at the edge of the room with her hands clasped behind her and her eyes lowered. The subservient pose surprises me, as I’d thought we had moved past that, but then I remember that she grew up here. Old habits die hard, and she must have been made to behave like this as a child. I can’t imagine Father Aron allowing an orphan to have any semblance of authority over him, so it makes sense that he’d instill in her to submit to his leadership.
“Your room is ready, Cara.”
My room. Not our room. I’m sure Father Aron had a hand in that as well. I’d protest, but I don’t want to risk anyone loyal to the priest overhearing. “Thank you. What should I do with the soiled clothing?”
“Leave it. The acolytes will launder everything for you.”
She’s still not making eye contact.
“Oh, I couldn’t let them do that! Just show me where the wash basin is, and I can take care of it my—”
“No!” Her eyes jerk up, wide with fear. “Please, Cara, don’t. Just let the acolytes do it.”
Why would she be afraid of me doing my own laundry? Does Father Aron have that strong a chokehold on this place? I force a smile, not wanting to further upset her. “All right. Perhaps I’m just tired. Let’s find my room.”
Sable nods and leads the way. All I want to do is reach out to her, to tip her chin up so her eyes meet mine and see that she’s okay. This meek, frightened Sable is far too much like the one I met in the woods, and I don’t much care for it. I want her to have some autonomy, to be her own woman. My hands clench into fists at my side, and I struggle to keep from growling in anger.
My room, if it could be called that, is located in one of the farthest outbuildings. A small wooden cot lies in the corner of the closetlike room, with a chamberpot next to it. High on the stone wall, too high to reach, is a small barred window. A single candle lights the area, casting menacing shadows as it flickers.
The cells in the palace dungeon were more inviting than this.
I turn to Sable with a frown. “Are all of our people in such … close accommodations?”
She shakes her head. “No. The convent is full; this was the last room available.”
Well, at least I can hope the others are comfortable for the night. “And you? Where will you sleep?”
Sable points outside. “There’s a stable in the back. It has a loft. I’ll sleep there.”
That’s even worse than my room! I grit my teeth, biting my lip to restrain myself. “You’re sleeping in a stable? Sable, that’s nonsense. Stay here. The cot is small, but we can make it work. We can—”
“Please, Cara. Not right now. Trust me.”
With that, she turns on her heel and hurries down the hall. I slam a fist into the wall next to me, scraping my hand on the rough stone. All that progress, gone in an instant! I have half a mind to seek out Father Aron and give him a piece of my mind about this. Caution wins out over anger, though, and I remind myself of how skittish Sable was when we first met, how averse to touch. If I push the priest’s buttons, he may take it out on her. I couldn’t do that to her. Better to bide my time and play the hand I’m given.
I won’t forget, though. So long as I have my wits about me, I’ll remember how she was treated here. One day, when I’m back in my rightful place, I’ll make sure Father Aron doesn’t cause anyone else to hurt like that.




Chapter 23
Cara
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My first night at the convent goes about as well as can be expected. The hard wooden slats of the cot dig into my bones, and as night falls I realize the window above me has no glass. Howling winds come down off the mountains all night long, cutting through the thin blanket I’m given, and I curl into a ball to conserve warmth.
I could use my gifts to warm myself, but I suspect that’s what Father Aron wants me to do. Far be it from me to give him what he wants, so I suffer through it.
Sleep evades me for most of the night, and I’ve only barely started to doze when a knock at my door jerks me awake.
“Mistress Cara? It’s Sister Orra. Breakfast will be served shortly.”
Sister Orra? It takes a moment for my exhausted brain to register the name. One of the nuns who helped raise Sable. She speaks of her fondly, so I suppose I’ll give the older woman the benefit of the doubt in this mess. She’s probably only following orders from Father Aron and likely didn’t mean to irritate me this early in the day.
“Thank you, Sister. I’ll be out shortly.”
I get up and open the door, cringing as it creaks. Retracing my steps from the night before, I find my way back to the bathhouse. A young female acolyte assists me in filling a basin to wash my face, and then she instructs me on how to get to the dining hall.
Most of the wolves are up and seated for breakfast when I arrive, and I take a seat between Hugh and Sym on the long bench, eager for some real food. Small game works in a pinch, but I’d be happy with even a simple oatmeal breakfast if it was warm. Maybe some spices. My mouth waters at the thought of a decent meal.
Acolytes stream in from the kitchen door, carrying trays of bowls. Porridge from the smell, hot and steaming. They set the bowls down in front of each of us, then return to the kitchen. I wonder if we are allowed to start eating right away or if the panthers require a brief prayer before we can begin. Looking around, none of the other wolves have started their meals yet, so I assume we are waiting for someone to instruct us on when to begin.
To my surprise, the acolytes come back out, this time with trays of warm bread to go with the porridge. Everyone is served a large hunk of bread, then the acolytes start setting another table with bowls and bread. Once the tables are full, they sit down at the second table and wait.
Shortly after, Father Aron appears, followed by two rows of nuns. Sable brings up the rear, and they all sit at the table with the acolytes. Father Aron is the last to sit, raising a glass of water to the room as he addresses us.
“Worshippers of Igni. Honored guests. It pleases me to have you all here to break this fast. I have taken the opportunity while you all washed up to bless this meal while it was cooked. I think you will all find it hearty and filling. Please, dig in.”
I don’t need to be told twice. Not wanting to seem like a glutton, I wait a beat for someone else to start before I pick up my spoon and taste the porridge. A soft moan escapes my lips, and it takes all I have not to shovel the delicious food into my mouth. I alternate sips of water and bites of bread with the heavenly porridge, and when I’m done I sit back, dabbing my mouth with the corner of a cloth.
I note that the other wolves, children included, have all devoured their meals as well. Good. Either they all enjoyed it as much as I did, or they are smart enough not to risk Father Aron’s wrath by rejecting his offering.
After we finish eating, we all wait to be excused. Father Aron eats agonizingly slow, and I suspect that as the Alpha of this convent he’ll insist on making us wait until he’s done before allowing us to get up from the table. Sure enough, we sit for a good twenty minutes while he eats. Even Sable seems a bit on edge from it.
He wipes his mouth with a cloth and clears his throat. “I trust you all enjoyed your meal?”
We nod in unison.
“Good. Now, Cara, I have a boon to beg of you.”
I raise a brow. “Oh?”
“Indeed. It would seem our food stores are quite low. Might I ask the help of some of your hardier wolves in going to the woods in search of game? The deer there are plentiful, but they’re wary of us. Perhaps your people will have better luck hunting a few for us.”
It’s not an outrageous request, but something about it doesn’t sit right with me. Still, we’re at their mercy until we can regroup and form a plan of action, so I’d best act grateful for their help. “Of course, Father. Anything we can do to be of assistance. Hugh and Sym can gather a group this morning and set out.”
“My thanks, Suntouched.” He stands, and the nuns and acolytes rise with him. “Now, as for the rest of you, you're more than welcome to join my people in their daily chores and lessons. I believe maths are being taught by Sister Lily today. Is that right, Sister?”
An elderly nun nods, and Father Aron smiles. “Excellent. Always an interesting lesson.”
As he starts to leave, I stand up. “Beg your pardon, Father, but is there any way that I can be of help to you while we're here? I am no stranger to labor, or I can provide aid in other ways.”
His lips spread in a smile that chills me to the bone. “Why yes, Suntouched. I know just the thing. Do follow me, please.”
Hugh and Sym exchange twin glances of concern, but I signal them to stay calm. While I don’t trust Father Aron, I also know that I've got to be a gracious guest. Perhaps he's not as sinister as he seems; perhaps he's just one of those harmless people who give off a dangerous air.
I follow the priest out of the dining hall and down a long corridor. Two male acolytes take up the rear behind us, and my hackles raise. Even if I wasn’t still wary of men, their presence is unnerving. Add in the flash of metal hiding beneath their billowing orange robes, and I realize I may have been hasty in not asking for one of my guards to accompany us.
We exit the corridor into the compound’s center courtyard. The Flame of Igni burns bright, warming us. Father Aron stops next to the giant bonfire and turns to face me.
“The time for niceties is over, Suntouched. Tell me why you’re really here.”
“We’re on the run. Traitors imprisoned us, and we escaped. We needed a place to hide and regroup.”
Aron sneers. “And you thought it best to hide among enemies?”
I cross my arms over my chest. “The lesser of the evils available to me, for certain. Any wolves I might seek to harbor us could be in league with the traitors, or they could be imprisoned themselves for aiding me if we were discovered. Your convent offers distance from our pursuers, shelter from the elements, and a certain anonymity that would not be possible in a wolf town.”
The tall priest advances, and my muscles tense in preparation for a fight.
“So you thought it best to risk our lives by hiding here. Risk our capture. Thanks to your carelessness, Suntouched, I have had to increase the number of guards on our perimeter. We already risk too much being this close to your territories, and now the threat of retaliation looms over us. You wolves already hound us at every turn; now I must prepare for a potential military force to descend from the mountains in search of you and yours.
“You asked how you could help while you are here. The best way to help us, Suntouched, is to find the quickest way of getting you all out of here.”
He can't be serious! He just took us in. Surely he can’t mean to kick us out when we just got here.
“You may stay for one solar month. That should be plenty of time to regroup. If your enemies come for you before that time is up, however, do not expect me to risk my own people to defend you. The first sight of any wolven military presence, and you are all on your own.”
One month to form a plan to regain my throne. One month to gather enough allies to retake the palace and restore order.
One month of peace before it all comes to a head.
I suppose it’s better than nothing. With my jaw set, I extend my hand. Father Aron shakes it, and just like that, I set an expiration date for our safety.
To Be Continued in Panthers’ Reign
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Little does she know the deal she’s just made by eating a fae food offering…
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Molli may have to face the Queen, but she definitely won’t have to choose in this otherworldly reverse harem novel.
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Elena Galley’s no stranger to the seedy underbelly of the mystic arts. As a ninth-generation carnal witch, Elena knows the ins and outs of magical dealings better than most of her peers, so when her family is murdered and her sister kidnapped during an attack by a rival coven, she knows exactly where to go to seek out her vengeance…straight to Hell.

The demon Asmodeus’s incubus minions welcome Elena with open arms. They know the stakes, and they know she needs the power of more than just one coupling if she’s to gather enough strength to take on her opponents. Elena must sign an infernal contract to seal the deal, but with nothing left to lose, she lays it all on the line—including her heart—in a last-ditch effort to destroy her enemies and save her sister.

All she has to do is redeem four hell-spawned incubi … and herself.
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Cherry Hunter thought life as a newly-changed wolf shifter with five hot shifter brothers as her mates was complicated enough. Little did she know what would be in store for her when the tall, dark-skinned stranger entered the bar where she worked.

Now, with a demon Prince’s pleas ringing in her ears, she has to convince her mates to take up the cause and help stop a literal Hell on Earth from coming.

The Hunters thought they were the biggest predators in Nowhere, but they’re about to find out that there are bigger, more dangerous monsters lurking in the tiny nexus town.

This paranormal reverse harem novel is intended for mature audiences. It is recommended to read the Bargains Struck trilogy before Hell on Earth.
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Life after her return from Ireland has been rough for Molli Brighton. With no marketable skills of her own, no degree, and no job training, Molli and her three ex-fae lovers struggle to make ends meet.

To Molli’s surprise, though, one day a tall, exotic stranger knocks on her door with an offer:

Help my daughter-in-law save the Earth, and I’ll give your boyfriends their magic back.

It’s an offer that Molli can’t afford to refuse, though how she can help stop a demonic apocalypse is a mystery.
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Elena Galley: sister, lover, witch, and now mother.

One might think that with four incubi lovers to lend a hand, new motherhood might be a breeze. With two imprisoned and one missing, though, it makes things more difficult. Add in the fact that Satan Himself has possessed her son, and Lena’s got a lot to handle.

She’s got some help, courtesy of Asmodeus, her demon Prince of a Father-in-law, but even that help comes with its own brand of unique headaches.

Can Elena and her crew of supernatural beings put an end to the rising demon apocalypse?

Can they stop Hell on Earth?
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A Hunter Hunted
 
Miguel Hunter always envied what his cousins had with their mate, Cherry... but as a submissive wolf AND a gay man, finding love was going to be tough.

Enter Tyrell Dean: Tall, buff, and Alpha through and through. Miguel smells his wolf on him the moment Tyrell enters the bar, but he never dreamed this dreamy wolf shifter from out of town would be interested in a sub like him!

Should Miguel succumb to Tyrell's Alpha advances, or should the hunted wolf make a break for it?

Irresistible Monstrosities
 
“A kraken, a dragon, and a gargoyle walk into a bank…”

It’s not a terrible joke; it’s just another Monday in Nowhere.

For Kellar Stone, it’s an unexpected twist. When she accidentally causes an accidental bank heist, three strange half-men whisk her away to the mountains outside Nowhere. At first, she’s rightfully pissed, but then she starts to see the men beneath the monsters, and suddenly the lines between right and wrong, black and white, monster and lover blur beyond recognition.

Will Kellar stay with the monstrous men, or will she be able to resist?

Irresistible Joy
 
Christmas has come to Nowhere, and Kellar, Korey, Emerson, and Winston are gearing up for their first holiday together. Little do they know, however, that there's a surprise holiday delivery in store!

This is a reverse harem novella, and it is meant to be read after Irresistible Monstrosities.

Gifts Divided
 
For Sniper Gia Corran, entry into the prestigious Gene Squad Academy is a dream come true. She throws herself into her training, but little does she know that her first mission will test her in more ways than one.

Can Gia handle learning the truth, or will it tear her apart?

Abnormal
 
“I didn’t mean to kill them.” In Heaven’s Light, the difference between a genetic Gift and an Abnormality is determined by the number of credits in your parent’s bank account. Gifts are reserved for the wealthy, and Abnormals are terminated—in the parent’s best interest, of course. Clare Rhodes is used to life under the radar. She uses her abnormality on a stranger at the club and finds an oil-slick of nightmares. The horrific visions invade her mind as she slips deeper... Knives. Fists. Fire. He knows more about her than anyone should. He even knows her Norm-ID is a fake. She didn’t mean to kill him. On the run and off the grid are Clare's only options. Too bad she's being tracked...
Escaping the Light
 
ESCAPE IS HER ONLY OPTION . . . Nine months after her capture, Clare Rhoades remains a prisoner of Head Councilman Ezekiel Howard, hidden away in a secret room in his penthouse at the Council Tower in Heaven's Light. Loneliness and despair threaten to consume Clare, and if not for a strong telepathic bond with the daughter in her womb, she might well go mad from the silence brought on by the PsyBlock in her brain. Once her daughter is born, Ezekiel rips her out of Clare's arms and puts his dastardly plan into motion. Within weeks she's pregnant again, though this bond is tainted, marred by Ezekiel's oily influence. Clare has one chance to save the child growing within her: She must escape Heaven's Light and seek out the safety of the Dead Cities before Ezekiel's corruption becomes permanent. Little does she know, however, that other plots have been hatched. Ezekiel's not the only threat to Clare and the Abnormals, and an enemy even more sinister waits in the shadows to assume control and rise to power.
Witching Hour: The Stroke of Three
 
A girl, her three lovers, and a mystery weapon set to self-destruct ... What could go wrong?

When Abnormal Telepath Kylie Martin and her three male companions steal a dangerous weapon from the Gifted Squads to discover its secrets, it’s a race against time to unlock the device before the self-destruct goes off and the data is lost forever.

Will she and her lovers complete their mission before the Witching Hour strikes?

This is an intense reverse harem novella with multiple love interests where Kylie does not have to choose.
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