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LAUREN PALPHREYIVIAN

between my toes.I want to smell the pine trees and hear the

wind howling through the mountains.

Instead, I take a sip of water and clasp my hands tightly

in mv lap.I try not to flinch at the crack of bone that resounds

through the Great Hall as one of the males is thrown across

the floor. Bloocl splatters the flagstones by my silk slippers.

Lord Sebastian, sitting on the other side of my father,

looks at me. someihing cruel and hungry in his gaze as he

obsen'es mv discomfort.

I lvonder if he's thinking about tomorrow night, our

vn,edding night.

The thought makes rne feel even sicker than the flght.

'Your daughter doesn't approve, Your Highness.' he

says to my father, only partially misreading the distaste that

must be showing on my face.

'She is a woman,'my father replies simply.

I bristle. Of course that is all my father sees when he

looks at me.

It doesn't matter how many lords I have sweet-talked

on his behalf, or horv many bails I have attended to serve

as a prett,v distraction lvhile he makes his plans for the war.

It doesn't matter that I agreed to this marriage to

strengthen his kingdom.

'Of course.' Sebastian nods. leaning back in his seat as

though he doesn't notice the crown atop my father's neat

white hair. 'These creatures are unpleasant to be.hold for
those of the fairer sex. Though surely she gains enjoyment

from them killing one another. The wolf clans have rav-

aged our lands for centuries. They rnurder, and brutalize,

and steai. To any woman travelling alone, unlucky enough

to encounter one, tht
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LAU Rt1\l PALPH RIYrvlAl\l

and bloody. There is certainly cause to be wary around

wolves. And yet, as I look at the murderous eyes of the

crowd, the coin passing hands and the way my father's lip
quirks as one of the warriors is pummelled to the ground,I

wonder if all men are monsters deep down.

I glance at my betrothed. He isn't muscular, or rugged,

or nearly as tall as the monsters in the ring. His dark hair is

tied neatly at the nape of his neck, not wild like those north

of the border wear theirs.

But there is something cruel in the angles of his face,

and the way his dark eyes keep running up and down my

body. I have been around monsters my whole life, and I can

recoguize the one that lurks beneath his pale skin.

I think I would prefer someone who looked like a mon-

ster to one who was adept at hiding it.

One of the wolves tears out the other's throat. He grins,

and crimson spills down his chin. Nausea rises within me

but Lord Sebastian merely smiles and claps as though he is

watching a theatrical performance.

'Good show, good show.'He clicks his flngers at a couple

of stewards.'Escort him to the kennels and clean this up.

Then bring the next ones in.'

The stewards balk, but lead the bloody wolf away as the

Great FIall echoes with noise. People exchange coin, make

new bets and reflll their cups.

I can't stop looking at the body though.

It's so still. It looks so heavy. It makes my body feel

heavy, too. Perhaps he was a monster. Perhaps he had a

wolf beneath his skin that came out when the moon was

full. Right now, he just looks like a man. A dead man. A

man who will never r
again.
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LAUREN PALPllREYlVIAN

never seen in the south. He stands. still and expressionless,

and the crowd howls and screeches like the wind around him.

'Indeed.' NIy father runs a hand or,er his neat white

beard. And what was he doing this far south?'

'Who knorvs with these creatures.'

The aipha looks at me" Those eyes . . . [hey're the dark

green of the forest, and they brim with hatred. No one has

looked at me like that before. My mouth dries as we stai'e

at one another.

And r-et m]' soul stirs.

'It uon't be much of a flght,'my father says, as if he is

discussing the s'eather. not the fates of two living beings.

'No.' Sebastian smiles cruelly.'We thought we'd break

him in tonight. We have something a little more exciting

planned for him at the celebrations tomorrow night.'

The alpha stares at me. his jawline hard. He is still as

stone, but there is violence in his eyes. I will myself to be

that statue again, to be that vessel for my soul, and I look

rght back at him even though my heartbeat skitters.
'\\iell.' savs Sebastian, clicking his f,ngers at the wolves in

a manner that could be deerned brave or foolish if it werent

for the armed guards standing around the ring.'Begin.'

A muscle feathers in the alpha's jaw.

Nausea rises in me as the young man's face drains of
colour. He's going to die, and everyone - he, the alpha, the

crowd - knows it. He doesn't break eve contact with the

man who towers before him.

He is brave. then.

Courage,I will him, remembering that my mother said

the same to me once. Have courage,little one.
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My breathing quickens.I shouldn't have said anything.I

am a woman. A statue.It is not my place.

Yet I do not sit back down.

'Putting down an animal is hardly murder,' says

Sebastian, a bite to his tone.'Or does my betrothed have a

thing for beasts? Do you know that they take their women

like dogs? I have heard that some women-'
'That's enough.' My father's command rumbles across

the ha1l.

SeL,astian dips his head to the king.'I did not mean to

rrl-iDd. \-our Hiehness.'
'Aurora rs tired. She ri'ill excuse herself and go to bed,'

says my father.

I have disappointed him, and shame heats my cheeks.

But I don't move.

Neither does the alpha. His arm is still raised, his gaze

trained on his victim as he awaits the conclusion of our con-

versation. The boy's wide eyes hold mine. Tears and blood

stain his cheeks.

'Let him live.'My mouth is as dry as bone.

Sebastian is barely containing his rage. He clearly does

not like to be challenged in front of his people.'What use is

he to me alive, my love?'

'He is young. Fit. Put him to work in the stables.'I want

to disappear, but I force myself to look at him, to smile. A
wedding gitt to me, my lord"'

Sebastian appears to consider. He stands and takes my

hands;his fingers are cold and curl around mine like a vice.

I push down the disgust that is rising inside me at his touch.

He smiles back.
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LAUREN PALPHRiYlvlAN

the oak doors at the end of the hall. while a steward hurries

forward to drag his opponent off the floor.

'My betrothed - like many wolnen from the south -
hasn't the stomach for this sport, and whv should she when

she is such a beautiful flower? She will be taking her leave

norv, before the next fight. She needs to prepare for tomor-

row night.'

His eyes harden. and rny heart thuds frantically against

the cage I keep it in. I dip my head regardless, and. steady-

ing my trembling hands,I curtsey.

Without a backward glance.I hurry across the ring.I try

to ignore how my skirts trail in the blood as I head through

the doors.

Just ahead. the two fighters from the ring are being

;scorted a\\'a\'-.

The alpha is almost at the end of the corridor. Behind

him. the young wolf is drooping over the shoulder of the

steward, his breathing ragged. He is not in good shape. If
someone does not tend to his wounds he won't be working

in the stables any time soon. And if what Sebastian saYs is

true - about wolves preying on the weak . . .

'Wait!'I internally curse the shake in my voice.I should

not be afraid. This is to be my home.

The alpha stills, and the torchlight from the corridor

flickers across his hard proflle. Though he's twenty feet or

so away from me, his body heat washes over me. His scent

does, too - sweat and blood and the mountains. My heart

races, but I turn my attention to the injured boy.

'Take the young one to the nice .. . kennel.' The in-

human word catches in my throat.

10

I know these men

look it. I know that. br

face constant attacks fi

north have. Perhaps if
alpha fought in the ri4
within them.

Still, it feels wrong

Ahead, the muscl,e

as if he's going to turn
But then the guan

doors and he's escorte

I let loose a breatl
The steward who i

thick eyebrows knittin

'l am to be your lar

I stand straighter.

I have played prert

my heart was breakin

disgusted.I have swal

handsy with me otr th
I can play the part

I raise my chin'Pt
sure he has a deoent s

I skirt past the twt

the labyrinth of ston

northern wing.

There are a cot4ll

I allow them to drress

nightdress that reachr

past the four-poster t



II

ag] te .^Aopur,r eqt Jo ]no oJBJS ot poq relsod-rno; eq1 lsed

3ur11em'tueq] ssrusrp I 'sel>lue ,{u seqceer teql sserplq8ru

ellq/a pe,teels-8uol e ur peq roJ oru sserp o1 rueql 
^\ollp I

pue 'eru ro; Suqrum sprerupueq ;o eldnoc e ete eJarLL

'8ur,Lr uJeqpou

eql ur sreqrueqc ,{u ol sroplJJoc auols 1o q1urr.{qei eql

q8norqt ,(u,,r,r ,{ru o{Eru puu'tueq} Jo o1rr} eqt tsed ul{s I
.'reddns luecep P seq er{ eJns

e>ltsru pue'sleuue{ ecru aql ut tulq lnd,'urqc,{u esreJ I
'ellsec slq] Jo .(pe1 elqupruroJ aq] Jo gud eql .(e1d uec 1

'lpq u te roog eruup aq] uo eru qlr,lr dspueq

ueeq seq prol e uerl,^A e8ur .{ur pe,^ ollE,^AS e^Bq I'pelsn8srp
ueeq eleq I ueq.^a pet13ne1 eluq J iSurluarq se,tr irueq .{ur

uar{,^A pelrus e^erl I 'eyr1 .{u Jo IIe pualerd pe,{e1d e^eq I
'-relq8rerls puels I

,'3rl{ rno.{ go relq8nep oql ru,I puu'.{pe1 rno,( aq o} ru€ L
,-plps prol er1l,'req1e8o] 3ur11ru1 s,trorqaAe >1crq]

srq'eru o] suJnJ .{oq eq1 dn Surddord sr oqrt pJel(als arT
'r{}uerq e esool lel I

,(e,a\u peuocsa s,erf pue sJoop

Jo les ]xeu eqt q8norqt urq qsnd sprun8 eql ueq] lng
'purloJe urnJ o] Suro8 s.eq Jr se

s>looi eH'esue] surre s,eqdle aql ur selosnru aql6peeqv
.8uor,n sleeJ lr,lllls

'ueqt ulqll^\
.,{creu el}lll eluq senlo.^A eq1 se,tord Surr eqt ur 1q3no; uqdle

eqt .(e,u eqa'e8pn[ ],uppo1y\ I 'puq 1;r sdeq:ed 'eAeri quou

oql Jo aldoed eqi e{II se^Iol( eq} IUo-I} s{cE}te }ue}suo3 arEJ

o1 peq lou eA.I'qlnos eql ruo{ Suraq'leq} /y\ou{ I'}l )ool
,{eq1 q8noql uele - ueunq }ou oJB ueur asarll , AouI I

-ul erLL ('PuuaT "' e
'doq pamfur

Ueaq d141'surulunou I

1UOJS SrH'eru JeAO Seq

Jo leeJ flue,q s.eq sr
roprrror eqr uo.g rs

pForIS I'oolo duu1e
"'{Eeil

sr sdus uerlseqes luqa
8urryom eq l.uorf, aq q

;1 'eduqs poo8 ur 1ou:
erll Jo rePlnoqs erD Ja

puHeg'roprxoo eqr J

Sureq ere 3uu eql u

q8norql pueq I sB pool
,fu1 1 '8uF eql sso-rce dr

-,(pee1s'pue tsepreto
lsure8e fflecrrue.g spnr

-Joruol ro; oredard ot s

eaeel req 3ura4 eq ltu
ueq^\ eqs plnoqs r{q^ f
- qlnos eqt wo{ ueu

-roou:

serJJnq pJBAeN 
" 

eIIqfl

9Nt)t lt0tvt rHt


