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        In the fairy tale, a Prince saved Snow White with a kiss. Snow won’t get saved like a fairy tale; instead, she needs to be the one who saves the day...

        After jumping into the elf realm and leaving her daughter behind to save her mates, Snow finds out there are much darker secrets going on inside the locked up castle she is desperate to invade.

        When the extremely seductive prince of the elves offers her help in exchange for her hand in marriage, Snow knows she must accept it.

        To save her mate, her prince and her new husband, Snow will do whatever it takes.

        Even poison the queen...

      

      

      

      
        
        18+ RH short fairy tale retelling of stories, with a lovely HEA!
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      "My wolf isn't little," I warn him, and he grins at me before pausing in his steps. I stop, wondering what he is waiting for when I scent it. My wolf pushes to the surface, but I don't let her out for a full shift yet. Not when there is an unknown danger. A low growl leaves my lips just before I see a spear flying through the air towards Aith's back. I run and jump, catching the spear and spinning around, throwing it right back at the elf with dark blue skin that is trying to run away.

      I get out my dagger, spinning around as I look for the danger. I catch a glimpse of someone and lift my hand, but before I can see if I hit my target, I cry out as something sharp tears into my lower leg, and my dagger falls out of my hand. Before I fall, I see Aith picking up my dropped dagger and throwing it at someone. My body slams against the path, and I reach down for whatever stabbed my leg before I try to sit up. I rip my leggings to the knee, seeing this dagger is really stuck in there. It looks to be made of a strange blue metal, and the hilt is silver. I close my eyes and place my hand on the hilt before screaming as I pull it out, feeling the world getting blurry as Aith's hands rest on my shoulder.

      I open my eyes to see him using the ripped parts of my leggings to bandage my leg before tying it up as I cry out in pain. Everything gets fuzzy as my wolf howls in my mind, pushing me to shift and let her heal everything. I can't do that because she might not let me shift back for a long time in her panic. I have to save Erik and Prince before it's too late. I can't go back to Arisa without her dad. I can't imagine a life without them both.

      "We are closer to my castle than the town. You need help," Aith tells me before lifting me up in the air and holding me to his chest. "You saved my life, pretty little wolf. Don’t panic."

      "I did come here to save people, just it wasn't m-meant to be y-you," my voice drifts as I try to speak, and Aith’s face gets all blurry.
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      Leaves, branches and grass crash into me as I roll down a hill, reaching out my hands to grab anything to stop my fall, but finding leaves and dirt that scratch my hands instead. I suddenly slam into something hard, taking the air out of my lungs and stopping my downward fall since I dropped through that portal. It was meant to drop me right outside my parents’ friends’ house, or at least that is what they said in their letter. This is not right, and if I'm lost in the elf realm, then I'm royally screwed. Hopefully, I'm at least somewhere near their house, and I can wander around to find it.

      I stare up at the high trees as I rub my arm which hit the rock, seeing the beautiful and vibrant purple leaves hanging off their branches. The sunlight reflects off the leaves, creating pink hues that shine all over the ground. The tiny water drops reflect the pink light, making the forest look so magical and beautiful that it is hard to look at for too long. This very world is pure magic. Seductive, dangerous and deadly magic.

      It makes you want to stay and never leave, which can never happen to me. I’m Snow Forest, and I am on a mission. I have to get back to my daughter, Arisa, and save her father. If I don’t, then leaving Arisa with my brother and sister-in-law was pointless and heartbreaking for us both. I keep picturing her sweet face as I told her I had to leave to save her dad and that I would come back soon. She didn’t believe me and begged me not to leave. I hate the world she is used to, where people often don’t come back from a dangerous place, and she has grown up knowing it. I only want to protect her, and sometimes as a parent you have to do the hardest thing in the world: walk away and make a promise you cannot keep.

      As I get the air back and my shifter healing fixes my graze on my arm, I rub my face, mentally groaning when I realise I’ve just wiped dirt all over me. After worrying about not keeping my promise to return to Arisa, I realise how much worse everything is. I need to save the prince, my other destined mate, which is more complicated than I ever want to admit to anyone. I've not even admitted to myself how much I love them both—and how much they have no idea I do. Erik, Arisa's father and my first mate, hasn't spoken more than two words to me in years, and I wish he would. We lost a baby together, and he has been a closed book ever since. It hurts to even think back to that day, and I try to always remember we have Arisa, which makes us much luckier than most. I just wish Erik could see it.

      Prince and I met several months ago and knew we were destined mates straightaway. I kept it a secret, but we had been meeting up for a while before Erik and Prince were trapped in the castle six months ago. Prince and I were having a secret relationship because neither of us knew how to tell Erik about it since he is the prince's best friend. Or used to be. Damn, this is all complicated, and I’m sat on the ground, covered in dirt in a random elf forest. I need to focus on why I came here because a letter from my parents’ old friends said someone could get me into the castle where my mates are trapped. That is my only focus now.

      "Hello? Do you need assistance? I saw you fall!" a deep male voice shouts from nearby as I struggle to sit up and crouch under the rock I have smacked into. "Hold on, dear lady, I am on the way to help." I pull out a dagger, hiding it behind my back as I use my wolf senses to track which direction the man is coming from. I twirl to the left just as a man jumps off the rock I'm almost hidden under, stopping right in front of me. However, this man is an elf; his light green skin and pointy ears give him away. I haven't seen an elf not in glamour for a long time, unless you count on Halloween, but who knows if that is their real appearance or a costume. This man makes me pause though, because he is genuinely gorgeous with his thick, shiny black hair that falls around his face, his large blue eyes and high cheekbones. He has a muscular body, which I can see most of because of his lack of shirt. Light green rippled abs and a firm chest nearly distract me from the fact this man is a stranger. His tight leather pants aren’t helping much either; they showcase way too many, err, big things.

      "Pretty little wolf, are you lost?" he asks, and his voice is deep, husky, and again it almost distracts me. Damn, this place has some seductive magic, and this man is everything it can create rolled into one.

      "My name is Snow Forest. I am the sister to the alpha of the Forest Pack. I am not lost, not exactly anyway. I was meant to land in front of my parents’ friends’ house," I explain to him, because something about him doesn’t threaten me. Well, not exactly, he is sexy in a threatening way. Though that can be said about all supernaturals; it’s just that this guy is more than usual.

      "Portals are a tricky thing, pretty little wolf. Even the strongest of our magic users struggle to aim them correctly in this world. Why don't I escort you to the local town, and we can find out where you are meant to be?" he asks me, flashing me a friendly smile that shows off his pearly white teeth.

      "Why should I trust you?" I retort, eyeing him suspiciously. Never trust free help from a stranger...there is always a cost. The supernatural world is much like the human one in that aspect. "I don't even know your name."

      "You trust me, or that pretty dagger behind your back would be in my chest by now," he replies, his lips tilting up in a smirk as he takes one step closer to me. "You are a good judge of character, we both know it. My name is Prince Aithlin Shadoward, heir to the elf throne. By my name and title, I pledge to safely escort you to the local town."

      "Your Highness," I cough out in shock, stepping backwards. Shit, I pulled a dagger out on an elf prince. The heir, for goddesses’ sake. This isn't the best start to the rescue mission. Aithlin just chuckles, shaking his head and waving a hand towards the trees behind him.

      "Shall we?" he asks. “It is not safe to be out in these woods at night, and it is quite a distance to town without a horse. We do not want to be snacks for dangerous creatures that live here.”

      "Well, thank you, Prince Aithlin," I reply, knowing I don’t have a choice. I do not want to be fighting creatures in a forest when I have more important things to do. The last thing I want my daughter to hear is that her mother got eaten by a creature in a forest on her rescue mission.

      "Call me Aith, pretty little wolf." With that, he turns around and starts heading through the trees. I'm left wondering what a prince is doing alone in the forest in the first place.
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      "Wow, we were really far away from a town then, huh?" I ask Aith after a long walk to find a footpath from the middle of the trees we were in. My wolf senses haven’t picked up a scent of anyone but the prince here. Damn, I really messed up by falling into this forest, and I’m glad I ran into this prince now. I would have been lost and likely snacks for some creature by the end of the night. Even my wolf wouldn’t have been able to outrun or escape some of the nightmare creatures I’ve read about that live in this world. The humans think wolves are bad…some things in this world are so much worse.

      "Yes, and you are in the royal forest. It was lucky on your part that I was the one to find you and not the guards. The royal forest is strictly off limits to non-royals," he explains to me, making me nearly freeze in my steps. I spent ages in my brother's library, looking up maps of the elf kingdom to plan this trip. As far as I know from memory, the royal palace, forest and neighbouring town are on the other side of the world from where I was heading.

      "Thanks for finding and helping me then," I reply to him, shaking my head at myself and the mess I've gotten myself into. I'm meant to be saving my mates, not getting lost while I try to help them.

      "Tell me, why are you here?" he asks me, placing his hands behind his back, holding them together and walking with his head held high. I should have guessed this guy is a prince straightaway, no one non-royal walks like that. I’m pretty sure all royals are trained to walk like they have a stick up their ass from birth. It reminds me of my destined mate and a conversation we once had.

      

      “So your name is Prince Shifter, and your mother’s name is Queen Shifter?” I ask Prince as we walk through the forest together. This forest is neutral pack land, a place no one owns and no one ever comes to. We meet here regularly, a way to be together without prying eyes as we try to get to know each other. Only Harper knows, and she covers for me to come here. We all know Nikoli, my brother and alpha, wouldn’t like it. For a month, Prince and I have met here, and he never touches me. He just asks every question under the sun, and I do the same.

      “You can guess my father’s name. When I become king, my name will change from Prince to King. It is the royal shifter way and has been for a very long time,” he explains to me, his voice impassive on the matter. His hand brushes mine every so often as we walk, and my fingers twitch to reach out and take his hand.

      “Personally, I don’t like it,” I inform him, being more brutally honest than I thought I would.

      “You don’t like my name?” he asks, faking hurt. We both laugh before I answer.

      “Not in an offensive way, but it’s not yours. Prince, Queen and King are titles, not personal names that are yours to keep,” I explain to him. Your name is the only thing no one can take from you. It’s yours, but a title can be taken easily. I guess they have that tradition because being royalty is their lives. Prince just doesn’t seem to care about most of the old traditions though, so it surprises me he is so okay with this one.

      “If we are discussing that, Snow is not a personal name. It is the name of a troublesome weather we get once or twice a year,” he replies, raising a bushy black eyebrow at me.

      “My full name is Snowleigh, but not many people call me that,” I explain to him. No one knows that, and I don’t tell people, because it’s personal. Only Nikoli knows, and he still chooses to call me Snow around other people.

      “I’m calling you Leigh from now on then. It’s my name for you,” Prince decides.

      “What can I call you that no one else does then?” I ask.

      “Mine,” he replies, winking at me and making me smile widely because I like that. He is mine after all.

      

      Aith clears his throat, snapping me out of the flashback of a memory. It takes me a second to remember what we were talking about and figure out what to say to him. "Have you heard of what the queen of the shifters has done?" Aith nods, his reaction betraying how he clearly hoped I wouldn’t bring her up. I think everyone is feeling that, all supernaturals. This isn’t usual behaviour, and the queen of the shifters has many truces and deals. I’ve heard many rumours of how she is extremely liked, and she created much peace throughout the supernatural communities. The vampire king and queen are well known to be friends with her, and so are the fae. I don’t know the elf stance on the queen, but I’m sure she has snaked her way into their world at some point to make friends.

      "Everyone has heard. I believe your pack and the Bearlay pack had some trouble with her before the gates were shut for good," he replies, making me aware how all news does get everywhere. “A queen that is at war with two of the largest packs she is meant to rule is not a good queen. I do not know why she has locked herself up, but we are all concerned. A queen out of control is a worry indeed.”

      "No one can get into the castle, and I need to get in. That is why I’m here. My parents’ friends said they knew a way or person who could help me get into the castle," I say, and Aith smirks at me for a second before looking back at the road.

      "I know a way, and I suspect it is the same thing your parents’ friends were going to tell you," he tells me.

      "How?" I immediately ask.

      "Tell me why you want to get into a castle with an insane queen first? Surely you know it would be easier for me to kill you than for you to be killed at her hand," he asks, which is a fair question.

      "My mate and a man I love are in there," I honestly answer.

      "Are the two things different?" he enquires. It makes me pause just because I realise how it all sounds.

      "My mate and I have our differences, but I have to save him for my daughter, Arisa," I explain, because that is the best I can say about him. I do love him, I always have, but I don’t know how he feels about me now.

      "I understand. I have a child as well, but I could not save my mate before she died," he tells me, making me wonder why he would tell a stranger something so personal. “If I could have saved her, I would have—if not for love, for love of my son and his bond with her.”

      "I'm sorry. I know much about death. I lost Arisa's twin at birth," I end up telling him, and I really have no clue why I’m telling him this. He is a stranger…but he doesn’t feel like one. Everything about him makes me want to trust him, to tell him my darkest secrets.

      "I am very sorry for your loss. With all the magic we have, childbirth has always been a deadly risk for our people and yours. You do understand, maybe even more than I. My mate and I were only together two years before she died in childbirth. I love my son, and I am thankful every day for him," he tells me, and I can almost feel the grief, but the love for his son comes through more. I hope that is how I sound when I talk about losing my son and giving birth to my daughter on the same day. Arisa is my world, a walking reminder of the good in the world. I picture her curly black hair, bright green eyes, and the pout she does when she doesn’t get her own way. Arisa is nearly seven and looks so much like Erik, and she acts a lot like him too. They both are stubborn and feel everything so much more without letting anyone help.

      "How old is your son?" I ask, wanting to know.

      "Five and a handful of trouble," he tells me, chuckling. “Recently he has started finding his powers and somehow causing more trouble than ever before.”

      "My Arisa isn't much older, and she is just the same," I reply, grinning at him. Magical kids, who would have them? “Her wolf is only a small grey pup, but she can fit through little gaps and outrun even her uncle, the alpha. It’s as impressive as it is tiring.”

      "You took a big risk leaving her alone and coming here," Aith points out, but he watches me so closely as I try not to take offense at him pointing out the obvious.

      "My brother is alpha, and my sister-in-law is a strong alpha female. They will protect and love Arisa like their own in my absence. I did not leave her alone," I firmly reply.

      "I didn't mean to insult you, I hope you know that. My son is with my mate's parents, hidden for the time being. I miss him," he explains to me, and he slows down his walk. "The world is a dangerous place right now, especially with a queen out of control. If she calls war, my son would be a prize for her to kill. I cannot let that happen."

      "I understand that. I want to get my mates and stay in our pack, hidden away in case war is what she is going to do," I reply. “It wouldn’t surprise me, but the queen doesn’t have an army, so I’m unsure how she would attack.”

      "A woman like you can't be hidden for long, Snow," he replies. “As for the queen, royals can always find or buy an army for the right price.”

      "That is the first time you used my name since we met," I tell him, not wanting to discuss the queen anymore as she frightens me.

      "I prefer ‘pretty little wolf’," he replies, “though I have not seen your wolf yet, and it is something I look forward to seeing. I’ve always found wolf shifters to be stunning creations.”

      "My wolf isn't little," I warn him, and he grins at me before pausing in his steps. I stop, wondering what he is waiting for when I scent it. My wolf pushes to the surface, but I don't let her out for a full shift yet. Not when there is an unknown danger. A low growl leaves my lips just before I see a spear flying through the air towards Aith's back. I run and jump, catching the spear and spinning around, throwing it right back at the elf with dark blue skin that is trying to run away.

      I get out my dagger, spinning around as I look for the danger. I catch a glimpse of someone and lift my hand, but before I can see if I hit my target, I cry out as something sharp tears into my lower leg, and my dagger falls out of my hand. Before I fall, I see Aith picking up my dropped dagger and throwing it at someone. My body slams against the path, and I reach down for whatever stabbed my leg before I try to sit up. I rip my leggings to the knee, seeing this dagger is really stuck in there. It looks to be made of a strange blue metal, and the hilt is silver. I close my eyes and place my hand on the hilt before screaming as I pull it out, feeling the world getting blurry as Aith's hands rest on my shoulder.

      

      I open my eyes to see him using the ripped parts of my leggings to bandage my leg before tying it up as I cry out in pain. Everything gets fuzzy as my wolf howls in my mind, pushing me to shift and let her heal everything. I can't do that because she might not let me shift back for a long time in her panic. I have to save Erik and Prince before it's too late. I can't go back to Arisa without her dad. I can't imagine a life without them both.

      "We are closer to my castle than the town. You need help," Aith tells me before lifting me up in the air and holding me to his chest. "You saved my life, pretty little wolf. Don’t panic."

      "I did come here to save people, just it wasn't m-meant to be y-you," my voice drifts as I try to speak, and Aith’s face gets all blurry.

      "I will thank fate then." I hear his words, but the world is lost to me as sleep takes me under.
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      "Snow saved my life, you know what that means. Treat her as such." I hear Aith shouting commands, but I struggle to open my eyes to actually see him. I feel hot, bleeding hot, and most of the heat seems to be in my leg. I try to tear at my clothes only to have hands hold me back, stopping me, and I’m so weak I can’t fight them off. My wolf whines and pushes in my mind, trying to escape and fix this.

      "Yes, your majesty," other voices reply to Aith, and I only want to be able to open my eyes and see him. Everything else goes fuzzy for a long time where darkness blacks in and out until finally, I can open my eyes to stare at the gold ceiling above me. Leafy vines cover the ceiling, only revealing the gold colour of it in places. A warm breeze blows against my body, which I can feel is mainly covered with a thin blanket. The bed I'm on feels comfy and soft like a massive pillow. I try to sit up only to sink further into the marshmallow bed.

      After a few attempts, I manage to move my one leg off the bed, and a cry leaves my lips when I move my other leg off the bed. I pull myself to sit up, looking down at my leg which is bandaged with blue leaves stuck on with green paste, and it really damn well hurts. I pause when I finally see the room I'm in and how stunning it is. Arisa would love this room; it is fit for a princess. The golden walls have vines hanging down them, with white flowers in bloom that almost glitter. The bed is huge, taking up the centre of the room, and the floor is all white fluffy carpet. There are a golden dresser, wardrobe and two large gold and white doors in the room. I turn my head and see a balcony, with thin gold curtains that move with the breeze blowing in. The door opens, and Aith walks in, his frown turning into a smile when he sees I'm awake and sitting up.

      "Snow, you should be lying down," he says, sounding tired, and he looks it too. He is still wearing the same trousers with bits of my blood on them, but now he has a gold shirt on that does little to hide his chest due to it being open in the middle.

      "No, I need to find my parents’ friends and get moving. I can't just lie here," I reply, standing up off the bed as I know I need to move. I take one step before my leg gives out from the abrupt pain, and I cry out as I fall to the floor. Except I don't hit the floor because Aith catches me and picks me up into his arms like a teddy bear before gently putting me back on the bed. He must be strong to catch me like that, let alone carry me all the way back to his castle in the first place.

      "The dagger was coated in a deadly poison. You must rest while the antidote heals you, but do not worry, I have a solution to your problem," he tells me as he sits on the edge of my bed and grins at me. I roll on my side, resting my head on my arm on the pillow as I get myself comfy. My leg burns like nothing I’ve felt before, and the simple fact my wolf isn’t trying to get me to shift makes me think I need to rest and she clearly trusts this place. I doubt the elf royals would hurt me though, not without knowing my pack would avenge me. Plus, it’s not worth it; I’m no one to them.

      "You happen to know a way into the castle?" I ask, trying to not give up hope.

      "I do," he replies, moving to sit next to me on the bed. Aith picks up my hand, and for some reason, I just let him hold it. He did save me, or I saved him, I'm not sure what happened. Either way, I guess we aren't just strangers anymore.

      "It will sound crazy...but it is the only way, so at least hear me out. When you saved my life, it meant I am yours. My life is yours, and I will mate no other. In our traditions, we believe fate throws people together, and what happened in the forest was a sure sign of fate, in my eyes. In my people's eyes, you are the saviour of their loved prince, and they adore you. Even now, they sing songs and whisper about the Snow wolf who saved the prince and is to mate him," he explains to me, and I don’t know how long I stare in utter shock at Aith, waiting for him to say he is joking. He isn’t joking, I know that, but my mind doesn’t want to catch up with that idea for a while.

      "I have a mate," I reply, because honestly, I don't know what to say to that. Is he seriously asking me to mate with him? How will that help me save my other mates? I’m pretty sure it will just get him killed and my other mates in a big fight.

      "I am aware; you told me, remember?" he replies with a smile. "Sharing a woman or man is part of our culture. Love and fate are what we trust in. It is the elf way."

      "I'm sorry, I don't know you, and you don't have to mate with me because I saved your life. This is crazy," I tell him, wanting to get up but not having the strength. Aith squeezes my hand, making me aware he is still holding it and how natural it feels. My wolf is happily relaxing in my mind, much like how she is when I’m around Erik or Prince. What the hell is going on with me?

      "Wait, before you say anything else, hear me out, please," he asks, stopping my rant, and taking a deep breath, I nod. "The shifter queen has sent my parents an invite to the castle. If you mate with me, become the princess, we can take the invite and go in their place. I have an heir, so they will let me leave with you even though it is dangerous and I might not come back. I’m going to protect you, no matter what, and I understand you need to go there."

      "This is crazy. A simple thank you is enough," I simply reply, needing some time to think about all of this. It might be my only way to save my other mates, but mating is for life. Aith and I don't know each other, not really, and he seems much surer about this than I am. He already looks at me like he is half in love with me.

      “I know you need time to rest and heal. I’m sure you need to think about this all at the same time,” he replies, smoothly standing off the bed. I couldn’t get up if I wanted to. I watch him walk to the door, pausing before opening and looking back. “You are beautiful, kind, and I like you. I have never done anything in my life I didn’t believe was right, and I never will. Mating with you would be a great honour, and I would love you for the rest of our lives. I will not expect it or force you; it is your choice.” With his statement, he bows his head and walks out without another word.

      How did a rescue mission turn into deciding to take a new mate?
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      "Thank you so much for all your help," I gently say to the light purple-haired healer. She looks up in shock, halfway through re-bandaging my leg with the paste and leaves. I’ve been speaking with them for the last few days, and they explained how the crushed paste is the leaves of the poison hurting me, but with a little magic, it soon extracts the poison so natural healing can work. Last night was the first night I’ve been able to sleep without feeling bleeding hot or freezing cold and without being in enough pain that the healers have had to knock me out with one of their potions.

      I’ve never known much about elves and their powers, but Aith has been filling me in on everything. They have control over elements, and only one element at a time. Until the age of ten, the elf children practice all elements and, on their tenth birthday, pick one that they deem is the best for them. Aith said he chose air early on, mainly because he likes to fly himself up onto the top of the castle and watch the sunsets. Elves also have a natural connection to their world and the plants that grow in it. That’s why they are always so good at healing potions and many other creations.

      "You are the princess; it is an honour to help you," the shy healer blurts out. I sigh because I know there is no point asking her name or for her to call me Snow. I’ve spent days encouraging them to talk to me like I’m a guest, but they treat me like a hero instead.

      "Oh, I'm not—" I pause as Aith comes into the room, looking ridiculously sexy as usual. The healer quickly bows her head before finishing the bandage as Aith comes to sit next to me, eyeing the bandage. He reaches down, tucking a leaf edge in that has slipped out, his fingers skimming across my bare skin on my leg and making me shiver.

      "How are you feeling today?" he asks like he does every day. Even though he has this crazy notion that I am meant to be his mate or something, he is a nice guy. A very good person, which is an odd thing in the supernatural world. Especially for the higher up people in the world. Money and power go to most people’s heads. It's been five days since I fell into that forest, and I've been bedridden pretty much since. Aith has been nothing but helpful and almost...sweet. The healers and staff in this place are just the same as well, and overall, I could see how anyone would want to stay here forever. I can't do that though; I have to get myself standing today. I miss Arisa so much, and I didn't realise how hard it would be to be away from her. All I want to do is hold my little girl, even though I know it is silly. She is safe, I know that deep down in my soul.

      "Much better, thank you," I reply as the healer finishes bandaging my leg.

      "I would suggest walking around today, only for a little bit. The wound is nearly healed, and movement accelerates healing for wolf shifters. Or so I read in my books I dug out on your kind," she gently tells me, still sounding nervous.

      "Brilliant. I'd love to show Snow the royal gardens," Aith comments to the healer with a big smile and then looks my way, "if you would like that?"

      "I've heard the royal gardens of the elf palace are the prettiest place in the world," I reply, remembering reading about them in the history books. The elf royal gardens are said to be the start of the entire supernatural creation, and everyone left overtime, but elves stayed to look after the gardens. No one knows if it is true though, because our history is so secretive to make sure humans never find out about us.

      "They are," he replies, standing up and offering me a hand. Despite my hesitance and lack of knowing much about Aith, I slide my hand into his to pull me up. My leg is painful to stand on, but nothing I can't handle for a short walk. It's super frustrating that I can't do anything but a short walk when I'm meant to be saving the day. Gold, my sister-in-law, would be laughing, because she is nothing but a badass and wouldn't have gotten herself in this kind of trouble. I link my arm into Aith's, letting him lead me from the room. The healer opens the door for us, bowing for us as we walk into the corridor. The corridor has much the same decor as the inside of the room I was in, and it seems to stretch on endlessly.

      "While you have been resting, I have been researching into the shifter queen and what she may want. If I am to help you, I thought I best find out all I can," he explains to me. It’s kind of sweet that he is putting so much effort into helping me.

      "What did you find out?" I ask him.

      "She is collecting shifter stones, am I right?" he asks.

      "Yes, she made Gold, who is my sister-in-law, steal one from both her own bear pack and my brother’s pack in exchange for a bear shifter child," I tell him. Poor Gold went through a lot to get those stones, and I know she feels guilty about the whole thing.

      "She sounds like a brave woman who had to make a difficult decision," Aith replies. “I know I would do much worse to save a child.”

      "Gold certainly is brave. Honestly, I feel like it should have been her on this rescue mission and not me," I tell him. Then I think about her saving Aith and him being indebted to her, and it makes me mad. No, not mad, jealous. I have no reason to be jealous, but here we are.

      "I believe it should have been you. Did I ever tell you why I was out in the forest on that day?" Aith asks me as we head through an archway into a smaller corridor with large white doors at the end. The white doors have the royal symbol on them, a stag with large horns that stretch up with stars at the end of them.

      "No, you haven't," I reply, looking up at him. My leg aches as we walk, but I push the pain to the back of my mind the best I can.

      "I usually hunt in the edges of the forest, just rabbits or the occasional fox. I never see deer this close to the palace; they are too smart to get close. That day was different. A white deer ran out of the tree line where I was hunting, and it just stared at me. I felt frozen for a second, the beauty and rareness of the deer captivating me. The deer very slowly bowed its head before turning and running off into the forest. I don't know what made me drop my bow and arrows and run after it. I would call it fate because, not far into the run, I heard you," he tells me, looking at the symbol on the white door. “Stags and deer have always guided my family, and I trust that I was led to you for a reason that day. You are my fate, Snow.”

      "You really believe in fate, don't you?" I whisper, taking in his story.

      "Yes, and so do you. I see it in your eyes. If magic is real, which to us it really is, then is it too far-fetched to believe fate is real as well?" he asks just as we get to the doors. Aith pushes them both open, revealing the palace gardens behind them. Magic is certainly real; this place is proof of that. I gape at the pink-leaved trees and the vines that hide the garden, letting in little beams of light here and there. The pink hue from the gently falling leaves shines onto the millions of multicoloured flowers that cover the ground. Some of the plants are taller with different coloured fruits hanging off them, and at their bases are a load of different crystals. The mixture of light, falling petals and leaves, and the sweet scent of the gardens is magical. When I can finally look away, Aith is smiling down at me, his eyes exploring mine like he can see everything. Before I realise it, his lips are pressed against mine, softly exploring and parting my own lips. The kiss is perfectly sweet and short before he pulls back.

      "Do forgive me. I had to know how it would feel to kiss you at this moment," he tells me, looking concerned he pushed me too far.

      "My other mates are going to be mad at you and me for that," I tell him honestly.

      "I don't care. I only care about us," he tells me. “Plus, they love you, and we are meant to be.”

      "There isn't an ‘us’, and you have an answer for everything, don’t you?” I ask.

      "The way you kissed me back suggested something else entirely," he replies as I flash him an annoyed smile. He has a point. Aith steps closer, placing both his hands on the sides of my face, and it's surprisingly comforting to have him so close. Aith smells like cherries, and I've always been a fan of them. He is like a prince you'd dream of—this whole place is. I'm starting to worry I hit my head when I fell through that portal. "I don't want to push you for a decision, but the invite has a date on it. It's a week away. I wish I could take you as my princess without a mating, but it isn't possible. Only the royals of the races can go, according to the invitation."

      "It's just so fast," I say, pulling my bottom lip into my mouth and gently biting it.

      "I know...but it feels right, doesn't it?" he asks, "and I'm pretty sure your wolf could rip me to pieces if I'm an asshole."

      "She could," I grin, and he laughs.

      "Is that a yes?" he asks, and it may sound crazy to anyone else, but as I look at Aith, I know I want this. Mating is complicated, and elves don't have true mates like wolves and vampires do, or any other species. For them, they trust fate to make the decisions in their lives.

      "Yes—" I don't get to say anything else before he is kissing me, not a gentle kiss this time, this kiss makes my toes curl up and the air escape my lungs. I never want him to stop, but he does, and I'm left just wanting more. My wolf wants more and practically whines in my mind when he steps away.

      "Let me take you on that walk I promised, then I will let everyone know the news," he replies, sounding happy with a big grin. I know it is going to hurt my leg, but I must keep walking on it. My shifter healing is slowly kicking in, fighting the poison.

      "Do you think they will judge us for mating so quickly?" I ask, because usually, wolves get to know each other for a few weeks before making the decision. It is hard for male wolves to be around their mates without mating though, so that makes sense. I trust myself and my wolf to know if this is right for me or not. The only reason Aith and I are rushing this is because I need to save my other mates. Even if they hate me when they find out I've taken another mate. I'm pretty sure Erik hates me anyway, so this will just make the situation a million times worse.

      "No, my pretty little wolf. It isn't the elf way to be the judge of other people's actions or decisions," he replies to me. "We are not gods or fate, so we do not have the right."

      "I like that way of thinking," I respond, because it is a nice way of viewing the world. I find most people are too judgemental when they rarely know the full scope of what they are talking about. Humans are worse about this, and wolves are just plain nosy.

      "And I like you," he replies, briefly kissing the side of my head before linking our arms together to walk down the path to the gardens.
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      "We don't wear clothes to the mating?" I ask the maid for the fourth time, and she just nods, her green cheeks having a strange blue hue to them. It’s her way of blushing, I suspect. Three other maids stand by the door, holding baskets with apparent paint in them because, according to them, the mating ceremony for elves means we are naked, painted with these ceremonial paints. The only thing I can wear is a thin white cloth that hangs from my shoulders to my feet—and covers nothing. I'm not like usual wolves; I don't like being naked, and I've always taken care to shift back in private. Erik always thought I was odd to feel bothered about walking around naked like he and most the pack do.

      The door is knocked two times before the door opens and an older woman walks in. She is very familiar from her light green skin and her eyes that are the mirror image of Aith. The leaf crown on her head kind of gives her away as well. I lower my head as I bow, and when I lift my head, she is smiling.

      "We don't bow to family," she explains and comes over, placing her hand on my cheek. "Aith said you saved his life and that you are brave, beautiful and smart. Seems like my son has found his soulmate after all this time," she says, sounding so happy as she lowers her hand. It makes me want to find out more about Aith’s past though. We have spoken about his first mate a little, but I always felt like he didn’t know much about her.

      "Wasn't his first mate his soulmate?" I ask.

      "No, she was his mate through an arranged marriage for the well-being of the kingdom. Aith loved her as he should, but he never chose his own mate as he has with you," she tells me, and her voice is simple, just stating a fact. "Though today is not a day to speak of the past. It is to celebrate a wonderful future. Aith is with his father and son, who are very much looking forward to meeting you. My name is Eloimaya, though elves and now wolves close to me call me Maya."

      "Maya, it is lovely to meet you. My friends call me Snow, though my full name is Snowleigh," I explain, considering she is offering her friendship.

      "Snow is a beautiful name. Now what colours have you chosen for your paint?" she asks me.

      "I haven't quite gotten over how clothing isn't allowed, to be honest," I say, and she sweetly laughs.

      "Ah dear, the paint is thick, and it shows very little. Do not worry," she tells me, waving a hand over to the paints. "Plus, it is only until the ceremony is over, and then you can wear a dress for the rest of the night." I sigh, knowing I need to uphold their traditions, before following her over to the pots where she is taking the lids off the three. One is a thick blue paint with drops of white paint and what looks like glitter mixed in.

      "This paint is from the mountains," Maya explains, and I dip my finger in, seeing how very thick it is. “It promotes the coldest part of our world, where snow always falls and the most stars can be seen in the sky.”

      "I want this one, please. Blue is my favourite colour, and it almost looks like snow falling on a starry night," I say, and the maid happily nods.

      "I will look away and sit on your bed, if you do not mind my presence?" Maya asks me.

      "Not at all," I reply, because it is actually nice to have someone here with me. My mother died when I was young, and with no other female relatives, I didn't have anyone for my mating ceremony with Erik. I only just met Gold, and we didn't become close friends until many years later. Nikoli tried to be there for me, but he was so busy with his new pack. Harper only came into our lives a few years ago, and now I have a beautiful niece called Emma. The Forest Pack has never been happier, but what the shifter queen is doing is a threat to us all. It's been months since she closed her castle with my mates in there. I just hope they are still alive.

      "Tell me about your daughter, Arisa," Maya asks as she sits down on the other side of the bed, looking out the window at the views of the forest. I pull my dress off, feeling anxious as the maids start painting swirls and designs with the paint.

      "Arisa is my world, my everything. She is funny, creative and loves to cuddle. Though she looks like me, she is much more like her father, Erik, I think. I really do miss her," I admit, wishing she could be here with me today but knowing that wouldn’t be safe.

      "I can just imagine. It is difficult to be away from your children when they are young. I have three children, Aith and two daughters. My daughters are married and live in the mountains that sent that paint over to you. They wanted to be here for the wedding, but the mountains are currently buried under heavy snow like they are every season. They do send their best wishes," she explains to me. “In the summer months, I do hope you, Aith and the children will come with us to visit them and the other areas. This world is very beautiful.”

      "Can they not portal here?" I ask, curious. “And I would love to go on a tour.”

      "No, the mountain is the only place here that has no magic. The mountain blocks it, and the people live their lives there as humans would," she explains to me. "Personally, I prefer a bit of magic in my world."

      "So do I," I reply with a chuckle. Talking with Maya has completely distracted me from the maids and their work, so much that they are already done. I run a finger over the paint on my arm as the maids clip the thin fabric on my shoulders, and to my surprise, the paint is dry despite it being so thick that I can't see my skin. The maid dips her finger into the paint and comes closer, sliding it over my forehead and in what feels like swirls around my cheeks before stepping back.

      "You suit the elf ways, my princess," the maid tells me before each of them bows and leaves the room. That is something to get used to. I nervously look towards Maya, seeing her come over to me, and she looks happy.

      "The maids were right, you really do look like a princess meant to be on a throne. I've heard rumours you are the destined mate of the prince of the shifters," Maya says. I always try to forget who Prince really is as I love the man not the title he has with it. The fact we are destined mates actually just makes things a million times more complicated. We had planned to sit Erik down and tell him we were together and going to mate. It just never happened.

      "I am and I love him," I explain to her.

      "Then it seems you are destined to be a queen one way or another," she smiles. "My son is already in love with you, and I do hope you won't break his heart when he helps you get your mates back."

      "No, that won't happen. I never break my promises or vows. I will admit I don't love Aith yet, but I know I am falling for him," I say, wanting to be as honest as I can with her.

      "That is all I need to hear. Do forgive me for being an overprotective mother. Are you ready to leave?" she asks, standing up and smoothing down her stunning dress.

      "I think so," I say, turning to look at myself in the mirror. My long black hair hides my breasts but little else as I am covered in the paint.

      "You will make a good queen. The very fact you are nervous tells me that. Only a stupid person would happily take on a throne when there is a war on the horizon with a shifter queen," she states, and it makes me smile for some reason. I think it might just be the simple part of someone believing in me when I'm so far from home. Maya opens the door for me to walk out, and no matter how nervous I am, I am doing this. Aith is part of my future, and I am his.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      The mating ceremony is held in a massive cave just outside the castle, where I had to walk down a petal-covered footpath with hundreds of elves cheering my name and throwing more petals. It was pretty, but at the same time, I am practically naked in front of a lot of people, and that is like a nightmare come true for me. I try to ignore everyone's faces and just wave until we get to the large doors of the cave. The doors are two massive stone leaves, meeting together in the middle. They are very detailed, every vein and smooth skin of the leaves has been captured. I have to admire the intense detail that has gone into them.

      A loud horn is blown somewhere before the doors are pulled open, and the wind chooses that point to blow my hair into my face. I gently push it away to see the empty cave inside. At the back of the cave is a massive waterfall, which looks like it has millions of tiny lights inside it that fall into the shallow lake below. The lake goes out the other sides of the cave, and stood on the bridge in the middle is Aith. He has the same colour paint on as I do, covering his entire body that I can see from behind, including a remarkable view of his firm ass.

      "This is where I leave you. The ceremony is private, and we will meet you when it is over," Maya tells me, respectfully bowing her head low, and I do the same before watching her walk to the side. I know the bow was more for the public watching us than anything else. I turn back to the cave, willing my nervous feet to walk forward. As soon as I get inside, the doors are shut behind me, and Aith looks back, his eyes very slowly drifting all over me before he offers a hand out to me.

      "Beautiful is not a strong enough word to describe you in this moment. No word is enough, Snow," he tells me, and everything in me seems to change as I take his hand. Aith is my future, we were brought together by fate, and I feel like I've always known him. Maybe a deep part of our souls always have known each other somehow.

      "What do we do then?" I ask, looking up at my soon-to-be mate. He is so handsome, but the paint just adds more definition to him.

      "We need to walk through the waterfall. The water itself is pure magic, and somehow, it creates the bond if we are destined for each other. If we come out on the other side with no bond, then we are not meant to be," he explains to me, and that makes me nervous as much as it excites me.

      "Well, we should find out then, huh?" I ask, and he nods, though he looks more sure and confident than I feel. Aith tugs on my hand, nudging me to walk with him across the stone bridge. The water splashes onto my skin as we get closer, and to my surprise, it is warm instead of cold. We both don't stop, mainly because I need to know if we are destined like we both think we are. For wolves, it is easy—the males just know and tell us. For vampires, it is much the same, but elves have always kept their way of mating a secret from the rest of the world.

      The warm water blasts onto our bodies as we step through, washing away the paint, and the world seems to slow down as we walk through the waterfall. A buzzing noise fills my ears and, when I open my eyes, I can feel Aith as if he were me. We are connected in the most intimate way, and I feel his emotions, his love and lust for me. There is so much more there, but those two emotions cloud everything else. They mix with mine, and everything else is so intense as we come out of the water. I wrap my arms around Aith's shoulders, pressing my lips to his before he can talk, before I even look at where we are. I don't care, not at this moment, I only want my mate.

      "And you have me," Aith whispers in my mind, answering my unspoken question. His arms lift me up as we kiss, and I pull my eyes open as he lays me down on the moss covered stone. It is warm at my back as Aith covers my body with his and slowly starts kissing his way down my body. I moan as he spends time licking and sucking at my nipples before leaving them to kiss my stomach, each kiss heading further south. Aith's hands slide under my ass, lifting me up as his tongue dives into my clit, sucking and flicking until I can't fight off my building orgasm. Just when I'm so close, Aith stops, and I sigh in frustration as he climbs up my body. I hook my legs around his back as he looks down at me, rubbing his thumb against my bottom lip.

      "When my mate comes for the first time, I will be inside you to feel it, to cherish it and remember how you look. I want to feel you lose control, to really be mine." The moment Aith says "mine", he thrusts deep inside me, and my back arches from the incredible pleasure. I feel all of his pleasure, his lust and desire for me through our bond as much as I feel my own. He thrusts in and out of me, slowly but surely getting me closer with each time he hits that spot. Aith takes my lips with his as he picks up speed, and within a few thrusts, I cry out from my orgasm. Aith groans against my lips before spilling himself inside me, my name repeating itself through our connection.

      "Mate. My mate," Aith possessively whispers across my lips, briefly kissing me. My heart beats fast in my chest, not just from the sex, but from everything Aith makes me feel. I'm falling for him, and I have eternity to fall more.
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      "Your son is so handsome and kind," I say after Aith tucked him into bed after the long wedding party. I was impressed I could stay awake for such a hectic and long party, let alone Aith's little boy, Gaelin. I know Arisa and Gaelin are going to get along so well when we introduce them in the future. They are both cheeky and cute. Together they will get anything they want, I’m sure of it. Technically, Arisa has been named a princess of the elf realm already, and I’m pretty sure she will be thrilled about that. She is always dressing up as a princess and saying she wants to be one when she grows up.

      "Thank you, he is a credit to us all," Aith replies, pulling me closer and kissing the side of my head. I smile up at him as we walk down the corridor and turn around a corner towards my room that we have agreed to sleep in tonight, but suddenly, we see two guards running our way. They come to a halt as we stop, and they bow low before one of them decides to speak first.

      "There is a letter of urgent matter for you, your Highnesses," the guard says, offering Aith a sealed scroll. I'd recognise that seal anywhere—it is the shifter queen’s. Aith doesn't pause as he rips it open and rolls it out, holding it open with his hands.

      "It says the current invite expires at midnight. There is to be a masked ball, and all guests must be inside the castle by tomorrow night," he tells me before offering me the scroll to read myself. After reading the long letter, I sigh and roll it back together.

      "The honeymoon period is over then. We need to go," he gently tells me, and I nod, knowing we can't have tonight like we planned. I need to get inside that castle, one way or another, though I feel safer with Aith at my side.

      "Your parents assumed the message might be of this nature, so they called for a portal maker after receiving this," one of the guards says. Aith steps forward and places his hand on the guard’s shoulder for a brief second.

      "Thank you for bringing me this news, Feno," he says. "Now can you get my weapons and clothes ready? I want you to be prepared to leave with Vaeril and ten other guards. You will wait outside the castle, and if there is anything of concern, let my parents know to send the elf army."

      "Of course, my prince." Feno bows before very quickly walking away. Aith looks to the other guard.

      "Vaeril, please escort the princess to my mother before calling the guards to protect my son until I return. I want my son kept within the walls because he is the heir if we don't come out of that castle,” Aith commands, and I hate that he has to say that at all.

      "Of course, my prince. It will be an honour," Vaeril states, bowing his head before Aith turns to me. He kisses me gently before taking my hands in his, and we don’t need to say anything about how worried we both are. No one knows what is in that castle, and my bond with Erik is long lost; I don’t think I’d know if he were dead. The queen might have murdered everyone in the castle and not cared about the rest of the world. We might be walking into our own deaths.

      "Mother will help you prepare, but we might be going into a fight, so make sure you hide some weapons on you," he suggests. “I will never leave your side unless you wish it, but in case we are outnumbered, I need you ready.”

      "Weapons aren't my strong suit. I fight better with my wolf teeth," I say, flashing him a toothy grin to prove my point which makes him laugh as I step away, looking to the guard. "Vaeril, please show me the way."

      "Yes, Princess," he replies, bowing low.

      "You can call me Snow," I tell him as we walk away, and I briefly look back to see Aith smiling at me before he turns and walks off to get ready. "I need another favour of you, if you don't mind, Vaeril."

      "Anything, Princess Snow," he is quick to reply. At least it’s better than just princess, I suppose.

      "I am going to write a letter, and I need you to send it to my brother, the alpha of the Forest Pack," I explain, because if Aith is leaving guards outside, my brother could send help too. The elves are strong, but we need to use every strength we can if we need to make a quick escape from this castle.

      "I can do that. I will warn that letters take a few days to successfully travel across dimensions. I would suggest taking it with us to the palace, but none of us could leave to deliver it," he explains to me. “I will talk with the dimension elf and see what he suggests as this is a matter of urgency.”

      "I understand. A few days is better than nothing. Thank you," I reply to him.

      "Just stay safe, that is all we wish for you and our prince," Vaeril explains to me, bowing his head in a respectful way before we stop outside a pair of white doors. Vaeril knocks twice before moving back to my side, and moments later, the door is flung open. Maya nervously smiles at me, holding several different coloured dresses on her arm.

      "I will make you look fabulous, and you keep my son alive. Do we have a deal?" Maya asks, pushing the door open for me to walk in. I place my hand on her shoulder as I pass, needing to look her in the eyes as I speak.

      "It's a promise."
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      The garnet red dress hugs my waist tightly, leaving my shoulders bare and my arms covered to the wrists with the lace material. From my waist below, the dress spreads out as it goes, looking longer at the ends. The material has lace woven into it with the design of dozens of flowers on a vine. My hair is curled, falling down my back, and my lips are painted to match the colour of the dress. For the first moment since I mated to Aith, I feel like a princess.

      "Though you were going to be crowned tomorrow, you should be wearing a crown for this. This was mine when I was a princess before I took my mother's throne. I would very much like you to have it. My daughters have their own crowns and never were interested," Maya explains to me, and I turn to see the red crown in her hands. The crown is made of silver leaves that are dipped to look a dark red, but the tips of the crown have silver parts to them. It's stunning, and I don't move as Maya steps onto the stool next to me that the maids used to do my hair, before sliding it onto my head.

      "Thank you very much, Maya. I do hope we can spend more time together in the future," I honestly tell her. I have a feeling we could become close friends.

      "Oh I intend the very same thing, Snow. I see us being friends," she tells me and steps off the stool. "Everyone, leave the princess and me alone for a moment." The maids all bow before walking out of the room. Maya waits until the door is shut behind the last one before pulling out a sparkling jewel, a deep red that matches everything I'm wearing. Maya clicks the top, and a lid slides to the left before she clicks it shut once again.

      "I'm confused. What is that, Maya?" I ask, and she steps up on the stool again. I stay still as she gently slides the red jewel into the front of my crown, where there is a perfect place for it.

      "Come and sit with me. I wish to tell you a long story of importance," she says, offering no real explanation to the jewel that opens up on my crown. I know better than to question anyone again when they want to tell you something they find important. It is just rude to do so. Even if it is not important to you, it is to them, and that is all that matters. I slide into the seat opposite hers in front of the fireplace, seeing how she looks into the fire and not at me as she starts to speak.

      "The crown and the jewel were made for my mother, a special request of hers. See, my mother and father were heirs to two parts of the elf kingdom. They were forced to marry when they came of age, and the elf kingdom became one. To everyone else, that meant peace and happiness, but to my mother, it meant life as a slave to a cruel man. My father was spoilt, cold, and empty-hearted, and he treated my mother accordingly. After another beating—this time while she was pregnant with me—my mother had enough.

      “One night, she created a deadly poison, one that is fast-acting, and nothing in this world or any other can break it. The jewel hides the poison, and my mother slipped it into my father’s drink so he would die and no one could be blamed. After his death, I was born, and my mother said she knew what it was like to fall in love, or so she told me. My mother died five years ago after many years of peace in the realm, knowing her daughter married for love. She told me this story on her deathbed, but a deeper part of me always knew," Maya reveals.

      I stay quiet for a moment, taking in all of her story that must be a big secret. There is no way the people know this, and they shouldn't. Her mother did what was best, no matter how hard a decision that must have been for her. I would have done the same to protect myself and my child.

      "Your mother was very brave, and I wish I had the chance to meet her," I tell Maya, knowing it is enough to say that. She isn't telling me this story to get my judgement; I'm just not entirely sure why she is telling me this at all.

      "She would have liked you, I am sure of it," she replies and slowly moves her gaze to the crown. "The same poison lies in the jewel on your head. It would be a fitting death for a mad shifter queen. My mother wasn’t cruel, so that poison is painless and quick."

      "What makes you think I could get close enough to do that?" I ask.

      "A mother always loves her son...and her son is your destined mate. If anyone can get close, it is you. Find out what she is up to with those stones, protect your family and mates, but end this. It's only you that can do it, Snow. I believe in you. The world does not need a war that hundreds, possibly thousands will die in." She stops when the door is knocked once and opened.

      Aith walks in, looking very different from the casual clothes I'm used to. He looks like, well, a prince. A very handsome one at that. His suit is all black with touches of gold and red leaves stitched throughout the jacket and shirt. Aith has a crown on that is gold leaves swirling around each other like my own. On his back is a long gold sword with a big handle that shines under the light. Until Maya clears her throat, I don't notice how long we have just been staring at each other in amazement, and I'm almost embarrassed until Aith snaps out of it and comes to my side. The moment his hand touches my waist and he presses his side to mine, my nerves calm. We are going to be okay; there is no other option. We have to be okay. I can't lose him so quickly, it would be too painful.

      "Are you ready, my pretty little wolf?" Aith asks through our bond, and it’s something to get used to. Erik and I had this once, we were so close and connected, but over time the bond has disappeared as much as he has from my life. At the very beginning, it really upset me, broke my heart, but I had to be strong for Arisa. She didn't deserve any of her father's behaviour, even if I understood where he was coming from. Losing our son was so incredibly painful. It is hard to even think back on. I never want to forget him, even though he never got to live in this world. In my memory, I still my baby, perfectly preserved there forever. "The dead are just sleeping, waiting for us to join them in their dreams. One day, we will be with your beautiful son, and he will never be forgotten until then."

      "Where did you hear that? It's incredibly sweet," I reply, locking my eyes onto his as a single tear rolls down my cheek. Aith steps closer, wiping it away and kissing my forehead gently as he answers.

      "An old elf-written book by one of our ancestors. He had a different look on death, and it helped me learn how to grieve. I will happily take you to the royal library to show you it when this is over." I smile up at him, nodding in agreement. Maya opens the door in the room after it is knocked a few times, and I had almost forgotten she was here, as I was so lost in Aith. We turn as Vaeril comes in, bowing low and straightening up.

      "Your Highnesses, the other guards have travelled through in advance, and we are ready for you both to travel to the castle. I will follow last to keep you both safe," he explains to us. Aith locks his fingers through mine before leading me out of the room. Maya places her hand on my arm for a moment as we pass, and I lock eyes with her for a brief second. It's all it takes to know she is counting on me to end this, to do just what her mother did. I need to kill a royal, a queen. I just hope the gods can forgive me…and Prince too.
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      The moment Aith and I step through the large shimmering silver portal, we fall out the other side onto the cold, grey, pebbled stone pathway in front of the large metal gates that lead up to the castle in the distance. I crawl to my feet with Aith’s help, though he landed far more gracefully than I did. I turn my head to look up at the place that has haunted me for a long time. The castle is lit up with hundreds of lights in the window while the cold salty sea air blows against us and the trees that line the driveway at the sides. On each side of the driveway, the elf guards stand in lines of five, so still you would think they were statues. Their green armour reflects the moonlight onto the trees that they stand under. Despite feeling scared and worried about what we will find in the castle, I still admire the beauty of the situation.

      "Are you ready for this?" Aith asks me as Vaeril comes through the portal after us, and it closes shut, disappearing into nothing.

      "I don't think anyone is ever ready to rescue their mates from a mad queen and tell them at the same time that they’re mated to someone else," I whisper to him. Gods, this is all crazy.

      "I guess when you put it like that..." he drifts off, and I chuckle because it is better than having a nervous breakdown. My wolf huffs in my mind, making it clear she would take over far before I got to that point.

      "Don't worry, they won't kill you. Erik might not react well, but Prince never cared about sharing me. He just loves me as you do," I honestly say. I know I have much bigger things to worry about when it comes to Prince. I just hope he knows his mother is out of control and he will let me do it. Aith looks down at me, and he knows everything about the poison and my plan. I get the feeling he is supporting me but hoping there is another way to finish this. No one wants death, especially not like this.

      "Jealousy is easy to push away for love," he replies and pulls out the scroll from his pocket. We both look at each other for a moment, and we can't hide our emotions from each other. We both fear this place and the simple fact we could die in there. I will fight with every bit of my soul to make sure that doesn't happen, but sometimes that isn't enough. Sometimes the enemy is smarter.

      We walk straight up to the gate, where you can see the shimmer of the magical barrier that surrounds the castle and its lands. It glimmers as I push my hand into it, remembering the dozens of times I came here and shouted to get in. I spent ages banging my hands against the barrier, hoping and wishing it would open. Aith presses the scroll into the barrier, and it suddenly burns away into blue flames. The blue flames spread, opening up a gap in the barrier as the big metal gates swing open, making a loud creaking noise as they go.

      Aith steps in first, tugging me with his hand as my natural instincts suggest I run in the other direction. My wolf pushes against my mind, wanting to get out and protect me as I step to the other side. The hole in the barrier burns itself away until we are trapped. The gates start to shut of their own accord as we walk up the driveway, keeping our senses stretched to check for anything odd. So far, everything just looks normal, almost fairy tale like. The driveway is lit up with lanterns, and the moon hangs high in the sky, casting light on everything. The castle looms as I get closer, reminding me of something Prince once said to me.

      

      "We shouldn't be sneaking around like this, Snow," Prince gently tells me, tugging me on top of his naked body. I look down at him, smiling widely at his suggestion. Rain pours down on the cabin, the place we always meet up at away from anyone's eyes. I know Erik needs to know about us, but I'm not sure how to tell him. He is always off hunting with Gold anyway. If he cared at all about me, he would have noticed me and Prince. Prince is my destined mate, but we haven't actually mated yet. It's driving him crazy, but these moments we sneak off and have together are enough for now. At least I thought they were.

      "You can tell Erik then. I'm sure after a few years, he will stop attempting to kill you," I joke, and Prince only laughs before letting out a long sigh as he slides his hands up my back. The simple movement makes me shiver, wanting more of what we just finished. I roll my hips, and Prince's hands tighten ever so slightly, just as I feel him growing harder underneath me.

      "I'm good at hiding though, so Erik would have trouble finding me. I mastered that trick as a kid," he tells me.

      "Why?" I ask, distracted for a second from anything else. Prince doesn't talk about his parents or his life in the castle very often. I get the impression it isn't a good memory for him.

      "My mum was overprotective and would follow me everywhere as a child. It was lesson after lesson on being a prince and what that meant. I just wanted to climb trees, shift into my wolf and run around, but my mother didn't want that for me. Eventually, I realized the only way to be free was to hide and escape her," he explains. “She wasn’t a loving mother, to be honest. I never got hugs or told I was loved by my mother.”

      "What about your dad?" I ask.

      "My father does everything my mother wants without question. They are an odd pair, but he made it clear he never wanted anything to do with me early on," he tells me. I can feel the deep sadness from him, even without a bond.

      "I'm sorry you had to grow up like that," I honestly reply.

      "Tell me about your parents and your upbringing," he asks. “Tell me you had it better than I did and make me smile.”

      "I don't remember much of my parents; they died when I was young due to our pack being attacked. My brother brought me up and taught me everything about being a wolf. He is a good man, and I was lucky to have him," I explain.

      "I admire that about Nikoli," he tells me. "Now why don't we stop talking about our families and make the most of our time alone." I bite my lip at his suggestion before rolling my hips back and slowly sliding down on his hard cock. Oh yes, this is a much better use of our time.

      

      "As much as I'm okay with sharing, that memory makes me hard, and now isn't the time," Aith whispers to me, and I blush as I look at him.

      "Sorry," I reply, trying not to laugh. Laughing has got to be better than freaking out, at least I think so. We both quickly forget anything but fear as we get to the doors of the castle. We stop outside, and a few seconds later, the stone doors are very slowly pulled open to reveal a wolf shifter in a butler outfit. He bows his head, keeping his hands behind his back before straightening up.

      "We have been expecting you, Prince Aithlin Shadoward. Who is your companion?" the butler asks in an accent I can't place.

      "This is Princess Snowleigh Shadoward, my mate," Aith is quick to reply, keeping his tone curt and cold.

      "Then you shall both be welcome. Please follow me." The butler spins around, waiting like a statue as we walk up the steps. Welcome to the castle of horrors.
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      My shoes click against the smooth stone floors as we walk down the silent corridor. The silence is almost as eery as the place itself is. There are large paintings littering the walls, with smaller paintings filling the gaps, so you can just barely see the old wallpaper behind them. The place smells like dust and death, which isn't a good mix. My wolf is bursting at the edges to escape my mind, take over and run us the hell out of here. I just have to tell myself a million times over that we are here for Prince and Erik. Then we can get the hell out of here.

      "I feel sorry for Prince growing up here alone," Aith whispers quietly into my mind. I totally agree, this place is not suitable for a child. Thinking of children just makes me think of Arisa and how much I want to cuddle her. I look up as Aith squeezes my hip with his hand and, without words, he is telling me to be strong. That I'm not alone in this.

      We come to the end of the corridor, where large glass double doors are guarded by five wolves. Though they are wolves, they don't smell right. I can't explain it, but they almost smell like death, and it makes me want to look at them more. Their faces are hidden behind their helmets made from gold, matching the gold armour they are wearing over their clothes. Each one of them holds no weapon, but they don't need it. Wolves don't fight with blades if they want to win; they fight with their teeth and claws. The guards stare endlessly at us, and I try to look through the tainted red glass doors, but it's such a dark red that I can't see in the room.

      Like someone clicked an imaginary button, the guards all move at the same time to the side, and the doors are pulled open from the other side. The doors open to reveal the throne room, with none other than the queen sitting on her throne at the end of the room. The butler stands to the side, making it clear we are to go in alone without him. Aith tugs me along when I feel like my feet are glued to the floor in fear. We walk across the red stone floors that sparkle from the light flooding in from the windows in the room. They are high up on the grey stone walls, catching the light and casting it onto the floor.

      Knowing I can't put this off any longer, I lift my gaze to the queen. She sits on her throne, with her silver crown on and a longer, silky, silver dress that does little to hide anything. As we get closer, I see the necklace she has on and know that something is up with the glowing stones attached to the silver chain. I reckon they are the shifter stones, the ones Gold had to give her. There are three though, not just two that she was given, so she must have had one already. I look around for the king, but I don’t see him anywhere. Usually they are together.

      "Prince Aithlin Shadoward of the elf kingdom, how happy I am to hear you've accepted my invitation," the queen says, her voice sickly sweet and over the top.

      "I am happy to accept your gracious invitation. May I introduce my mate—" Aith starts off, but she interrupts him.

      "Snow and I know each other; there is no need for an introduction," she states, finally looking at me. "My son is very much in love with his destined mate, and so is his best friend who is her mate already. I have called for them both to come here. It should be a joyful reunion."

      "How are they?" I swiftly ask.

      "Happy, child," she says, waving a hand at me like I’d be crazy to think otherwise.

      "Why did you lock the castle up? Why did you want those stones?" I demand, wanting an explanation for all this and feeling more nervous than ever. I don't need to see Erik to know he will feel betrayed by me. I don't know how Prince will feel.

      "Everything will be explained at the ball tonight, but do not worry. Everything I am doing is for the good of the supernatural race, all of us. I mean you no harm. Until then, please do not go wandering around in the castle, for your own safety," she says, and smiles widely as she stands up. I feel them both before I hear their footsteps behind me. The queen only smiles like she has won the war before going through a hidden door behind the throne.

      "Snow? Is that you?" Prince calls me, and I very slowly turn around. Prince and Erik don't look any different to the last time I saw them. Prince jogs to me, wrapping his arms around me tightly, and I happily embrace him back, seeing Erik standing still watching us from a distance. His expression is cold, but I'm used to seeing that. It's the anger that is new to me, that frightens me more. I'm not scared of him hurting me, because I know he wouldn't, but I am scared of him leaving me for good. I've feared the same thing for years.

      "What are you doing here? How are you here?" Prince demands, pulling back but holding his hands on my shoulders. I run my eyes over his thick black hair, bright eyes and shaved jawline. He looks stressed, and I can tell he hasn’t been sleeping well, but overall he doesn’t look too bad.

      "I brought her here," Aith interrupts. “It is an honour to meet you, Prince.”

      "And he is her new mate. Seems Snow has been busy since we were locked in here," Erik growls out.

      "Aith is my mate, yes, but don't you dare accuse me of being busy doing anything but trying to get you two back! I left our daughter, I jumped into an elf world alone, and I've walked in here for you two even though it's a death wish!" I say, getting more than frustrated because I’m not being called the enemy.

      "Whatever," Erik says, and he does what he always does—walks away. Except this time, I've had enough of this. For years, he has always walked away from me but never let me go either. It's a horrible thing to do to someone. Without looking back at Aith or Prince, I run after my mate who, for once, is going to face up to us.
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      "Erik!" I shout, calling him as he storms away down the corridor and towards gods know where. The corridor has a small door that he slams open, heading out into a garden of high trees that must be in the middle of the castle. He walks through the trees, jumping over fallen logs as I'm quick to follow him. "Erik! Stop for goddesses’ sake!" Erik stops just before a large oak tree and doesn't turn back to me. He is so angry that his chest heaves up and down with every movement and presses against his grey shirt. His blond, almost golden hair is wavy, little strands of it curling onto his neck.

      "Why?" he asks me, and that is a question I've wanted to ask him for such a long time. Why did he leave me alone? Why is he so cold with me? Why did I lose my mate as well as my child on that day?

      "Do you hate me?" I ask instead, because if I start asking those questions, I don't know if I will ever be able to stop asking. I will never be able to stop screaming at him. Erik finally turns around to face me, watching me with those green eyes I once fell in love with. I still love him, that is what hurts the most about all this. If I didn't love him, it would be a million times easier to get through the day and accept he isn't there.

      "I've never hated you, Snow. Never," he is strong to insist.

      "Why did you make me feel like you did?" I whisper back, not hiding the hurt in my voice.

      "Every time I look at you, I see our son. The pale colour of his skin, the empty eyes. I hate that I can't move on from him," he replies to me.

      "Don't move on. Don't forget him; I never do or will. But I live, I love my life and my child for him. I miss our baby boy, especially more because we never got to know him. I imagine he would have been as brave as his father and as beautiful as his sister. If I gave up, it would be an insult to him, because we have to live for him. We have to, can't you see that?" I ask, taking a step closer as tears slip down my cheeks. Erik stands so still as I get to him and reach up, wiping my thumbs across his own tear-streaked cheeks.

      "I should have been there with you that day," he whispers back, the guilt in his voice so overwhelming. "I took a job instead of protecting you, and you were alone."

      "The twins came early, and nothing could have been done to change it. I don't blame you, you know that right?" I make sure to tell him because I’ve never guessed he might think I blame him. He sure blames himself when it is no one’s fault. As much as that is a hard thing to accept, it is the truth.

      "You don't?" he asks.

      "No, never. Never, Erik," I firmly tell him. "I love you so much, even when you pushed me away. That day was terrible as much as it was special. We have Arisa who only wants you in her life. Come back to us, Erik. Please, no more running."

      "You really don't hate me for everything?" he asks, his voice cracking as he looks at me. "I'm so sorry. I am sorry. I was going to tell you that before this happened. I knew running from you couldn't carry on, because it hurt you. Hurting you kills me."

      "Fight for us then. Me, you and Arisa," I gently ask him, and a deep part of me is so used to being pushed away that I almost expect his answer to be no.

      "And your other mates?" he nervously asks. Erik is a big, strong wolf who is one of the best fighters in the supernatural world, and I make him nervous.

      "I love them as much as I love you. This is our destiny. Can you accept that?" I ask him, because the answer needs to be yes. I won’t play the choosing game.

      "I've messed up the past, and I have no right to judge you. When I saw how the elf looked at you, and Prince has told me how much he loves you, I thought I'd truly lost you," he explains to me. "I only don't want to lose you and Arisa, nothing else is important to me."

      "Then kiss me," I say, smiling so widely that my cheeks start to hurt. Erik chuckles low, a sexy chuckle that makes me shiver, before pulling me even closer to him. The moment his lips touch mine, the mating bond we have pushed aside for so long comes back with a blast into my body. Erik groans as he picks me up and presses me into the oak tree behind us as he devours my lips and my soul just along with it. Erik always had my heart and soul; he just needed to come back to me.

      I reach down between us, undoing the belt on his trousers and freeing his erection. Erik groans, resting his head on my shoulder for a moment before looking back at me as I stroke his cock. I nod once, letting him know I want this as much as he does. Erik harshly kisses me as he uses his hands to push my dress up to my waist and rip off my underwear in one go. His fingers find my clit, rubbing circles that make my back arch as he teases me. I pull his hand away, knowing I want so much more. It's been too long, and I'm desperate to connect with him as much as I can feel the same from him. Erik doesn't wait for a second longer before lifting me up and very slowly inching me onto his hard cock. He fills all of me up, holding me still for a second as he presses a sweet kiss to my lips.

      "I've missed you so much," he whispers through our bond, one that has been long gone until now.

      "I've missed you too," I can only whisper back before I kiss him. The kiss spurs Erik on, and he starts thrusting in and out of me, feeling incredible. I feel like I've dreamed and waited for this moment with us for such a long time. I feel all of Erik's emotions, the ones he has hidden from me and his pain. So much pain. I'm going to fix us; we are going to fix us together, because running doesn't make it better. I cry out as my orgasm takes me by surprise, blasting into me, and Erik finishes along with me, gasping my name. We both take a second to calm down from the pleasure as he looks at me, his eyes running over every part of my face just like I'm doing to him. It's like we have started all over again.

      "I'm never being an idiot again. I promise," he tells me.

      "Good, now we need to find Prince and Aith. We need to make an escape plan," I suggest.

      "That's the thing; we can't escape, not without risking the Forest Pack and our daughter," he tells me. Everything is a lot worse than I thought, and maybe I won't have any choice but to use poison in the end.
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      I feel like I have a new mate as we walk through the corridors and back to the rooms that Erik explained he and Prince are sharing for safety. The castle looks creepier the more I see of it, but I can sense Erik is on edge yet not too worried. I'm concerned about what the queen is up to, and I want answers from Erik and Prince. They've been in here long enough to have some information about her plans. Prince must know something, and I want to know where his father is and the rest of the people that used to live in the castle. I remember there being at least a hundred staff members and over five hundred guards, but I've only seen a handful at best. It doesn't make any sense. I think back to Gold's new mate, Rogue, who came from the castle. He doesn't talk about what happened here, but he said it was bad. I glance at Erik as we go around another corridor, which is eerily silent like the rest of the castle, and I'm honestly a little shocked how well Erik has taken Prince being with me, let alone Aith.

      "I still want to punch them both in the dicks, but considering how I've treated you, I'm lucky to have you anyway. I hope Arisa can forgive me for being a shitty parent," Erik tells me, holding my hand tightly as he speaks.

      "Arisa is a smart girl, and she knows all about her twin brother that passed away when she was born. I've told her everything, and she understands more than she even talks to me about. Just talk to her, be honest, and I believe she will jump into your arms, just happy that you are trying with her," I explain to him, because it is just what I know will happen. Arisa, like any child, wants good attention from her parents.

      "Really?" he asks. Men are so clueless sometimes.

      "Yes, Erik. We both love you, and she is your daughter. Even though you are both stubborn, you both love your family to the ends of the earth," I remind him. That is just a basic feeling for wolves, pack is family and family is pack. It's us against the world, and not much else matters.

      "Gold always said I'm an idiot for not seeing what’s right there in front of me," Erik mutters.

      "Your sister is a smart one," I say, winking at him as we get to the door. He grins, wrapping an arm around my waist and pulling me to him before kissing me.

      "And you are a cheeky one, Snow," he replies before letting me go. I chuckle as he opens the door, holding it for me to walk into the living area of the large room.

      "How is my sister? The pack? Arisa?" Erik asks as I take in the room in front of me. It has three sofas, a large stone fireplace with wolves carved into the stone, and a roaring fire that brightens and warms the room. A big flat coffee table made of glass sits in the middle of the sofas, with a few books on it. Prince loves to read, so I'm guessing they are his. Prince and Aith aren't here, but I can feel that Aith is getting close to us from our bond.

      "Gold is happy with her new mates. The Forest and Bearlay packs are doing well, just very defensive due to all this. Arisa was happy when I last saw her before I had to leave. It was a hard decision," I admit to him, trying to swallow the guilty feeling.

      "We will be back with her soon," Erik comforts me, taking my hand and leading me to sit down on one of the sofas just as the door is opened. Aith walks in first, holding a tray of food, and he is followed by Prince who has drinks in his hands. Prince kicks the door shut as Aith gets to us, placing the food tray on the coffee table before sitting on the other side of me on the sofa. It's a little awkward as Aith kisses me, and I feel Erik tense on my other side. It's going to be a working process with this, I know that.

      "I'm happy to see you two have sorted out your relationship, Snow," Prince kindly says as he places the drinks down and sits on the sofa opposite us straight after. I don't need him to tell me how he feels left out, how hard this all is for him to accept right at this moment. I can talk to him later though, whereas right now, I need to find out about the queen. Oh and make a plan to escape while we are at it.

      "We went and got food for us all because there is no staff anymore, except the few my mother keeps around her," Prince explains, and it makes sense from how silent the place is. It’s too silent and borderline creepy, to be honest.

      "Where are they?" I ask him. The staff of an entire castle doesn’t just disappear.

      "I don't know, but we have our suspicions," Prince replies, nodding towards Erik for him to tell me. Why do I get the feeling this isn't going to be good news?

      "When we first got locked in here, all the staff were still here, like they always have been since I was born. There were whispers about people going missing after the first few days, but within a month, there was hardly anyone left. We then heard screams at night, long screams, as well as a god awful smell coming from the dungeons. We don't know what she is doing down there because it is warded, but all the staff are now gone. Something changed recently since she got more of those stones she is obsessed with, and now the screams at night are howls," he tells us, and there is silence as we all try to process what he just said. This castle really is the castle of nightmares and horrors just like I suspected.

      "Wolf howls?" I ask, because it isn’t that bad if there are shifters down there. Well, maybe the screaming isn’t good, but who knows, the queen might just have a weird hobby.

      "Not like any wolf I've heard before, Leigh," Prince tells me, and from how serious both he and Erik are about this, I can’t do anything but take it seriously. I’ve always known deep down the queen had to be doing something bad because, otherwise, why would she lock herself up in here?

      "It doesn't make sense because the staff in here weren't human in the first place, right?" I ask.

      "They were a mix of many races, but there were werewolf shifters that worked here mainly," Prince answers me, which makes sense.

      "Right, well, I don’t have a clue what is going on here, but I suggest we all escape at the ball tomorrow night," I say, because it would be the perfect time to try. We have to somehow make our way out of the castle before whatever the queen is cooking blows up in our face. I’d rather face her with an army and my mates at my side. I came in here for them, not to win against the queen on our own.

      "Did any other royals come?" Aith asks, crossing his arms. “I will be honest and say I don’t think many will turn up. The royals stay in their homes.”

      "Only the vampire king, but he has many sons to take his throne, so I'm not shocked," Prince answers him. “He also has some respect and love for mother, always did have, so he would be here.”

      "We suspect there is going to be a trap somehow. It doesn't make sense otherwise. Did either of you come up with an escape plan?" I ask them, hoping they have.

      "The ward is powered by my mother's life. Unless she dies or she lowers the ward herself, we can't escape," Prince tells us, and that is exactly what I hoped he wouldn’t tell us. A ward linked to a life is impossible to escape, and it is old magic, very powerful. I don’t understand who could have done it for her.

      "Prince..." I gently say his name, knowing he understands what I don't say out loud. His mother has truly gone mad, and we need to leave somehow. I doubt she will let us just walk away, not without a fight. I see the pain in his eyes when he looks at me, and it hurts me to see it. I wish I could take it away, tell him we will figure something else out. I just don't know how we can do that.

      "I know," he replies, his voice quiet and tense.

      "Where is your father, Prince?" I softly ask him the only question left in my mind.

      "Dead. Do excuse me for a while. I need to be alone," Prince swiftly stands up, turning away and walking to one of the many doors in the room. I briefly see a bedroom before he goes in and shuts the door. I go to stand up, but Erik catches my arm and stops me.

      "Give him some time. It is a hard decision to come to, but he has known it will be the only way for a while," Erik explains to me.

      "Maybe you are right," I say, pulling my eyes from the door and swallowing the worry that feels stuck in my throat as I look at the food. "We should eat. We’ll need our strength for what we have to face soon."

      We all dig into the food, none of us wanting to discuss the darkness that lies in this castle. One way or the other, tomorrow this has to end.
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      I knock two times on Prince's door after leaving Aith and Erik to work out a plan so someone is always awake. Apparently, Erik and Prince have taken turns doing this the entire time they have been here, with Prince not minding staying up at night despite the daunting howls that have just started. They don't sound like wolves, and that frightens me more than I thought it could. The howls sound like pure pain. The noise is nothing short of creepy as well, as if the creature who makes it isn’t alive. Prince looks over at me as I come in and hear the low sound of the music he has on. His hands are frozen on his trousers’ belt, and his shirt is in the basket in front of him, half hanging out. Just behind him is a bathroom with a large walk-in shower with grey stone walls.

      "I was just about to get in the shower, Leigh," he tensely explains to me as I turn and shut the door before facing him once more. Prince sounds broken, lost, and I know it's my place to try and fix it. Or just be there for him. I don't know which one he needs, but either way, I'm going to stay and figure it out. I love him, and I know somewhere deep down that he loves me too. No matter how much time has passed since we saw each other, or the problems that are all too real for us.

      "Good idea. I could use one. Would you help me out of this dress?" I ask him, pulling the crown off my head and placing it on the dressing table as I walk to him, kicking off my heels as I go. Prince nods, his eyes are slightly wider than they were before, and I know he doesn't want to talk about the serious issues between us. I just want to be around him, and I have to hope he feels the same. I've missed him so much it hurts to feel any kind of distance between us. I turn around when I get to him, and seconds later, I feel him slowly sliding the zipper down my back. The heavy dress falls to the floor, and I don't look at Prince as I go around him and to the bathroom. It is dimly lit, thanks to the two spotlights in the room.

      I turn the dial to the side, letting water pour like a waterfall down from the shower head, falling on me, and even though the water is cold for a minute, it soon warms up. I look back to see Prince watching me, frozen where I left him, and I curl a finger at him to call him over.

      After a second, he starts undoing his trousers and pushing them off. I keep watching until he is naked, and he walks over to me, joining me under the falling water. He doesn't touch me, even though I ache for him to. I place my hand on his chest, which is moving harshly from his heavy breathing, and I feel his heart pounding away under my hand.

      "This might not be the right time, but I want to make something clear between us," I start off, lifting my head to keep my eyes on his, needing him to feel every word I say. "I've missed you so much, and one of my first thoughts when I knew you were trapped in here was that I should have mated with you. I regretted waiting, for being silly and not taking life by the horns when it was right there in front of me. I want to make it clear I'm yours whenever you want me, and nothing will ever change that. I'm in love with you, and you are my best friend. I hope that hasn't changed for us, and I know now isn't good timing, but we could die tomorrow and I needed to say that."

      "That's the first time you've said you love me," he says, sounding surprised as much as happy.

      "Didn't you know I did? I wanted to say it so many times, but I was being silly," I admit, biting my lip. I was so concerned about losing him or Erik, that I hid my true feelings about everything. It wasn't until I saw how open and honest Gold is about her life, and how she has several mates who all work together on a relationship, that I realized it could be possible for us. Sometimes fate gives you challenges which are difficult and hard to overcome. The best thing in life you can do is fight them and come out the other side.

      "I love you too. I always have, Leigh, and I always will. Whatever tomorrow brings, there is only one person whose side I'm on: yours," he tells me, and before I can answer, his soft lips are pressed to mine, and his hands are sliding around my waist. I could cry with how happy I am as we kiss while the hot shower makes the room steamy, enveloping us. Prince lowers me to the floor, the cold stone on my back a sharp contrast to his heat as he lowers his body on mine. Without warning, he easily slides inside me, making me cry out in pure pleasure. His cock feels amazing as he thrusts in and out of me, taking my lips at the same time as he claims my soul.

      "Prince, I want to mate," I gasp, moving my lips down his jaw, and he looks down at me for a second, his hand sliding to my neck. With a long growl, one more animalistic than I've ever heard, he gently turns my head to the side and slams his teeth into my neck. The pleasure is overwhelming as I come, the bite sending me over the edge.

      On instinct, the moment he lifts his lips from my neck, he reveals his neck for me to bite into. The second my teeth cut into his neck, the mating bond slams into us both, linking us for life as Prince spills his come deep inside me with a long, satisfied groan. I carefully pull my teeth away and lick the blood off my lips as I lie back on the stone and smile up at Prince who looks more than happy. Just at this moment, we can pretend the world is all fairy tales and no darkness is coming. A moment can simply be everything.
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      "It's time," Prince says, tightening his tie on his tux as he comes back into the room. I stand up off the sofa, smoothing down my dress and tensely smiling at him. Erik and Aith come over to him at the same time I walk over. The crown feels like a heavy weight on my head as we all look at each other. There is no going back now. We have to see this through, one way or another. At least everyone looks amazing if we are all going to die tonight. I have my dress on from yesterday, and my hair is straightened, falling down my back. The guys all have tuxes on, with white ties which Prince chose for their love of me, Snow. I found it super cute, and they even found white roses in the gardens to pin to their jackets.

      "You and Aith need to walk together. It might offer you more protection in there," Prince tells me, and it makes some sense. Aith moves to my side, taking my hand in his and linking them. It makes me feel better to be holding his hand, knowing he is at my side and my other mates are super close. Thankfully Aith has fit into Erik and Prince’s friendship like the third part of the bromance they already had going on. It’s cute to watch, and I’m glad they all like each other. I imagine it could be awkward as hell otherwise.

      "Prince and I are the best fighters. No offence, Aith. Our wolves are large and good at fighting, so we will stand in front or at your sides for the night," Erik suggests, making a plan.

      "No offence taken. My powers are weaker here, but I'm not without my own talents," Aith replies, tapping his sword with one finger.

      "My wolf is just as large as yours, and I will not be pushed out of the fight because I'm a girl. I can defend myself and fight with weapons just like you two," I say, needing them to know I'm not going to be the damsel—or princess in my case—in distress.

      "I didn't know you could fight with weapons," Erik says, raising an eyebrow at me.

      "Things change when you have something to fight for, Erik," I reply, which only makes him smirk before leaning down and deeply kissing me.

      "Okay, we can all fight. The only thing I want us to agree to is that we be careful," Prince says.

      "We will," I reply, and the guys nod. It's dangerous, and none of us has a single clue what we might be walking into tonight. Erik and Prince walk out first, with Aith and me following shortly after. The castle is different tonight than it ever has been. Instead of silence, there is music and laughter coming from the lower floor. All day, we have stayed in our room, letting Prince go out and investigate because, out of us all, he is the one I doubt the queen will hurt. He is her son. Erik explained to me that Prince's father died unexpectedly one morning just before the castle ward was put up, and now Prince is all the queen has left.

      We walk down to the end of the corridor and around the corner to the stairs which lead to the ballroom below. The ballroom is massive with big chandeliers, and it is full of supernaturals. I sense that most are vampires and shifters, but in there are a few fae, I suspect, and maybe others. The music and the scent of the food on the buffet are too overwhelming for me to really tell.

      Prince told us that people have been coming into the castle all day, using their invitations. He met a few, and we quickly realised they are every supernatural of importance. Every large pack leader and so on. Prince said he hasn't seen the Bearlay alphas and Gold, or Nikoli and Harper, and her other mate, Colton. I'm thankful they aren't stupid enough to come in here with us. Aith and I can’t figure out why the queen wanted us here early, but I’m sure she has a reason.

      We walk into the room, quickly being surrounded by other people as the large doors shut behind us. We keep walking until we get out of the main part of the crowd and to the front where there has been a small stage made with a red velvet chair in the middle. The queen isn't anywhere to be seen as we all stand tensely, worried about what the hell is going on. A hand taps my shoulder, and I twirl around, meeting the green eyes of my sister-in-law. Before Gold can say anything, I wrap her in a hug, and she squeezes me back as tightly. I only just get a second to take in her black, floor-length, tight dress which has a cape. How cool is that? She looks beautiful and amazing, but I didn’t expect to see her this soon. A deeper part of me is just glad to see my best friend.

      "What the hell are you doing in here?" I whisper to her, seeing her four mates standing in a line right behind her. I frown when a familiar blond vampire joins their side, and he smiles at me before I look to my other side. I let go of Gold to see Nikoli and Harper as they get to me. Nikoli has a tux on, looking very smart, and his blue bow tie matches Harper’s gorgeous blue dress. Harper hugs me briefly, only because she isn’t a big hugger and never has been. I look up at my brother and shake my head because bringing them here isn’t a good idea. Harper isn’t the best fighter, and no matter how strong my brother is, it wasn’t smart. Hell, I don’t even want to be here; I’ve just forced myself because I had to save my mates.

      "You aren't the only one who can risk everything by being here, Snow. You’re my sister, and so I'm here," Nikoli states, crossing his arms and testing me to challenge him on it. Typical alphas, everything has to be a challenge.

      "My idiot brother is here, so I am too," Gold proudly says as Erik gets to her and they hug. I feel his joy at seeing his twin, mixed in with his concern about her being here.

      "Wait, where are Arisa and Emma?" I worriedly ask them. "They can't be alone out there."

      "My sister, Belle, finally woke up and quickly mated to the healer of the pack, Tam. Being knocked out for so long did something good to her personality. Anyway, they have both taken all the children into hiding. I promise they are safe," Colton steps forward and tells me. “Belle and Tam would die to protect them. So would the wolves we sent with them for protection. A few bears went too.”

      "I wouldn't trust my daughter or niece to them if I weren't sure they are safe," Harper gently tells me.

      "The rest of the packs that can fight are outside in the forest with the elf army they found there. We are here to find out what our queen is doing and end this one way or another. You have family, Snow; you were never doing this alone," Nikoli firmly tells me, just as the music cuts out. Aith tugs me closer to him as we all look forward, watching as the queen, flanked by her two silent guards, walks into the room in a long red dress that is the colour of blood. It has a long train behind it that slides across the floor, and the front has a long dip that shows off too much. She goes and sits on the chair, placing her hands on the sides of the arms and looking around the room for a second. She meets my eyes for a brief second, and her lips tilt just slightly before she looks away.

      "Esteemed guests, I welcome you to the Shifter Castle. I know you must be ever so confused why I invited you here all together and why I have guarded my home for so long. The answer is rather simple.” We all stay silent as she pauses, drawing out her apparent answer to everything. “I have made an army, one that is going to kill the humans and place us back in our rightful place as leaders. For years, humans have ruled, and we have hidden away like sheep, following their rules, but we are not sheep. We are wolves. We are leaders, and now we will take our place in the world by killing those who do not deserve to rule. These stones were the final key in creating the creatures of my army, who only listen to my command. I spent years finding the right method to change people into soldiers with only one purpose: to kill." She stands as she finishes her crazy statement, and there is utter silence in the room. "The only problem I have...is you all. You stand in my way as leaders, and I know you will not easily stand by as I kill the humans—"

      "No, we will not. Humans or supernaturals, it does not matter. Your plan means the innocent and guilty will die together, and that is not fair. Vampires have watched the world for many years, as have shifters, and we are the lucky ones. We have the gift of immortality, and humans deserve to live their short lives out in any way they choose without our involvement. I'm afraid, if this is your plan, there will be war between the races. I am sure I'm not the only one who will not blindly follow you down this path," the vampire king states, stepping out of the crowd. The queen just laughs, a long laugh that echoes off the walls and leaves us all silent.

      "There will be no war because none of you will leave the castle grounds. My creatures I created with these stones will take care of you...then the world, as I sit in here and listen to the screams that build a new world," she replies, and in the blink of an eye, she shifts into a massive black wolf. She howls, a long howl that sends shivers through me, and what is worse is something howls back. A lot of somethings by the sound of it.

      "We fight together," Nikoli states and starts making more plans I don't hear. I just focus on the queen's wolf as she runs out a door. Before I know it, I'm running after her, hearing my name being called, but I know I can't let her escape. I just can't.
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      Erik

      I watch as Snow runs after the queen, swearing under my breath that she can run so fast in that dress of all things. I run two steps to chase her through the door she disappears through, when creatures pour out of the stage and through every other door. I don't get more than a second to look at them before three of them are jumping on me, slamming me onto the floor. I shift in a moment, letting my wolf rip through my body and roll on his back, ripping his claws through the stomach of the creature on top of us first. We ignore the pain, the screams of the creatures and the people in the room fighting them as my wolf bites into the neck of the creature that jumps on us next.

      They have fur-covered skin, pus-filled yellow eyes, and they stand like humans instead of running on all fours like wolves. Their heads don't look like wolves though, they look like people covered in fur, but their mouths are longer. Their teeth are sticking out of their mouths, and their claws are long, digging into my fur as I fight them off me until I can stand up.

      I hear my sister whine, and I turn around to see her knocked to the floor, the mouth of a creature around her arm, and as I run to her, two bears rip the creature away like a toy and tear it to pieces before protecting her. Aith is behind me, floating in the air with a sword and cutting through creatures like they are ham. I search for Nikoli and Harper, finding them with the vampire and holding their own as they fight in their wolf forms. For the next god knows how long, I fight, tearing the creatures apart with my teeth and claws, but they are never-ending. I jump and rip a creature off Prince, whose wolf shakes it off as he stands up at my side.

      "We need to lower the ward and get the army in. Everyone, draw the army outside into the land and towards the ward. We will kill the queen and drop it!" Aith shouts, making his voice echo.

      "How the fuck are we meant to get out, mate?" Colton shouts back as I rip more creatures to pieces and know he has a point. We are trapped. Aith doesn't reply, but I look up as he holds his hands out to the big door, and a massive gush of wind slams out of his body, sending the door flying off its hinges and sliding down the steps. Everyone in the room doesn't need to be asked twice; they start running out the doors, effectively leading the creatures with them. I spot Gold's wolf with Harper's at her side running first, with three bears and Nikoli right behind them.

      "End this. We follow your plan, don't get us all killed!" the vampire king shouts up as Colton helps him pull a creature off his back. They both run out the room as I see Aith nod to them. Suddenly Prince and I are floating in the air, and my wolf whines and struggles, not liking being off the floor.

      "We are taking another route. Hold on," Aith tells us, and I can only think, hold on to what, before we are flying straight into the glass windows.
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      "You can run all you like, but I will always follow you," I shout as we run up the tower that just keeps going up and up, never-ending. The queen's wolf only growls back, and I have a suspicion she is just leading me up here for her own reasons. I’m think she wants to kill me herself, or at least I can’t think of any other reason. I hear the screams and inhuman howls of the army she threatened. My mates shout in my mind, but I can't understand them all. I have to cut them off for a second because, unless I do this, we all will die here. The queen has lost the plot, and this all has to end now.

      My dress catches on my shoes, which I end up kicking off as I follow her up the tower. Finally, the tower steps come to an end where there is an attic room with no windows. It's dusky and dark as I step into it, searching around for the queen's wolf. Seconds later, a fire burns into light inside a lantern, and I turn to the left to see the queen covered in an old blanket as she lights the lantern, hooking it on the wall.

      "You should have stayed with your mates and pack," she tells me, raising a pretty eyebrow at me. "I didn't ever suspect you would be the one to run away, Snow." The queen is pretty but crazy, and I just wish she would change her mind about this mad plan. Would it be an easier world if shifters ruled? Yes. But would it be a fair world I’d want my child to grow up in? No.

      "I didn't run; I came to end this," I tell her. “I want to end this, and I don’t want Prince to have to be here for it. He loves you still. I’m his mate, and I feel it.”

      "End me, you mean?" she asks, chuckling low, but I see the worry in her eyes. She is alone, without guards, and I am not weak. I’ve never been weak, not since I first shifted into a big white wolf. I was born on a stormy night when snow fell thick on the ground, and every winter, the storm came back for my birthday. Nikoli told me this story when I was once scared of the storm and the coldness of the snow, and he told me that we are alphas. Alphas are not scared of anything but losing those we love. That is the way it should always be. "That can't happen, I'm afraid."

      "I wasn't going to give you a choice," I reply to her, and she smiles as she lets the old blanket fall to the floor. I keep my eye on her as I pull my crown off, sliding the jewel out of it before gently dropping it to the floor near my feet.

      "Lower the ward, give me the shifter stones, and then you can leave. It will break Prince's heart for me to kill you, and I don't want that. You can't want that, right?" I ask. “He is your son, and he loves you.”

      "Prince made his decision about me a long time ago. I'm not going to let everything go for him. I want a new world, one that will be much better for our kind," she says, lowering her head and shifting with her mind clearly made up. I drop the jewel on the floor and call my wolf, letting her take over for me. She growls as she shakes her head before focusing in on her target. The queen's wolf is a tiny bit smaller than my white-furred one, and hopefully, that will give me a little bit of an edge.

      She jumps at me first, biting into my shoulder as I wrap my paws around her sides, digging my sharp claws in. She cries with a growl as I slam my head into her head, knocking her off me, but her teeth rip from my neck as she goes. Hot blood pours down my fur as I jump on the queen's back while she tries to get back up, and I bite the back of her neck, holding her down with a long growl.

      We both freeze as the ceiling and walls of the room fly away with a harsh gust of wind that almost knocks me off the queen's wolf. I dig my claws into the wooden floor as I see Aith flying towards us. He lands on the ground, and right behind him are two familiar wolves that are floating. My own wolf huffs at them, not liking the idea of flying wolves at all. I don't blame her.

      "Get the jewel! I can't hold her for long," I say to them all. However, I know it will be Aith that can get it as Prince is shifting back and Erik is making his way to my side, growling low at the queen. She isn't fighting me that much anymore though. Erik leans down, biting the chain of the necklace with the stones on it and pulling it from her neck as she struggles and whines. She cares more about the stones than her life by the looks of it.

      "Aith, give it to me, I'm her only family, and it should be me that ends this," Prince says as Aith floats the jewel over to us. Luckily it had rolled into the corner of the room where there is a little wall left, instead of falling in all the debris. That would have been a hassle to find. I'm kind of amazed at Aith's incredible powers and the control he has, even though I can sense he is getting tired now.

      "Are you sure?" I whisper in Prince's mind, and he nods. I lean back from the queen's wolf, watching as Prince doesn't pause, knocking the cap off the lid and leaning down. He lifts the wolf's mouth as she fights him, pouring poison down her throat. It's painful to watch, even if I didn’t feel the pure pain from the bond between me and Prince. Once Prince lets go, my wolf lets go of the queen and steps back. Aith and Erik come to my side, with Erik's wolf pushing into my side in an affectionate way while Aith places his hand into the fur on my head.

      "Shift back. Talk to me as you die, mother. Please," Prince asks her. A loud scream draws my attention to the fact that the castle is on fire underneath us, the fire quickly spreading as the smoke rises, and as I look across the field all around us, there is nothing but war. Dozens of monsters fight wolves, vampires and everyone that was still alive from the ball. Just outside the ward is an army of elves, wolves and it looks like the vampire king brought an army too. They just can't get in, and my family needs this over. They can't fight forever. I look back at Prince, who holds the wolf head of his mother as her breathing becomes laboured. My heart hurts for him, and no matter the cost, he can have these few moments with his mother. We are all silent, though the sounds of screams and the fire as it destroys the castle are too loud anyway.

      "I know you won't shift back because you'd have to face me. For what it is worth, I forgive you for everything. No one else ever will, but I do." At that moment, the queen dies in Prince's arms, and the war is over.
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      "Snow!" Harper shouts from my left as I finish killing another creature with my sword I found in the castle. The creatures are few and far between now, most running off into the forest to try and escape the army. My ripped dress falls off my one shoulder, and Harper is only wearing a tatty, torn men's shirt as she gets to me, wrapping her arms around my shoulders. Aith, Prince and Erik stop at my side, both Prince and Erik staying in wolf form just in case of danger. It's not exactly safe yet.

      "Where is my brother? Is everyone okay?" I ask, needing to see them all.

      "No crazy creatures are going to get us down!" Gold shouts, running over, completely naked with her three bears and a black wolf behind her. I try to not let it bother me, but really, I don’t think I’m getting over the naked issue any time soon. Clothes were created for a reason…to be worn at all times in public. "I'm going to help the groups search the forest for more of them. Those creatures can't escape and hurt humans." I nod once, a little thankful she is going to shift. I watch as she steps back and shifts into a golden wolf before running off with her mates at her side, all of them in sync with each other like only a pack can be.

      "Nikoli is over there, talking to the vampire king," Harper explains, nodding behind her. I look over to see my brother thankfully has found trousers and is shaking hands with the vampire king next to Harper's other mate, Colton. After shaking hands, Nikoli looks around, sees us and walks over. He flashes me a relieved smile as he pulls his mate into his arms, holding her close. Everyone is tired and covered in blood, but relief is an emotion we can all agree on.

      "I am going to talk with my elf army. Be right back," Aith tells me, kissing me gently, and Nikoli clears his throat.

      "Who is this? How did you manage to pick up a new mate on your trip?" Nikoli asks, completely confused. I guess it doesn’t make a lot of sense right now.

      "It is a long story, but this is Aith, prince of the elf kingdom," I introduce Aith to my surprised brother and sister-in-law.

      "I hope we can explain the long story much later. Just know I love your sister," Aith says, and Nikoli looks at me, and I nod once.

      "And I love him too. Sometimes it just sneaks up on you, and fate knows what is best," I say, and I feel Aith's joy from my statement before he kisses me once more and then walks away to sort his army out. I can't help but smile as I look back at Nikoli, who is gazing lovingly at Harper like my words just remind him how much he loves her. Fate sure did bring those two together.

      Prince shifts back after a moment, and even though he is grieving and sad, he is putting on a strong face. I know we can talk about it later, and we have many years to process and move past this bad day. I don’t want Prince to forget his family, especially not his mother. We will find a way to remember them how he wants to as the parents who gave birth to him and on occasion were good people.

      "I am renouncing the throne and every title that comes with it. I will choose a new name for myself and live my life with my mate. My bloodline shouldn't hold the throne; we haven't earnt it, and it is not something I have ever wanted," he tells us all, and it doesn’t shock me or my other mates. It makes no sense for him—or us—to take the throne. The shifter castle is currently burning down, the lands are destroyed, and there will be havoc in the shifter community once the news of today gets out. A lot of alphas were killed in there today, important leaders of packs, and it will be a long time before each pack will ever trust a royal again. No, the royals need to be someone else, not us. Not Prince. People will never believe he isn’t like his parents, and they will never respect him for keeping the throne.

      "Who will rule then?" Harper quietly asks.

      "You two. Nikoli, you are wise, smart and the most alpha wolf I've ever met. If anyone should be ruling the wolves, it should be you," Prince suggests, and I look at him before looking back to Nikoli and Harper. Actually, that is a very good idea.

      "I don't know..." Nikoli replies, rubbing his chin.

      "Nikoli, the shifters need a strong leader so this doesn't happen again. Take the throne, rule from the Forest Pack, because we both know you two can do it," I say, giving him my opinion. He is my brother, therefore related in a way to the old royal family, and it will give him some leverage when he announces he is taking the throne. I’m sure other pack alphas will come and try to challenge him—and lose. Nikoli is a fantasic fighter, both in his human form and wolf, and that is known by many. Many people also respect Nikoli for the pack he has run and for the revenge he got on the shifters that killed our parents. He has a mate and an heir…it would work.

      "What do you think?" Nikoli looks down at Harper and asks her.

      "We could build a better and safer world for Emma and our pack. It's a good decision," she tells him, and they silently talk with each other for a second before he nods.

      "Then I accept. We will happily take the throne," Nikoli says and lifts his head to nod at Prince. “I will formally announce it tomorrow. The packs need time to grieve the fallen today.”

      "Then can we all go home now?" I ask, leaning on Prince's shoulder as I feel how happy he is that Nikoli accepted the throne. It was never something he wanted, we both know that. My brother will be a brilliant ruler and never let the power go to his head. In this world, he is just what the shifter community needs, and seeing him have a mate who is not a born wolf will do nothing but make everything better. The stigma about turned wolves being less than born ones will soon disappear. Emma will become a princess, and eventually that sweet toddler of theirs will rule the shifters and choose her own mate. Their future works perfectly, and I can see it all now. They fought for this, we all did. It started the day our pack was attacked when we were children, and the royals didn't send help. That will never happen again, not under Nikoli's rule. He isn't cold enough to let it. If our parents could see us now, I know they would be smiling.

      "We can. I know one little one that has certainly missed you." I smile widely at Harper's reply. I get to go home to my daughter and start living our lives in a much safer world.
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      "Arisa!" I shout as she comes through the door of Nikoli's house. Her eyes widen for a brief second before she is running straight to me and jumping into my arms. I swing her around, hugging her tightly as I hear Harper shouting for Nikoli as she picks up Emma. I breathe in the smell of my little girl as her small hands tightly squeeze my neck.

      "Mummy, I missed you," she tells me when she pulls back so I can see her big bright eyes and large smile. Not one curly black hair on her head looks out of place, but I know deep down I will not be leaving her for a long time.

      "Did you miss me?" Erik nervously asks, and I slide Arisa down to the floor as she turns to look at him. There is a tense moment where she is silent as she looks at her dad, and then in a matter of seconds, she is in his arms, hugging him as tightly as she did me.

      "I was scared you wouldn't come back, daddy," Arisa tells him as Aith and Prince come to my side.

      "I'm sorry I scared you. I didn't mean to, and I won't be going anywhere again. You've got me around for good, kid," he tells her, and her grin couldn't be bigger as he puts her down.

      "Good! I don't want you to go again," she says and turns back to me, frowning as she sees Aith's hand on my waist, then she notices Prince is very close to my side. Arisa is a smart child, anyone that knows her would know that. I'm sure she is figuring everything out without me saying a word. "Who are you two?"

      Aith and Prince step forward at the same time, but it is Aith that speaks first.

      "My name is Aith, and I'm your mum's new mate. You might have guessed from the pointy ears that I'm an elf," he says.

      "Nice to meet you," Arisa says, offering him a hand to shake. I cover my mouth with my hand to hide my smile as Aith shakes her tiny hand, and I feel his happy emotions. He likes her. Prince leans down next, offering her a hand to shake. Arisa considers it for a little while, before shaking his hand.

      "My name is Prince, and I am also a new mate of your mothers. I would very much like to be your friend if you will let me," he softly says.

      "Are you like Prince Charming from my books?" she asks with wide eyes.

      "Yes, he is. I'm sure Prince Charming would love to see your princess dresses and attend a royal tea party in your room with us all," I say, and Prince looks back to me with wide eyes that I can’t help but laugh at. He chuckles too as he turns back to Arisa.

      "That is the best idea ever, mummy!" Arisa says, letting go of his hand and running back to me. She holds my hand and leans against my side as Harper comes over with Emma on her hip. The little dark-haired baby is chewing a toy, with bright red cheeks, but she just looks happy to have her mum back.

      "You guys might need a bigger room now there are four of you," Harper points out. Nikoli just gets to her side as she says it, and he pulls a face as he kisses Emma's cheek, and the baby grins.

      "That is not something a brother needs to hear," he states, and I laugh. Colton comes over, holding a bottle, and picks up Emma to take her for a feed. I don't know about Harper, but Emma sure runs a tight ship around this pack.

      "I was going to talk to you both about this," I start off, looking down at Arisa before addressing Harper and Nikoli.

      "I'm going to move to the elf realm with Arisa, Aith, Prince and Erik. We have discussed it, and it makes the most sense. Aith and I are the next in line for the throne, and Aith has a child there. The palace is lovely, and I know it is the right decision for us all."

      "I won't lie and say I won't miss you, sister. It's always been us since we were kids, but now we have so much more, don't we?" Nikoli says, tugging my arm and pulling me into a rare hug from him. Though Harper has made him more affectionate than the closed off wolf he was turning into. Even more so since Emma was born. I might need to get used to hugs from Nikoli.

      "We are leaving?" Arisa asks in a bit of a panic. I kneel down, placing my hands on her arms and gently rubbing them to comfort her.

      "You will be a real princess in the elf realm, with lots of family, including a new stepbrother who is a little younger than you. I know it's a scary change, but it will be a good one," I explain to her.

      "We will get back just in time to see the magical butterflies migrate across the kingdom. They fill the skies for days, and some of them are as big as a car. They look like a moving rainbow at times," Aith tells her, and she looks between us before nodding.

      "It doesn't sound too bad," she replies, looking up at Harper and Nikoli, because I know that is who she will miss the most.

      "Don't think we won't be visiting you, Arisa. We will," Nikoli lightly tells her, and she smiles up at him as I stand up. Arisa moves her hands to her hips, looking at us all.

      "I am going to pack. I have a lot of dresses, and I will need help," Arisa says, looking very serious about her packing. I don’t blame her, she does have a lot of princess dresses. She hasn’t even mentioned her teddy bear collection yet.

      "I would be honoured to help you, princess Arisa," Aith says, bowing his head.

      "And I as well," Prince offers.

      "You can count your dad in too," Erik says.

      "Let's go then!" she happily shouts and starts running to the stairs. As Erik passes me, he hands me the necklace with the shifter stones and nods once. We also talked about what we should do with them.

      “This is yours,” I say, pulling the stone Gold stole off the necklace and handing it to Nikoli.

      “Thank you, I will keep it safe. What is the plan for the other two?” he asks.

      “The one from the bears will go back to the Bearlay pack for safe keeping, and I will take the last one to the elf kingdom and hide it in the royal gardens. That way, we know they can’t be used,” I say. “I want to go and find Belle and Tam to thank them for protecting Arisa for me.”

      “They are in the kitchen, though you might want to knock. They are newly mated after all,” Harper warns before she and Nikoli walk away together. I pause to look up the stairs as Erik, Aith and Prince follow our daughter. I chuckle to myself, knowing that we have a bright future ahead of us, and it looks like Arisa will be in charge.
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      Arisa and Gaelin race around the gardens, holding long sticks that let pink bubbles fly out as they go. They laugh as the sun shines on them, and the flowers brush against their legs as they run. Their kitten scampers with them, happy to follow them anywhere as long she gets food. The kitten was a present from nanny Maya, who Arisa is in love with. This is my favourite place in the palace, where I can sit and watch the stunning royal gardens all day, especially in the summer months like now.

      I look over to the right where Aith, Prince, Erik, Nikoli and all Gold's mates are sitting around a table, enjoying the magical drinks that have been made for them. I look over to my left where Gold is sitting on the chair next to me, her hands resting on her small baby bump under her yellow dress. Gold found out just before her trip here that she is expecting triplets. Fortunately, the elves have figured out a way to make births go a lot more smoothly and safely for shifters. Gold will have the babies here, and King Nikoli has made a deal with my mate, Prince Aith, to secure that every shifter can come here to have their babies if they wish. Harper walks out on to the balcony, sitting on the seat next to Gold and smiling at me.

      "Emma has finally gone down for a nap. Terrible twos are hard work," she tells me before picking up her drink and sipping it.

      "I don't think it helps that your daughter can portal herself away when she wants to escape," I dryly reply. I’m glad Arisa didn’t get any special gifts like Nikoli and Emma have. Tam is another wolf with special abilities, but his is useful for his healer work.

      "Nope, that doesn't help. We did try a human made wristband tracker, and that helped us find her for a little while...until she learnt how to shift into a pretty brown wolf and break it," Harper says, letting out a little sigh. "You have all this to come, Gold."

      "I'm looking forward to it, to meeting them," I tell her. It feels like our pack, as extended as it is, is soon to be complete. We had a long road to get here, which all started the day a rogue wolf attacked a girl in a red cloak. Life is funny sometimes. "We all are," I add, reaching over and placing my hand on her bump. Harper does the same, and for a moment, we simply pause because we just know one thing:

      

      The future is perfect, and we have forever to live it.
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        The Forest Pack Series is over!! :( I really hope you loved this short trilogy as much as I loved writing it. Harper, Gold and Snow were extremely fun to write and I will miss being in this world. I grew up reading fairytales, and I did always love the “bad” guys in the stories. Like the wolves, or witches etc...

        This series was my way of re-telling some of my favourite series’.

        As for Emma, she is named after the sweetest little girl who is my friends daughter. It’s my way of bringing a little real life to my books.

        I only wish shifters were real ;)

        A big thank you to my family, Helayna, Mad’s, Cora and everyone that supported me with this book!

        A special thank you goes to Mad’s for her ongoing support. She is an amazing PA, and organises everything for me so I can keep writing and not stressing. I’d be lost without her.

        Thank you to my wonderful Pack Leaders for everything. <3

        Once again, thank you readers for your continued support! You’re all amazing, and I couldn’t do this without you guys.

        If you have a moment, please leave a review. <3
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        Find more books by G. Bailey on Amazon…

        Link here.
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        Instagram

        Facebook

        Twitter

        Pinterest

        Sign up to my Newsletter for teasers, giveaways and more…

        Sign up here.

      

      

      www.gbaileyauthor.com

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        G. Bailey is a USA Today bestselling author of books that are filled with everything from dragons to pirates. Plus, fantasy worlds and breath-taking adventures. Oh, and some swoon-worthy men that no girl could forget. G. Bailey is from the very rainy U.K. where she lives with her husband, two children and three cheeky dogs. And, of course, the characters in her head that never really leave her, even as she writes them down for the world to read! 

      

        

      
        Please feel free say hello on here or head over to Facebook to join G. Bailey's group, Bailey's Pack!

        (Where you can find exclusive teasers, random giveaways and sneak peeks of new books on the way!)
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            A Name Like Karma

          

          Also by G. Bailey…

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

      
        
        My name is Karma...and yes, it’s my job too.

      

        

      
        Since I was eighteen, I have used my powers to deliver karma to those in need like all of my other family do.

        Only they are much better at it.

        I deliver much needed karma to both good and bad humans, but mainly the bad as it’s more fun.

      

        

      
        The only rule of the job?

        Don’t talk to the other gods, especially not the powerful ones, and definitely don’t accidentally kill one of them... whoops.

      

        

      
        Now the twin gods of justice are after me, and not even my family can save me now.

        If I’m caught, it will be a one ticket pass to the gods re-correction prison. It’s a place where more than mere gods are locked up and no one ever escapes.

      

        

      
        Even gods can’t escape their fate...but they sure can try to run.

      

        

      
        RH romance 17+

        Link to Amazon.

        Find the first chapter on my website- www.gbaileyauthor.com
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