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      The guy standing in front of me in the alleyway might just kill me. Well, considering his immortality and constant bloodlust, the term vampire is more accurate than guy.

      His name is Legend, and his silvery grey eyes are bleeding with irritation. Every muscle in his lean body is wound tight, and his crimson lips are curled, revealing razor-sharp fangs descending from his gums.

      If I were a normal girl, fear would be spiking through my veins by now. But only calm lulls inside me. A laugh even escapes my lips.

      Legend won’t hurt me, even if he does look like he wants to throttle me.

      “You think this is funny?” He stalks toward me, his clunky boots scuffing against the pavement. “There’s a woman lying behind me who has bite marks in her neck.”

      I stifle a laugh threatening to bubble up from my throat. “I know. And I don’t think it’s funny.” A total lie, but I don’t want to amp him up more. He might lose control.

      Well, what little control he has left.

      I peek over his shoulder at the woman lying in the alleyway. Moonlight blankets her, her eyelids fluttering as she battles to remain conscious. She was that way when we stumbled out of the bar and into the alley, shit-faced drunk. Or, well, I’m shit-faced drunk. Legend has a difficult time getting trashed due to his stealthy vampire tolerance for alcohol.

      “Laikyn, this isn’t funny,” Legend hisses, using my full name instead of my nickname. “I have one more day left in this godforsaken realm, and if the police pin this on me, they might call the Eternals, and then I’ll be stuck here for another year.”

      I frown at the reminder that tomorrow night he’ll be leaving me behind to return to his own realm. “You’ll be fine. You didn’t even bite her, so there should be no evidence to point them in your direction.”

      Shaking his head, he glances back at the woman, who is now staring at us, looking delirious from the vampire bite, at least says the two pinpricks on her neck.

      “They might,” he whispers. “What if I get accused of biting her? What if they think I broke my spell? What if I’m stuck here for another year? I can’t handle another year in the Common Realm.” He looks back at me apologetically. “No offense, but this place is beyond boring. If it weren’t for you, I would’ve died … again of boredom. Vampire knows what would’ve happened to me if you and I hadn’t become friends.”

      I feel the same way, but I keep the words to myself to avoid turning this into a drunken sob-fest. On the inside, though, my heart is breaking. Shattering.

      Legend has been my best friend for a year, after he literally dropped into my life and saved me from a horrific situation. Well, he saved me during a horrific situation. Things would’ve been even more worse if he hadn’t …

      I shudder as images of that haunting day pierce my mind. No, I won’t think of that. Won’t think of them ever.

      “Yeah, you’re pretty lucky you met me,” I tease with a strained smile. “I think I might be the only human crazy enough to hang out with a banished vampire.”

      “Yeah, humans aren’t very fond of me, are they? I don’t get why. I haven’t ever done anything to them.” He doesn’t seem upset. Just curious as to why.

      “They fear you because you’re a powerful creature who’s been dropped into a realm full of powerless humans who have been taught to fear you. Most of them probably think you’re here because you did something horrible, like murder a bunch of people or something.”

      It’s not true, though. Legend was banished to the Common Realm, also known as the Human Realm, for a year for sleeping with one of the Vampire Eternal’s—aka, the leaders of the vampires—mistresses. According to Legend, touching anything that belongs to a Vampire Eternal is a huge crime in the Midnight Realm, the realm he was born and raised in, and where every night, creatures, from vampires to werewolves, live. Getting sent to the Common Realm is the worst punishment a paranormal can receive, right up there with getting staked, getting shocked by a silver bullet, or any of their other kryptonite.

      The Common Realm is basically a prison for paranormal creatures who commit crimes in their own realms. The law was put into place over a century ago after a treaty was signed between the Common Realm ruler and each of the rulers for the six realms. The treaty states that all the paranormal realms could use the Common Realm as a place to banish their criminals. In exchange, they’d stop letting their wars enter our portals.

      Every imprisoned paranormal has a spell cast on them while they’re here that hinders them from attacking humans. Although, I think they may be able to attack each other, and a few paranormals have occasionally broken the spell. I know this firsthand.

      Another part of the treaty is that the realms position guards at the entrances of each portal in the Common Realm to prevent paranormals from getting inside our realm and to keep us from wandering into theirs. They do allow humans to occasionally visit certain realms, via the portals, but you have to be pretty wealthy and important to attain a traveling pass.

      I’ve never been out of the Common Realm. Well, at least not that I know of. But I also can’t remember anything before the age of eight, either. I have no clue who my parents are, where I came from; only that the police found me, wandering on the side of the road near the edges of the Midnight Realm.

      I shudder at the memory of how terrified I felt that night, and then at the memories of the sheer loneliness that followed. And the day Legend saved me from them.

      “You never acted afraid of me,” Legend points out, tearing me out of my thoughts. His fangs ascend back into his gums, an indicator that he’s starting to relax. “Why is that?”

      “Because I am awesome. Besides, I was lonely before I met you, and lonely people are desperate for friends, even if it means being friends with a big, old, scary vampire,” I tease with a grin.

      Some of my words do carry truth. Up until I met Legend, I spent most of my time going to school, doing homework, and struggling to survive as I was passed along through foster homes. My time in foster care ended about eight months ago—thank God—when I turned eighteen and graduated from high school.

      I was actually okay when I was released into the wild to fend for myself. I already had a job waitressing at a restaurant and had saved up enough money to get an apartment. My place isn’t on the good side of town, but I have my very own vampire guard since Legend practically lives with me.

      I don’t have any other friends. Legend is the first person I’ve ever felt a connection to, and he’s not even a person. What that says about me, I’m not sure, other than maybe all the kids who called me a freak during high school were on to something. It also has me worried about what’s going to happen to me when he leaves tomorrow night.

      Legend snarls, veins bulging. “I’m not old.”

      I giggle. Vampires hate being called old, and a pissed off vampire is never a good thing. But Legend would never hurt me.

      “You were born centuries ago. You’re not just old. You’re ancient.”

      “Whatever. I may be old, but I sure as hell don’t look it.” A smug smile breaks across his face.

      I can’t help smiling, too. With his chin-length blond hair, silver eyes, and countless piercings and tattoos, Legend catches the attention of every woman who has a bad boy fetish. Of course, that lasts a whole hour until they discover he’s a vampire. Then they take off like a … well, like a woman afraid of being bitten by a vampire.

      I thrum my finger against my lips. “How long has it been since you’ve gotten laid?”

      His lips curl, fangs bared. “You’re such a brat when you’re drunk.”

      My grin is sugary sweet. “Well then, I guess you shouldn’t have talked me into blowing off work all day and going bar hopping with you. I’m pretty sure my boss knew I was lying when I called in and said I was sick.” I’m not really upset about missing work. I just hate lying to people, mostly because I suck at it. And I like messing with Legend. It’s fun. I haven’t had a lot of that in my life.

      “No, he didn’t. You just worry too much. Besides, I only wanted to go out today so we could have one last day of fun before we …” He doesn’t finish, but I already know what he was going to say.

      Before we never see each other again.

      That is, unless I somehow strike gold, become a millionaire, and purchase a traveling pass. But, since I make minimum wage and can’t afford to go to college, the possibility of that happening is about as high as Legend suddenly deciding not to leave me, which a) would be highly illegal since paranormal creatures aren’t allowed to permanently live here, and b) would never happen because he loathes the Common Realm.

      My eyes water as I envision the lonely life waiting for me after tomorrow night. Shit, I hate it when I cry. I usually try not to, but I’ve turned into an emotional drunk.

      Sighing, he steps toward me. “Please don’t cry, Lake. You know I don’t do well with the whole weeping thing.”

      “I’m not weeping,” I babble through my tears.

      Sighing, he wraps his arms around my waist and hugs me against his solid chest. “Princess, it’s going to be okay. You’ll see. In a few days, you’ll realize how awful it’s been having me in your life.”

      I rest my head on his shoulder. “That’s not true at all. You’re the only friend I’ve ever had—will have.” I grip the hem of his shirt. “Before you, no one ever even tried to be my friend.”

      He rubs his hand up and down my back. “That’s because humans are stupid.”

      “Hey, I take that as an insult.” I’m partly joking. I’ve been around Legend enough that I no longer take his jabs at humans personally.

      “You shouldn’t. You’re not a normal human, and if you were in my realm, all sorts of creatures would line up to be friends with you.”

      “That’s not true at all, but thank you for trying.”

      “I’m not trying. I’m telling the truth. You don’t realize how unique you are compared to other humans. You’re not judgmental, you’re open minded, and you gave me a chance. Plus, you never tried to hit on me. You’re the only human I’ve ever met who’s ever done that.”

      A smile pulls at my lips. “Hey, it’s not their fault you’re so charming and irresistible.”

      He chuckles, moving back to look me in the eye. “And there’s my joking best friend again.”

      I dry the tears from my cheeks with the back of my hand. “Yeah, sorry about the emotional breakdown. I think I did too many vodka shots or something.”

      “You don’t need to apologize for being sad.” He uses his fingertips to wipe away the last of my tears. “And Lake?”

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m going to miss you, too.”

      A sad smile begins to appear, but then falters as the woman abruptly staggers to her feet.

      Shit, I almost forgot she was there. So did Legend, apparently, because he whirls around, startled. I think it might be the first time I’ve ever seen him spooked.

      She stumbles into the neon light cascading across the alleyway from the bar, blinking at her surroundings like a lost baby deer. She looks around my age and, like me, she is tall with wavy, long brown hair. She’s also missing a shoe, has fresh scratches on her neck, and her pink dress is slashed down the front.

      An icy chill trickles down my spine.

      When Legend and I first saw her lying in the alleyway with bite marks on her neck, we assumed she’d been bitten by a vampire. Neither of us noticed the slashes in her dress or the scratches on her neck. No, not scratches and slashes. Claw marks.

      Werewolf claw marks.

      I’ve only crossed paths with two werewolves who managed to break the spell and attack a human. The two werewolves who attacked me.

      Images of the day Legend and I first met pound against my skull as I scan the alleyway. Could it be the same werewolves who attacked me? Are they still nearby?

      I want to run, flee.

      No, not yet. I need to first make sure the woman isn’t confused and doesn’t think Legend hurt her. If she accuses him, then he’ll be in some serious trouble.

      It takes all my willpower to keep my feet planted on the ground.

      “Who are you two …? What happened …?” The woman peers around at the graffiti-covered brick buildings surrounding us before her gaze lands on the neon sign of the bar Legend and I were just in. “Why am I here?”

      “You tell us.” I step beside Legend, and he clutches my hand. “When we found you, you were already passed out on the ground with those”—I give a pressing look at her neck—“on you.”

      Her fingers drift to her neck. “I was bitten?”

      Her confusion has me concerned she’s going to pin this on Legend.

      “Did something bite you?” I cross my fingers she’ll remember, that she’ll make this easy. But as her glossy eyes travel down to her torn dress and a pucker forms at her brows, my hope fizzles.

      “I don’t know …” She blinks up at me, and then her eyes land on Legend.

      Shit, she’s going to blame him.

      I wonder what Legend will do if she accuses him. Will he run? Try to kill her? I doubt the latter, but still, this isn’t going to end well.

      “You.” The girl points an accusing finger at me. “You look just how they described.”

      Huh? That so wasn’t what I expected.

      “Like who described?”

      “The wolves who hurt me.” Tears bubble from her eyes. “The werewolves said they were looking for a girl who was tall, had long, wavy brown hair, and freckles.”

      Legend arches a brow. “You do realize you just described yourself, right?”

      She narrows her eyes at him. “They also said she has a star-shaped birthmark on her temple and teal eyes, you fucking asshole.”

      My heart thrashes.

      They’re coming after me, just like they promised they would.

      “We’re going to find you and rip you apart. Your vampire can’t protect you forever. He’ll be sent home eventually!” one of them swore as Legend carried me away from them. He’d bitten them both and had knocked them into a state of pain. But eventually, the pain would fade. “You’re our penance! We will destroy you.”

      I yank away from the memory as goose bumps sprout across my flesh.

      Legend’s brows rise. “Fucking asshole? Do you have any idea what I—”

      I pinch his side, warning him to shush. “If she doesn’t know what you are, don’t tell her,” I hiss under my breath. “Plus, if those wolves are looking for me, we need to get more information out of her, so don’t piss her off.”

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” He blows out a breath, his gaze roaming back to the woman. “The wolves that attacked you, they were looking for a woman with a star-shaped birthmark on her temple?”

      She nods, throwing a glare at me as if this is somehow all my fault. “Just like the one your little friend over there has.”

      “Why did they attack you, then?” Legend asks, crossing his arms.

      “Because they thought I was her.” She steps back, clutching her wounded neck. “And they were going to kill me until they realized I didn’t have the mark.”

      Tension waves through Legend. “How long ago did this happen? And what did they look like?”

      She continues to back away, panic filling her eyes. “I don’t remember! Leave me alone!” She whirls around and runs down the alleyway toward the street.

      Legend starts after her, but I snag his elbow. “Let her go. She’s already scared enough.”

      “We need to get more answers from her,” he growls out. “We need to find out if it was them!”

      I barely flinch at his rage. “I think we already know that it was.” I swallow hard. “They warned me that day when you saved me …” My insides quiver with fear. “They said they’d come back for me when you were out of the picture and finish what they started. And you’re leaving tomorrow, so …” Tears prickle my eyes.

      “Princess,” he starts, his fangs vanishing again. “I think I should—”

      “You don’t need to do anything.” I suck back the tears, not wanting him to feel sorry for me and do something stupid, like try to stay here with me. Sure, I’m going to miss him, but Legend isn’t happy here, and I want him to be happy. He’s been my savior and friend for a year, and that’s more than anyone else has ever done for me. “We should get out of here in case they’re still somewhere nearby.”

      He opens his mouth, but then snaps his jaw shut and nods. Then he threads his fingers through mine and guides me down the alleyway, making me feel safe, just like he did the day he saved my life.

      I wonder if I’ll ever feel safe again after he leaves.

      Then again, I might not even survive after he does.
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      I’m walking home from school with a pile of books in my hand. I had a backpack, but a couple of kids at my school stole it from my locker and I haven’t had a chance to go to the store to buy a new one. I could’ve taken the bus, but I’d arrive home much quicker that way, and I hate being at my current home.

      My foster mother despises me because my foster father seems to like me a little too much. He hasn’t tried anything yet, but I see the hunger in his eyes. Have seen that hunger before. The last time I saw it, I ran away. Eventually, though, the police found me and gave me back to Social Services.

      In a few months, I’m officially out of the system, free to do whatever I want. I don’t have a place to live yet, but I’d rather be homeless than live in another home full of people who hate me or like me too much.

      Sighing, I veer down a slender alleyway that dips between some apartment complexes, going the long way home. The route is fairly secluded and the atmosphere quiet. The pages of the books in my arms rustle in the breeze as the sun blares down on me.

      Peace. I feel so at peace whenever I’m alone. I don’t know why. Why I can’t seem to connect to anyone. All I know is that I prefer to be alone.

      I take my time, savoring the quiet moment, wishing I could feel this way all the time. Halfway down the shortcut, though, the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. A faltering breath later, the overwhelming scent of moonlight floods my nostrils. I’m not sure how I know what moonlight smells like, only that the air currently reeks of it.

      Hugging my books tighter to my chest, I quicken my steps.

      From what I’ve read in books, werewolves often smell like moonlight. And, while paranormals aren’t supposed to be able to hurt humans, some have managed to break the spell and do a lot of damage. And I’d prefer not to cross paths with one in a desolate alleyway.

      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” a taunting voice sails from over my shoulder. “And she’s all by herself. Man, it must be my lucky day.”

      I whirl around so rapidly that I trip over my feet and my back bangs against a dumpster.

      A bulky man with shaggy blond hair and dark eyes materializes from the shadows with a grin curling at his lips. He drags his gaze across me, lingering on the star birthmark on my temple, fully visible due to the fact all my hair is pulled back.

      His sneering smile widens. “Easy. You don’t need to be afraid of me.” The hunger in his eyes suggests otherwise.

      I spin around to run, but crash into a solid surface. The impact sends me falling on my ass, and my books scatter across the ground.

      Shock whips through me as I blink up at a man twice the size as the guy behind me. I don’t know how it’s possible for guys to be this huge.

      But they’re not guys, are they? Smell the moonlight in the air, Lake.

      “You’re wolves,” I breathe out, scrambling to my feet.

      The blond guy grabs my arm and jerks me against his chest. “It’s not every day we get this lucky.” He sniffs my neck while the other one licks his lips. “Why are you here, Elora?”

      I jab my elbow into his stomach, and he surprisingly winces. “My name’s not Elora, so leave me the hell alone!”

      “Fuck, you’re stronger than you look.” He encloses his hand around my neck, squeezing tightly. “That’s okay. We’ll just have to break the fight out of you.”

      I open my mouth to scream, but he clamps his other hand down on it.

      “Stop fighting, Elora,” he warns. “Or else, this will be worse.”

      Why does he keep calling me Elora?

      I lift my foot and kick him in the shin. He curses then squeezes my neck until I can’t breathe. My vision spots, unconsciousness threatening to take me under.

      The guy in front of me grins as his claws snap out from his knuckles. Then he slashes them across my shirt, along with a layer of skin.

      I gasp from the pain as I’m thrown to the ground. I attempt to push to my feet, but the big guy pins my wrists down above my head, while the blond guy undoes his belt.

      Fear convulses through my body.

      No, not this …

      I’m going to die.

      I want to die.

      “Stop!” I shout as tears stream down my cheeks.

      The big guy slaps his free hand over my mouth while the blond wolf laughs, his eyes flashing red as he climbs on top of me—

      My eyelids spring open as I bolt upright in bed, my skin drenched with sweat. It takes me a moment to regain my bearings, to convince my mind I’m not in that alleyway anymore, being held down by evil werewolves.

      “Bad dream?” Legend asks, startling the crap out of me. I forgot he said he was going to sleep over.

      I pivot onto my side to face him. “I thought you would’ve left by now.”

      He shakes his head, propping it up on his elbow. “I’ll leave when the sun rises.”

      I glance out the window where the moon is an orb in the charcoal black sky. “But there’s only a few hours left of your last night here. Don’t you want to go out and do something fun? Like, go score some blood from one of those blood clubs? You must be thirsty by now. You haven’t drunk any blood in over a day.”

      “I’m not thirsty,” he insists. “And I already did something fun. I went bar hopping with my best friend.”

      I roll my eyes. “That was hardly fun. And you didn’t even get drunk.”

      “I’m fine.” Worry creases his forehead. “Quit worrying about me.”

      I heave an exhausted sigh. “Then you quit worrying about me.”

      “I can’t. Not when I know they’re close to finding you.” He shifts his weight, sitting up in my bed and staring out the window. “I don’t think I can just leave you here now.”

      I knew this was coming.

      “You have to.” I sit up and scoot over beside him. “You can’t stay here and be miserable just because a couple of werewolves might be looking for me.”

      “Might? Princess, they attacked a girl because they thought she was you.”

      “And they attacked me because they thought I was some person named Elora, so maybe, if I somehow prove that I’m not, they’ll leave me alone.” I stare out the window at the starry night sky. I preferred nighttime over day until the day the werewolves attacked me. They didn’t shift due to the sunlight, but when they threatened to find me again, I feared the moon would be full when they came and they’d be in full wolf form.

      Tonight could’ve been that night. And that night could be waiting for me in the future. I just wish I knew why they were after me and why they think my name is Elora. I know for sure it’s not. When the police found me, my first name and my age were the only things I could remember. Elle Laikyn, and I was eight. My name and age are the real things about me. So why do those stupid wolves think my name is Elora? I’ve never even heard that name before.

      None of this matters right now. This is my problem, not Legend’s.

      “You don’t need to worry about this.” I promised myself after I left foster care that I’d never, ever be anyone else’s problem again. “And besides, we knew this day would come. They warned me they’d come after me after you left.”

      “So? That doesn’t mean I’m just going to let them hurt you.”

      “Well, I’m not going to let you stay here and be miserable.”

      “I’m not planning on staying here.”

      Oh. Guess I misread him.

      “Good.” My heart may be rupturing, but he needs to leave. He deserves to be happy.

      He may be a creature of the night and most humans loathe him, but I know what kind of a vampire he truly is. The kind who cares about me. That kind who nearly died saving me. The only reason he didn’t is because he’s an ancient vampire and the werewolves were only in their early twenties. In the paranormal world, the older you are, the more powerful and strong you become.

      “I’m not leaving you here by yourself, either,” he mumbles, getting to his feet. “Go back to sleep. I have a few errands to run, but I’ll be back by sunrise. Do not go anywhere until I get back. I don’t want to risk those wolves finding you.” He storms out of my room with fierce determination in his eyes.

      I have no clue what he’s up to, but I stay in bed. Then, the second I close my eyes, the werewolves find me in my nightmares again.

      They always do.

      Fear smothers me.

      No, I don’t want to relive the nightmare.

      I fight not to succumb the exhaustion, but I’m hungover and emotionally drained.

      Please, no …

      I will my eyelids to stay open.

      Someone, please help me …

      I plunge into the nightmares.
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      I’m walking down the alleyway when the hairs on the back of my neck stand on end. Then, suddenly the brick buildings fade away, along with the pavement below my feet, dissolving like ghosts in the mist.

      “Hello!” I call out, but the echo of my voice is my only response.

      I endeavor forward until the fog lifts, revealing a field of violets stretched out before me. Thick trees and rolling hills shadow the distance, the starry night sky canopies above me, and to my right, a waterfall cascades over a hillside and flows into a crystal blue pool of water.

      “I’ve been here before,” the words leave my lips without any forethought.

      “Yeah, you have.”

      The unexpected voice should’ve startled me, but strangely, I remain calm. The calmness only increases as a guy steps up beside me, his body nothing more than a silhouette in the darkness, but his glowing violet eyes penetrate the shadows.

      “Your eyes are violet,” I point out the obvious as I face him. “What are you?”

      “What do you think I am?” His playful tone brings a smile to my face, but that smile dissipates when I catch a whiff of his moonlight scent.

      “You’re a werewolf.” I start to step back, but he folds his fingers around my arm.

      “Please, don’t be afraid of me.” His soft tone basks me in calmness.

      “I’m not,” I whisper. “I’m just nervous because you’re a werewolf.”

      “You’re afraid of werewolves?” he asks with deep confusion. “Is that why I heard you call for help?”

      I nod, inching toward him. “Who are you?”

      His violet eyes flicker. “You don’t remember me? This really must be a nightmare, then.” He sighs in disappointment.

      “What else would it be?”

      “I have no idea.” He traces lazy circles along my arm. “Why are you afraid of werewolves?”

      “Because I’ve been hurt by them,” I admit softly.

      His fingers freeze, his body rippling with fury. “Are they the ones who killed you?”

      “I’m dead?” I whisper.

      “Everyone says you are.” His voice cracks. “But I’ve never wanted to believe it.”

      I think he might be crying. The idea splinters my heart apart. No, not my heart. My soul.

      I want nothing more than to make him feel better, so I stand on my tiptoes and claim his lips with mine. “I’m sorry you’re hurting,” I whisper against his lips.

      I start to lean back, but he cups the back of my head and guides my lips back to his, kissing me so fervently I can barely remember who I am.

      I’ve never been kissed before. Not like this. I want to be kissed like this forever.

      I let out a groan as I melt into the kiss, letting myself get swept away.

      When he finally pulls away, I feel like a part of me has died all over again, a part I never knew existed.

      He rests his forehead against mine, breathing unevenly. “I’m sorry I let you die.”

      My lips part to try to convince him that I’m not dead. Well, I wasn’t when I went to sleep, but then the field blackens back into the alleyway.

      And just like that, I’m stuck in my nightmares again.
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      I wake up groggy and disoriented. It’s been a long time since I’ve dreamt of anything other than the attack, and while the break was nice, I want to understand why I dreamt about the guy with violet eyes and why I felt so connected to him. But, wanting and getting are two different things, and even after I do countless searches of creatures with violet eyes, I’m left as puzzled as ever.

      Story of my life.

      Giving up on my search, I make myself some breakfast, and then carry on with the rest of my day.

      Legend hasn’t come back, though the sun is shining in the clear blue sky. I’m not surprised. He once told me he sucked at goodbyes. Part of me wonders if he won’t return at all. That maybe he’s avoiding the goodbye altogether. So, when he strolls into my apartment at sunset with a cheerful grin on his face, I’m a shocked.

      “You’re supposed to be heading home.” I drag my ass off the sofa. “You’re going to miss your exit back.”

      “I’m leaving in about an hour.” He kicks the door shut then sticks out his hand, his fingers wrapped around a square, iridescent piece of glass with smooth edges. “And you’re coming with me.”

      As I take the piece of glass from him, the edges illuminate with an inscription.

      “A traveling pass? You got me a traveling pass? How the hell did you get this?”

      He winks. “I pulled a few strings.”

      “You didn’t kill anyone, did you?” I’m kidding. Well, mostly.

      “Would you be afraid of me if I did?” he wonders amusedly.

      “No,” I answer truthfully.

      His grin expands. “You really are unique. I don’t know how you’ve managed to stay hidden from everyone for so long.”

      “What do you mean, stay hidden? I haven’t been hiding. Well, other than from those wolves, but for a good reason.”

      He simply shrugs then nudges me toward my bedroom. “Go get changed into something that will help you blend in. Most of your outfits will probably work, but make sure not to wear bright colors. And pack a few extra outfits and whatever else you think you’ll need. Don’t pack too much, though, or the guards might get suspicious.”

      I clutch the pass in my hand as I back toward my bedroom door. “While I’m really glad you got me one of these, you do know it’s only a twenty-four-hour pass, right?”

      He flops down on the sofa and kicks his feet up onto the coffee table. “Yeah, but I want you to bring some extra stuff, just in case.”

      “Just in case, what?” He’s acting strange. Well, stranger than normal.

      He dithers. “Will you just trust me on this one?”

      I nod. “But I am coming back, right?” I don’t know why, but I feel strangely disappointed by the idea. For all I know, the Midnight Realm is an awful place. Although, from the way Legend talks about it, it sounds like a lovely realm. Still, I’d be a human living in a land of night creatures, which is not only dangerous, but illegal. It’s the reason traveling passes are only granted for twenty-four access and why most people who travel can afford bringing their own bodyguards.

      He glances at his watch. “Just hurry and go get dressed. We need to leave in half an hour.”

      My stomach bubbles with nerves at his lack of an answer. Still, I walk into my room and get ready, hoping whatever we’re about to do doesn’t get me in trouble.

      Or worse, he gets stuck in the Common Realm.
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      “Are you sure I look okay?” I fiddle with the hem of my short, black skirt as we make our way through the security line at the Midnight Realm portal.

      My outfit is topped off with an off-the-shoulder, black velvet top; a choker; knee-high socks; and clunky heels. I also framed my teal eyes with kohl eyeliner and pinned one side of my hair back in braids and added hair rings. The look is a little over the top for me, unless I’m going out to a club, but Legend insisted I’d blend right in with everyone in the Midnight Realm. I doubted him at first, but now that we’re standing in line with a bunch of other moonlight creatures, I realize he was right.

      Almost everyone is dressed in black, studded clothing, and most have inked skin or piercings, except for a few. I’m guessing those might be other travelers.

      “Will you chill? You look lovely.” He tugs me with him as the line moves forward.

      I continue to fidget all the way until we arrive at the glass window at the front of the line. Perched behind the glass is a giant of a man with startling blue hair and a jagged scar carves down his cheek. At first, I wonder if he’s an ogre, but then he plasters a fangy grin across his face.

      “Legend, long time, no see, man.” He glides open the window and sticks out his hand for a fist bump.

      “Yes, it has been a long fucking time.” Legend taps his knuckles against the big guy’s. “Too long.”

      “I see you survived your sentence,” big guy jokes, pushing a few buttons on a massive translucent screen.

      “Barely,” Legend quips, handing him his identification card. “Almost lost my sanity a few times.”

      Big guy laughs as he scans the card through a metallic square box. “Yeah, I heard living in the Common Realm can do that to you.” He punches a few buttons on the screen. “I can’t wait until I get stationed at a different realm.”

      Legend rests an arm on the countertop. “How long have you been here?”

      “A few months,” the big guy replies, giving Legend back his card. “Usually, they stick most of the newbies at this portal entrance, but I was asked if I could come down for a few months because a few paranormals snuck in and they needed to up security. I don’t know why anything would sneak in. Most paranormals hate the Common Realm. There’s a reason we use it as a prison.”

      Legend nods, his face set in concern. “Do you know what kind of paranormals they were?”

      “I think it was werewolves,” big guy replies, adjusting his ID tag fastened to his shirt pocket.

      A lump wedges in my throat. Werewolves snuck into the Common Realm?

      No, there’s no way that has anything to do with me. Well, unless the werewolves hunting me were sent away from the Common Realm and needed to sneak back in to attack me.

      Legend’s brows dip, but then his expression turns neutral as he stuffs his card into his pocket. “Is my entrance cleared?” he asks the big guy. “I’m more than ready to get the hell out of here.”

      Big guy nods, pointing to our right at an object that reminds me of a full body scanner at the airport. The only difference is the inside of this scanner is glowing with a shimmering iridescent light that matches the traveling pass in my hand.

      “Step through whenever you’re ready,” big guy instructs, pushing a large button on the scanner.

      Adrenaline pours through my veins. Never once did I consider that I’d actually have to go through a portal.

      Do I have to go by myself? I don’t even know what to do.

      “Actually, I was wondering if I could get access for a double pass,” Legend says, lacing his fingers through mine and pulling me to his side.

      Big guy’s eyes skate to me, and his brows bunch together. “You’re taking a human back with you?”

      Legend plucks the traveling pass from my hand. “She’s just going for the night. Thought I’d give her the tour of where I live.”

      Big guy eyes me over then crooks a brow at Legend. “The humans wore on you, huh?”

      “This one did. But she’s the only one.” He releases my hand to place his palm on my back, urging me closer to the glass window. “Lake, this is Giant. Giant, this is Lake.”

      Giant sticks out his hand. “Giant is only a nickname truly evil creatures call me.” He shoots Legend a teasing, dirty look. “My real name’s Greg.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, Greg,” I say, though Giant seems more fitting.

      I politely shake his hand, noting that, like Legend, his skin is a lot colder than mine.

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.” He studies me for an unnerving amount of time. “You’re very pretty for a human.”

      Is that a compliment?

      “Um, thanks.”

      He smiles, pulling his hand away. “You’re welcome.” He scans my traveler’s pass, and the screen illuminates with my information. “Is this your first time portal traveling?” he asks, and I nod. He leans forward to read my background history, and I can already see his wheels turning. “It doesn’t have a place of birth listed.”

      I bottle down the painful reminder. “I know. It should list why, though.”

      He reads further then nods, pity filling his eyes. I know what he’s thinking. The poor girl who was found on the side of the road with no memory. The girl who doesn’t know where she’s from. The girl who doesn’t have a family. The girl who doesn’t have a real last name. The girl who has no one.

      With an artificial smile, he returns my traveler’s pass. “You’re going to love the Midnight Realm, Lake. I’m sure of it. Just make sure to come back before your pass expires.” He winks at me. “No trying to stay longer, okay?”

      His wink throws me off, but I manage a smile as I tuck the pass into a pocket on my studded leather backpack.

      Does he know that Legend may be planning to keep me there? How would he know?

      “I permitted a double pass so you two can go through the portal together,” Giant tells Legend. “You’ll need to hold her hand and guide her through.”

      Legend holds my hand. “Thanks, man. And make sure to look me up when you get back in the realm. We’ll go out for a blood dine or something.”

      “Sounds good.” Giant nods, stealing another glance in my direction.

      I start to squirm under his stare, but then Legend hauls me toward the scanner.

      As we near the light flowing inside it, my pulse skyrockets. But before I can fall too far into a panic attack, Legend leads me into the scanner and into the light.

      A rainbow of warmth and bright colors instantly smothers me, and I start to relax. Then darkness drags me under.
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      I gasp as I tumble out of the darkness and land ungracefully on my feet in a field encompassed by flourishing trees and thorny vines glowing against the silver moonlight. A city glitters in the distance, and a kaleidoscope of violet and silver stars paint the sky. Beside me, Legend is watching me intently.

      “So, what do you think?” he asks with his hands stuffed into his pockets.

      “I think I’m never going to look at the Common Realm’s night sky the same way ever again.” I steal one more glance at the beautiful scene as a calmness eases over me. “That is, unless I’m not going back.” I wait for him to answer, but he just steers me with him as he strides across the field.

      “Don’t touch the thorns,” he warns through a murmur. “They’re poisonous.”

      I flinch as the vines shrink away from us. “They’re pretty, though.”

      “Yeah, a lot of stuff in my realm is pretty but poisonous or venomous. In fact, some of the prettiest things here can kill you. There used to not be so many at the entrance. They’ve really spread since the last time I was here. They only used to reside in the Violet…” He quickens his pace, zooming past the vines.

      “Where are we going?” I jog to keep up. When did he get so fast? “And where are the guards at your portal?”

      “The only realm we’re not allowed in without permission is the Common Realm, and rarely do any creatures try to sneak in there,” he explains, weaving around the vines. “And if they did, the guards on the other side would catch them.”

      “But, didn’t Giant say some werewolves just snuck in?” I ask as we reach the edge of the field and step onto a cobblestone path that winds down a hill toward a glittering city.

      He nods, his brows furrowing. “Yeah, I’ve never heard of that happening.”

      “So, why do you think it did?” I ask. “Do you think it might have been the werewolves who are after me?”

      “I’m not sure. But it really doesn’t matter right now. I’m here and you’re here, and all’s well in the realms.” He grins, fangs and all, and then quickens his stride, leaving me struggling to keep up.

      I have the weirdest suspicion he’s keeping something from me, but I can’t figure out what.

      “You never told me where we’re going.” I trip in my heels, trying to keep up with him.

      “On an adventure.”

      “We’re not going to your place?”

      “No. We don’t have much time, and I don’t want to waste what little we have hanging around my lair.”

      My lips form an O. So, I am going back to the Common Realm, then? Why do I feel so sad about that?

      I try not to pout, but epically fail.

      “Stop pouting,” he playfully scolds. “I promise we’re going to have fun. And it’s not every day you get to have fun in the Midnight Realm, right?”

      He’s right. I’m only here for one night, so I might as well make the most of it.

      I plaster on a smile. “All right, let’s go on an adventure.”

      With a wink, he speeds up, nearly sending me tripping over my feet again.

      “Why can you suddenly walk so fast?” Another thought dawns on me as I realize how much lighter I feel. “And where the heck is my backpack?”

      “I sent it to my house. And I can walk faster here because my powers have been reconnected with the moonlight.”

      “How exactly did you send my bag to your house—”

      I trip over a lip in the cobblestone and nearly eat shit. Thankfully, Legend catches me.

      “With magic.” He winks as he steadies me.

      “You have magic?” I brush stray hair out of my eyes. “Since when?”

      “Since always. My powers were just limited during my sentence.”

      “Oh.” I observe him curiously. “What else can you do?”

      “Lots and lots of things. I promise to show you some of them later. For now, we’re on a time constraint, and your human lollygagging is slowing me down.” In one swift motion, he scoops me up in his arms and zooms down the sidewalk, moving so swiftly that the buildings and lights lining the street are nothing but streaks of colors.

      By the time he grinds to a stop, my head is spinning.

      “Whoa, head rush,” I mutter as he sets me down on my feet.

      He chuckles as I regain my balance. “Such a fragile human.”

      I glare at him, but it’s a playful move. “You’re cockier here.”

      He smirks. “No, I’m cocky always. I’m simply more in my element here, so the cockiness comes out times ten.”

      I cross my arms. “Are all night creatures as cocky as you?”

      “Yes, we are, sweetheart,” someone purrs from right behind me.

      I reel around, then shuffle back, my back bumping into Legend’s chest.

      I’d been so caught up in his vampire super speed and the dizzy side effect that I didn’t notice we’d stopped in front of a mob lined up in front of a two-story building made of tinted glass that matches the starry night sky. Or, well, I guess people is the incorrect term since nearly every creature has either fangs or claws or wings.

      The wings throw me off. I knew werewolves, vampires, and a few kinds of demons lived in the Midnight Realm, but not faeries.

      One of the male faeries with golden hair and sparkling blue wings winks at me, and I wonder if he’s the one who purred in my ear. I’m not sure how I feel about having the attention of a faerie. I’ve heard they can be quite tricky and manipulative.

      “The fey just visit here,” Legend whispers in my ear. “And they have to abide our laws while they’re here, which means no trickery.”

      “What realm do they live in?” I try not to make eye contact with the faerie.

      “The Willow Realm.” He lines the palm of his hand to my back and urges me toward the front of the line. “Come on; let’s go inside where you won’t be so …” he wavers, “on display.”

      I become more than aware that approximately every creature in line is eyeballing me now.

      “Haven’t they seen a human before?”

      He nods, avoiding my gaze. “But you … have a way about you that draws attention from paranormals.”

      He’s never mentioned that before.

      “What do you mean by a way about me?”

      “I’ll explain later.” He dismisses me with a flick of his wrist and strides up to a velvet rope at the front of the line. Beyond the rope is a pair of steel double doors. Music reverberates from inside, vibrating against the cobblestone ground.

      “Is this place a club?” I ask, and he nods. “Why aren’t we standing in line like everyone else?”

      Before Legend can respond, an extremely tall man with jet black hair and skin as pale as moonlight materializes out of nowhere. He gives a quick glance at Legend then a smile curls at his lips as he lifts the velvet rope.

      “Nice to have you back, Legend.” He exchanges a fist bump with Legend then steps aside to let us through.

      He notes me as I squeeze by him and curiosity flickers in his eyes, but he doesn’t utter a word, only opens the door for us.

      I’m about to ask Legend how we bypassed the entire line, since you have to be a big deal to do such a thing back in the Common Realm, but then we step inside and all words are lost.

      The place is magnificent, to say the least. Somehow, I’m guessing by magic, the ceiling is an exact mini replica of the night sky outside, and the fake stars and moon are twirling around, spilling violet and silver light across a packed dance floor and leather booths. A bar runs across the far back room, and a spiral staircase stretches to a balcony lined with leather booths and cages, each one displaying a gorgeous, winged creature dancing inside.

      “This place is …” I can’t find the words to explain the scene before me, so I just end up just gawking in amazement. “You’re ruining everything in the Common Realm for me.”

      A grin touches Legend’s lips as he steers me through the mob of creatures grinding against each other while drinking strange, colorful, sparkling beverages.

      “I’m glad you like it here,” Legend says, elbowing a winged giant of a man out of his way. “Maybe you’ll never want to go back, then.”

      Confusion cracks through me as he once again implies that maybe I don’t have to return to the Common Realm. But I soon become distracted as we start up the spiral staircase and near the caged, angelic-like creatures.

      “What are they?” I whisper, my heels clanking against the grated stairs.

      “Black Angels.” He glances over at the closest cage. “Don’t let the angel part fool you. They’re not angelic by any means.”

      As if to prove his point, the angel in the cage hisses in our direction.

      I yank my gaze off her and clutch Legend’s hand for dear life.

      When we reach the top of the staircase, Legend scans the booths. I figure he’s looking for a vacant one, so when he heads toward a corner booth that’s already occupied by three guys, I grow uneasy over the idea of sitting with strangers. Thankfully, the guys don’t look too scary, each around my age, maybe a couple of years older.

      The guy on the right side of the booth has hair as blond as Legend’s, only his is much shorter. Silver metal ornaments his brows, and a smirk plays at his lips as he eyeballs Legend approaching.

      The guy stretched out on the opposite side of the booth has piercings in his brows, as well. However, his hair is much darker than blondie’s and longer on the top and shorter on the sides. And he’s sporting a scowl instead of a smirk.

      Both of the guys are gorgeous in a way that makes my head dizzy, but the guy sitting at the back of the booth is the one who sends my heart into a fitful frenzy.

      He’s more than just gorgeous with chin-length hair the color of the midnight sky, piercing blue eyes framed by dark eyelashes, and metal rings embellishing his full lips. He’s wearing a short-sleeved black shirt that reveals his lightly inked, lean arms, and leather bands wrap around his wrists. Everything about him screams importance from the silver, engraved rings covering the fingers of his left hand to how utterly bored he looks in a room full of powerful creatures. But that boredom diminishes when his gaze collides with mine. Then a crinkle forms between his brows as he breathes in, his nostrils flaring.

      My pulse throbs with fear. I’m not even certain why I’m afraid, other than the most beautiful guy I’ve ever laid eyes on is staring at me and I feel drawn to him in a way that I feel like I’d jump off a cliff just to reach him.

      That out of control feeling is absolutely terrifying.

      Why do I feel this way? I’ve never felt this way about a guy before …

      I tense as I get a whiff of their scents.

      Moonlight.

      “Werewolves,” I whisper in horror.

      The beautiful guy frowns, his intensity altering into disappointment mixed with the most heart-wrenching sorrow I’ve ever seen. Then he looks away from me, his jaw set tight.

      What on earth is causing him so much pain?

      Why do I care?

      Legend abruptly spins around, facing me and blocking me from the guys’ view.

      “I know you’re nervous, but I promise they won’t hurt you,” he says, sweeping strands of my hair forward to cover my temple.

      “Then why are you hiding my birthmark?” I hiss under my breath. I hate being angry with him, but he knows how much I loathe werewolves. Still, I do my best to control my irritation. “Can’t we go sit in one of the unoccupied booths?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, but I need to talk to these guys. They might be able to help us figure out why those wolves are after you, who they are exactly, how long they’ll be in the Common Realm, why they’re there—things that could help keep you out of danger.”

      “You won’t … You’re not going to tell them what those wolves did to me, right? That one of them …” I can’t even get the words out, my chest painfully constricting.

      He looks me straight in the eye. “I promise I won’t tell them anything other than you were attacked. I’ve known these guys since they were kids. They’re not like the werewolves hunting you. None of their pack is.”

      Even though I’m terrified, I nod. “Okay, I trust you.”

      He offers me a small smile then strides up to the wolves, dragging me with him.

      I remain positioned behind him, acting like a scared kitten, which might not be the bravest thing to do around werewolves, but I can’t seem to find the strength to stop being a coward.

      “And the legend has returned.” The blond werewolf snickers. “Thought maybe they kicked your pasty ass out of here for good this time.”

      “Shade, lovely to see you again.” Legend’s tone oozes sarcasm. “Glad to see your sense of humor is just as bland as when I left.”

      Someone chuckles.

      “Bland? Try the most awesome sense of humor ever.”

      “Most awesome sense of humor ever?” Legend laughs mockingly. “I think that’s the best joke you’ve ever told.”

      “Laugh all you want, dead guy,” the werewolf quips. “But deep down, I know you missed my jokes.”

      Legend chuckles. So does someone else. I want to peer over his shoulder to see what’s happening, but I can’t find the courage to do so.

      “So, how was life in the Common Realm?” Mr. Sense of Humor asks. “Is it as boring as everyone says?”

      “Mostly.” Legend pauses. “Although, it wasn’t entirely awful.”

      “Aw, I see.” The wolf’s voice glitters with amusement. “And does that have anything to do with that lovely little thing hiding behind you?”

      Shit. My time of hiding has come to an end.

      “It might.” Legend tugs on my arm, moving me to his side. “Shade, I’d like you to meet Lake.” Legend gestures at the blond wolf sitting on the right side of the table.

      Shades tenses as his gaze scrolls over me, then he sniffs the air. Confusion swirls in his eyes as he glances at the wolf sitting at the back of the table. They trade an indecipherable look, and then the sad wolf shakes his head, his disappointment and sorrow still evident.

      Shade sighs, returning his attention back to me, and forces a smile.

      So weird. Are all werewolves this strange?

      “I heard rumors about the Common Realm that you clearly contradict,” Shade says, dazzling me with a charming smile. “You’re absolutely stunning, sweetheart.”

      “Um, thanks.” I sneak Legend a is-this-guy-for-real look.

      Legend sighs heavily. “Shade thinks he has to hit on anything with legs.”

      “That’s not true at all.” Shade takes a sip of his drink. “And even if it was, I meant what I said. She’s absolutely stunning.”

      “Yes, she is,” Legend agrees, earning him a nasty look from me. “What?” He shrugs innocently. “You are.”

      I narrow my eyes at him. He knows how uncomfortable compliments make me.

      Legend sighs. “Fine, I’ll stop with the compliments and continue on with introductions.” He gestures toward the guy sitting on the left side of the booth. “This is Rune. Rune, this is Lake.”

      Rune sticks out his hand. “It’s nice to meet you, Lake.”

      “It’s nice to meet you, too.” I shake his hand. Surprisingly, his skin is warm, the same temperature as mine.

      When we let go of hands, Rune stands to his feet and collects an empty glass from off the table. “I’m going to get a refill. Anyone want anything?”

      “I’ll have a silver vodka.” Legend digs some coins out from of his pocket, and Rune snatches them.

      “You just had to go there, didn’t you?”

      A smirk teases at Legend’s lips. “What? It’s my favorite drink.”

      Rune stuffs the coins into his pocket. “A drink that’ll burn me if it so much as touches my skin. Seriously, are you trying to kill me?”

      “No. I’m trying to enjoy my favorite drink that I haven’t been able to have in over a year.” Legend nods his head at me. “And while you’re at it, get this one a water.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Hey, why the hell am I getting put on water tonight?”

      Legend gives me a really look. “Do I need to remind you of the countertop incident last night?”

      I flinch. “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.”

      “Countertop incident?” Shade slants forward, resting his arms on the table. “Do tell?”

      I fire a keep-your-trap-shut look at Legend. The last thing I want anyone to know is how I danced on the counter at a bar last night.

      “She’s got some guts, giving a vampire like you a look like that,” Shade muses. “I like her.”

      A trace of a smile touches my lips. Maybe Legend was right; they don’t seem anything like the werewolves who attacked me in the alley. But when Legend signals for me to sit down in the booth next to the guy whose eyes carry heartbreaking sorrow, a shiver rolls through me. Still, I plop my ass down into the booth, anyway, keeping some distance between us.

      My fear alleviates a drop when Legend scoots in next to me. That all goes right out the window, though, as the stranger fastens his gaze on me.

      I squirm, trying to avoid eye contact with him, even though every part of me begs to steal a peek at the beautiful guy sitting next to me.

      Legend looks at the intense wolf sitting beside me. “Jules, this is Lake,” he says. “Lake, this is Jules, prince of the Violet Mountain pack.”

      Lovely. He’s werewolf royalty. No wonder he looks so confident. He’s probably above every other wolf in the club.

      I turn and offer Jules’ my hand, though I’m scared shitless. “It’s nice to meet you, Jules.”

      His gaze bores into me as he places his ring-less hand in mine. He doesn’t utter a word. Just stares at me with fire in his eyes. Again, he sniffs the air.

      What the hell is up with all the sniffing?

      Unsure what to do or say, I sputter the first words that pop into my mind. “How come you have silver on your fingers? I thought silver was poisonous to werewolves.”

      Jules’ lip twitches with either amusement or irritation. My bet is the latter. “I have royal blood in my veins; therefore, I’m almost immune to silver.”

      My brows dip as I withdraw my hand from his. “Almost?”

      He removes one of the rings from his finger. The skin beneath the metal is scalded, but the burn immediately heals.

      “So, you just, what?” I ask. “Wear the rings and let them burn you for kicks and giggles?”

      “They barely burn me. And if I wasn’t royalty, wearing them would eventually kill me,” he clarifies. “And I don’t do it for kicks and giggles. I do it to warn other werewolves of what I am so they’ll know to respect me.”

      “Sounds pretty stupid if you ask me.” I bite down on my tongue. What the heck just came over me? Usually, I’m not that rude.

      Uncomfortable silence stretches between us, and then Shade snorts a laugh.

      “Man, I think I might like her even more now.” He scoops up his drink and downs a long gulp before lowering the glass and wiping the back of his hand across his mouth. “Seriously, Legend, where did you find her?”

      Legend stiffens from beside me, and I hold my breath, waiting for him to respond, to see if he’ll tell my story, but Jules speaks first.

      “You’re right; it is pretty stupid,” he mumbles, putting the ring back on.

      “Then why do you do it?” I ask as Rune slides into the booth next to Shade and sets a drink down in front of Legend then a glass of water in front of me.

      Jules shrugs, lifting his drink toward his lips, his damn gaze never leaving me. “Because it’s a rule in our pack.”

      “Well, it’s a stupid rule.”

      You know what’s stupid, Lake? Saying stupid to a werewolf twice in less than a minute.

      Jules studies me with his head angled to the side. “Yes, it kind of is, isn’t it? But I don’t make the rules. The king does. I can pass along your message to him if you want and let him know how much you don’t like his rules.” He leans forward, his eyes glittering with something that makes my heartrate quicken. “I’d advise, though, not to use the word stupid so much when you speak to him. I’d also advise that with other paranormals. They’re not fans of being insulted, especially by humans.”

      I sink my teeth into my bottom lip, feeling kind of stupid but also irked. “I was only telling the truth. It’s stupid that you’re burning yourself just to show power and gain respect. I’m sure there are other less painful ways to do that.”

      “You think so, huh? Then please, enlighten us with these other less painful ways?” He reclines back in the seat and raises his glass to take a drink.

      “Um …” Great, I just had to open my mouth “You could, like, bite them or whatever it is you werewolves do.”

      He chokes, nearly spitting his drink out all over the table. Shade and Rune erupt in laughter. Even Legend chuckles.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask. “Isn’t that what werewolves do to each other?”

      The three of them laugh harder, clutching their sides, while Jules continues to choke on his drink, pounding his chest.

      “Oh, my werewolves, she’s a riot,” Shade says through his laughter. “Seriously, if this is how all humans are, then sign me up for the Common Realm.”

      Feeling like an idiot, I look to Legend for help. “What did I say that’s so funny?”

      “Werewolves bite each other to permanently link themselves to their soulmates after they find him or her. It’s an act of intimacy, not of violence.” He takes a sip of his silver laced vodka to hide his grin. “It’s kind of like foreplay."

      My cheeks flood with heat. “Oh.”

      Seeking relief from my discomfort, I reach for the glass in front of me, but then I remember that Legend told Rune to get me water.

      I need something stronger.

      “So, did you sneak her in from her realm because she’s so entertaining?” Jules asks Legend with his eyes still on me and a ghost of a smile on his lips.

      “I didn’t sneak her in. I got her a twenty-four-hour traveling pass.” Legend rotates in the booth, bringing his knee up on the bench and forcing me to scoot over, closer to Jules. “And I brought her here because I wasn’t ready to let her go yet. Although, her entrainment level did play a part in that. My favorite is watching her get embarrassed.”

      I playfully pinch Legend’s arm, and he laughs.

      “You’re such a mean, old vampire.” I dazzle him with a sassy smirk.

      “Well, will you look at that?” Shade muses while staring at Jules. “He’s actually smiling.” He looks at me. “You should be proud of yourself, sweetheart. Jules never smiles. Not since …” He trails off, wincing.

      I glance at Jules just in time to see the smile dissolve from his face.

      “I wasn’t smiling,” he bites out, his tone aching with guilt.

      Rune smacks Shade upside the head. “Why’d you have to point it out?”

      Shade slams his hands against Rune’s chest. “Because we haven’t seen him smile in over a decade.”

      Rune glowers at Shade. “Yeah, so? Now he’s not smiling, is he?”

      The two of them glance worriedly at Jules. My gaze drifts in his direction, too. Then I promptly shrink back at the hatred in his eyes.

      Hatred just like those werewolves who attacked me.

      Hatred directed at me.

      Invisible fingers wrap around my throat as agonizing memories of being in that alleyway rip me apart from the inside out.

      I turn to Legend to beg him to get me the hell out of here, but he’s chatting animatedly with a woman standing in front of our table. She has long auburn hair and cat-shaped eyes, her lips redder than vampire’s blood. I’m not sure what she is, but Legend seems elated to see her. Happier than I’ve ever seen him.

      Not wanting to ruin his happy moment, I take a few measured breaths.

      Get your shit together, Lake. You’re not in the alleyway. These werewolves aren’t them.

      When my heart continues to thrash, though, I reach for Legend’s drink.

      “I thought you were on a water ban?” Shade teases, attempting to lighten the mood.

      I manage an awkwardly stiff smile. “What can I say? I guess I’m not very good at taking orders from the undead.”

      If Legend heard me, he’d laugh, but he’s too engulfed in the conversation with the very pretty woman.

      His lightness is the exact opposite of the rigid atmosphere hovering between the rest of us. I feel like I’ve done something wrong that pissed Jules off and made Shade and Rune tremendously uneasy, and that pisses me off.

      I didn’t even do anything.

      Raising the brim of the glass to my nose, I take a whiff of the silvery liquid, and my eyes immediately water.

      “Too strong for you, huh?” Shade grins, but then casts an edgy glance at Jules.

      Now what’d I do?

      “No,” I lie. The drink smells like fire.

      “It’s better if she doesn’t drink it. Humans are too weak for our drinks. They’re too weak period.” Jules’ pierced lips curl into a cruel smirk as his hard eyes set on me. “I don’t know why the rulers even let humans into our realms, other than to make us suffer through your boring visits and stupid, relentless questions. If you want to visit our realm, you should educate yourselves about us so we don’t have to deal with your stupidity.”

      What a fucking asshole! I haven’t felt this irritated since I lived in foster care.

      Heat flickers inside me, a fire I wasn’t aware existed, and I find myself lowering the glass from my lips. “Maybe humans are educated about your realm, but we have to ask stupid questions because your rules and traditions are so stupid that they make no sense at all. And yeah, we might be weak in terms of magical strength, but at least we don’t abuse our strength to hurt someone for no damn reason.” My fingers wander to the scars on my abdomen, remnants of the attack.

      Jules’ smirk dwindles and his lips part. I don’t wait to hear whatever foul words are about to pass across those pretty lips of his, though.

      “And if I’m so weak, then how come I can do this and you can’t?” I throw my head back and down a huge swallow. Then I smile smugly as I lower the glass from my lips, the liquid slipping down my throat. No, not slipping. Scalding.

      Panic flares in my veins as a fire ignites in my lungs.

      Oh, my God, I’m being burned alive from the inside, the drink tearing apart my esophagus and ripping the air from my lungs. I gasp for air, the glass falling from my hand, and the rest of drink spilling across the table.

      “Fuck, don’t let it touch you.” Legend shoves me out of the way as the liquid trickles off the edge of the table and pools onto the bench.

      My shoulder bumps into Jules and a whimper fumbles from my lips as I struggle to get oxygen into my singed lungs.

      “I thought you said she was human,” Jules growls at Legend as he grabs my hips and drags me onto his lap.

      “I never said that,” Legend snaps, wiping up the spilled drink with a cloth napkin. “You just assumed.”

      Legend is panicking, which makes me panic even more.

      I can’t breathe. I’m on fire. Because I drank a silver vodka drink. I think I might even be dying. Why? Silver isn’t bad for humans. Only werewolves.

      Am I …? Am I a werewolf?

      No, there’s no way that can be true! I’m from the Common Realm.

      Aren’t I?

      Oh, my God, if I’m a werewolf and just drank silver, I’m going to die!

      “Shade, Rune, go see if you can find some Lily Kiss to give her,” Jules barks out. Then his wide eyes land on me. He grips my waist and turns me toward him, smelling my neck. “Why don’t you have a scent?” He tears his eyes off me and glances at Legend. “I thought she looked familiar when I first saw her … And her eyes …” He’s struggling to breathe evenly. “But her name doesn’t match up, and she doesn’t have a scent.”

      “I know that. That’s why I brought her here.” Legend scoots closer to us, his words rushing out of him. “She doesn’t remember much of her life, but I sensed something was different about her the moment I met her. After spending some time with her, I started questioning if she was a werewolf and someone was hunting her, so that only upped my suspicions. Tonight, when I finally got let out of that hellhole of a realm, I brought her here to see if you knew who she belonged to … to find out if I was right … that she is a werewolf.” He yanks his fingers through his hair as he stares at me with remorse. “Fuck, please tell me that this Lily Kiss stuff will reverse whatever that drink’s doing to her.”

      “It might if they can find some in time.” Jules’ fingers dig into my hips, the muscles in his lean arms bulging as he stares into my eyes. “I’m so sorry. I know it hurts.” He seems so torn up, so haunted.

      I want to hug him and tell him everything will be okay. A strange reaction considering I barely know him and was pissed off at him moments ago. And because he’s also trying to say I’m a werewolf.

      No, it can’t be true.

      The drink was just too strong. I just need to breathe through it.

      Inhale. Exhale. Inhale. Exhale … Oxygen abruptly rushes into my lungs, the fiery ache in my chest subsiding. The pain in my throat diminishes, too.

      “Thank God,” I breathe in relief, relaxing back against the table. “I’m not a wolf.”

      A pucker forms between Jules’ brows. “No, you are.”

      “B-but the pain is gone,” I sputter. “And I can breathe now.”

      “Thank the fucking vampires you’re all right.” Legend sighs, flopping back in the seat.

      I shoot him a pissed off look, warning him that I’m mad and that he has a lot of questions to answer.

      He swallows hard then nods, understanding.

      “The pain is gone because …” Jules’ nostrils flare as he breathes in, his eyes widening in awe. “You’re royalty.”

      Rune and Shade return to the table just in time to hear him say that. They don’t have anything in their hands, so I’m guessing they didn’t find any of that Lily Kiss stuff.

      “You have got to be shitting me.” Shade gapes at me. “Is she …? Do you think—”

      “I don’t know.” Jules stares at me like I’m a complicated puzzle he desperately wants to solve. “Legend said you couldn’t remember a lot about your life?”

      I shake my head. “Not anything before I was eight.”

      Jules swallows, his fingers delving into my hips.

      “Fuck me.” Rune blows out a deafening exhale. “That can’t be a coincidence.”

      Reality threatens to creep up on me, that I am a werewolf and these wolves seem to know me. But I’m not ready to face the truth yet, so I latch on to denial.

      “I’m from the Common Realm. I’m human,” I insist. But deep down, my blank past haunts me. Before the age of eight, I can’t remember anything, so who’s to say where I came from and what I am. Why have I never thought about this before? “I’m not royalty … I’m not a werewolf … I’m not anything.”

      “Yes, you are.” Jules traces circles on my hips, a move that reminds me of the dream I had about the werewolf with the glowing violet eyes. “The only creatures that reacts to silver the way you just did are werewolves. And the only werewolves who can self-heal from silver wounds are those with royal blood.”

      “Maybe I have a mild allergy,” I suggest. “Maybe that’s why the silver burned me and I didn’t die. I mean, silver isn’t something humans drink, so I’ve never actually drank it before.”

      “Your eyes are teal, too,” he says, as if that means something.

      “And your eyes are blue,” I say with a confused shrug.

      He slowly lets out a breath. “Who are your parents?”

      I squirm a bit at the question. “I don’t know … When I was found walking on the side of the road, I couldn’t—still can’t—remember anything before that, other than I was eight years old. I couldn’t—can’t—remember who my parents are. And since no one came forward to claim me, I was put in foster care.” I smash my lips together as memories of my time bouncing through homes surface.

      He tilts his head, strands of hair falling into his eyes. “What’s foster care?”

      I lift a shoulder. “It basically means you live with a complete stranger until they get bored, angry, or sick of you, and then you get passed along to another one.”

      Pity fills his eyes. “That’s how you grew up?”

      I shrug again. “That’s how things work in the Common Realm for kids who are parentless. I mean, sometimes they get put in permanent homes, but that usually only happens to younger kids.” I sigh. “Look, I don’t get why any of this is important. So what if I can’t remember my childhood and grew up in foster care? Who cares? That part of my life is over, and I’ve moved on.” Have you, though?

      Jules trades a quick look with Shade and Rune before focusing back on me. “It’s important because, a little over ten years ago, our pack lost someone that was …” He wavers, his voice wobbling, “important to us. We thought she died. Everyone was convinced she was dead.” As his eyes start to water, I again have the strangest compulsion to hug him, but I keep my arms at my side. “Anyway.” He clears the emotions clogging his throat. “A few of us have always wondered—hoped—that maybe she was stolen from the pack and that she wasn’t dead. She would’ve been your age by now, and she had teal eyes.” He pauses. “Her name was Elora.”

      He waits for me to say something, but my lips won’t form words.

      “Holy Vampire Eternals,” Legend whispers from behind me.

      Jules stares at me with hope in his eyes. “Is that your real name?”

      I shake my head. “No, but I’ve heard that name before.”

      His brows furrow. “When?”

      “About a year ago, when I was”—I take a steady breath—“when I … crossed paths with two werewolves who were imprisoned in the Common Realm.”

      Jules’ fingernails dig into my waist as he growls out, “Who were these werewolves?”

      I flinch, leaning away from the rage filtering off him. “I don’t know their names.” My voice is off-pitch as I battle to keep the memories of that day buried. “I just know that they thought my name was Elora, and it’s not.”

      Hesitancy etches into Legend’s face as I grow quiet.

      Please don’t say anything, my eyes plead with him. You promised.

      Legend presses his lips together and doesn’t utter a word.

      “What is your full name?” Jules asks, a little calmer now.

      “Most people just call me Lake. But my full name is Elle Laikyn. I think Laikyn is a middle name, but the police used it as my last name because I couldn’t remember mine …” I trail off as Jules’ chest heaves, his breathing quickening.

      Shade and Rune let out a startled string of curses.

      “What is it?” I ask, though I’m not certain I want to hear the answer.

      Jules holds me firmly. “The first name of the mother of the wolf our pack lost was Elle Laikyn.”
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      I almost forget how to breathe. “But my name’s not Elora,” I point out in desperation. “That much I remember.” Then why do I have this Elora’s mother’s name for my full name?

      “A wolf’s full name contains their own and both their parents’ and grandparents’,” Jules explains. “I’m guessing you probably just couldn’t remember your entire name because of your memory loss.”

      “No, I’m not this Elora. I’m not a wolf.” But I’m pretty sure I’m trying to live in the Land of Denial. “Just because my name contains a part of her mother’s name doesn’t mean anything. It could be just a freakish coincidence.”

      “That’s not likely,” Jules says cautiously. “Wolves’ names are very unique.”

      “But I don’t have a scent,” I try again. Please don’t let this be true.

      “Yeah, I know.” He nibbles on one of his lip rings as he considers something. “We can find out for sure if you are Elora.” He releases my waist to remove his rings. By the time he sets them down on the table, the burn wounds on his fingers have completely healed. Summoning a breath, he cups my face with his shaky hands. “Do you have any strange markings on your body anywhere?”

      When his gaze zeroes in on my temple, my breath hitches in my throat. My hair is covering my birthmark, but he acts as if he knows it’s hidden beneath the strands.

      “I’m not going to hurt you.” He carries my gaze as he lifts his fingers toward the top of my face. “I just want to see something.” He traces a path along my hairline, brushing strands of my hair back. Once my birthmark is on full display, his body begins to tremble. “I don’t … I can’t …” He closes his eyes, his chest heaving with his ragged breaths.

      Soft intakes of breaths fill the air. I peer around the table and find Shade and Rune gaping at me in shock.

      What the shit is going on? Who is this Elora to them?

      I turn back to Jules, preparing to ask questions, but the words die on my tongue as his eyelids pop open and his eyes brighten to a vibrant shade of violet.

      Like in my dream.

      “What’s going on—”

      He crashes his lips to mine, kissing me so fiercely I swear his lips brand my soul. Just like they did in my dream. Only, this time I’m very awake and very aware that a werewolf is kissing me. And while the kiss feels absolutely amazing, like moonlight and violets and soul connecting magic, I know I shouldn’t be kissing him.

      I start to pull away, when he lets out a whimpering groan, his lips chasing mine.

      When our lips reconnect, he devours me, tangling his tongue with mine. My head becomes foggy with lust, and I start to fall into the kiss, allowing his hands to travel up and down my sides, somehow forgetting the last time a werewolf touched me like this—

      I jerk back and shove my hands against his chest. “What the hell do you think you’re doing?”

      His eyelids flutter open, the violet in his eyes dimming. He blinks a few times, staring at me like I’m the most precious thing in the world. Then his lips magnetize right back toward me.

      I almost let him kiss me again, but the scent of moonlight overwhelms my nostrils, reminding me of what he is.

      I cover his mouth with my hand. “Will you stop trying to kiss me?”

      The fucker has the nerve to chuckle. So do Shade and Rune.

      “She hasn’t changed a bit,” Shade states with amusement. “She’s still as feisty as ever.”

      I throw a scowl in his direction before rotating back around to look at Jules. “What’s going on?” I demand. “What do you know about me? And why do you keep trying to kiss me?”

      “You’ll have to lower your hand from my mouth if you want me to explain.” His lips kiss my palm as he speaks.

      I resist a shiver. “I will, but only if you promise not to try to kiss me.”

      “I can’t promise that.” When my eyes narrow at him, he adds, “I will for now, though, if that’s what you need.”

      Cocky much?

      “I’m going to lower my hand, but only because I want you to tell me what’s going on. I’m not going to let you kiss me ever again.”

      Liar.

      I dropkick that thought into the back of my mind and remove my hand from his lips.

      A smile graces his beautiful face as he stares at me in wonderment again. The look is starting to make me uncomfortable because he’s a werewolf. And also because it kind of makes me want to kiss him.

      What the hell is wrong with me?

      Unwelcomed emotions emerge inside me as my gaze zones in on his lips. Then I tear my eyes away from him as adrenaline surges through my veins.

      “You don’t need to be afraid of me,” Jules whispers softly. “Everything’s going to be okay now.”

      “I doubt that,” I reply without looking directly at him. “I have a feeling you’re about to try to convince me that I’m a creature I’ve despised for over a year.”

      His expression plummets. “You despise werewolves?”

      “I thought I already made that pretty clear.” I slant away from him until the edge of the table digs into my back.

      His frown deepens at my obvious attempt to put space between our bodies. “I told you that you don’t need to be afraid.”

      “I’m not afraid. Well, I am, but only because I’m worried you’re going to try to kiss me again,” I lie, hoping he won’t ask why I’m so afraid of werewolves.

      “You sure about that?” His brow teases upward. “Because it kind of felt like you were enjoying it.”

      My gaze involuntarily drops to his lips. Stupid gaze.

      A haughty grin tugs at his lips, and then he moves in to kiss me again.

      “That’s it. I’m out of here.” I dive off his lap, leap across the table, and land on my feet before I can even take my next blink.

      The four of them gape at me as I stand in front of the table with my jaw hanging to my knees.

      “How the hell did I move that fast?” I ask, but I don’t stick around for the answer.

      I whirl around, ready to get the heck out of here and escape the allegations that I’m a creature I’ve grown to hate and fear. I don’t want to be a werewolf. Don’t want to be surrounded by creatures who can hurt me in ways that I may never heal from.

      As images of that day flood my mind, a growl reverberates from my chest, causing the room to still in silence. Every creature stares in my direction. Werewolves. Vampires. Faeries. Demons. I swear they can all see what I am. That I’m ruined. Broken. They can see the scars on my body.

      I need to get out of here.

      I take off toward the stairway, ignoring Legend, Jules, Shade, and Rune’s shouting protests. Not once during my flee do I think about how I’m in the Midnight Realm and have no clue how to get back to the portal. That I shouldn’t even want to get back to the portal. That if I return to the Common Realm, I may have to deal with other werewolves who will hurt me. That I might not even be able to get through the portal since I don’t have my traveling pass. And the pass might not even work since, apparently, I’m a paranormal.

      No, none of those important details cross my mind until I’m out of the club and wandering around lost in the streets of the Midnight Realm.

      Unlike when Legend and I first arrived at the realm, the air is now buzzing with energy as the night creatures emerge from wherever they sleep, the sidewalks and streets packed. I try to keep my head down as I squeeze through the mob, hoping to God no one thinks I’m human.

      Then I bump into a large figure wearing a flowing cloak and nearly fall flat on my face.

      Yep, definitely a human thing to do.

      What happened to that awesome super speed?

      While I manage not to eat a mouthful of cobblestone, I do snag the creature’s attention.

      It stares down at me, its eyes gleaming under the hood.

      If I didn’t know any better, I’d guess it was the Grim Reaper. But I’m fairly sure it resides in the Soul Realm. Then again, if fey can visit the Midnight Realm, then I’m betting so can the Grim Reaper.

      I spin on my heels, ready to bolt from a creature who collects souls from the dead, when it seizes the hem of my shirt and jerks me back.

      “What’s the rush, love,” it—no, definitely a he—whispers in my ear.

      This is so not how I imagined the Grim Reaper to sound, but whatever.

      “Leave me alone,” I growl, throwing my weight forward. “And stay the hell away from my soul.”

      “Your soul?” He tows me back against him, turns me around, and fixes his yellow eyes on me. “What the hell are you talking about, little wolf?”

      Wait? He can sense I’m a wolf. How?

      “That’s what Grim Reapers do—they steal souls.” Without thinking, I shove him away from me.

      His eyes spark, and then laughter howls from underneath his hood. “You think I’m the Grim Reaper? Man, and I thought I’d heard everything by now.”

      Warmth rushes to my cheeks. “What else am I supposed to think? You’re wearing his cloak.”

      He gestures around us. “Take a look around you. Half the creatures in the streets are wearing cloaks tonight.”

      My face flames with heat as I realize at least a dozen creatures near me are rocking the Grim Reaper style. “Well, how the heck was I supposed to know that?” Not my best defense ever, but my mind’s still clouded from everything that happened in the club.

      “Other than the fact you have eyes?” he teases. “And because it’s Midnight Fall Fest?”

      “Oh yeah, I forgot about that.” I pretend to have a clue, but I don’t.

      He reads right through my bullshit. “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”

      “I’ve lived a very sheltered life,” I lie with a shrug.

      “Have you now?” He rubs where his jawline probably is, although the hood is casting a shadow over his face so I can’t tell for sure. “Tell me, little wolf, what pack are you from?”

      I rack my mind for what pack Legend said Jules is part of. “Umm … The Violet … Hills—Mountain pack.”

      “The Violet Hills Mountain pack?” he questions.

      “No, just the Violet Mountain pack.” Please say I got it right.

      “Aw, you’re part of Jules’ pack.”

      I wonder if that’s a good thing.

      Going on a whim, I nod. “I am.”

      He sniffs the air, then his eyes shimmer like the stars. “Alterum dimidium animae.”

      I stare at him stupidly. “Come again?”

      “If you don’t know what the words mean, I probably shouldn’t be the one to tell you.” He draws down his hood, and my jaw practically ninja kicks the ground as I take in his orangish-yellow spotted skin, his cat-shaped ears, and the whiskers willowing out from the sides of his button nose.

      “You’re a cat?” I bite down on my tongue. Jesus, I need to stop spewing out every thought that pops into my head.

      “Cat shapeshifter,” he corrects, lucky for me, sounding amused. “We’re a very rare species, so I’m not surprised you haven’t seen one of my kind before. But I am a little surprised you don’t know what I am. Most wolves know of our kind.” He starts to circle me with his hands tucked behind his back. “Tell me, little wolf, why is it that you seem so nervous and confused? You barely remembered the name of your pack. And your scent”—he leans in and sniffs my hair—“is very faint. As faint as a wolf cub.”

      He can smell my scent? Why couldn’t anyone else?

      “Probably because I used a little bit too much perfume,” I say with a shrug. “Sometimes I get a little carried away.”

      “Sorry, little wolf, but that’s not how scents work.” He stops in front of me. “That was a good effort, though.” His entire demeanor alters, darkens. “Tell me Elora, Princess of the Violet Mountain pack, where have you been for the last decade?”

      Princess of the Violet Mountain pack? What the fuck?

      Sure, Jules said I was royalty, but never once did the title princess cross my mind.

      I can’t be a princess. I know nothing about this realm or werewolves or ruling!

      Now is not the time to freak out, Lake. Not with a big-ass cat man looming in front of you.

      I mentally go over what I learned in the self-defense class I took after the werewolves attacked me, but I highly doubt any of the moves will be able to bring a paranormal down, unless my werewolf strength suddenly manifests.

      “My name isn’t Elora,” I tell him, curling my hands into fists.

      The air electrifies, prickles, as he leans in. “Don’t you dare lie to me, little wolf. I’m bigger than you, stronger than you, more powerful than you.” His gaze flicks to my clenched fists. “You’ll never stand a chance.”

      A growl reverberates in my chest. Seriously, what is wrong with me? Ever since Jules declared I was a wolf, my body has been trying to agree with him. Talk about the power of suggestion.

      “My name isn’t little wolf, either,” I bite out, sounding way braver than I feel.

      “You think you’re brave?” His brow elevates. “Because there’s a fine line between bravery and stupidity.”

      I raise my fist, refusing to back down, refusing to let another paranormal break me. “Maybe I’m a little bit of both, then. But you know what? I don’t care.”

      His yellow eyes dim to a bleeding orange. “Fine, if that’s how you want to play, then let’s play.” He elevates his hands, sharp claws coiling from his fingertips. His lips lift, revealing a mouthful of razor sharp teeth. “I know in the Common Realm, dogs are stronger than cats, but things work a little differently here.” He begins to circle me again, every step calculated, a predator preparing to strike his prey. “Cat-shifters possess more power than a werewolf could ever dream of. We own this realm. The creatures here worship us.”

      I turn around, keeping my gaze glued to him, my fist ready to strike. “If that’s the case, then why are you so rare?”

      He hisses, getting in my face. “Because your kind betrayed us. Hunted us down when we were at our most vulnerable.”

      I start to step back, but he lines the tip of a claw to the base of my throat. “Do you want to know which pack did the most damage to our kind? I’ll give you two guesses, but you’ll probably only need one.”

      My pulse races against the tip of his claw. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I haven’t even been in this realm for a decade.”

      “No, you haven’t.” He cuts my skin. “And from what I was told, you were in the Soul Realm. Or, at least your soul was. Yet, here you are, completely intact.” He slants closer to me, his foul breath heating my cheek. “Completely alive.” He drags his claw along my neck, cutting a thin layer of skin open. Blood trickles out and slips down the front of my shirt. “For now, anyway.”

      As murderous rage consumes his expression, I don’t give myself time to think. I react out of pure survival instinct, an instinct I didn’t know I possessed.

      Lifting my foot up, I kick him between the legs.

      As his face bunches in pain, his claw lowering from my throat, I reel around and move to run, but he snags ahold of my hair.

      “Not so fast, little wolf. I’m not finished with you yet.” He drags me back toward him, dodging my fist as I take a swing. “It’s not every day that a princess of the Violet Mountain pack runs straight into me. I’m surprised you’re not more protected.”

      I crane my fist to take another swing at him, but my movements are lethargic. Mid-swing, my arm slackens to my side as the streets around me begin to twirl.

      “What’s happening …?” As I teeter sideways, I grab the front of his cloak. “What’s … happening … to … me …?”

      His teeth glint in the moonlight as he raises his clawed hand. “The poison in our claws is part of what makes us so powerful.” He dips his lips toward my ear, clutching my shoulder. “Tell me, little wolf, have you ever looked evil in the eye before?”

      I bob my head up and down as the faces of the werewolves who attacked me burn into my retinas. “Yes … I have …” I tilt sideways as my eyelids lower.

      Then everything goes black.
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      Part of me expects not to wake up ever again. That whatever poison the evil cat shapeshifter put in me killed me where I stood. So, when my eyelids do lift open, a tiny part of me feels sad that I’ve woken up. I felt like that a lot for weeks following the werewolf attack. I thought I’d gotten over my depression. I guess I was wrong.

      “Rise and shine, little wolf. It’s time for the cat to play a game of mouse with a very valuable dog.”

      I frown at the sound of the cat shapeshifter’s taunting voice, my mind spinning as I slowly sit up on the sofa I’m lying on and take in my surroundings.

      Purple walls, leather sofas, a large cheetah print rug in front of a fireplace. The entire room is one big, tacky man cave.

      “Glad to see the poison didn’t kill you.” The cat shapeshifter plops down into the sofa across from me. His lips spread into a lazy smile as he stretches his arms across the back of the chair. “Not that I don’t plan on killing you eventually. But first, I need you for collateral.”

      I blink the grogginess from my mind. “Collateral for what?”

      “Not for what. For whom.” He props a foot up onto his knee. “I’ve been wanting to get the attention of your little prince forever, but he has more guards than even I can take on.”

      Strange, since I didn’t see any guards at the club. Then again, werewolves were all over the place, so perhaps they all were his guards.

      “And what better way to draw out a prince than to capture his princess,” he continues to prattle on, looking rather pleased with himself.

      “I’m not a princess,” I reply, checking my neck for open claw wounds. Surprisingly, the injuries have already healed and left behind no scar tissue. Thank God. The last thing my body needs is more permanent marks.

      “Oh, but you are.” He slants forward, resting his elbows on his knees. “Princess of the Violet Mountain pack, one of the most powerful packs that’s ever existed. Also, the same pack that destroyed my entire family.”

      I gulp. “Look, I’m sorry you lost your family, but I promise I had nothing to do with that.”

      “Oh, I know you didn’t. And I didn’t lose my family!” A roar rips from his throat as he snarls at me. “They were stolen from me by your pack and locked up, all because of a crime they were falsely accused of.” He musters a calming breath before he flops back onto the sofa. “But that’s okay. I’m about to get them back. Then I’m going to make your pack suffer, just like they made my family suffer.” He polishes his fingers on the front of his cloak and begins humming an unfamiliar tune with a crazed look in his yellow eyes.

      I need to get out of here.

      I steal a glance around the room, searching for a way to escape.

      “I wouldn’t try to escape if I were you.” He grins. “Until my poison clears from your veins, you’ll drop dead if you go any farther than twenty-five feet away from me.”

      My shoulders slump. Fuck. How did I go from living the dullest life ever to being held prisoner by a revenge-driven shapeshifter cat with slightly disproportioned eyes?

      “Do you know what makes this situation even better?” He waits for me to respond. When I don’t, he sighs. “Fine, don’t play along. But I’m going to tell you, anyway, because I’m bored and hate awkward silences.” He stretches out his legs. “The best part about this is that your prince is out there, losing his damn mind, knowing that I have you and could very well kill you if I want to.”

      “I really doubt he’s losing his mind. He barely knows me.”

      “Are you really that stupid? Or are you trying to play me?” When I say nothing, delight lights up his eyes. “You don’t remember.”

      I squirm, biting back the urge to ask him how he knows. The little he knows about me, the better.

      “Well, this is interesting.” A thrilled grin rises on his face. “I wonder how your prince feels about that.” His grin vanishes as someone pounds on the door. He glances at the clock then springs to his feet. “That must be our guest of honor.” His long legs carry him across the room, and he fixes a smile on his face before he pulls open the door.

      “Jules, how lovely to see you again,” the cat greets cheerfully, blocking my view of the doorway.

      I release a breath I didn’t even realize I was holding. For a moment, I worried that maybe another crazy cat shapeshifter had arrived.

      “Where is she?” Jules booms. “I swear to the wolves, if you’ve hurt her in any way, I will kill your family, and then kill you, slowly and painfully.”

      His murderous tone makes me shudder.

      The shapeshifter leans against the doorjamb. “That’s a bold threat for someone in your position.”

      “Philip, where the fuck is she?” Jules growls.

      Philip dramatically sighs. “Man, I forgot how moody you werewolves can be. Although, your princess doesn’t seem to carry the dog rage. She has more of a gentle quality to her, doesn’t she? So fragile. So innocent. So delicious.”

      Pulling a disgusted face, I start to reach for a vase to fling at his head, when an ear-splitting growl causes me to freeze.

      “Will you calm down!” Philip shouts. “You’ll wake the whole damn neighborhood up.”

      “I’ll calm down when you give her to me,” Jules spats. “I need to know she’s okay.”

      “So damn dramatic.” Philip steps back. “Fine, come see your precious princess. Just remember what I told you on the phone. She’s currently under my poison, which means, if I die, so does she.”

      Another low growl thunders across the air, and then Jules steps through the doorway. His eyes immediately find mine and intense relief washes over his features. He strides toward me, his flaming violet gaze frantically skimming my body.

      The violet glow throws me off again. So does his alarming panic as he assesses me.

      “Are you okay?” he asks when he reaches me.

      I nod. “Yeah, except for the whole poison thing and the annoying company, I’m just peachy.”

      He offers me an apologetic look. “Cat shapeshifters are known for their annoying personalities, but Philip is the worst I’ve met yet.”

      “I bet.” I stare at his eyes as the violet color enhances.

      He must realize what’s going on because he blinks until his violet fades to blue.

      I want to ask him why his eyes keep glowing violet, but now doesn’t seem like the right time. I make a mental note to do so, though, adding it to a very long list of things that are already confusing me.

      “So, now that you’ve seen that she’s okay, it’s time for you and I to strike a bargain.” Philip plops down in a chair and gestures at the sofa I’m sitting in. “Please, Jules, make yourself comfortable. We’re going to be here for a while. That is, unless you want to try to take her and see how far you’ll make it before she dies.”

      Jules’ lips twitch, but he turns around and sinks down onto the sofa beside me. “You have some balls, cat, using the princess as a bargaining tool.” He rests his knee against mine. “That’s basically like putting a target on your back.”

      I move my leg away from Jules, and he flinches.

      He shouldn’t take it personally. Before the werewolf attack, I wasn’t a fan of being touched. Then after it happened, I became even more closed off. The only exception is Legend. Although, when Jules had me on his lap in the club, I actually felt momentarily comforted.

      So strange.

      When Philip notes the space between us, he grins. “Your princess seems to have a distaste for you.”

      Jules grinds his teeth, but he doesn’t offer a rebuttal. His silence makes Philip’s grin grow.

      “Seeing this—her hatred for you—makes me extremely happy.” Philip slants forward with glee. “Tell me, Jules, what does having your alterum dimidium animae detest you feel like? Does it hurt? Does it make you hate yourself? Because it should. You don’t deserve to be happy for what your pack did to me.” He reclines back in the sofa, still grinning, as Jules opens and flexes his hands, that heartbreaking sorrow flooding his eyes again.

      Okay, this cat is really grating on my nerves.

      Raising my brows, I scoot closer to Jules, then reach over and lace my fingers through his.

      Jules glances at me with his brows dipped. I almost expect him to pull away, but he latches on to my hand. My heart thunders in my chest from the contact, but I remain composed and smile sweetly at Philip.

      “Detest, huh?” My words wipe the smile right of his face.

      Philip frowns. “I know you’re acting. I can feel that you’re afraid of him.”

      I refuse to let him be right. Not after he drugged me and dragged me here against my own freewill.

      I rest my head on Jules’ shoulder, a soft breath rushing from my lips as the scent of moonlight engulfs my senses. “Am I?”

      Philip’s lips spasm. “You can’t even remember him.”

      “No, you speculated that I can’t.” My tone is surprisingly even. “I never said anything of the sort.”

      The cat’s jaw ticks. “I can tell that you don’t.”

      Jules outlines circles on the back of my thumb, causing goose bumps to sprout across my skin. “I didn’t come here to discuss what Elora doesn’t or does remember. I came here to discuss a bargain.”

      Philip scowls at him. “You’re not in charge here. I am.”

      “You know that’s not true,” Jules replies coolly. “All I have to do is make one single call and your entire family dies.”

      Philip leaps to his feet, growling. “Then she dies with them.”

      Jules shakes his head, the epitome of calm. “All I have to do is lock you up until the poison wears out of her system.”

      “You and what army?” the cat snarls, his claws snapping out.

      Jules nods at a window, his eyes never wavering from the cat. “Why don’t you go see for yourself.”

      Rage roars from Philip’s chest as he stalks over to the window and jerks the curtain back. “I told you to come alone!” he hisses

      “And you thought I would listen?” Jules untangles his fingers from mine and rises to his feet. “You threatened my alterum dimidium animae, poisoned her, kidnapped her, and you thought I’d just let you get away with it?” His deadly cold tone sends a shiver over my body. “You should’ve known better.”

      Okay, I really need to find out what this alterum dimidium animae thing is.

      Philip reels around with both sets of claws out. “Your pack took my entire family away from me. What did you expect me to do? Bow down and simply accept it?”

      “You know as well as I do that what happened to your family has nothing to do with me. I fought my father’s decision to imprison them, but he doesn’t listen to anyone but himself.” Jules’ tone conveys an edge at the mention of his father, and his fingers fold inward, the silver rings burning more of his flesh.

      Philip momentarily remains silent as he studies Jules. “I know that.” He flexes his fingers, retracting his claws back inside his knuckles. “But I can’t just let them remain locked up because your father falsely accused them of murder.” He rests his arm on the mantle of the fireplace, gazing at the crackling fire. “My family didn’t murder her or her parents.” His gaze flits to me. “And the fact that she’s here should be enough proof.”

      A piercing sensation lodges in the center of my heart. “Wait … Your family was accused of killing me and my parents?” I glance helplessly up at Jules. “Are my parents … dead?”

      His throat bobs as he nods.

      Tears burn my eyes. “Maybe they’re not, though?” I sputter desperately. “I mean, I’m still alive and you thought I was dead.”

      “Elora …” Jules starts with pity in his eyes.

      “Don’t call me Elora please,” I cut him off. “That name doesn’t make sense to me, and it brings back painful memories.” Of werewolves and evil.

      Looking worried, he sits down beside me. “Lake, we know for sure that your parents died because …” He takes my hands in his. “Because we found their bodies the day you disappeared.”

      My heart literally dies in my chest.

      My parents are dead.

      I don’t know why, but I always hoped that maybe I simply just got separated from them and they couldn’t find me. But they never even looked for me. Because they’re gone.

      Because they’re dead.
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      Pain. So much pain stirs in my chest. An unwanted, overpowering, destroying feeling, threatening to tear my heart apart.

      “How did they die?” I whisper, slipping my fingers out of Jules’ and rubbing my hand over my aching chest.

      Jules gives a hesitant glance at Philip. “Maybe we shouldn’t talk about it here.”

      “I need to know”—I glare at the cat—“if his family had anything to do with their deaths.” I’m not sure why I need to know, what I’ll do. Probably something stupid that will result in me getting hurt, but my head isn’t very clear right now, too congested with deep, blinding, agonizing pain.

      Philip’s eyes narrow into slits. “My family didn’t do anything to yours. I know this for a fact.”

      “Then why are they locked up?” Tears pool in my eyes as sorrow continues to drown me.

      Jules places a hand over mine, running his thumb along my knuckles. “He’s telling the truth. My father falsely accused his family of committing the murders; used them as scapegoats because he needed someone to blame to avoid panic in our pack. Some of our pack knows this, but …” He trails off.

      “But what?” I press.

      “But they’re afraid of his father,” Philip answers. “Even his own son.”

      “I’m not afraid of him,” Jules snaps. “There’s just not much I, or any of the others in the pack, can do. He’s the king.”

      “And you’re the prince,” Philip stresses. “Which means you’ll be king once he’s gone.”

      Wait. If I’m a princess, then does that mean I’ll be queen?

      The aching in my chest increases. What if I am? How am I supposed to rule over a species I not only fear, but know nothing about?

      “The crown has already chosen you as the official prince,” Philip adds. “All that’s standing in your way of ruling is the current king.”

      “What exactly are you suggesting?” Jules’ tone vibrates with warning. “Because it’s sounding an awful lot like you’re suggesting I kill my father. And punishment for such a suggestion is automatic execution.”

      Philip rolls his eyes. “Like you’d kill me. You don’t have it in you to kill an innocent creature, especially when doing so would result in the death of that lovely thing right there.” His eyes land on me.

      Jules protectively leans closer to me. “You’re hardly innocent, Philip. But you’re right. I’m not going to kill you.”

      Philip smiles smugly. “I never thought you would.”

      Jules quirks a brow. “Then why did you look so nervous?”

      “I wasn’t nervous,” Philip insists. “I was merely on guard.”

      Jules rolls his eyes. “Sure, you were.”

      My gaze bounces back and forth between the two now smiling paranormals. “So, you guys are friends now?” I’m so lost.

      Jules turns to me. “Not even close. But we are on the same page.”

      “Which is …?”

      “That we’re going to get my family released,” Philip answers, sinking down on the armrest.

      Jules bobs his head up and down, lines creasing his forehead. “It’s going to take some time. I need to figure out a way to prove to my father and the rest of his royal committee that it wasn’t cat shapeshifters who attacked our pack that day.”

      “How can you be so sure it wasn’t?” I ask. “If they were accused, isn’t there some proof?”

      “That’s the thing,” Jules says. “There was no real proof. My father just needed someone to blame.”

      “Okay, so again, I stress, how do you know for sure it wasn’t his family?” I ignore the dirty look I get from Philip.

      “Because …” Jules hesitates. “Because I know for a fact that our pack was attacked that day by werewolves from another pack.”

      “You’re being very vague,” I point out. “So, why don’t we skip past my stupidly annoying human questions and you just tell me what it is I don’t know?”

      Philip snorts a laugh. “She’s amusing. I’ll give her that.”

      Jules appears less amused, rubbing his lips together with uncertainty. “You’re not human.”

      “I’m starting to realize that,” I say. “Quit stalling.”

      He sighs, staring down at my hand as he sketches circles along my knuckles. “I know for a fact that it was werewolves who attacked our pack that day because I saw brief flashes of what happened to your parents through your eyes right before you disappeared.”

      “You saw what happened through my eyes?” I ask in shock. “How can that be possible when I can’t even remember what happened?”

      He shrugs then sighs, elevating his gaze to mine. “You and I were kind of close when we were younger, and sometimes when werewolves are close, they develop an alterum dimidium animae, which allows them to occasionally see thoughts and dreams through each other’s eyes.”

      My cheeks flush as I recall the dream I had of kissing him. “How long has it been since that happened to you? Since you last saw my dreams, I mean.”

      He sucks on the metal in his lips. “Well, up until tonight, I thought it was over a decade ago. But now that I realize you’re alive, I think it may have happened two nights ago. I just didn’t realize it at the time.” His gaze drops to my lips.

      I work to appear indifferent. “Well, just for the record, I have that dream a lot.”

      The corners of his lips quirk. “Of kissing me?”

      “What? No! That’s not what I meant.” So much for playing it cool. “I meant that I dream of kissing guys all the time. Every night, in fact.”

      His mouth curves downward. “Do you spend a lot of time kissing guys?”

      I shrug. I’m such a fucking liar. The only guy, besides Jules, who’s ever kissed me was a werewolf who stole my first and only kiss. A one-sided, disgusting, horrible kiss. But I don’t want to admit this to Jules. Don’t want him to think that the only guy I’ve ever dreamt of kissing is him. Don’t want him to discover that he’s the only guy I’ve ever really shared a kiss with. Or maybe I just don’t want to admit any of this to myself.

      Jules looks away from me, raking his fingers through his hair.

      “You’re killing the poor wolf,” Philip muses with a grin.

      Jules clears his throat, staring down at his hands. “Anyway, I saw what happened to your parents in a dream you had right before you died. You must have been unconscious.” His fingers fold inward, the rings pressing against his palm and causing the skin to blister. “I tried to find you, begged you in the dream to let me know where you were, but then you faded away and …” He pushes the rings deeper into his skin. “We tried to look for you. For years, we searched for you. But the longer our alterum dimidium animae remained silent, the more everyone became convinced you were dead.”

      Unable to stand his self-inflicting pain any longer, I reach over and unfold his fingers. “Stop doing that. No one here needs to know to respect you.” Although, I’m starting to question if there’s more to wearing the silver rings than just earning respect.

      He stares at the blisters engraved into his palm, the skin already healing. “It’s a habit.”

      “Well, it’s a bad habit.” I run my finger along his palm, noting the bumpiness of his flesh. Old scars. His palm is covered with them.

      I start to pull my hand away when he twines his fingers through mine.

      “Do you remember anything about what happened that day?” he asks.

      I shake my head. “I already told you the farthest back my memory goes is to when I was found on the side of the road in the Common Realm.”

      “The Common Realm?” Philip’s face contorts with disgust. “That’s where you’ve been for all these years?”

      “It’s not that awful,” I tell him. “No worse than here.”

      Instead of getting irked, he laughs. “Yeah, we’ll see if you’re singing the same tune after you’ve become reacquainted with our world.”

      “Maybe I don’t plan on staying here,” I quip. “Besides, my traveler’s pass expires in twenty-four hours.”

      “You want to go back?” Jules appears hurt.

      I feel like an asshole. I’m not sure why. I don’t know him. Or, well, I don’t remember him, so why should I feel bad for saying I’m going to leave this realm?

      Because you don’t really want to leave.

      I shake my head at the thought. “I don’t know what I want. All I know is that, besides Legend, I’ve tried to keep my distance from paranormals.”

      “Well, I’m guessing you didn’t do a very good job, since you are one,” Philip says with a sneer.

      I flip him the middle finger, and he laughs.

      Jules traces his fingertips along my knuckles. “Do you …? Do you have things that tie you there? To the Common Realm, I mean.”

      I shrug. “I have a job that I’ll get fired from if I don’t show up on Monday, and an apartment full of stuff.” Sadly, that’s about it. The only other thing I had of importance in the Common Realm was Legend and now he’s here.

      “What about people?”

      “What about them?”

      “Do you have anyone who …?” He huffs in frustration. “Do you have anyone who ties you to the realm?”

      I scratch my forehead with my free hand. “What do you mean by tie? Like, friends?”

      Philip lets out a dramatic groan. “Oh, my God, little wolf, will you please put your poor prince out of his misery and tell him if you have a lover back in the Common Realm?”

      Jules blushes. Actually freakin’ blushes. It’s seriously the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.

      That thought lasts only a whopping two seconds before I realize what Philip said.

      “Why would it matter if I had a lover?” I ask, blushing myself.

      Philip starts to smile. “Because—”

      “It doesn’t,” Jules cuts him off. “I’m just trying to figure out why you would want to go back.” He extends his hand toward my temple and grazes his finger along my birthmark. “I know you don’t remember this place, but the Midnight Realm is your home, Elo—Lake.” He molds his palm around my cheek. “And the Violet Mountain pack is your family.”

      I resist the urge to lean into his touch, no matter how much my body desperately wants to. “If that’s the case, then how did I end up in the Common Realm?”

      “I don’t know.” The pad of his thumb skims my cheekbone. “But we’ll find out. I promise we will. Just like I promise we’ll figure out who really killed your parents.”

      I want to believe him. I really do. But … “If you haven’t found who killed them already, why do you think you can now?”

      He offers me the most genuine smile. “Because we have you now.”

      “But I can’t remember anything.”

      “You can’t now, but there are a lot of creatures here in this realm who are excellent at retrieving lost memories.”

      I momentarily forget how to breathe. “So, you’re saying I might be able to remember … everything?”

      He nods. “That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      It seems like I should be excited, yet a heavy sense of dread crushes down on my chest. I can’t understand where the feeling is stemming from since I’ve wanted to remember from the moment I forgot. But an uneasiness is stirring inside me, a restless warning that what’s hidden in the darkest parts of my mind might be better left hidden.
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      After Jules declares that we’re going to find a way to retrieve my lost memories, he strikes a deal with Philip: let me go and leave me alone, and in exchange, he’ll get to the bottom of what happened the day my parents were killed.

      “Once we get Lake to remember, we should have enough proof to get your family released,” he tells Philip. “And hopefully, we’ll be able to bring some justice for Elle and Breeze.”

      “Who’s Breeze?” I ask, my brain already aching with information overload.

      Jules and Philip look at me in pity.

      Great. Glad to see that also happens in this realm.

      “Breeze was your father’s shortened name,” Jules explains, giving my hand a squeeze.

      I’ve moved my hand away from his several times, but his fingers always seem to gravitate right back. Eventually, I just stopped trying. I’m not sure why he’s so determined to hold my hand, other than perhaps it’s a werewolf thing.

      “Oh.” I try to drag out a recollection from my mind, but the effort is useless. Whatever is making me forget is definitely working. “Why do you think I can’t remember anything?”

      Jules wavers. “That’s really hard to say. It could be anything from a spell to a curse. Or, it could just be from trauma.”

      I frown. “You think I forgot intentionally?”

      “Not intentionally.” His treads with caution. “But I’ve heard of instances where, when a creature witnesses something so traumatically painful, their brain copes with the pain by blocking out the memories.”

      “Yeah, stuff like that happens in the Common Realm, too.” In fact, I remember wishing my brain would react that way to the werewolf attack. Unfortunately, the memories only seemed to heighten with each passing day. “A couple of my foster parents took me to these doctors to see if they could figure out why my brain was broken. I think Social Service actually recommended it and paid for it and everything, but it was a waste of time and money because I’m still just as broken as when I was found.”

      “You aren’t broken. And I don’t want you thinking you are,” Jules states, scooting closer to me.

      Tell that to all my foster parents.

      “I didn’t mean me, per se. I meant my head.”

      He searches my eyes, and I swear to all the realms he can read the self-doubt in my mind. “You aren’t broken,” he states again. “And as for your brain, us Midnight creatures are more powerful and knowledgeable than the Common Realm doctors who simply study their methods in books.”

      “How do you know that’s what doctors do?” I ask. “Earlier, you seemed like you didn’t know very much about the Common Realm.”

      “I don’t,” he admits. “But I did cross paths with a doctor visiting here on a traveler’s pass. I was at a bar, actually, and he was drunk and chatted my ear off for hours.”

      I giggle. “I don’t know why, but for some reason, I can’t picture that.”

      A smile graces his lips. “And why’s that?”

      “You just don’t seem like a people person. Why are you looking at me like that?”

      “Like what?”

      “I don’t know … Like I’m amusing.”

      “Because you are amusing. And you’re adorable when you giggle.” He brushes a strand of hair out of my eyes. “And, as for being a people person, I’m actually pretty good at socializing, especially when I’m drunk.”

      I’m still surprised he’d just sit at a bar and chat with a human.

      “You didn’t seem that way when I first saw you,” I point out. “And you were pissed off at me because Shade pointed out you were smiling. You acted like it was a bad thing, and that it was all my fault.”

      “I wasn’t drunk at the club.” His hand falls to his lap. “And that wasn’t about you. Well, not really. I was just irritated because you made me smile.”

      I press my hand to my chest, mocking shock. “I made you smile? Oh, my wolves, whatever is wrong with me? I’m the worse person in the world!”

      A beat skips by, then Philip bust up laughing.

      “She’s an interesting one. I’ll give her that,” he remarks as he laughs his ass off. Then he suddenly grows serious. “You better be careful with her, Jules. She smarts off to the wrong creature like that and she won’t last long in this realm. And she’s currently my collateral, so that better not happen.”

      “Nothing’s going to happen to her. I won’t let it.” Violet glints in his eyes again. This time I pretend not to notice.

      “Just as long as I don’t make you smile, right?” I tease, attempting to lighten the intensity pouring off him.

      He leans in, lowering his voice. “I wasn’t upset because you made me smile. I was irritated with myself because I thought you were a strange, yet very amusing girl who made me smile, something I haven’t done in a long time. And I felt guilty about it.”

      “Why would you feel guilty about smiling?” I wonder. “And why haven’t you smiled in a long time?”

      He sighs. “You’re so full of questions.”

      “Sorry.” Not really.

      “I don’t mean that in a bad way. What I said in the club about humans asking questions … I was just thrown off by you and acting like an asshole.” He pauses. “And while I’d love to answer all your questions, I’m not sure if you’re ready to hear some of them yet.”

      “Because the answers are bad?”

      “No, because they’re intense and a lot to take in, and you just learned that you’re a werewolf and ran off, so I think we should take it easy for now and not pile everything onto you at once.”

      I rub my forehead, a headache approaching. “You’re making me nervous, like there’s a lot of bad stuff you’re not telling me.”

      “It’s not bad, I promise.” He strokes my jawline with his fingertips.

      I swear the damn guy can’t stop touching me. I wonder if that has to do with our little connection.

      “There’s just a lot of responsibilities that come with what you are,” he continues, his fingers wandering across my neck, gently massaging. “And I don’t want to dump all of it on you at once.”

      “Do these responsibilities have anything to do with me being a princess?” I ask. “I don’t have to run a kingdom, do I?”

      It takes him a moment to answer. “That all really depends on how the crowning selection goes.” He thrums the fingers of his free hand against the top of his knee. “Every werewolf pack has at least a dozen princesses and princes for every generation, but only one is chosen for king and one for queen, which is chosen by the crown.”

      “You’ve already been chosen for king, right?” I ask, and he nods. “So, then a queen has already been chosen, too, right?”

      He shakes his head. “The crown didn’t choose a queen during the last selection, probably because not all the princesses were there. We didn’t know that at the time. We actually thought there was something wrong with the crown. My father even sent out a small team of royal wolves to track down the witch who enchanted the crown to see if she could figure out why it wasn’t working. She said the magic in it is fine, so no one knew what to think. Now it makes sense. It was waiting for you.”

      “But that doesn’t mean it’s going to choose me, right?” I ask with hope. “That would be disastrous.”

      He sketches a delicate path along my star marking. “Why do you say that?”

      “Um, because I don’t know anything about the Midnight Realm or wolves or ruling.” My eyelashes uncontrollably flutter as his finger grazes the corner of my eye. “I don’t even have a scent.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with her scent?” Philip interrupts. “It’s very faint.”

      “I don’t know why it’s so faint.” Jules trails his fingertips down my cheek to my jawline, coming to a rest at my collarbone.

      “But in the club, you said you couldn’t smell it at all,” I remind him, unsure whether to move back from his touch or not. I’m so conflicted and confused. “Why is it faint now?”

      He splays his fingers along the base of my neck. “When you jumped across the table to run away, a tiny bit of it blew into the air.” He lowers his head and inhales against my neck. “I don’t know for sure, but I’m wondering if your scent and powers have been dormant for over a decade because you’ve been trapped in the Common Realm, away from the powers of the moonlight that current through our realm.” He burrows his face into my neck. “At least, I’m assuming your powers have been dormant since you didn’t know what you are and you looked shocked as hell when you effortlessly jumped over the table.”

      “I was shocked … I’ve never been able to move that fast or gracefully. Well, at least for the last decade.” I slant away from him. “Look, I don’t know what it is with everyone smelling me, if it’s like a paranormal’s way of shaking hands, but it’s making me very uncomfortable.”

      Jules raises his head, inhaling deeply. “I’m sorry I keep doing it, but you smell so fucking good.”

      “I’m sure I smell just like the rest of you.” Though Jules’ scent is a tad bit different than other wolves. I’m noticing that now that my werewolf senses are tuning in. Like moonlight mixed with the tiniest dash of violets.

      “You smell way lovelier than any other wolf.” He drags his teeth along his lip rings. “Like stars and moon dust and violets. No other wolf smells like violets.”

      “You do a little bit. Smell like violets, I mean.”

      “I know.”

      “Does that have anything to do with that little connection thing you were talking about …? I can’t remember the name of it.”

      “The alterum dimidium animae,” he says, and I nod. “Yeah, it does a little bit.”

      I eye him over suspiciously. “What exactly is a alterum dimidium animae, anyway?”

      “I already explained part of it to you. As for the rest, I don’t think you’re ready to hear that right now.”

      I want to say that I am, but he’s probably right. Only hours ago, I freaked out and ran out of the club because he tried to kiss me and told me I was a werewolf.

      “We should probably get going,” Jules announces as he stands. “We need to get back home so I can talk to a few wolves, and then see if we can figure out what’s blocking your memories.”

      I note the time. “Holy crap, how long was I out?”

      “For quite a while,” Jules says, shooting Philip a glare.

      I throw a nasty look in Philip’s direction, as well. “Thanks for wasting my time, kitty cat.”

      He merely grins. “Waste your time? Come on now; you had a little bit of fun. I mean, it’s not every day you’re used as a bargaining tool between an awesome cat shapeshifter and a moody werewolf.”

      Shaking my head, I focus back on Jules. “My pass expires in just a few hours.”

      He stares down at me with hesitancy written all over his face. “Lake, I’m pretty sure that, despite having a pass, you might not be able to get back into the Common Realm. Even if the portal allowed you to pass through, the guards on the other side would be able to detect your scent now.”

      “Yeah, so? A few wolves managed to sneak in a couple of weeks ago.” I rise to my feet and stretch my arms above my head. “So, who’s to say I can’t sneak into it, either?”

      His forehead scrunches. “Wolves snuck into the Common Realm?”

      I nod. “That’s what Legend’s guard friend said.”

      He runs his thumb along the silver rings on his hand, making the skin hiss. “Did he say what pack they were from?”

      “No.” I flick his thumb away from the rings, the silver fleetingly scalding my fingertips in the process. “Stop doing that.”

      “Sorry,” he mutters distractedly.

      I rub my fingertips together where the silver rings briefly touched. The skin is already smoothed over. “Why does it matter what pack they were from?”

      He shrugs, apprehension flooding his eyes. Before I can press him for details, he tangles his ring-less fingers through mine. “If you really want to try to go back to the Common Realm, I can walk you to the portal and see if I can get us both in.”

      “You want to go to the Common Realm with me?” I question with skepticism.

      “No, but if you really want to live there—to go back to that life—I’m not going to stop you. But I’m also not going to let you go there alone. Not now that you have a scent. And not when other werewolves are sneaking in.” His eyes flicker with faint violet light. “And not when I just got you back.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I tell him. Still, his words make me feel strangely warm inside. “For all you know, I could be super annoying and mean and evil.”

      He chuckles. “You’re definitely not annoying, mean, or evil. And I may not completely know you now, but I knew you back then, and I liked you back then.”

      “But I could be different now.”

      “So? I want to have a chance to get to know you.”

      “Even if that means living in the boring human world?”

      He gives a stiff but firm nod. “Even if it means I die of boredom.”

      “You wolves are awfully dramatic,” I remark with an eye roll.

      “You should probably fit right in then, at least from what I’ve seen,” he teases with a smirk.

      I shake my head. “You know, for someone who supposedly didn’t smile for a very long time, you sure got that whole smirk thing down.”

      He chuckles, but his laughter promptly dwindles as the clock chimes, announcing the start of a new hour. “So, what do you say, Lake? Are we going back to the Common Realm to live with the boring humans and watch me die a slow and torturous death by the hands of boredom? Or are you going to stay here, in your home, and rediscover who you are and the magic of your realm?”

      Well, when he puts it that way …

      “Fine. I’ll stay here for now and save you from a slow and torturous death by the hands of boredom.” When I roll my eyes, he grins. “And it’s nice to know that you’re a drama queen.”

      Philip snickers, and Jules just keeps on smiling, looking happy as can be. It makes me feel a tab bit better about going home with a werewolf to a place where his entire pack lives.

      A pack I’m supposed to be a part of.

      Reality crashes over me, but I do my best to stay calm. I just hope that everything will be okay. And that all the werewolves in the pack are as nice as Jules seems.
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      After we get the go-ahead from Philip that I won’t die when I walk out of his house, Jules leads me toward the door.

      That doesn’t mean I don’t hold my breath as I move farther away from the sneaky cat.

      “I’ll call you and give you an update within the week,” Jules tells Philip as we step outside, beneath the darkened sky. “I want to be careful of who knows what we’re doing, considering my father would never approve of it. Plus, the killers are out there still. I don’t want to risk them getting word of Lake. Her existence needs to stay in the circle of my pack. You’re the only exception to this. If I find out you’ve told anyone about her, I’ll—”

      “You’ll kill me and then my family, slowly and painfully.” He makes a flapping mouth gesture with his hand. “Yeah, I remember the speech. And I wasn’t planning on telling anyone. I have a lot to lose if this doesn’t work out.”

      “I know, and that’s why I’m trusting you.” They shake hands, and then Philip shoots me a smile before stepping back into his house and shutting the door.

      “Are you okay?” Jules asks as we head down the porch stairway and onto the cobblestone road.

      I shrug. “I don’t feel death approaching, so I’m assuming so.”

      “I don’t mean that. I meant with everything I just told you.” He stuffs his free hand into his pocket as he steers me across the mostly vacant street. “I know it has to be a lot to take in.”

      “I’m fine,” I mutter with a shrug.

      He glances at me from the corner of his eye. “You don’t sound fine. You sound sad.”

      I shrug again. “I’m not freaking out and running away, so there’s that.”

      “I know. And I’m glad you’re not running. But I don’t want you to be sad, either.”

      “I’m not really sure I’m sad so much as confused. There’s just so much to take in, and then finding out my parents are dead …” I swallow the painful lump in my throat. “That part does make me sad, especially because I don’t remember them.” I stare at the ground as tears prickle in the corners of my eyes. “What if I don’t ever get my memories back and I never get to know what they looked like or how their laugh sounded or if they were nice?”

      He grinds to an abrupt halt. “Your parents loved you, Lake, more than anything.” He fixes his finger underneath my chin and angles my head up. “And we’ll get your memories back, I promise.”

      I wish I knew if he’s the kind of person—wolf—who keeps his promises. For now, though, I choose to believe him.

      “Thank you for saying that,” I tell him as we start to stroll down the sidewalk again. “I do have another question, and I’m guessing this is a no since you haven’t mentioned anything about it yet, but I’m still going to ask.” I take a deep breath. “Do I have any brothers or sisters?”

      He shakes his head. “Sorry, but you were the only wolf cub your parents had.”

      I crinkle my nose. “Am I even a wolf cub? I mean, I can’t shift.”

      “That’s because you were never taught how. Most wolves don’t complete their first shift until they’re seventeen, and they have to be walked through the process step-by-step.”

      “So, you’ve only been shifting for, like, a year?”

      The muscle in his jaw ticks. “No, my father made me do my first shift at fourteen.”

      I’m starting to get the impression he’s not a fan of his father.

      “Is it painful?” I wonder. “Shifting, I mean?”

      “The first couple of times it is, but after that, it feels amazing.” He smiles wistfully.

      “How much pain are we talking about? I’m kind of a wimp.” Plus, the idea of shifting into a wolf is scaring the living nightlights out of me.

      “I doubt that.” His gaze skates to me, his teeth sinking into his bottom lip. “However, if you really want, I know a way to bypass the pain during your first few shifts.”

      “What sort of way?”

      His teeth sink deeper into his lip as he cups the side of my face then places his mouth beside my ear. I hold my breath, waiting for whatever words are about to pass his lips.

      “I don’t know … I probably shouldn’t tell you right now.” His tone is all flirty humor. “It might be too scary for you.”

      I gently push him away. “So overdramatic.”

      He chuckles for at least the tenth time in the last hour. For a guy who everyone said didn’t smile, he sure as hell laughs a lot.

      After his laughter fades, he grows quiet, seeming lost in thought. I use the quiet moment to take in the Midnight Realm: the cobblestone streets; the fanged, winged, glittery—all sort of creatures—the starry sky.

      “Does the sun ever shine here?” I wonder as we veer down a slender alleyway that dips between two glass buildings.

      Immediately, my guard goes up at the sudden seclusion.

      Why are we here?

      He nods. “Yeah, it’ll come up in the morning. You must have slept through the last sunrise.”

      “Stupid Philip,” I joke. Well, partially joke. He did poison me, after all.

      “He’s definitely annoying. But don’t worry; I’ll make sure to wake you up bright and early in the morning so you can see the sunrise.” He comes to a stop in the middle of the alleyway. “The sunrises are one of the best parts of the Midnight Realm.”

      “Seems pretty contradicting to its name,” I joke, anxiously peering around at the stairway above me and the large metal boxes stacked around.

      “Don’t make that assumption yet.” His hand leaves mine, then he retrieves something out of his pocket and the entire area illuminates.

      I squint against the brightness, shielding my eyes until the light fizzles out. Then the fragrance of moonlight overtakes the air as figures transpire from the darkness.

      Figures that belong to werewolves.
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      Blood roars in my eardrums as werewolves form a wall around me.

      I cover my ears. I don’t know why. It’s not like I can shield out the sound inside my ears. But I can’t think. Can’t breathe.

      Can’t do this again.

      “No, no, no, no, no,” I whisper repeatedly, the scars on my stomach throbbing. Every part of my body is throbbing.

      My vision spots as tears fall from my eyes and shallow breaths rip from my chest.

      When someone touches my arm, I jerk back, a whimper fumbling from my lips.

      I’m trapped and there are so many of them. Too many of them.

      “Lake,” someone whispers. “Lake, you’re going to be okay. Lake!” Legend’s face appears in my line of vision.

      Legend is here. Everything is going to be okay.

      I lower my hands from my ears and throw myself against him, a sob wrenching from my chest.

      “Shh … It’s going to be okay. No one’s going to hurt you,” he whispers, circling his arms around my waist. “They’re just the prince’s guards.”

      “Why’d they come out of the dark, then?” I hold on to him for dear life, just like I did that day.

      “I sometimes have a faerie put glamours on them.” Jules is the one to answer, sounding pained. “I usually do it when I go into the city so I don’t alarm creatures when we all march into a club.”

      “Oh.” I feel kind of embarrassed for overreacting. But the scent of werewolves and this alleyway … it was too much, and I was temporarily thrown into the past.

      I stay in Legend’s arms for a minute before pulling away and wiping my eyes with the back of my hand.

      “Sorry,” I say to no one in particular.

      “You don’t need to be sorry,” Jules tells me while Legend gives my hand a comforting squeeze.

      Silence lingers. The alleyway is too shadowed to see any of the guards’ faces, but I can feel them watching me.

      Unable to take the silence any longer, I ask, “So, how do we get to your home? Do we have to, like, walk or something?”

      Jules slips his fingers through mine. Since Legend is still holding my other hand, I feel sort of uneasy, yet extremely safe, which literally makes no sense.

      “We are. But don’t worry; it’s not very far.” Jules gives a pause. “I think I need to warn you that all of my guards and myself will be shifting.”

      My grip on their hands strengthens. “Why?”

      Jules reaches out to brush away a few lingering tears on my cheeks. “Because, in order to get to our kingdom, we have to go through a field covered with whispering dream daisies, which is basically like a sleeping drug for every paranormal creature out there. And the only way we can get through the field without falling asleep is in our wolf form.”

      “Why would you build your kingdom near a place like that?” I ask, apprehensive about the idea of falling asleep around a bunch of werewolves.

      “Because it keeps paranormals out.” He gently tugs on my hand, pulling me toward him and causing me to lose my grip on Legend’s hand. “I can tell you’re afraid of us, but I promise nothing will happen to you. These guards took an unbinding oath to protect me.”

      “To protect you,” I stress. I wish I wasn’t so afraid. Wish I could forget that day. Wish. Wish. Wish. I wish I wasn’t so broken. “Not me.”

      His other hand settles on my waist. “If any harm comes to you, then harm comes to me. I promise you that no harm will come to you.”

      “All right,” I utter, hoping I’m not making a huge mistake. “But, what about Legend?”

      His fingers twitch on my hips. “What about him?”

      “Can he come with me?” I glance over my shoulder at my vampire friend. “That is, if you don’t mind.”

      “Of course I don’t,” he says. “I’m cool with hanging with wolves for a bit. I will have to return to my lair sometime, though, to grab some shit. But I can ride with you through the field first and then do that.”

      “Ride through the field …?” I return my attention back to Jules. “Wait, I don’t have to, like, ride on a wolf or anything, do I?”

      “What, that doesn’t sound like fun?” Jules teases.

      “Not really,” I say. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Jules replies with a hint of nervous amusement. “We actually don’t prefer to be rode unless we’re having sex.”

      Someone snickers. A snicker that sounds an awful lot like Shade’s.

      My cheeks practically smolder with heat. Thankfully, the alley is too dark for anyone to see. At least, I think so.

      Wait, do werewolves have night vision?

      “We should get going.” Jules tilts his head up to glance at the sky. “I want to get you home before sunrise to avoid causing a scene. I’ll have Legend take you to the field while we shift. It’s on the other side of this building. There’s a sleigh near the far east corner. Get inside it and wait for us to come. Don’t go anywhere else, okay?”

      “We’re taking a sleigh?” I get all giddy like a little kid. “A sleigh like Santa’s?”

      “Who’s Santa?” Jules wonders curiously.

      “A big, old, fat dude with a beard who supposedly travels around the world in one night, dropping off toys for all the good kids, and gives coal to the bad ones,” Legend replies. “Honestly, I never really understood how that worked, since humans don’t have magic. Plus, why doesn’t anyone get creeped out that an old dude is shimmying down their chimney in the middle of the night, yet Lake’s next-door neighbor freaks the hell out when I sneak into her place to borrow some milk because Lake forgot to go grocery shopping again?”

      I can’t help giggling. “Santa isn’t actually real, you doofus. It’s just a story that parents tell their kids to try to get them to behave.”

      “Why don’t they just bribe them with toys?” Legend asks, astounded. “That seems much more reasonable than telling them it’s okay that a large, old dude sneaks into the house through the chimney.”

      We’ve had a similar conversation before about the Easter bunny, which actually freaked him out more.

      “A large bunny comes into your house at night!” he exclaimed, horrified. “Aren’t you afraid it’s going to eat your face off while you’re asleep?”

      Yeah, apparently, there’s this ginormous bunny demon that roams the Midnight Realm, and it sometimes likes to nibble on paranomals’ faces.

      “I don’t know why they don’t,” I tell Legend. I’ve learned that it’s best to agree with him when he freaks out like this. “Humans are just weirdos, I guess.”

      “That they are,” Legend agrees. “It’s a good thing you aren’t one anymore.”

      “Yeah, but apparently, you never thought I was.” Irritation leaks into my tone.

      “Do you want to have this conversation now?” Legend whispers in a low tone. “Just say the word and we will.”

      I peer around at the silhouettes of at least twenty werewolves, then lean closer to Legend. “No, but we definitely need to talk about it.”

      “I know we do,” he says. “So, let’s plan on having a little one-on-one time tomorrow after I make a quick trip to my lair.”

      I nod. “All right, it’s a date.”

      A growl thunders through the darkness, making the hairs on my arms stand on end.

      “Not a date,” Legend stresses, shifting uneasily. “Just two good friends hanging out.”

      “Okay.” I sneak a glance at the werewolves again, wondering which one growled and why. “I didn’t mean an actual date. It’s just a term I use sometimes, which you should know by now.”

      “I do know that.” Legend scratches the back of his neck. “But not every creature here does.”

      “So what? Who cares if I go on a date with you?” I don’t really want to date Legend. I’m just trying to prove a point. My point being: why does it matter? Because it feels like it matters, yet no one will say why.

      Violet light pierces the night.

      “Okay.” A werewolf claps his hands together as he steps forward into the silvery moonlight. I recognize the wolf immediately.

      Shade.

      He points a finger at me. “You, gorgeous, little creature, are a troublemaker. We’re going to have our hands full. But I sensed that when I first saw you in the club.”

      I gape at him. “What the heck did I do? And how the hell did you sense that when I was hiding behind Legend? That’s hardly anything a troublemaker would do.”

      “Yeah, but then you opened your mouth and nothing but trouble spewed out of those pretty, little lips of yours,” he jokes, then winces at the noise of a rabid growl and teeth snapping. He shakes his head, looking to his right, at Jules. “Will you chill out? I’m just teasing her.”

      “You were the one doing all the growling!” I shake my head at Jules. “What’s your deal, dude—”

      Jules hastily places a finger over my lips as shuffling echoes from the distance.

      “Do you smell that?” he hisses at Shade.

      Shade sniffs the air. “It’s the Shadow Thornwall pack’s scent. There’s a lot of them, too.”

      “Why would they be this close to our field?” Jules murmurs, lowering his finger from my lips. “They should know better than to cross into our boundaries without permission.”

      He trades a look with Shade. Shade nods his head once, then lets out a whistle as he strides toward the entrance of the alleyway. The werewolves lining the alley snap into motion, stepping closer to Jules, Legend, and I, creating a makeshift human wall around us.

      I inch closer to Legend as the feeling of being trapped creeps up inside me.

      “They’re going to be able to smell her,” Legend tells Jules, absentmindedly trailing his fingers up and down my back. “Her scent’s getting stronger by the second.”

      I discreetly take a whiff of my armpits, curious what my scent smells like. Jules said my scent is like stars and moon dust and violets, but all I can smell is my cotton candy perfume and cat.

      Stupid shifter cat.

      Legend leans in toward me and whispers, “Did you just smell yourself?”

      I shrug. “I was just curious what I smelt like. But all I can smell is my perfume and cat.”

      “You’ll be able to smell yourself eventually.” Jules moves closer to me until only a whisper of space is left between us. “When your scent gets stronger, and when you start becoming more in tune with your paranormal bloodline.” He gives a short pause. “We need to blend out your scent for now, before the other pack gets here.” He ducks his head so his lips are near my ear. “Remember what we talked about at Philip’s? The last thing we want is for any of the other packs to know you’re alive before you get your memories back.”

      I bob my head up and down, understanding. “Okay. How do I blend out my scent?”

      He moves back, scrubbing his hand across his jawline. “I need you to climb onto my back.”

      I instinctively step back. “What kind of plan is that?”

      “My scent will blend out yours. Plus, with my guards being around us and it being dark, we should be able to keep you pretty well hidden.” He crouches down to make it easy for me. What he doesn’t understand is none of this is easy for me.

      Sure, I didn’t freak out while I was on his lap in the club. I maybe even felt a bit safe. But being surrounded by werewolves like this …

      “I don’t think I can do it,” I whisper, backing away from him.

      “Lake.” His tone is so calm, so patient. “I’m not going to hurt you. No one here is going to hurt you. And I don’t want to make you do anything you don’t want to do, but I need you to be brave right now and trust me, okay? I can’t protect you if you don’t.” He reaches out and captures my hand, his touch bringing me a drop of comfort. How that’s possible is beyond me.

      I muster up what little courage I have, swing around him, and climb onto his back, looping my arms around his neck and hitching my legs around his waist. Once I’m secured in place, he straightens his legs, while I hold on for dear life, praying I don’t fall.

      “Now, we’re just going to walk out of the alley and head to the field where we’ll shift and get you home, okay?” He slips his arms under my legs to hold my weight up. “I didn’t want everyone to shift by you because I didn’t want to scare the shit out of you, but we might have to now. You can close your eyes when we do it. It’ll probably be less alarming.”

      I nod, clinging to him as he steps toward the entrance of the alleyway, moving in sync with his guards. I feel like I’m squished in the center of a marching band, in the middle of a parade.

      The wolves’ boots stomp against the ground, one after another, and I flinch against the noise.

      “It’s going to be okay,” Jules whispers over his shoulder. “We’re almost there.”

      I lift my head to peek through the wall of guards around me. Between them and the darkness, I can’t see a damn thing, so I end up burying my face into Jules’ neck and closing my eyes, a lame attempt to block out reality.

      A barely audible moan escapes Jules’ as he pulls me closer against his back. The scent of moonlight and violets kisses my nostrils, and I press my face against the back of his head and sniff his hair.

      “Lake,” Jules groans quietly. “You’re being very distracting right now. And while I’d more than love the distraction any other time, right now, I need to focus on getting you to safety.”

      “Sorry.” Warmth floods my cheeks as I move my face away from his hair. “I don’t know why I did that.”

      He gently squeezes my thigh. “It’s your wolf instincts kicking in.”

      I rest my cheek against the back of his head. Why am I so comfortable with him? “So, I’m going to start smelling everyone now?”

      He flexes his fingers on my legs. “I hope not.”

      “Me, either. It’d be super weird.”

      He starts to chuckle, but then a clusterfuck of vibrating growls and echoing howls cut him off.

      My gaze snaps up. “What the hell was—”

      An animal whimpers from nearby, echoed by a herd of roars.

      Jules and the guards take off in a mad sprint. The power of their legs carries us faster than I ever thought possible, the moon and starlit sky nothing but violet and silver ribbons.

      The growling noises chase after us for a few minutes, but eventually fade away. But Jules and his guards don’t slow down until we arrive at the edge of a desolate field trimmed with trees and bushes. Then Jules carefully lowers my feet to the ground and places a hand on the small of my back, urging me toward Legend.

      “Get in the sleigh with him and close your eyes, okay?”

      “What sleigh …?” My question gets lost as a snowy white sleigh embellished with flowery swirls of silver materializes out of nowhere.

      “Don’t touch the silver on it, okay?” Jules says quickly, yanking his shirt over his head. “It’s real silver. And if something happens, get under the seat. With the silver all over it, it’ll be hard for a werewolf to get to you.”

      I nod, trying not to stare at his chest, but the pale moonlight gives me a brief glimpse of the lean muscles carving his abs. Luckily, before I start drooling like a dog, Legend snatches my hand and yanks me out of my gawking lust daze. Then we rush to the sleigh.

      He helps me steer around the silver on the edges, and I manage to plop my ass into the seat without getting burned. Then Legend hops in beside me and grabs my hand. I squeeze my eyes shut just as a loud series of cracks, like bones snapping, cut through the air. Howls and yaps follow.

      My stomach churns. “I think I’m going to be sick.” I smash my lips together, puke burning at the back of my throat.

      “Shh …” Legend places a hand over my ear and angles my head against his shoulder.

      I focus on breathing. Breathe in. Breathe out. Breathe in. Breathe out. In. Out—

      The sleigh jerks forward, and my eyelids pop open. Four massive wolves are pulling the sleigh by leather straps. The two in front are moonlight white, and the other two are a dusky black. At least ten other wolves run beside the sleigh, their fur ranging from white to black to golden brown. I’ve never actually seen a werewolf in shifted form before, but I imagined them to be beast-like creatures with scraggly fur, red demon eyes, and sharp fangs. These look the exact opposite of what I saw in my head, with smooth fur; pale, glowing eyes; and teeth like a dog. A very large dog.

      I wonder which one’s Jules?

      I shove the thought from my head. That shouldn’t matter to you, Lake. You need to keep your guard up.

      “They’re not as scary as I thought,” I whisper to Legend.

      He drapes his arm around my shoulders and props a foot onto his knee. “No, they’re not. I’m way scarier.”

      “Yes, you are.” I nod in agreement, recalling the time he protected me when he was in full vampire form. “When are we going to get to those weird whispering dream daisies things—”

      Luminous light cascades across the field as indigo flowers sprout from the ground. As the petals burst open, splashes of glitter shower the air.

      “Pretty …” I slump back in the seat as the glitter rains down on me and douses me with sleepiness. Hardly any lands on Legend, though, as if all the glitter is drawn to me.

      The idea of falling asleep with so many wolves around sends my heart into a fitful panic. I try to fight past the exhaustion, but my head flops onto Legend’s shoulder as tiredness overpowers me.

      Right before my eyelids slip shut, a wolf barrels past the sleigh. Its fur is unlike the other wolves—black with hints of deep purple and blue, like raven feathers; its eyes like the stars.

      “Jules …” His name is the last word that passes my lips before exhaustion wins.
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      I don’t know if I dream that night, or if nightmares haunt my sleep. The poison puts me too far under for me to remember anything. So when I open my eyes, for once I’m grateful for magic.

      I haven’t slept like that since the day before the attack, perhaps even before then. I wonder if I slept like this before I forgot all about my werewolf life.

      As exhaustion evaporates from my body, I sit up and stretch my arms above my head, practically purring over how great I feel. That is, until I note I’m sitting in an unfamiliar four-post ivory bed decorated in sheer violet curtains with a comforter and pillows to match.

      “How the heck did I get from the sleigh to here?” I mumble, searching the room for signs of familiarity.

      Pale purple walls, black hardwood floors, and a set of french doors where sunlight trickles in through the glass. None of this strikes any sort of recollection, which means I probably wasn’t awake when I was brought here.

      Uneasiness twists in my stomach at the idea of someone carrying me to the bed while I was passed out.

      Throwing the blankets off me, I sigh in relief. I’m still wearing the same skirt, shirt, and knee-high socks as I was last night. The only thing missing is my shoes. But I can handle someone taking those off while I sleep.

      Now I just need to figure out where I am.

      I climb out of bed, doing a bit more stretching, then pad over to the shut door. I start to reach for the doorknob, then decide to head for the french doors instead.

      Flipping down the lever handle, I open the door and step out onto a balcony.

      A gentle breeze gusts through my hair as I approach the railing and take in the scene. Acres of blooming trees and flowers laced with the same thorny vines that were at the entrance of the portal stretch for as far as my eye can see. Towering mountains sit in the horizon, and dirt roads zigzag across the land with hundreds of quaint houses and shops. The air hums with the chatter of people—werewolves—the air sweltering with the aroma of moonlight. Above me, the sky is painted a glistening ocean blue, the sun a violet orb shining halos of light across the city.

      Wow. Jules was right; sunrise is even prettier than the night sky.

      “Be careful, princess. We don’t want you falling over the balcony your first day here,” a teasing voice filters up from below me.

      I peek over the railing and find Shade standing at the bottom of a hill beneath the balcony, leaning casually against a lamppost with his arms crossed. He’s dressed in a black T-shirt, matching cargo pants, and boots. Leather straps wind around his wrists, and fingerless gloves cover his hands.

      “You look like you’re about to go into battle,” I remark, resting my arms on the railing.

      He pushes away from the lamppost, his arms falling to his sides. “Nope. Just dressed for my job.”

      “Which is?”

      He winks. “Protecting you.”

      “From what?”

      His grin is all sorts of mischievous. “From the big bad wolves.”

      “Hardee har har.” But my insides quiver, reminding me that big bad wolves do exist. “So, what? You’re just going to stand there all day?”

      He nonchalantly shrugs. “And go wherever you go.”

      “Does that include when I go to the bathroom?” I tease wickedly. “Or when I take a shower?”

      A wicked grin starts to rise on his lips, but then his gaze darts over my shoulder and he turns around, whistling to himself.

      A heartbeat of a moment later, the fragrance of moonlight and violet kisses my nostrils. I twist around, right as Jules steps onto the balcony.

      I don’t know how, but he looks even more gorgeous in the sunlight, dressed in black jeans and a long-sleeved shirt with the sleeves shoved up. His dark hair hangs in his eyes that mirror the sky, the silver rings on his fingers glint in the light, and his tattooed arms flex as he reaches back to massage his neck.

      “I knocked on the door, but you didn’t answer.” His gaze scrolls up and down my body before residing on my eyes. “I just wanted to make sure you were okay and that you were awake.” He seems more nervous than he was last night, less sure of himself.

      “I woke up, like, ten minutes ago. I wasn’t really sure where I was supposed to go or what I was supposed to do.” I lift my shoulders, shrugging. “I’m not even sure where I am or how I got here.”

      “You’re at my house.” He scratches his arms, drawing my attention to the rows of jagged scars elevating from his forearm. Scars that resemble mine. “I carried you here last night. I know that’s probably what you don’t want to hear, but I tried to wake you up. You were pretty out of it.” He tugs his sleeves down, concealing the scars. “You were whimpering a little bit in your sleep.” He leaves the silent question hanging out there.

      “I do that sometimes.” I look away, fidgeting with the leather bands on my wrists.

      “Do you have nightmares?” he asks so gently, so cautiously I almost tell him yes.

      Almost, but not quite.

      I give a half-shrug. “I’m not sure. I barely remember the things I dream about.” I peek at him from the corner of my eye and frown at the faint smile tugging at his lips.

      “Except for when you kissed me, right?” he teases.

      I roll my eyes. “That happened one time.”

      His eyes glint. “And yet, you remember the one time.”

      “Only because it was so frightening.” I fake a shudder.

      He steps toward me until the tips of his boots touch my toes. “If I’m remembering correctly, which I’m pretty sure I am, you were moaning while I kissed you.” A cocky grin tugs at his lips.

      “That wasn’t a moan. It was a terrified gasp.”

      “Whatever you say.” He continues to grin, completely full of himself.

      “Why does it even matter? So what if I kissed you in some dream? It was just a dream. And you’re the one who keeps trying to kiss me in real life.”

      He shrugs, not giving a shit, apparently.

      I internally sigh in frustration. “So, what am I supposed to do now?”

      His teeth pierce his lip as he curves his arm around my hip, sets a hand on the railing and slants closer to me. “You could always try to kiss me in real life.”

      “I don’t mean with the kissing.” I place my palm on his chest to push him back, noting how fast his heart is racing. “I mean, what am I supposed to do now that I’m in your kingdom?”

      “It’s your kingdom, too.” His gaze flits to my lips before he lets out a soft sigh. Then he pushes himself back and stuffs his hands into his pockets. “I thought maybe I could give you a tour of the kingdom today and answer the questions I know you have. I’d also like to introduce you to a few wolves, if you’re comfortable with it.”

      “Your parents?” I wonder.

      He flinches then shakes his head. “The king is currently visiting another pack and won’t return until next week.” His formal tone lacks emotion. “As for my mom, she’s currently on bedrest. Has been for about five years, ever since the land became poisoned.”

      “The land’s poisoned?” I glimpse over my shoulder at the field. “With the vines?”

      “Yeah … How did you know that?”

      “Legend told me when we entered the realm that there were vines everywhere. He told me not to touch them.”

      He nods. “If you do, you’ll get sick. Like my mom.”

      My heart pings with agony. “Where did the vines come from? Legend said something about them spreading, but that they weren’t always here.”

      “They weren’t.” He moves beside me and squints against the sunlight as he gazes at the land. “About eight years ago, they suddenly started growing. At first, we didn’t think too much of it and had the gardeners pull them out. But, by the next day, they’d grown back and had doubled in size. We quickly learned that the more we tried to get rid of them, the bigger they grew, so we stopped having them pulled. Figured they were harmless enough. That they were just thorns.” He rests his arms on the railing. “About three years after they appeared, the soil beneath them began to wilt and blacken. We realized too late that the thorns were poisoning the dirt. The same dirt that surrounds the lake where our kingdom gets its drinking water.”

      My heart clenches in my chest. “Did … Did it poison everyone?”

      He slowly shakes his head. “No, we found out quickly enough that only a handful of wolves had ingested it.”

      “What happened to those wolves?”

      “They got sick. A couple of them died.” He sinks into sorrowful silence. “My mom was one of the ones who got sick. And she’s remained sick for the last five years. Every year, on the same day she became infected, her health takes a small dip for the worst. It’s like clockwork every year, which has some speculating that the land is cursed by magic.” His jawline spasm. “My father doesn’t buy into that theory, though. He thinks the weeds were planted by another pack. So, instead of trying to find a witch to look into the curse theory, he spends his time pointlessly moving from pack to pack and questioning their leaders. Eventually, if we can’t figure out a way to get rid of the vines, they’ll end up taking over the land.”

      “That’s… awful…” Is it Lake? Do you really like it here? A land where werewolves roam?

      But your parents lived here too. And so did you once.

      “It is, but until we can figure out where the vines come from and how to get rid of them, there’s nothing we can do about it. And unfortunately, my father doesn’t seem to care very much about it. Even for my mom’s sake.”

      “I’m sorry.” Unsure what else to do, I place a hand on his arm. “I mean, that your mom’s sick. That’s got to be hard.”

      He stares down at my hand on his arm with a crinkle at his brow. “You don’t need to be sorry. You’ve suffered through way worse than I ever have.”

      “I guess so, but I don’t really remember any of it.” Eventually, I will, though, I realize then. At least, according to Jules, which means I’ll relive what happened the day my parents were murdered and the day my memory was wiped.

      A shiver courses through my body. What if what I see is nothing but blood-splattered memories straight out of a horror movie? After all, Jules said my parents were attacked by werewolves.

      I wrap my free arm around my waist, recalling how my wounds wept blood the day I was attacked. So much blood. All over me. All over the ground. All over Legend. My blood.

      I would’ve died if Legend hadn’t used his vampire super speed to run me to the hospital. It took over a hundred stitches to patch me up. The scars that remain aren’t pretty, but they do remind me of the harm paranormals—werewolves—can cause. Up until now, I’ve used that reminder to keep my distance from most magical creatures. But, look at me now, standing on a balcony, with my hand on a werewolf’s arm. I wonder if that makes me weak or strong.

      “Hey, it’s going to be okay.” Jules lays a hand over mine, careful not to let the silver rings connect with my skin. “We use a different source of drinking water now. And as long as you stay off the land, in the field with the thorns, you’ll be all right.”

      That worry hadn’t once crossed my mind, but I guess it’s nice to know.

      “Is there a cure for the sickness your mom has?”

      He rotates his body to face me and folds his ring-less hand around mine. “Not that I know of, but my father hasn’t been very invested in finding a cure. He’s too busy roaming from pack to pack, questioning the leaders about the vines. Or so he says.”

      “Have you ever thought of searching for a cure yourself?”

      “I have, and I’ve found a few spells that have slowed down the damages of the illness, but the effects only last a couple of days, and then the symptoms come back full-force.”

      “What’re the symptoms?”

      “They resemble the after effects of a wilting soul spell, but she hasn’t lost her soul, so that can’t be what’s cursed her or the land.”

      “A wilting soul spell? That sounds awful.”

      He reclines against the railing, turning my hand over so my palm is facing the sky “It is. The spell’s very rare. Only a higher mountain witch can cast one.”

      “I’m guessing those are very powerful witches,” I state, and he nods. “So, why don’t you just track one down and have them try to get rid of your mom’s illness? I mean, it’s worth a shot, right?”

      He gives me a funny look. “It’s a very good idea, and I’ve thought about doing it many times, but they’re hard to track down. And most of them reside in the Sun Moon Realm. I don’t have clearance to enter there.”

      “I thought paranormals could travel to any realm without clearance, except for the Common Realm.”

      “Most can, but werewolves have been banished from the Sun Moon Realm.”

      “Why? What’d you do?” I’m half-joking, half-worried.

      “I didn’t do anything,” he insists. “My father did.”

      The more he speaks of his father, the less I’m looking forward to meeting the Violet Mountain pack king. “Okay, then what did he do?”

      “He stole a witch.”

      I stare at him blankly. “He stole a witch?”

      He raises a shoulder. “That’s what I said.”

      “I know, but … who steals a witch? And how? And didn’t the witch cast a spell on him for doing so?”

      “She couldn’t. He was in wolf form.”

      “So, witches can’t cast spells on werewolves when they’re shifted?”

      He shakes his head. “Very little can harm us when we’re our true selves.”

      I scrunch my nose. “Yeah, I’m pretty sure my true self consists of messy hair, no makeup, and my pajamas, sitting in bed and streaming videos while I listen to Legend point out how unrealistic every movie is, especially the paranormal ones.”

      “What are videos?”

      “You don’t have videos here?” Lovely.

      “What are they? Maybe if you tell me, I can get you some.”

      “They’re these things—recordings of people acting out scenarios—and you watch these recordings to entertain your mind when you’re bored.”

      Curiosity sparks in his eyes. “And what sort of things are these people doing?”

      “All sorts of things. Like, saving the world, getting chased by zombies, doing extraordinary things, falling in love.”

      “But, isn’t it much better to do that stuff in real life, instead of watching someone else live these experiences?”

      “I guess so.” His statement really makes me overanalyze the last decade of my life. “But life is pretty dull in the Common Realm, and not a lot of people can do things like save the world and get chased by zombies.”

      His tongue traces along his upper lip. “But they can fall in love?”

      I nod. “That’s the one thing they’re actually good at. But they don’t fall in love like paranormals do. Or, at least how Legend told me vampires do.”

      He stares down at my hand as he sketches a line along my palm. “And how did he say vampires fall in love?”

      My teeth sink into my tongue as a shiver threatens to quiver through me. “Well, he told me that it takes them a very long time to find the love of their life, a few centuries at least. But when they do find their one and only, they love them for eternity. Which seems a little extreme if you ask me. I mean, vampires are immortal. That means they love the same vampire forever. Literally.”

      His gaze elevates to mine. “You don’t buy into the theory that a vampire can love only one vampire forever?”

      I lift a shoulder. “I’m sure it’s true for vampires, but I spent a lot of my life living around humans, and it definitely doesn’t work that way for most of them. Maybe a few, but not all of them.”

      He absentmindedly nods. “And what about you?”

      “What about me?”

      “Have you ever been in love?”

      “Yeah, all the time,” I tease. “In fact, I try to fall in love every week, at least. But it’s actually quite tiring—falling in love, I mean—so I’ve been on sort of a love sabbatical for the last few months.”

      He rolls his tongue in his mouth, suppressing a grin. “So, falling in love is tiring? Glad to know. Guess I’ll try to avoid it, then.”

      “You probably should.”

      “I definitely will.”

      “Good.” I can’t stop a smile from rising on my face. “You know I’m just kidding, right? I’ve never actually been in love. I’ve barely been able to talk to anyone over the last decade, well, minus Legend, let alone give my heart and soul to someone.”

      A bit of relief combined with concern washes across his expression. “Did humans not talk to you while you were in their realm?”

      “No, they did talk to me sometimes, but the stuff they said wasn’t very nice and only required a one-sided conversation.” I pretend to be engrossed with the view to the side of me.

      He cups my chin and turns my face toward his. “What sort of stuff did they say to you?”

      “It doesn’t really matter. After I turned eighteen, I didn’t have to be around people anymore.”

      “It matters to me.”

      “Why?”

      He shrugs, his gaze blazing with such intensity that I expect his eyes to shimmer violet again. But they remain a piercing, persistent blue. “Because I want to know what your life’s been like. I want to know what happened to you when you left here. I want to …” He pauses, taking a measured breath. “I want to know all about you.”

      “My life in the Common Realm wasn’t that fascinating,” I assure him. “It pretty much consisted of bouncing around foster homes, going to school, and working. Humans weren’t fans of me, so I tried to keep my distance as much as possible. It got kind of lonely, yet I never really wanted their company, which really never made any sense. But it’s how I felt.”

      “You probably felt disconnected because you weren’t surrounded by your own kind.” He lowers his hand from my chin, positions himself in front of me, and places his hands on the railing, pinning me between his arms. “I’m sorry you had to go through all that. That I didn’t save you that day.” He gazes off over my shoulder, a portrait of regret. “I should’ve saved you.”

      “What happened to me wasn’t your fault,” I tell him, thrown off by his sadness. Why does he care so much about this? About me? What isn’t he telling me? “You were like, what? Eight years old? How were you supposed to save me?”

      “Because I should’ve … I should’ve gotten to you quicker.”

      I can hear the sizzling of skin scalding. I want to reach back and flick his fingers away from those damn rings, but his arms secure me where I stand.

      “Jules, what happened to me, it wasn’t your fault,” I try my hardest to alleviate some of his guilt.

      “You can’t even remember what happened.”

      “Yeah, so what? Just because you didn’t get to me in time, doesn’t make it your fault. Besides, you were a child, so even if you had gotten to me in time, I highly doubt the situation would’ve ended well. It probably would’ve ended worse … with more deaths.” A dull ache prods at the center of my heart. Desperate to get rid of the feeling and the sullen mood lingering between us, I aim for a joke. “And then who would’ve been around to figure out who I am and kiss me without my permission?”

      He doesn’t so much as crack a smile. “Do you know that werewolves love forever, too? We’re not immortal or anything, but we love just as fiercely as vampires. Maybe even more so.”

      “I didn’t know that. Honestly, I don’t really know much about werewolves.”

      He quietly sighs, his gaze meeting mine. “I know, and I’d like to change that.”

      “You want to teach me about werewolves?”

      My feelings about that are conflicted. On one hand, I don’t want to wander around this kingdom entirely clueless, but I’m also afraid of what I’ll learn about my kind and about myself.

      He nods. “Yes, if you’ll let me.”

      I exhale slowly. “I guess so. I mean, I’m here, so I probably should.”

      He frowns at my lack of enthusiasm. “Last night, you mentioned crossing paths with a couple of werewolves in the Common Realm. What were they like?”

      I keep a neutral expression, despite my pounding heart. “I don’t know. We barely crossed paths.”

      His eyes search mine. “They knew you, though.”

      I give an unsteady shrug, staring at my feet. “They called me Elora, but at the time, I didn’t know my real name.”

      He levels his gaze with mine. “What else did they say to you?”

      That they were going to hurt me, which they did.

      That they were going to break me, which they almost did.

      That they were going to kill me the moment Legend left my side, which they didn’t, but only because I’m here.

      “Not much, really.” My heart is thundering, about to explode and take me out with it. Not wanting to be in front of Jules when I break the fuck down, I duck under his arm. “I should probably take a shower and change before you show me around town.” My twitchy behavior is more than suspicious.

      Fortunately, Jules lets me off the hook, nodding his head.

      I think I might start liking him in that moment. Just a little bit, of course.

      “You have your own private bathroom.” He points inside the room at a door on the far back wall. “I think Legend said something about sending your backpack here, and that he’d try to do it before you woke up. But if you need clothes and stuff, I can get you some.”

      I lean to the side and spot my backpack in a chair beside the bed. “My bag’s here. I’ll probably need to pick up some new stuff, though. Legend made me pack light because he was afraid the guards at the portal would get suspicious.”

      “Okay, just tell me what you need and I’ll have someone pick stuff up for you.”

      “I can get it myself. I just need you to show me where the stores are.” I recall the coins Legend gave Rune last night. “Wait. What kind of money do you use here? And do you have converter stations?”

      He shakes his head. “No to the converter stations, and we use Midnight coins when we purchase stuff. But a lot of times, we just use magic.”

      “You have magic powers?” For some stupid reason, I glance at his fingers, like sparks are about to shoot from his fingertips.

      “All wolves have a little bit of magic. It’s what allows us to shift. I have a little bit more because I’m prince, and my father has the most. Well, my mother used to until she got sick.” Anguish seeps into his tone.

      The sting in my heart increases, almost as if I can feel the agony. “What sort of things can you do?”

      A lopsided smile tilts at his lips, then he leans in, his breath hot against my ear. My heartrate accelerates, and not out of fear. No, the emotions pulsating through my body are the exact opposite. “Maybe if you’re really lucky, I’ll show you exactly what I can do,” he whispers.

      This time, I can’t stop from shivering, my back arching, my chest pressing against his. He groans at the contact, sliding his hand across my hip, brushing his fingers along the sliver of flesh peeking out between the waistband of my skirt and shirt. The sliver of flesh branded with scars.

      Heat douses over me, and I step back, putting space between us.

      Worried he’ll somehow see what I keep locked away inside, I smile sweetly at him. “I think I’ll pass. I’ve already been shown plenty of stuff in my lifetime.” Then I snatch my bag, close the door, and lock myself in the bathroom.

      I flatten my back against the closed door, panting for air and sick to my stomach. My body and mind are left swimming in a whirlwind of confusion.

      Never have I reacted that way toward anyone before. After the werewolf attack, I could barely stand being touched. Then Jules enters my life and suddenly I’m letting him touch my scars after he whispers innuendos in my ear.

      My stomach churns with queasiness as the moment triggers a series of flashbacks.

      The werewolf’s disgusting tongue in my mouth.

      The foul stench of his breath.

      The unbearable heat of his body as he held me against the ground.

      The bruising pain of his grip.

      “You should be dead,” one of the werewolves whispers in my ear as he pulls my skirt up. “And you’re going to be once we’re finished with you.”

      Tears spill from my eyes as my soul ruptures.

      “First, we’re going to play.” He creeps his hand up my legs. “Then we’re going to kill you”

      “Why?” I managed to choke out.

      “Because your existence can’t be,” he whispered in my ear. “And this will kill him.”

      I never did figure out who he was. Maybe if I told Jules about what happened to me that day, he would know. Maybe he would know the werewolves who attacked me.

      The idea of doing so, of telling Jules how broken I am … How can I when I can hardly even stand thinking about that day?

      Moving away from the door, I strip my clothes off then climb into the shower, cranking the temperature up and letting the hot water momentarily burn away the painful memories.
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      I spend way too long in the shower, but once I’m done, I have to face Jules, which means I may have to face another touching moment like on the balcony since he seems pretty adamant about touching me, and my body seems to agree with him.

      Honestly, if we met—or I guess, reacquainted—over a year ago, I more than likely would’ve stayed on the balcony and tested the waters, letting him touch me. But a year ago and today are two entirely different lives—the life before the attack and this scared girl who barely exists after.

      After all the hot water runs out, I drag my ass out of the shower and dry off. I pull on a pair of cut-off shorts, a black tank top, and tie a plaid shirt around my waist. Then I slip on a pair of knee-highs and lace-up boots, trace my eyes with a drop of kohl eyeliner, and put on some lip balm because my lips are dry as hell. I don’t bother doing anything with my hair, letting the wavy, damp strands air dry. By the time I emerge from the bathroom, I’m dreading facing Jules again.

      Luckily, he’s not the creature sprawled across my now made bed.

      Wait? Who made my bed?

      “What’s with the frown, pretty, little wolf?” Legend remarks with his arms tucked behind his head.

      “Pretty, little wolf?” I flop down on the foot of the bed. “Please tell me you aren’t going to start calling me that.”

      “Okay, how about cute, tiny wolf?” He’s completely amused with himself.

      “Nope.”

      “Beautiful, tall, hairy creature?”

      I giggle. “Better, but not quite.”

      “Annoying, little shifter wolf?”

      “Maybe.” I turn my head toward him. “Or, you can just call me what you’ve always called me because, despite my newfound identity, I’m still the same old Lake.”

      “For now.” He sits up. “But eventually, you’ll change.”

      “I doubt that.”

      He proceeds with caution. “I don’t want to scare you, but you need to understand that just living in this realm will change you. Everything is different here. You’ll be surrounded by magic all the time. Not to mention the extra dangers.”

      “I know all about the dangers,” I assure him, shutting my eyes.

      “I know you do.” The mattress concaves as he scoots closer to me. “I just want to make sure you don’t experience any more of those dangers. Which is why I’m glad you decided to come here.”

      I open my eyes and quirk a brow. “Decided? Because, I think you may have made that decision, even before you brought me here. At least, that’s what it sounded like last night when you were telling Jules that you knew I was a paranormal since the day you met me.”

      His cheeks puff as he blows out a breath. “I’m going to tell you as much as I can, but there are some things I can’t tell you, because it’s not my place.”

      “Then whose place is it?”

      “Your pack’s.” He gives a wavering pause. “Jules’.”

      My heart flutters at the mention of his name, but I tell it to shut the fuck up. We are not going there. We can’t. At least my body and mind can’t.

      “Why? Because he’s the prince?”

      “That and something else.”

      “You’re being vague.”

      “That’s because this is part of the stuff that’s not my place to tell you.”

      “Why isn’t it your place?” I ask. “I’m closer to you than anyone else here.”

      “I know that. But you must understand that us paranormals live by our traditions and rules. And this stuff that I’m not telling you is heavily linked to werewolves’ tradition, and since I’m not a werewolf, it’s not my place to tell you.”

      I sigh. “Fine. What can you tell me?”

      He thrums his fingers against the mattress. “When I first met you, I knew right away that you weren’t human. The first giveaway was that you should’ve died from those injuries.” He lightly brushes his fingers across my waist. “But it wasn’t just that. It was how drawn I felt to you. It’s the same way with other paranormals. The few we crossed paths with noticed you, too, yet any human you were around either feared you or despised you. I think it’s because they sensed you weren’t one of them.”

      “I never noticed any paranormals noticing me in the Common Realm.”

      “That’s because you’re oblivious,” he teases then sighs. “You were also going through a lot and didn’t notice much of anything. You were so afraid of everyone that you rarely let anyone get close to you.” He traces the angles of my star birthmark. “Also, this was sort of a dead giveaway of what you really are.”

      I touch my finger to the mark on my temple. “How?”

      He gives me a look. “Lake, you have a star marking on the side of your temple. That screams magic, princess. Particularly, Midnight Realm magic.”

      “So, you knew I was from your realm the entire time you knew me?” I try to battle down my anger, but a few sparks brink to the surface.

      Guilt masks his expression as he nods. “I also guessed you were a werewolf.”

      “How? Because Jules, Shade, and Rune didn’t seem to figure it out very quickly.”

      His gaze strays pressingly to my birthmark. “I knew because that mark on your head is the mark of a werewolf.”

      “So, every wolf has a star on them?”

      “No, some have moons. Some have thorns. There’s a lot of different marks, depending on your pack.”

      “So then, how come you didn’t know who my pack was?”

      “Because I don’t know what mark belongs to what pack.” He shrugs, sitting back and resting his arms on his knees. “It’s not like I go around looking at werewolves’ marks. They’re very touchy about their marks.”

      “Why’d you hide mine when we first met Jules, Rune, and Shade, then? Why not keep it on display so they would know what I am?”

      “Because I wanted to ease you into the situation. I knew the moment they saw the mark, they’d start treating you like a wolf, and I didn’t want you to freak out. Little did I know you were a lost princess who has an alterum dimidium animae to a prince. The prince. The next in line for king.”

      And there’s that word again. “I want to ask what exactly that—having alterum dimidium animae—means, but I’m guessing that plays into the tradition category.”

      “It does. It’s actually one of the most important and most ancient werewolf traditions, right underneath the crowning selection.”

      “Jules told me a little about that.” I pivot onto my hip and prop up onto my elbow. “I’m really hoping I don’t get picked to be the next queen.”

      “Maybe you won’t.” His fake smile suggests otherwise. “But if you do, I’m sure you can handle it.”

      “Yeah, right. I could barely handle living in the Common Realm.”

      “That’s because you didn’t belong there.” He tucks a damp strand of hair behind my ear. “You are much stronger than most, Lake. Don’t ever think otherwise.”

      I bob my head up and down, even though I don’t one hundred percent agree with him. “Thanks for telling me all this. I’m glad you did, but I still don’t get why you just didn’t tell me when you met me.”

      “I thought about telling you a couple of times, but you were so anti-werewolf, and I didn’t want to freak you out or worry you until I had to. Besides, if I had told you in the beginning, you would’ve just been stuck in the Common Realm for a year, stressing over it because I wasn’t about to let you go into the Midnight Realm by yourself to track down your pack. Not when I didn’t know why you were in the Common Realm to begin with.” He stretches out his legs. “I knew you couldn’t remember your life before the age of eight, that whatever happened to you before then had to be terrible. And the attack … I have a feeling it might be part of it.”

      “Maybe,” I mutter, wrestling down the rush of fear wanting to take over.

      He lies down so he’s facing me. “I know you don’t like to talk about it, and I get it. I really do. But, eventually, I think you’re going to have to tell Jules about what those wolves did to you, because eventually, they’re going to make it back into this realm, and they need to be taken care of. So do you.”

      “I don’t want anyone to take care of me,” I mumble. “I want to be able to take care of myself.”

      “Then talk to Jules. Tell him what happened and ask him to train you to protect yourself.”

      “You think I’m strong enough?” I’m not just talking about protecting myself.

      “You’re a princess werewolf, which means you’re stronger than the average werewolves that attacked you, so yes, you’re strong enough to protect yourself.” He sits up, pulling me up with him. “And you’re also my Lake, which means you’re strong enough to tell Jules.”

      “Your Lake, huh?” I cock a brow. “Nice to know you own me.”

      “Oh, I don’t own you.” He slides to the edge of the bed. “And I’d really appreciate it if you didn’t say that ever again. I’d like to keep my pretty face from getting mangled.”

      I start to ask him to explain further, but he’s already walking out the door.

      “Now, come on; let’s get downstairs before your prince starts having a tizzy fit.”

      Sighing, I drag my ass off the bed and trudge out the door with a thousand different questions racing through my mind, and at least a thousand more worries. My biggest concern is telling Jules what happened that day in the alley. I’m not sure if I can do it—reveal my broken soul to someone else—but if I don’t, Legend says I may be in danger of those werewolves tracking me down.

      Why are they after me? And who exactly are they?
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      Jules is waiting for us in a spacious living room, decorated with leather furniture, a fireplace, and a gothic chandelier. He’s not alone, either. Rune and Shade are with him.

      Rune is dressed in the same combat-style outfit as Shade and is sharpening a knife. Shade has his feet kicked up on the coffee table and is flipping through the pages of an old book. Jules is peering out the window, but his gaze instantly finds me the moment I step over the threshold. He offers me a small, yet concerned smile.

      “Everything okay?” he asks, turning away from the window.

      I nod, forcing a smile.

      “Good.” He crosses the room with his hand outstretched. “Ready to go see the kingdom?”

      “Or, do you want to go up and hide in your room some more.” Shade winks at me as he lowers his feet to the floor.

      “I wasn’t hiding.” Well, I was while I was in the shower, but he doesn’t know that. “I was talking with my friend.”

      “Sure, you were.” Shade jumps to his feet and strolls past me, giving me another wink.

      I throw up my hands. “I don’t even know what that wink was for.”

      “Sure, you don’t.” Shade winks again.

      Jules sighs, lowering his outstretched hand. “Just ignore him. Shade thinks everything is a joke.”

      “That’s because it is,” he says, then calls over his shoulder, “Except protecting you two, of course.”

      Rune groans as he pushes to his feet. “Great, he’s in a mood.”

      “When isn’t he?” Jules remarks.

      “Good point.” Rune tucks the knife he was sharpening into an ankle holster then nods his head at me. “Good afternoon, Lake.”

      “Afternoon?” I question. “Is it that late already?”

      Rune nods then walks past me, striding for the front door. Legend follows him, fiddling with a pocket watch he fishes out of his pocket.

      “Man, I feel lazy,” I mutter as Jules tangles his fingers through mine.

      I start to pull away, but then stop myself. I don’t even know why, other than part of me wants to hold his hand. Perhaps all those years in foster homes has me starved for human connection. Then again, neither of us are human.

      “You’re not lazy,” Jules insists as we stroll out the front door behind Shade and Legend. Rune remains walking behind us. “You’ve had an intense forty-eight hours.”

      “Yeah, but I’ve been asleep for a lot of those hours.” I squint against the sunlight as we trot down the stairs and step onto a dusty road. “Seems like I should be more awake than I feel. Maybe I have jet lag or something.”

      “Jet lag?” Jules questions.

      “It’s a human term for a tired spout that comes usually after flying on a plane.” I glance at him. “You know what a plane is, right?”

      “Those things that fly in the air?”

      “Do you have them here?”

      He chuckles. “No, we have teleportation.”

      “That sounds way better than flying,” I admit, my gaze roving along the quaint homes and stores lining the street.

      “It is.” He gives my hand a squeeze. “See, it’s not so bad here, right?”

      I waver. “It’s not that I think it’s bad here. It’s just scary and unfamiliar.”

      “You don’t need to be scared.” Jules hitches his thumb at Rune walking behind us and then at Shade ahead of us. “They won’t let anything happen to you.”

      I smile, but the move is forced. My uneasiness only increases as werewolves wander out from their homes and stores to gawk at us, some appearing mildly curious, others pissed off.

      “Why are they staring at us?” I whisper low to Jules. “And why do some of them seem pissed off?”

      “They’re just curious about you,” he tries to reassure me. “None of them are pissed off.”

      Yeah, tell that to the group of male and female werewolves standing on the corner of the street near Silver Death Bar.

      I look away from the group as we near them. “Do they know who I am?”

      “Some do, but don’t worry; no one here is going to hurt you. This is your pack, Lake. And packs protect their own.”

      I hope he’s right; otherwise, the werewolves who attacked me could be living here.

      My pulse rapidly speeds up. Why hadn’t I thought of that before?

      My gaze darts around the street, searching for my attackers. But there are so many werewolves around.

      My head begins to spin with anxious dizziness. Luckily, Jules leads me off the main road and down a small, isolated dirt path that snakes into the forest.

      As we near the trees, we pass by a bush of thorny vines. Jules maneuvers me to the opposite side of the path and positions himself between me and the ill-striking bushes. His protective nature is so instinctive I wonder if he acts this way with everyone.

      I suddenly become more on edge as the feeling of being watched over comes me. The same feeling I had the day I was attacked.

      Right before we venture into the trees, I notice short, shadowy, faceless figures creeping through a cluster of rose bushes.

      “Don’t worry, they won’t hurt you,” Jules says, tracking my gaze.

      “What are they?” I whisper, unable to tear my eyes off the moving shadows.

      Sadness consumes Jules. “They’re a group of wolf cubs that wandered into the vines.”

      “That’s what the poison does?” My heart constricts when Jules nods. “Those poor cubs. And your mom.”

      Jules looks away, his hand tightening around mine.

      I keep my eyes on the shadow cubs until we enter the forest. Then they disappear from my sight. But the images of their poor faceless figures haunt my mind.

      Maybe I should help Jules find a cure?

      Yeah, how are you going to do that, Lake? You’ve known you were a werewolf for a whole couple of days and you know nothing about this world.

      I blink from my thoughts, unsure what to do.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as we hike farther into the trees.

      “To the fighting pit,” Shade throws over his shoulder. “I need to pick up a few weapons.”

      Fighting pit? That sounds … violent.

      “It’s where we train to fight,” Jules explains, as if reading my mind.

      “Oh.” I trade a glance with Legend, and he gives me a pressing look, urging me to ask Jules to train me. “What do you train to fight against?”

      “Other paranormals.” Tension ravels in his shoulders. “Honestly, our biggest threat is other werewolves. But only from different packs.” His fingers stiffen in mine. “My father has a way of pissing off other werewolves.”

      “Because his father is a prick,” Shade adds, slowing down to walk beside Jules and I.

      Jules winces, his free hand curling into a fist. “Careful. That’s our king you’re speaking about.”

      “I’m not afraid of your father, like everyone else in this kingdom is.” Shade draws out a knife and carries it at his side. “Besides, one day he’s going to be our ex-king.”

      “When he dies,” Jules stresses. “Which could be decades from now with how slow he’s aging.”

      “He’s aging slow? Is that normal for a werewolf.”

      Jules shakes his head, frowning. “No. And more than likely he’s doing something to slow down his aging process, probably so he can rule for longer. Paranormals do that sometimes. Find spells and potions to chase immortality.”

      “But Jules’ father isn’t the kind of werewolf you want to become immortal.” Shade raises the knife up in front of him, the silver blade glinting in the sunlight. “If only we could find a way to end his reign.”

      My hand spasms in Jules’. “You’re going to kill him?”

      As birds scurry from the trees, I inch closer to Jules.

      “Shh …” Shade hisses at me. “That’s not what I’m saying at all.” He exchanges a wary look with Jules. “You should probably warn her about him.”

      The veins in Jules’ hand bulge as the silver rings char his skin. “I’d rather not tell her just yet.” Smoke funnels from his skin. “Tell her about … him.”

      The scent of burnt flesh stings my nostrils. My eyes begin to water, my stomach twisting with nausea.

      “Okay, I can’t take this anymore.” Slipping my fingers from his, I swing around in front of him and snatch ahold of his hand.

      His eyes pop wide as his metal rings blister my flesh. “What’re you doing?” He attempts to yank his hand away, but I wiggle a ring off his index finger.

      “I’m tired of the smell of burnt flesh.” I toss the ring into the trees and pry another ring off his thumb. “And I’m tired of you hurting yourself.” I chuck that ring, as well, then remove the remaining rings on his fingers. “I may not know you very well, but that doesn’t mean I’m just going to stand here and let you hurt yourself. It’s not right.” I hurl the rings into the trees and wipe my healing palm against the side of my leg. “And don’t try to feed me that bullshit about you wearing them to gain respect. I know there’s more to it than that.”

      Jules smashes his lips together forcefully as his eyes illuminate violet. “I think I need to talk to you alone.”

      “And that’s our cue to go.” Shade nods his head at Legend and Rune, jogging backward down the path. “We’ll be at the pit,” he tells Jules. “Try not to take too long.” A smirk quirks at the edges of his lips. “And yell if you need anything.” The last part is directed at me. Then he spins on his heels and runs up the path.

      Rune follows, whizzing by us, his long legs taking hurried strides. Legends starts after them, as well, hurrying past me.

      “Wait. Where are you going?” I snag his sleeve.

      Jules lets out a deep growl, but I ignore him, focusing on Legend, waiting for him to answer.

      Legend pats my arm. “I’m pretty sure Jules is about to answer one of your many questions.”

      “Why can’t you stay here with me?” I sound pathetically weak, but I’m afraid. Afraid of what Jules is going to say. Afraid of what I might do when we’re alone.

      “You’ll be okay by yourself with Jules,” Legend assures me. “You don’t need to be afraid of him.”

      “I’m not afraid of him,” I insist. “I just don’t want you to go.”

      “I won’t be very far away.” He casts a glance at Jules, then wiggles his arm from my grip and backs away from me. “Like Shade said, just yell if you need anything.”

      I glare at him as he turns his back to me and hikes farther down the path and into the shadows of the trees.

      My heart thunders in my chest as he vanishes entirely out of sight, along with Rune and Shade, leaving Jules and I alone.

      “I don’t want you to be afraid of me,” Jules speaks softly from behind me.

      I twist around and meet his now cautious gaze. “I’m not afraid of you. I’m just confused why everyone thinks we need some alone time.”

      He studies me for an unsettling handful of seconds before his gaze descends to his bare hand. “You know, you’ve done that to me before.” He flexes his hand. “Taken off my rings.”

      My lips part in shock. “I did?”

      He nods, his gaze colliding with mine. “It was a few months before you die—went to the Common Realm. You were bugging me about why I wore them, always getting irritated when I burned myself, kind of like you just did now.” His sad smile makes me want to cry. “Finally, after you wouldn’t let it drop, I told you the reason.” He stares off in the direction I threw the rings. “After I did, you pinned me down, pried the rings off me, and chucked them into the trees.”

      “I pinned you down?” What?

      He nods, his focus returning to me. “You were very strong for how young you were. A lot of the trainers said you had great potential.”

      “I’m not very strong anymore.” I fold my arm over my waist where my scars are hidden, proof of how weak I’ve become.

      “That’s because you’ve been out of touch with the Midnight Realm for so long. Not to mention, you haven’t been training in over a decade.” His brows furrow. “Unless you were training in the Common Realm to fight? I’m not sure if they train fighters there.”

      “They don’t train fighters in the same sense. But there are classes that you can take to teach you how to defend yourself.”

      “Defend yourself from what?” He notes my arm wrapped protectively around my waist.

      I struggle to remain composed. “Other humans and the few imprisoned paranormals who manage to break through their binding spells that keeps them from attacking humans.”

      “Does that happen a lot?”

      “No, but it happens enough that people do sometimes get hurt by the hand of a paranormal.”

      Again, his attention zeroes in on my abdomen, question marks filling his eyes.

      “You said you told me why you wore those rings,” I try to distract him. “Will you tell me again? I want to know why you think you need to hurt yourself.”

      He closes his eyes and breathes in unevenly. “It’s painful to talk about, and I don’t really do well with talking about … painful things.”

      I interlace my fingers with his, a move that’s becoming strangely and increasingly natural. “But you told me once before.”

      “I know.”

      “Can you trust me enough to tell me again?” I replay my words. “Well, I guess trust probably isn’t the right word since we barely know each other.”

      “But we do know each other.” His eyelids open, his eyes glowing brighter than before. “And I do trust you.”

      I don’t know if his words carry any truth, but I latch on to the opportunity to discover why he feels the need to self-inflict pain. “Then tell me.”

      His gaze lowers to our interlocked fingers. “I think you’ve probably already caught on that my father isn’t very kind. And he’s not. Not to my mother. To my sister. To his pack … To me.” His throat muscles bob as he swallows. “He’s always been a little worse with me, though, He likes to put me through vigorous hours of training to the point where I nearly bled to death a couple of times. And he was always the one I was fighting against during those training sessions.” His hand twitches. “And if I cried, the sessions would always end with more pain. Pain and pain and pain. Physical pain, that’s what I grew up knowing. It’s how I learned to handle things.”

      He rotates my hand over, brings my palm to his nose, and breathes in my scent with eyes shut. “When I was seven, he gave me the silver rings and told me to wear them all the time. To use them to block out my emotional pain because, according to him, emotions make werewolves weak.” He moves my hand to mold around his cheek and lays his hand on top of mine. “At first, I didn’t believe him, so the first time you threw the rings into the trees, I let you. Then you disappeared, and I …” He pauses, gathering a breath. “I didn’t want to deal with the pain of losing you, so I put the rings back on. It seemed easier at the time to deal with things.” He tilts his head, nuzzling into my hand. “Maybe it was, too. But now …”

      My broken heart breaks a little more. Not for myself, but for him.

      “And now what?”

      His eyelids lift open, his shimmering eyes basking me in violet light. “And now I think I’ll let the rings stay in the trees.”

      “Good. I’m glad. No one should intentionally hurt themselves.” I chew on my bottom lip as his eyes alter between violet and blue. “Jules, I want to know—need to know—why your eyes keep glowing violet? Is it a werewolf thing?”

      He hesitates. “Sort of.”

      “Will you explain it to me?” I ask as he positions my knuckles in front of his lips.

      “I’m not sure you’re ready to hear that story just yet.” His lip rings graze my skin as he kisses along my knuckles.

      The softness of his lips is extremely distracting and conflicting. On one hand, the sensation of his lips caressing my skin sends wonderful tingles across my skin. However, below the scars, in the pit of my stomach, nausea burns.

      He’s a werewolf.

      A wolf.

      Just like those werewolves who hurt you.

      “Jules, I think maybe we should …” A soft whimper fumbles from my lips as his mouth trails up my forearm, kissing, touching, branding my skin.

      “You smell just like you used to. Do you know that?” he whispers as his lips reach the curve of my shoulder. “And you threw the rings into the trees, just like you did when we were younger.”

      I’m not quite sure what he’s getting at, nor do I care at the moment. All I care about—can comprehend—is the way his lips trace over my shoulder, across my neck, along my jawline. When he reaches my lips, he pauses, his breath dusting across my mouth.

      “Lake.” He struggles to breathe steadily. “I want to … I think …” His eyelids lower as his lips inch toward mine.

      Maybe I should run. Perhaps if I were smarter, I would have. Instead, I remain frozen where I stand, half-panicking, half-wanting.

      Desire.

      Desire simmers through my veins in a way I can’t even grasp. A foreign feeling, I realize then. I’ve never felt anything like this before. The heat so intense. Or so I thought. Then his lips connect with mine in a featherlight kiss and my body erupts in flames.

      I groan as Jules parts my lips, tangling his tongue with mine, digging his fingers into my waist. When he pulls back an inch, I gasp.

      “Good fucking wolves, this is better than I ever imagined,” he whispers shakily, then moves in for another kiss, this time with far less control.

      Our teeth clank together as his lips crash into mine, and he entangles his fingers through my hair as he draws me closer. My chest presses into his as he bites my lip, the metal of his lip rings cutting my skin in the most wonderfully confusing way ever.

      A pathetically needy whimper flees my lips as he bites at my lip again, rougher this time, a shudder rippling through his body. Then he kisses me deeper, fiercer, while backing me into a tree.

      When my back hits the trunk, the bark scrapes through the fabric of my shirt. Then he presses his body against mine, and heat sparks from somewhere inside me, my knees knocking together, a haziness webbing through the inside of my mind, a ghost of a whisper telling me this is okay. That I should be kissing Jules.

      Okay, this is okay.

      Is it?

      I grab his shoulders as confliction dances inside me, an internal tug of war.

      Would he be kissing you if he knew the truth?

      Should you be kissing him when he’s the same kind of creature who ruined you to begin with?

      You’re broken.

      He won’t want you.

      You don’t want him.

      You’re broken.

      Broken.

      Broken.

      I wrench back, the back of my head smacking against the tree.

      Jules’ eyes fly open, the violet flashing wildly inside his pupils. “What’s wrong?” he chokes out, his fingernails clawing at the bark of the tree as he breathes profusely.

      “I just … I don’t …” I suck back the tears threatening to come out. I feel ashamed for almost crying. Ashamed for kissing him. Ashamed for wanting to kiss him. “I’m just not ready for this.” I motion between the two of us. “Not when I just learned that I’m a werewolf. There’s so much to take in.”

      He nods, his eyes flickering like little fireflies. “I get it.” He pushes away and turns his back toward me. “Can you do me a favor? Can you hike down the trail until you find Shade, then wait there for me? He won’t be that far away.”

      “Are you okay?” I reach out and touch his shoulder.

      Tension steams off him as he steps away from me. “I’m fine … Just go find Shade, okay?”

      Is he mad at me because I stopped the kiss?

      Anger and humiliation simmer under my skin. “Yeah, okay, fine.” I turn and hurry up the path with my hands balled at my sides

      By the time I find Shade, I’m beyond embarrassed, resting somewhere between enraged and confused as fuck.

      “Where’s Jules?” Shade asks, straightening from the tree he was leaning against.

      “Back down the path, having a fit.” I stop in front of him. “Where are Legend and Rune?”

      He hitches his thumb over his shoulder. “They headed farther down the path toward the pit.” He searches my eyes. “What is Jules having a fit over?”

      “I don’t know.” Lukewarm heat flushes across my face as the kiss replays through my mind. No, that was more than a kiss. Way, way more intense than just lips brushing against each other.

      “I think you do,” he nudges. “So, fess up. What’d you do?”

      “I didn’t do anything,” I snap. “Well, anything he should be pissed off about, if he was a good guy, that is.” I guess he’s not, though. I don’t know why I’m surprised—he’s a werewolf, after all—but I am mad. Jules seemed so different from those guys in the alleyway. Then I saw the same uncontrollable anger as I did in them.

      Shade’s brow meticulously arches. “What’d you do?”

      “I already told you. Nothing.”

      “Obviously, you did something. Why else are your cheeks cherry red right now?”

      I grit my teeth. Fuck. I’ve always hated that I blush so easily. Hate that I feel embarrassed about this at all!

      I cross my arms. “Fine, you want to know what I did? I let Jules kiss me, and then stopped it when things became too heated and I became a little overwhelmed. And if Jules was a good guy, he would’ve been okay with it. But he got all pissed off and told me to leave.”

      “Well, first off, Jules isn’t a guy—he’s a werewolf—and you really should stop referring to him as one.” Shade folds his arms across his solid chest. “And secondly, he’s a werewolf.”

      “Yeah, I got your point the first time. I don’t know why you had to point it out twice. I’m not stupid.”

      “No, you’re not, but you don’t understand a lot about our kind.”

      “Okay, then explain it to me. Stop tiptoeing around whatever it is you don’t want to say.”

      He gives me a cocky grin. “I’m trying to keep that pretty blush on your cheeks from getting more out of hand.”

      I carry his gaze despite the increasing temperature of my face. “Just tell me.”

      “Fine, but don’t say I didn’t warn you.” He shrugs. “Jules sent you away so he could calm down his wolf that your little kiss unleashed inside him. He’s probably beating the shit out of a tree right now to get rid of all the sexual tension bursting inside his body.”

      Yep, flames, flames, flames burning hotly across my cheeks.

      “That seems like a stupidly barbaric thing to do just because I asked him to stop kissing me.”

      He gives a shrug. “Like I pointed out a bunch of times, we’re werewolves, which means we’re part animal and more barbaric.”

      A cold trickle shoots up my spine, and Shade more than notices my squirrely-ness.

      “Lake, he would never hurt you,” he promises. “Jules isn’t like that. Most werewolves aren’t.”

      “But not all.” It’s not a question.

      “No, sadly not.” He doesn’t even bother lying to me, and I’m kind of grateful for his honesty, even if his words make me want to puke. “But we do have laws in our pack that protect werewolves from hurting others.” He offers me a small smile. “I promise you, you’re safe here.”

      “I hope so.” I picture Jules back down the trail, bashing his bloody fists against a tree after I just convinced him to get rid of those damn rings. “Maybe Jules and I shouldn’t kiss anymore. I mean, if it’s that big of a deal, he should probably just kiss another werewolf.” Who’s a bit more mentally stable.

      “Yeah … that’s not going to happen.”

      “Why not? I’m sure there’s a ton of other werewolves who’d love to kiss him without stopping.” Although, the idea of him kissing another werewolf does make my heart sting.

      “You’re blushing again,” he teases then sighs when I scowl at him. “Look, I’m glad you’re concerned for him, but Jules isn’t going to find another werewolf.”

      “I highly doubt that. There’s no way he’s only going to want me forever.”

      “Doubt it all you want. You’re just living in denial.”

      I shake my head, doing exactly what he implied. “I’m not living in denial. I just know that Jules is attractive and seems pretty sweet when he’s not having a temper tantrum.” Plus, he’s a really good kisser, but I’m not about to say that aloud. “And I’m sure, if he tried, he could find someone way better to kiss than me.” The broken werewolf princess who fears her own kind.

      “And again, I stress: you’re living in denial,” he says. I open my mouth to protest, but he talks over me. “Because what you’re saying can never happen, will never happen, and hasn’t ever happened.”

      “Do you know that werewolves love forever, too? We’re not immortal or anything, but we love just as fiercely as vampires do. Maybe even more so,” Jules had said to me.

      “Wait. Are you saying Jules has never …?” I can’t even finish the sentence.

      Shade nods. “Jules has never been with anyone else. Never wanted anyone else. Never had one of those drunken nights where you get faerie wine goggles and end up going home with what you think is a werewolf. But come the next morning, you realize you’re snuggled up in bed with a pixie.” He hisses the last part with astounded shame.

      “I thought pixies were supposed to be pretty?”

      “Wolves no. They’re not even close. And they have a lot of strange sexual fetishes that …” He shudders, eyes wide. “Anyway”—he clears his throat—“never sleep with a pixie. Not just for Jules’ sake, but to protect your innocent mind from very dirty things.”

      “Okay.” I try not to think about the alleyway, but the memories consume my mind. “You do have me really curious what a pixie looks like.”

      “Curiosity killed the wolf,” he warns. “If you want a good idea, just picture an ogre’s face on a snake demon’s body.”

      “I don’t know what either of those look like.”

      “Lake, Lake, Lake.” He clucks his tongue. “We really need to start teaching you more about our realms and the paranormals who live in them.”

      I raise my brows. “Maybe you could start with why Jules has never been with anyone else. And why his eyes glow violet sometimes.”

      “Um … yeah … I’m not sure if I should tell you—”

      “Tell her what?” Jules appears by my side like a stealthy ninja wolf.

      I press my hand to my racing heart as I whirl around. “Holy shit, I didn’t even hear you walking up.”

      “Sorry I scared you. Although, I’m kind of glad I did.” His eyes, which I notice are now blue and dull of light, shift to Shade. “It lets me know that my so-called guard isn’t doing his job.”

      “She distracted me,” Shade gripes, his fingers wrapped around the knife tucked in his shoulder holster. “And I was about ready to draw, but I smelled your scent.”

      “Your draw would’ve been too slow,” Jules growls out. “If it hadn’t have been me approaching, she would’ve been dead.”

      “No, she wouldn’t have.” Shade releases his hold on the handle of the knife. “You know as well as I do that, slow draw or not, no one can move as quickly as I can, except for you.”

      “Fine, maybe not dead, but she could’ve gotten severely hurt.” His chillingly cold gaze bores into Shade. “Don’t ever be too slow to draw again. At least when you’re protecting her.”

      Shade bows his head. “I’m sorry it happened. It won’t ever happen again, I promise.”

      Jules nods once, the stiffness in his muscles gradually unwinding. “And I’m sorry I had to go there. It’s just really important to me.”

      Shade raises his head and fleetingly steals a glance in my direction. “I know.”

      What Shade and I were talking about earlier, about Jules not being with anyone else and how he won’t be with anyone else but me, crosses my mind.

      Why am I so important to him?

      “We good?” Shade asks, sticking out his fist.

      “Of course.” Jules bumps his knuckles against Shade’s then turns to me apologetically. “I’m sorry I freaked out on you back there. It’s just …” He massages the back of his neck sheepishly. “I needed to take a breather.”

      “It’s okay. Shade explained …” I drift off as Shade shakes his head and puts his fingers to his lips.

      “Don’t tell him I told you,” he mouths. “Not right now. Not when he’s still …” He clasps his hands together and makes dreamy eyes at me. Whatever the hell that means. “Or else he’ll …” Then he pretends to punch himself in his manly parts.

      “Shade explained what to you?” Jules starts to turn his head toward Shade.

      Shade pulls an oh shit face “Nothing. I told her nothing at all.”

      Jules stares him down hard. I can almost feel the amped up adrenaline pouring off him. Apparently, Jules worked off some of his tension, but not all of it.

      Deciding to help Shade since he did tell me more than anyone else has, I step between him and Jules, then ask Jules, “What happened to your cheek?” as I cup his cheek and tenderly brush my fingers along a diagonal cut below his eye.

      He instinctively leans into my palm. “A tree branch cut me.”

      “So, you got your ass kicked by a tree, huh?” I attempt to joke, but his consuming gaze is giving me a breathing complex.

      Jules’ lips quirk. “That’s not quite how it happened.”

      This time, my smile is genuine. “Yeah, yeah, I’d be saying that, too, if I got my ass kicked by a tree branch.”

      He chuckles, shaking his head, and I feel like I’ve won a secret prize.

      “Hey, do you remember that one time she actually tried to hit us with tree branches,” Shade muses from beside us. “She could be so sweet sometimes, but other times, watch out.”

      My head darts in his direction. “You knew me, too?”

      “Yep. And sometimes, it had its downfalls.” He rolls up his sleeves, showing me a gnarly scar on the bottom of his arm.

      “I didn’t do that,” I deny. “There’s no way.”

      “Oh, there’s totally a way.” He tugs his sleeve back down. “You were a mean, little wolf cub.”

      Feeling awful, I look back at Jules. “Was I really mean?”

      “You weren’t mean.” Jules sketches his finger along the brim of my nose. “You were feisty and passionate, and you wanted to be the best fighter there was, so you played dirty. But only in training. Outside of training, you were the sweetest wolf cub in the entire pack.” His gaze glides to Shade. “And he knows that. He’s just teasing you because that’s what Shade does.”

      I give Shade a dirty look, but then smile at him sweetly. “I’m sorry if I gave you a boo-boo. It must have been awful getting your butt kicked by a female wolf cub.”

      Shade dismisses me with a wave. “Like I care if I get my ass kicked by a female werewolf. Seriously, some of them are way tougher than any male werewolf I’ve fought.”

      “Was I one of them?”

      Shade nods. “When you were younger, yes.”

      “But not now.” It’s not a question. Just a depressing statement.

      “Not until some training.” Jules is the one to answer. “You have royal blood, so you have more power in you than most average werewolves and paranormals. You just need to relearn how to channel that strength.”

      “So, you’re going to teach me how to fight?” I cross my fingers he’ll easily say yes, that I won’t have to tell him about the attack yet. I know Legend said I should, but I’m not ready. Don’t know if I’ll ever be ready for that.

      He effortlessly nods. “Of course. It’s part of our pack’s rules that everyone learns to fight. And I want you to be able to protect yourself.” He dithers, bobbing his head. “Although, Shade and Rune will probably have to do most of the training.”

      I toss a glance at Shade, who shrugs, then look back at Jules. “Why?”

      His fingers magnetize toward mine again. “Because I’d go way too easy on you.”

      “Oh.” I let the last few hours of information sink in, wondering how much more I can take. “Did I used to know Rune, too?”

      Strands of Jules’ dark hair fall into his eyes as he nods. “When you weren’t with your parents, you spent most of your time with me, Shade, Rune, and Liberty.”

      “Who’s Liberty?”

      “I am.” A female werewolf a few years older than me with hair as black as the night sky and eyes as blue as Jules’ strides up the trail toward us. She reminds me of a warrior goddess in her leather pants, black tank top, and rows of leather holsters winding around her legs and arms. “And you must be the best friend I lost and who apparently can’t remember anything, at least from what I’ve been told.” She stops in front of me with her head tipped to the side. “Elora?”

      “Lake,” I correct automatically.

      “So, that’s what we’re supposed to call you now?” She ponders the idea thoughtfully. “Okay, it’s doable, I guess.”

      “Glad I have your approval,” I quip, resisting an eye roll.

      She grins. “Glad to know you still remember you need my approval.”

      Now I do melodramatically roll my eyes. “Glad to know you have such a high opinion of your approval. Makes me want to change my name to Jane.”

      She flicks her wrist dismissively. “I disapprove. Jane’s too boring of a name.”

      I tap my finger against my lips. “Yeah, I’m definitely going to go with Jane.”

      The conversation is so smooth, so natural, as if we’ve done this before.

      She slaps Shade in the gut. “She’s exactly the same!” she exclaims as Shade lets out a grunt, hunching over.

      “And that required you to hit me in the stomach, why?” Shade arches a brow at her while rubbing his abdomen.

      Liberty simply shrugs. “It seems as good of a reaction as any.” She smiles warmly at me. “You and I have a lot of catching up to do.” She seizes my hand and yanks me with her as she marches with determination up the path.

      “Liberty,” Jules calls out, chasing after us. “Slow the fuck down. You’re going to overwhelm her.”

      Liberty rolls her eyes. “No, I’m not. I’m just not going to coddle her like you are, little brother.”

      So, they’re brother and sister. That explains why their eyes look alike.

      “I’m not coddling her.” Jules rushes around and barricades the path, forcing Liberty to stop. “She’s been through a lot, and I don’t think it’s wise to dump everything on her at once.”

      Liberty pokes Jules in the chest. “Maybe you should let her decide.”

      “I …” Jules tugs his fingers through his hair, making the strands go askew. “Lake, do you want to go with her? She’s more than capable of protecting you and she has her own guard. I’d prefer it if you stayed with me, but it’s up to you.”

      They both look at me, and I feel like answering is picking a favorite.

      I’ve definitely been in this situation before.

      “Um …” I glance between the two of them, wondering where her guard is since I don’t see one anywhere. “Honestly, I kind of do want to go with her. But not to get away from you or anything.” Lie. Being around him makes my brain dizzy and too unclear. I think a small break might be a good thing … Maybe. Besides, I’d really like to learn more about these werewolf traditions no one will tell me about, and Liberty seems like the wolf who will spill the beans. “It might be nice to catch up with an old friend.”

      “Old best friend,” Liberty adds, smirking at Jules.

      Jules glares at her, but then sighs. “If you want to go with her, you can,” he tells me. “I’d never make or force you to do anything you don’t want to do.”

      His words trigger a strange wave of sadness.

      Before I can even process what I’m doing, I wrap my arm around him and give him a quick, one-sided hug. By the time I pull away, worry has crammed into Jules’ eyes and Liberty is staring at me with her forehead creased.

      “Anyway, yeah, we can go hang out or whatever.” I cough a few times, clearing my throat.

      “Awesome.” Liberty snaps her fingers at Jules. “And you need to go clear the forest of any stray pixies. Dad’s coming home a few days early and wants them all gone before his arrival.”

      Jules grimaces. “Why is he coming home early?”

      Liberty gives a rigid shrug. “I don’t know. He didn’t say.”

      Jules bobs his head up and down, staring at the ground. “Okay, I’ll take care of the pixies.”

      “You should take Shade with you.” I cover my mouth as I snicker the words. “Shit, I didn’t mean to say that aloud.”

      “So, you’ve heard the story?” Liberty asks, and I nod, lowering my hand from my mouth. “I bet he didn’t tell you the whole story, though, huh?”

      I shrug. “Probably not, since his version was about thirty seconds long.”

      “Good. Then I’ll tell you while we walk.” She drags me with her as she dodges around Jules, but he folds his fingers around my arm, stopping me.

      “Why did Shade tell you that story?”

      “Um, because we were bored and waiting for you,” I lie, and not very well.

      His gaze burrows into mine. “What did you two talk about while I was …” He squirms.

      “While you were what?” Liberty prods curiously.

      Jules targets a dark look in her direction, but his eyes soften as he concentrates back on me. “What other stories did Shade tell you?”

      “Maybe you should talk to him about that.” I stumble as Liberty yanks on my arm.

      “Be careful!” he shouts after us as I trip down the path after Liberty.

      I throw him a wave. “Tell Legend where I am, okay?”

      He nods. “And Liberty, don’t take her anywhere else except my house. No going downtown to any bars. And don’t go to the castle. I don’t want her anywhere near Dad’s place.”

      She salutes him then rolls her eyes as she faces forward. “Man, glad to see he’s still as overprotective with you as ever.”

      “Why is he like that?” I wonder as she loops her arm through mine.

      “Well, right now, he’s being that way because our father’s coming back to the kingdom and he’s not a good werewolf. Not at all. The longer you stay away from him and that stupid torture chamber he calls a castle, the better.” She slows down as the trees around us become sparser. “As for his general overprotectiveness of you, that comes from you being his alterum dimidium animae.”

      I swat some branches out of the way as we near the end of the path. “Yeah, here’s the thing. Everyone keeps throwing that term around, yet no one will explain it to me. And while I can tell it’s something big, the dramatic effect is lost on me.”

      “So, he hasn’t told you yet, huh?” She lets out a wicked cackle of delight. “This is going to be a lot of fun, then.”

      “What is?”

      “Telling you things my brother and his little guard wannabe friends don’t want you to know.”

      “You act like you don’t like them,” I say as we emerge from the trees. My gaze travels to the rose bushes where the shadow cubs were, but either they’re hiding or took off somewhere.

      “No, they’re my friends, and I love them and everything, but it’s been a pain in the ass being the odd one out. Ever since you left, I’ve been the butt of their jokes and tricks. And they all like to play the role of my big brother. Do you know what that’s like? To have three cocky werewolves who, FYI, are younger than you, trying to tell you what to do all the time?”

      “I can honestly say that I don’t.”

      “Well, consider yourself lucky, because it’s fucking annoying.” She drums her fingers against the side of her legs. “But, as much as I want to be the one to out the little alterum dimidium animae, I think we need to do it the right way.”

      A frown tugs at my lips. “So, you’re not going to tell me, either?”

      She shakes her head, grinning. “No, no, no, no. I’m totally going to tell you. It’s my duty as your old best friend. But I want to do it the proper way.”

      “Which is?”

      “Oh, you’ll see.” Then she hauls me forward, leaving me no choice but to trust her.
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      It takes me until we reach the road to realize we’re being followed by a towering werewolf with scars on his face and black hair with blue highlights. When I ask Liberty about him, she explains it’s her guard, Kylan, that her father insisted she have, even though she’s perfectly capable of protecting herself.

      “Don’t bother trying to talk to him, though,” she mock whispers. “Kylan rarely talks.” She raises her voice. “Isn’t that right, Kylan?”

      Kylan responds with a grunt.

      “See.” She links her arm through mine as we stroll out onto the street. “Personally, I don’t think I need a guard. My father does, though. It’s just another way of him trying to belittle me.”

      “I’m sorry.” I don’t know what else to say.

      “You don’t need to apologize. It’s not your fault. Besides, you have your own tragic story to deal with, anyway.”

      She’s right; I do. And I wonder how I’m going to start trying to put that sad story together.

      I really need to ask Jules.

      I sink into my thoughts, letting Liberty steer me down the road and into a building, barely paying attention until we’re inside.

      “This looks like a bar.” My gaze sweeps the dusky walls, the scuffed hardwood floor, and the charcoal ceiling. Tinted glass tables and elegant high back iron chairs are placed sparsely around, a marble countertop bar runs along the far back wall, and lanterns filter light across the werewolves occupying the room. Some of the werewolves are old, but most are around my age, give a handful of years or so. They all appear happy, probably due to various sparkling drinks and amber liquids filling up their glasses.

      “That’s because it is a bar.” Liberty unloops her arm from mine and signals for me to follow her as she skips across the bar. Kylan doesn’t follow, remaining near the front doors, stiff and on edge.

      I rush after Liberty, keeping close, noting the few curious glances being thrown in my direction. “But I thought Jules said no going to bars.”

      “Don’t worry; this is a special kind of bar where only friends and family of Jules and mine are allowed to hang out.” She stops in front of the bar and heaves a sigh when she notes my reluctant expression. “Lake, please don’t tell me you’ve turned into one of those female wolves who does everything their wolf lover tells them.”

      “Jules isn’t my wolf lover.” When my cheeks flame, she laughs. “I just get nervous being around a lot of werewolves.”

      She drums her fingers on top of the counter. “Why? You used to love being the center of attention. Well, when you were fighting, anyway. I guess not so much when the five of us were just hanging out.”

      “The five of us …? You mean, Jules, Shade, Rune, you, and me?” I catch the strangest whiff of a familiar scent, but I can’t place from where. And when I breathe in deeply to try to smell it again, my nostrils are assaulted with an overwhelming combination of different werewolves’ scents.

      I peer around the bar. There’s so many of them here.

      “Yep,” Liberty says. “We called ourselves the badass wolves pack. We were pretty lame.”

      “It doesn’t sound that bad.”

      “Nah, it wasn’t. We had a lot of fun.” Peering from left to right, she pushes up onto her toes, leans over the counter, and steals a bottle of silver glittered liquid. Wrapping her fingers around the bottle, she nods her head then casually walks over to a vacant corner booth.

      “Did you just jack that?” I whisper as I slide into the booth across from her.

      She shrugs, twisting off the cap. “I know the bartender. He’s kind of a prick.”

      “But he doesn’t own the bar. Stealing effects the owner.”

      “His father is a prick, too.”

      “I thought you said only family and friends of yours and Jules’ come to this bar.”

      “I did.” She drops the lid onto the table and takes a swig of the drink. “The owner is my uncle, and my cousin is the bartender. They’re both straight-up pricks, just like my father.”

      “So, you don’t like your father, either?” I ask, taking the bottle when she offers it to me.

      She reaches for the centerpiece candle on the table. “No. Most werewolves don’t. You shouldn’t, either.”

      “I don’t. … Jules told me a little bit about him.”

      “He did?” She gapes at me. “He rarely talks to anyone about him.”

      “I asked him about the rings,” I explain. “Which led to a story about your father.”

      “Oh.” She rotates the candle between her hands. “That’s good—that he talked to you about that. He’s needed to talk to someone for a long time, but my brother’s extremely closed off.” She flops back in the seat. “Except for with you when we were little. Glad to see that hasn’t changed.”

      “He hasn’t told me everything, like what this alterum dimidium animae thing is.” I give her an opening to explain.

      She reaches over and taps the bottle in my hand. “Drink first, then we’ll talk. It’s the only way you’re going to be able to handle this without freaking the crazy wolves out.”

      “Maybe I’m better at handling scary stuff than I used to be.”

      “Maybe, but you’re still going to freak out about this.”

      “How do you know that for sure?”

      “Because, when we were younger, we used to talk about what would happen if either of us got a alterum dimidium animae. I said I’d beat the crap out of them, while you insisted running away and never looking back.”

      “Oh.” Now she has me really worried.

      I warily sniff the bottle and feel warm flutters in my chest. “What is this stuff, anyway? Because, the last drink I had from this realm was laced with silver and burned like a mother-effer. Thankfully, I’m a princess, or else I would’ve probably died.” I take another whiff of the drink, which makes my stomach somersault. “Are you a princess?”

      She flips her hair off her shoulder. “Nope, I’m a straight-up badass warrior, which completely contradicts me having a guard.”

      “You’re lucky, though, that you’re a warrior.”

      “Being a princess isn’t that awful. It has some perks. And you can still be a warrior.”

      “I’d like to be,” I admit. “But I don’t want to be a princess. Or queen, anyway. That’s way too much responsibility.”

      “I’d like to agree with you because I’d prefer my old best friend to fight battles with me, but for my brother’s sake, I’m kind of hoping you’ll become queen.” She offers me an apologetic look. “Sorry.”

      “It’s fine.” I sigh, my gaze dropping to my drink. “So, are you going to tell me what this is so I can drink this and you can explain to me why every werewolf who knows Jules seems to think we’re like soulmates or something?”

      The corners of her lips twitch, as if I said something amusing. “It’s just a little vodka mixed with a bit of faerie magic dust. We werewolves refer to it as the lovely winged drink. It doesn’t have an official name.”

      “You guys drink faerie magic dust?” I pull a wary face at the drink.

      A devious grin spreads across her face. “Great. Is my old friend a bit of an old scaredy cat shapeshifter?”

      I aim a finger at her. “Hey, I met a cat shapeshifter, and they can be kind of scary.”

      She snorts a laugh. “Not if you’re me.” She cracks her fingers. “I’m seriously bad ass.”

      “Maybe you should train me, then.”

      “I’ll definitely help.”

      “Awesome.” I eye the bottle of glittering liquid, desperate to hear more about the werewolf world. “Fuck it. Here goes nothing.” I put the mouth of the bottle to my lips and down a small swallow. The taste of sweet peaches, luminous sunshine, and magical warmth spills down my throat. “Yummy,” I murmur, then take another drink, then another, practically glugging down half the bottle.

      “Easy, my little daredevil friend.” Liberty pries the bottle from my fingers. “You might not feel the effects now, but you definitely will in a few minutes.” She raises the bottle to her lips and swigs down a long swallow. When she lowers the bottle from her mouth, I cock my brow at her. She gives me an innocent look. “What? I needed to catch up.”

      “Yeah, me, too.” I make grabby hands at the bottle again.

      She tucks the drink behind her. “No way. If you drink anymore, you’re going to end up dancing all night.”

      Crap. “This stuff makes you dance?”

      She nods. “Yeah, most faerie magic does.”

      “Oh.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “It’s nothing. I just sometimes like to dance when I’m a normal drunk, so I have a feeling this is going to end in disaster.”

      Her grin is pure wickedness. “A disaster of fun.”

      I mirror her grin. I don’t even know why, other than I feel dizzily happy.

      “So, are you going to tell me what this alter dime animated doohickey thing is?” My voice sounds far away as a sparkling wave of calm lulls over me.

      She giggles. “You mean, alterum dimidium animae?”

      “Yeah, that’s what I said.” I stretch my legs out underneath the table, getting comfortable.

      “That’s so not what you said.” She giggles again, then hiccups. “Excuse me.”

      I laugh. “You hiccup like a mouse.”

      “And you snore like a gremlin.”

      “Hey, how do you know I snore?”

      “Because I’m your best friend.” She leans forward, pounds her fist against the table, and laughs. “And as your best friend, I know all your secrets.”

      “But that’s not what we’re supposed to be talking about,” I remind her, sneaking the bottle back. Keeping the bottle under the table, I discreetly unscrew the cap. “You’re supposed to be telling me why Shade thinks Jules has never been with any other werewolf and never will be.” I hurriedly lift the bottle to my lips and down a swallow.

      “You little thief.” She grabs the drink from my hand, plops it down on the opposite side of the booth, and points a finger at me. “No more trickery from you.”

      “Only if you tell me what in the love of madness is going on with Jules and me?”

      She pauses, eyeing me closely. “Do you feel it, too?”

      I give a lazy shrug. “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”

      “The connection. Like, every time you’re around him, you want to kiss him and touch him—be one with him.”

      “That sounds like a bad romance cliché right there.”

      “Lake, I’m being serious,” she whines, stomping her foot. “I need to know if you feel anything at all so I can decide just how much to tell you.”

      “I really don’t know how I feel.” The room spins around me in bright colors. Well, either that or my head’s spinning. “Do I like Jules? Sure. He seems nice. But I just met him a few days ago. I barely know him, and he barely knows me. Well, it feels like I know him, well, sometimes. Or well, like, I want to get to know him better. And he has really pretty eyes and the softest lips. I kind of like how he always holds my hand, although I do pull away because I’m me. And then there’s the kissing. Yeah, that sort of freaks me out, yet lights me on fire. It’s all very conflicting …” I trail off, my brows pulling together. “Wait. What was I saying?”

      The goofy grin on her face makes me smile.

      “You were saying what I needed to hear.” She props her elbow on the table and rests her cheek against her hand. “And you feel all those things because Jules is your alterum dimidium animae.” My lips part to demand for her to explain that damn word, but she beats me to the punch. “Alterum dimidium animae means second half, which means that, together, Jules and you make up a whole, but when you’re apart, you’re just a half.”

      I lower my head to the table. “That explains nothing, but does put strange images into my head of Jules and I walking around with half our bodies.”

      She bites back a smile. “I’m not talking about your bodies. I’m talking about your wolf souls.”

      “Wolf souls?”

      “It’s pretty much like a normal soul except, since we’re also one with our wolf, it shares our soul, too.”

      “This is all very confusing.”

      “I’m sorry. I know it is. But at the same time, it really isn’t. It’s basically like having a soulmate for both you and your wolf. It doesn’t happen to every werewolf. Only the lucky ones find their alterum dimidium animae.”

      I blink at her. “So, Jules is my soulmate? And his wolf is my wolf’s soulmate?”

      She shakes her head, deepening my confusion. “No, you’re his soulmate, and your wolf is his. But you and your wolf haven’t claimed Jules and his wolf as yours. Well, unless your eyes go violet around him.” She squints as she examines my eyes.

      “Not that I’ve noticed.” I brush my hair out of my face as I sit up straight. “So, let me get this straight. Jules got stuck with me as his soulmate, and I’m guessing it’s been a while since he spoke of having that alter … rim dillydally thing before I vanished, but he might not end up being mine?”

      She studies me closer. “Does it upset you that he might not be?”

      “I don’t know how I feel about it.” Honestly, if I wasn’t drunk on faerie magic, I might be freaking out by now, which is probably why Liberty gave me the drink to begin with. “But I do feel bad for him. I mean, not only does he get stuck with a hot mess of a werewolf who disappeared for a decade, only to return to his life without any memory of him, but he might not even end up my alter dil … mmm … Okay, I’m really starting to hate that phrase.”

      “Alterum dimidium animae,” she enunciates. “Now repeat it.”

      It takes me a few tries before I finally get it right. She praises me with a round of applause, and I laugh, even when werewolves gawk in our direction.

      “It still seems really unfair to Jules,” I state with a sigh. “I mean, what happens if someone else ends up becoming my alterum dimidium animae?” Even the magic sloshing around in my veins can’t hide how disappointed I feel about becoming soulmates with another werewolf.

      “Then he lives his life loving you, while you live your life loving someone else. He’ll probably never be with anyone else, either, unless he pulls a Shade, gets drunk, and starts sleeping around.”

      “That is the saddest story I’ve ever heard.”

      “It hasn’t been written yet, so don’t get too depressed.”

      “I don’t feel depressed. I feel droopy.”

      “That’s the magic talking.”

      I let out a slow sigh. “Poor Jules.”

      She pats my head. “Don’t worry; I have a feeling this isn’t going to turn out like my parents’ story.”

      I recline back in the booth. “Your parents aren’t alterum dimidium animae?”

      She ravels a strand of her hair around her finger, dazing off at the dance floor. “Not with each other. My mom had one, but …” She shrugs. “He died. And then she got chosen for queen and got stuck with my father.”

      “So, if another princess gets chosen for queen, then Jules will have to marry her and love her?” I press my hand to my chest where I’m fairly certain my heart is aching, but the magic almost immediately numbs the feeling.

      “He won’t love her, just like my mom never loved my father. He’ll just be stuck pretending that he loves her and procreating little wolf cubs.” She unravels her hair from her finger. “I don’t think we should worry about that for now, though, considering the last crowning ceremony didn’t choose a princess. Makes me think it might’ve been waiting for you.”

      “No way. I’d make a terrible queen. And crowns look funky on my head.”

      “Do you often sport crowns?”

      “Only once on Halloween, and it was a paper crown, but it still looked weird on me.”

      “I’m not sure what this Halloween thing is, but I can assure you, our crowns are far better than paper ones.” She scoots to the edge of the booth and springs to her feet. “Now, enough talk about werewolves’ strange traditions. It’s time to dance.” She jiggles her hips and grins.

      While I want to learn more about these strange traditions, the urge to dance is much greater.

      I jump to my feet and meet her at the front of the table.

      “We should make Kylan dance with us. He hates it.” She snickers then crooks a finger at Kylan who’s still lingering by the front door.

      With a tolerant shake of his head, he pushes his way across the room. “What?” he grunts when he reaches us.

      She dazzles him with a grin. “We want to dance.”

      He rolls his eyes, but offers her his hand. “Fine.”

      “You said he didn’t talk,” I whisper as she places her hand in his.

      “He has a ten-word vocabulary.” She winks at him. “Right, Kylan?”

      A ghost of a smile dances on his lips. “Whatever.”

      “See? That’s three.” She holds up three fingers and puts them close to my face, making me go cross-eyed. “Only seven more to go, and you’ll truly know him.”

      Kylan’s gaze bores into Liberty’s. “Did you steal the winged magic drink again?”

      I scratch my head. “That was more than seven words. Actually, it feels like you’ve said eleven hundred.”

      Liberty snickers, and Kylan sighs.

      “No more faerie drinks.” He wags his finger at both of us, then focuses on Liberty. “And stop telling her I don’t speak.”

      “You usually don’t,” she tells him as she drags him toward the dance floor, motioning for me to follow. “You must like Lake.”

      He rubs the back of his head, flattening his hair down. “I knew her once.” He glances at me from my peripheral vision. “We practice fought with each other sometimes during training.”

      “We did?” I perk up. Well, I perk up more since the faerie drink is making me feel like I’m sprouting wings myself.

      He nods. “We did. You were pretty good.”

      “Awesome.” I fist pump the air, and Liberty laughs.

      “All right, drunk dancing time!” she cheers then spins around and loops her arm around the back of Kylan’s neck. “You have to dance with Lake, too. She doesn’t have a partner, and I don’t think it’d be a good idea for her to find one in here.”

      “Definitely not.” Kylan offers me his hand.

      I tentatively place my palm in his and breathe in relief when fear doesn’t lash through me. Whether it’s the faerie wine or the fact that Kylan seems nice, who knows, but I seize the moment and start spinning around and shimmying my hips.

      “You know how to dance?” Liberty asks as the three of us sway to the rhythm of the song playing.

      I nod, throwing my head back and stretching my arms above my head. “Yeah. I actually danced in the Common Realm a lot with Legend.”

      “Your vampire friend?” Liberty asks, and I nod. “He’s pretty hot, right? I think I’ve met him a couple of times.”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. He’s …” I shrug again. “Legend.”

      She sways her hips while holding Kylan’s waist. He seems tense as fuck dancing with her.

      “What does that even mean?” she asks me.

      I brace my hand on Kylan’s rigid shoulder as the room spins faster around me. “It means, he’s my best friend, and yeah, he’s attractive, but I’m not attracted to him.”

      “That’s good to know.” The deep voice that comes from right behind me makes my heart flutter.

      Jules.

      Kylan shuffles away from me, making me question if he knows about the alterum dimidium animae.

      Liberty curses. “Aw, shit.”

      I turn around. “Hey,” I say stupidly, and then add to the stupidity by waving.

      His gaze cuts to Liberty. “I said no going to bars.”

      “Yeah, well, we needed a drink.” She stomps up beside me and puts her hands on her hips. “And to have a girl chat.”

      Jules crosses his arms, the muscle in his jaw ticking. “You could’ve done both those things at my house.”

      “You’re right.” She points a finger at him. “But we couldn’t have any lovely winged drink at your place, could we now?”

      Fury flames in Jules’ eyes. “You gave her some of that?”

      Liberty nonchalantly shrugs. “Yeah. So what? She liked it. Although, she drank way more than I recommended.”

      Jules shakes his head. “You shouldn’t have let her drink it. She’s not used to our magic and our drinks.”

      “Hey, I’m fine,” I say. At least, I think I say it. My words are starting to slur together.

      His anger diminishes as his gaze slides to me. “Don’t say that yet. The drink becomes more potent by the hour.”

      I glance at my bare wrist, pretending I have a watch. “I’m pretty sure it’s been an hour already.”

      He sighs, tucking a strand of hair behind my ear. “I think you have no clue what time it is, what day it is, or where you are.”

      “That’s not true at all,” I assure him with fake confidence. “It’s noon o’clock, on a weekend day, and I’m at a bar with my soulmate. Well, not my soulmate, but I’m his …” I cover my mouth as my words register through the haze in my brain.

      “And that’s my cue to leave.” Liberty makes a beeline for a set of double doors at the back of the bar with Kylan trailing at her heels.

      “Liberty.” Jules starts to turn to chase after her, but stops. “Fuck,” he whispers with his head lowered. “This isn’t how you were supposed to find out.”

      Acting on pure instinct, I move in front of him, cup his face between my hands, and force him to look up at me. “This isn’t a bad way for me to find out,” I attempt to reassure him. “I feel perfectly fine.”

      “Yeah, we’ll see if you feel that way when the magic wears out of your system.”

      “Maybe I still won’t care.”

      “I think you will.”

      “But maybe I won’t.” I circle my arms around the back of his neck, and his eyes slightly widen. “It doesn’t seem that awful for you to be connected to me in that way. I mean, you seem nice. Well, when you’re not pissed off. And you’re super pretty.”

      His brow rises as he settles his hands on my waist. “I’m not pretty.”

      “Yes, you are.” I sketch my fingers along his tattooed arms and his pierced lips. “Even with all the tattoos and piercings.” I comb my fingers through his hair, and he all but purrs. “Honestly, I kind of like the tattoos and piercings. I never really have before when it comes to guys. Then again, I’ve never really been attracted to anyone before.” Pain briefly pierces my heart at the reason, but the feeling swiftly fades into a sea of dizziness.

      He squeezes his eyes shut and takes a faltering breath. “While I love hearing all of this, I really think you shouldn’t say anything else about it until the magic is out of your system.”

      “Okay, I can to do that.” But that doesn’t mean I want to stop touching him. I want to touch him more. And seeing no reason not to, I stand on my tiptoes and press my lips to his.

      A throaty moan fumbles from his mouth as he winds his hands around to the small of my back.

      “Lake,” he whispers, breaking our connection.

      I leave him no time to protest, kissing him again. This time, he kisses me back, delving his fingernails into my back as he struggles to breathe and keep us from falling over.

      I wonder what the kiss is like for him. If he feels the same fire blazing inside him, too. I wonder if he likes kissing me, or if the alterum dimidium animae is the driving force behind his want for me.

      I pull back at the thought, even dizzier than before. “I have a question.”

      He stares at me dazedly and confused, high off the kiss. “Okay …” He can barely concentrate on anything other than my lips.

      “What do you feel when …?” The words are choked out of me as a new scent wafts through the air.

      Moonlight mixed with … black roses?

      I’m not even certain how I know what black roses smell like, but the air currently reeks of it. And I’ve smelled it before. It takes me a dragging number of seconds to think past the faerie magic and figure out where.

      The alleyway in the Common Realm.

      The alleyway where I was attacked.

      The smell didn’t register to me then, but it definitely does now, probably because my wolf senses are heightening.

      My heart hammers as I skim the werewolves dancing around me. But I can’t spot either of my attackers anywhere, and the scent soon fades.

      “I think I’m going to be sick,” I groan, hunching over and clutching my waist.

      “Dammit, Liberty, I knew her body wasn’t ready for our drinks yet.” Jules scoops me up in his arms and carries me toward the door. “Let’s get you out of here.”

      Under normal circumstances, I’d probably protest him carrying me, but not when I’m doped up on faerie magic, feeling like I’m about to yack my guts out.

      “You’re going to be okay,” Jules murmurs as we step out into the warm sunshine.

      “No, I don’t think I am,” I groan, pushing my palm against his chest. “Put me down. I’m going to throw up.”

      I expect him to drop me the moment the words leave my lips, but he carries me while rounding the side of the bar. Then he carefully and very gently sets me down onto the ground.

      “Ugh,” I moan as vomit burns the back of my throat. I crouch down as my stomach lurches. “I’m never going to drink anything from this realm ever again.”

      “Shh …” Jules crouches down beside me, brushing my hair back. “It’ll just take some time for your body to get used to the magic, but I promise, it’s not always this bad. In fact, under the right circumstances, getting drunk on magic is fun.”

      “I’ll have to take your word for it.” And that’s when the vomit makes a grand appearance.

      I try to shove Jules back, not wanting him to witness the utter disgustingness, but he insists on staying with me, even holding my hair back and stroking his fingers up and down my back.

      By the time I’ve finished spewing my guts out, I’m beyond worn out, sweaty, and probably pretty smelly, too.

      I put up a fuss when he moves to carry me again. “I’m smelly and gross.” I swat his hands away.

      He picks me up, anyway. “It’s a good thing I don’t mind smelly or gross.”

      I moan, my eyelids lowering as fatigue begs to drag me under. “You’re not supposed to be this nice. If I wasn’t your alterum dimidium animae, you wouldn’t be.”

      “That’s not true. I was nice to you before you were.” He doesn’t miss a beat. “And I’m pretty sure Liberty didn’t explain very well what an alterum dimidium animae is.” He shifts my weight in his arms, causing my face to press against his chest.

      I make no effort to move my face away, breathing in his scent. “She said it meant I was your soulmate, but that you might not be mine. It seems completely unfair for you to get stuck with one-sided love, if you can even call it love, and that magic forces the feeling on you.”

      “Magic has nothing to do with it,” he whispers as he begins to move somewhere. “A wolf can only be an alterum dimidium animae if you’re truly connected to them and their wolf. You have to have a connection past the magical bond. It’s why my parents were never alterum dimidium animae with each other, because they couldn’t stand each other.”

      “You don’t even know me,” I mumble into his chest. “So how can you possibly be connected to me?”

      “Because we used to know each other. We were best friends. Although, Liberty will tell you differently.”

      “Did I think you were my best friend?”

      “Yes. But you told Liberty otherwise to make her happy. At least, that’s what you told me.” His tone turns teasing. “Maybe you were lying to me, though.”

      “I’m not a very good liar most of the time,” I divulge. “So probably not … Still, if we were so close and I’ve been your alterum dimidium animae since we were …”

      “Seven,” he says. “But it was more of a friendship thing back then. It takes a long time to grow into soulmates.”

      Holy shit, that’s a long time.

      “Okay, since we were seven, then why aren’t you mine?”

      “Probably for the same reasons you didn’t have a scent when I first met you and why you have very little power.” His voice quiets. “Maybe you’ll never be, though.”

      “Do you …? Do you want me to be?”

      “More than anything.”

      “But you don’t even know me.”

      He gives a lengthy pause. “Would you give me the chance? To get to know you?”

      “What if you don’t like what you see?” I whisper as sleepiness blankets over me. “What if … you find out … how broken … I am?” Words are slurring from my lips. “What if … you find out … about the attack? About the scars? About what they did to me?” I can barely hold on to reality, but I manage to murmur one final thing. “What if … you find out … my soul is shattered?”

      Those are the last words that leave my lips before I pass out.
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      The loveliest voice sings into my ear as I lie on a soft mattress with my eyes closed.

      “Who’s singing?” I whisper, nuzzling my face into a pillow. The scent of moonlight and violets dances in the air. “Never mind. I smell violets.”

      “Maybe you’re just smelling yourself,” Jules teases, his breath tickling my ear.

      I shake my head from side to side. “Nope, I know it’s you.” I crack open my eyelids and roll over to look up at him. “I didn’t know you could sing.”

      He lines his body over mine and rests his hand beside my head. “You used to know.”

      I pout. “I hate that I used to know a ton of things about you, yet now I know nothing.”

      “That’s not true. You know I sing. That I make deals with cat shapeshifters. That I smell like violets. That I can be an asshole sometimes.” He dips his head toward my neck. “That I fucking love the way you smell.” He traces his nose along the arch of my neck, his lips skimming my flesh.

      A hummingbird soars inside my chest, confirming the magical winged drink still potently consumes my body and mind. Maybe that’s why I admit, “I like the way you smell, too.”

      “Yeah?” he whispers then sucks on my neck.

      I nod, my eyelids closing as I arch my neck. He sucks harder, making my toes curl and the strangest pulling sensation tugs at my teeth. The feeling is almost painful, but not as much as the urge to bite him is.

      “Jules,” I murmur, threading my fingers through his hair. “My mouth feels funny … I think I need to …” Pressure builds in my gums. “I want to bite you.”

      He jerks back, his eyes radiating violet. The glow brightens as his gaze centers on my mouth.

      “Lake …” He appears torn as he leans back. “I can’t let you do that.”

      I prop up onto my elbows. “Why? It’s just a dream.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not …” He kneels between my legs. “It means more than you think it does. The biting thing, I mean.”

      “I know what it means. Remember? You guys laughed at me at the club when I said you should start biting other werewolves to make them respect you.” I tug on the hem of his shirt, pulling him toward me. “Besides, this is a dream. It doesn’t really mean anything.”

      “I know this is a dream,” he whispers, completely enthralled with my mouth. “But you and I are very real in it, and if you bite me here, you could mark me.”

      “And what if I do?” I draw him closer, wetting my lips with my tongue.

      “You’re killing me,” he groans as I nibble on my lip. “If you do mark me, I could end up becoming your alterum dimidium animae before you’re ready.” He braces his hand on the mattress beside my head. “And besides, you’re drunk on faerie magic. You don’t even know what you’re doing.” He sucks in a shallow breath. “And when you bite me—when we bite each other—I want us to both be sober so I know you want it.”

      “I kind of want that, too,” I admit through my drunken stupor.

      His chuckle sounds pained. “We’ll see if you still think that when you wake up.”

      The final words I uttered to him before I passed out flashes through my mind.

      “Wait. Did I tell you something …?” My eyelids lower as sleepiness overtakes me again.

      “Shh …” Jules whispers in my ear. “We’ll talk more when you wake up.”

      I bob my head up and down before I plummet away from dreamland and into a nightmare filled with teeth and fangs and claws. And my soul-shattering screams.
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      The instant my eyes open again, my brain begins throbbing against my skull.

      “Oh.” I press the heel of my hand to my forehead.

      My mouth is dry, and I’m sure my breath reeks like ass. My pores feel oozing with sweat, and my stomach muscles ache.

      “Worst hangover ever,” I grumble, slowly sitting up. My eyes roll as I blink my vision into focus. “Wait … This isn’t the room I woke up in before.” Puzzlement webs through my brain as my gaze skims the dark blue walls, the matching curtains, the fireplace, and the ebony wooden bed I’m sitting on. The comforter drawn over me smells wonderfully of violet and moonlight.

      This is Jules’ room.

      I lift the blanket and cringe. What the hell?

      “I think I might be wearing Jules’ shirt.”

      Even though doing so makes my stomach churn, I pay attention to any achiness that might be residing in my body. When I note no pain—well, besides my brain—relief douses over me. Then again, I really couldn’t see Jules taking advantage of me, especially when he wouldn’t even let me bite him in my dream.

      My cheeks warm at the realization that, more than likely, he knows I dreamt of biting him. But that doesn’t explain how I got into his shirt or why I’m in his room.

      Huffing out a frustrated sigh, I throw the blankets off me and climb off the bed. My legs wobble as I make my way around his room, reading the book titles on his shelf.

      Many of the books are about music, and there is a guitar propped against the wall near the balcony door. I recall him singing to me in my dream. His voice was amazing, like a harmonic symphony.

      Smiling, I pluck the strings, making ear scratching noises.

      “I was just about to ask if you ever learned how to play, but I think I have my answer,” Jules’ playful voice echoes from across the room.

      I spin around, startled, tugging on the hem of the shirt.

      He’s leaning against the doorframe with his arms crossed, dressed head to toe in black, a studded belt and bracelets enhancing his Gothic attire.

      His gaze quickly drinks me in before they connect with mine. He seems a bit stiff, unsure. “How long have you been awake?”

      I shrug. “Not very long. I was about to go find my room, but I was—”

      “Snooping around my room.” He doesn’t appear mad, just curious. “Find anything interesting?”

      “Not really. Well, besides a bunch of music books and your guitar. I already sort of guessed you were into music.” I throw the last part out there to test the waters and see if he really was in my dream last night.

      He chews on his bottom lip. “And why’s that?”

      “I don’t know. Just a guess.” Huh. Maybe the dream was really just a dream. Perhaps I didn’t really want to bite him.

      “Hmm …” He rubs his scruffy jawline as he straightens. “Maybe it had to do with me singing to you in your dream.”

      “Oh …” Well, shit. I pull at the bottom of the shirt and scratch my head. “I wasn’t sure if you were, um, really there.”

      “I was.” He takes measured steps toward me. “Don’t worry, though; I get that sometimes dreams are just that—dreams.” He stops in front of me and stuffs his hands into his back pockets. “What we feel in dreamland doesn’t always match up in real life.”

      I nod in agreement, yet underneath my gums, a pulsating need arises. When I run my tongue along my teeth, however, the sensation simmers down.

      “Jules … how did I end up wearing your shirt? And in your room?”

      “I brought you in here.” He removes his hands from his pockets, opening and closing his fists. “After we left the bar, you were freaking out and saying all these things about a werewolf attacking you, but you wouldn’t explain exactly what happened. And then you got sick again when we got home. I didn’t want to leave you alone in your room while you were sick and not after you said that thing about the attack …” His chin trembles as he inhales. “So, I brought you in here to sleep. I asked Legend to get you a change of clothes to sleep in, but he said you didn’t bring any pajamas. So, I called Liberty and had her come over to help you put on one of my shirts. She says she’ll bring over some pajamas and stuff later if you need her to.”

      Anxiety clutches at my throat. I told him about the attack.

      “Where did you sleep?”

      “On the floor,” he promises. “I would never take advantage of a situation like that.”

      “I know.” My words feel true.

      I just about start to relax when he says, “Lake, about what you said a few nights ago about getting attacked by a werewolf.”

      “A few nights ago?” I latch on to the distraction. “How long have I been out?”

      “A few days.” He reaches out and takes my hand. His skin radiates warmth and strange familiarity. “Normally, werewolves pass out for only a day after drinking the winged magic drink, but your body’s not used to magic.”

      “Wow, that’s like a mini-hibernation session.” I pause. “Wait, do we hibernate?”

      His eyes crinkle around the corners as he softly laughs. “No, but some species of pixies do.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with the pixies being in the forest? Is that, like, a normal thing?”

      He nods. “We have to weed them out every once in a while, because they like to”—a flush creeps across his cheeks—“procreate a little too much. Personally, they don’t bother me, but my father detests them.”

      I decide right then and there that his blushing is the most adorable thing I’ve ever seen.

      “When you say weed them out, what do you mean?” I ask. “Like, kill them?”

      He promptly shakes his head. “No, like Philip said, I don’t have the killer instinct. And while my father would prefer I get rid of them permanently, Shade, Rune, and I just herd them into the mountains. Some come back, but most of them don’t.”

      He lays a hand on my cheek. “Lake, I know you don’t want to talk about it, but I need to know what happened … who attacked you.” His blue eyes cloud over.

      “I don’t think I can talk about that,” I whisper hoarsely. “I don’t talk about it with anyone, except Legend. But that’s only because he saved me. And I rarely even talk to him about it.”

      “Legend saved you?” he asks, and I nod. “Then I owe him the world.”

      “Well, you can’t really give him the world,” I crack a pathetic joke as tears flood my eyes. “It’s not really yours to give.” A sob wrenches from my chest.

      He encloses me in his arms and yanks me against his chest so my ear is resting above his heart. “Shh … It’s going to be okay.” He smooths his hand along the back of my head. “I won’t let anything ever happen to you again. And I’m going to make sure the werewolves who hurt you pay.”

      “How can you?” Tears stream down my cheeks. “They’re in the Common Realm. Or, at least they were.”

      “Then I’ll track them down in the Common Realm.”

      “How? You can’t get in there unless you’re banished.”

      “Let me worry about that. I just need you to tell me what they look like. Did they have any characteristics that stood out? Did you maybe see their pack mark?”

      Images blur through my mind, potent and agonizing, knocking the air from my lungs.

      “I don’t know,” I choke out. “I don’t want to think about it.” I push him away and collapse to the floor. “I don’t want to think about what they look like or smell like or what their hands felt like when they touched me …” I gasp for air, yanking at my hair. “I can’t think about it. I just can’t.” I continue to babble as I veer into a panic attack, yammering on and on about my pain.

      While I don’t flat-out state all the gory details, I’m fairly certain Jules gets the gist of how I was raped that day, my stomach clawed open, and part of my soul ripped away. I’m sure I’m freaking him out. I mean, his alterum dimidium animae finally returns to him, but instead of the badass wolf he connected to, he gets a broken, tainted, ruined, barely existing werewolf.

      My vision spots with darkness as I claw at the floor, my head swimming with lightheadedness.

      I am utterly broken.

      Ruined.

      I hate the werewolves who did this to me.

      But do I hate all wolves now?

      I’m not sure of anything anymore.

      I don’t want to be like this.

      “Lake, calm down.” Jules kneels beside me and wraps his arms around me. “You need to breathe, sweetheart. You’re not breathing.”

      As I inhale several shaky breaths, the spots in my vision gradually fade.

      “I’m sorry,” I croak out, humiliation burning my cheeks.

      He angles my chin up toward him. His eyes flame violet, revealing he still cares about me. How he can after witnessing my meltdown, I haven’t a clue.

      “Don’t you ever fucking apologize for what happened,” he says. “None of it was your fault. It was theirs, and they’re going to pay for what they did to you.”

      “What if you can’t find them?” I whisper. “What if they find me first?”

      “They won’t,” he swears. “I’m never going to let anything bad ever happen to you again.”

      How I wish his words were true.

      “You can’t always control what happens to me.”

      “No, I can’t,” he agrees. “But you can.”

      I wipe my cheeks with the back of my hand. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, I’m going to teach you how to protect yourself. Me, Rune, Shade, and Liberty are some of the best fighters in our pack. And we’re going to reteach you how to be the fighter you were before you lost your memories.” He holds my face between his hands. “That way, you can feel safe, even when I’m not around.”

      I don’t know whether to laugh or cry. I love what he’s saying. I just hate that this is life, that I need to relearn how to defend myself from sheer and ugly violence.

      “Do you want to do that?” he asks me tenderly.

      I nod. “Yes, I really do.”

      He smooths his thumb along my cheekbone. “Good.” Then he leans forward and kisses away my tears, the metal of his lip rings lightly grazing my flesh and causing my dewy eyelashes to flutter. “I still think I owe Legend the world,” he murmurs as he continues to kiss my tears away.

      “I’m not sure he’d want the world, even if you could give it to him.” I close my eyes, noting my chest and shoulders feel vaguely lighter. “But, if you really want to say thank you, he loves parties. In fact, he got banished during one for having too much fun with one of Eternal Vampire’s mistresses.”

      “Yeah, I heard about that. You know why they call him Legend, right?”

      “No, he refuses to tell me.”

      He slants back to look me in the eye. “Really?”

      “Yes, really. It drove me crazy.” I scoot closer to him. “You should tell me.”

      He hesitates. “While I’d love to give you everything you want, I probably shouldn’t tell you unless he wants you to hear the story.”

      I jut out my lip. “Well, that’s not really fair.”

      “You know what’s not really fair? How fucking gorgeous you are when you pout. I mean, you’re fucking gorgeous as it is, but this”—he drags his finger along my jutted lip—“isn’t fair.”

      I’ve never been a fan of compliments, so a ridiculous blush warms my face.

      “Do you know what those lines are called in the Common Realm?” I ask. “Player lines.”

      He trails his finger down the front of my neck. “Considering what Shade told you, I’m pretty sure you know I’m not a player.”

      “I know.” My pulse thumps against his fingertips. “I’m not, either. All that teasing I did back at Philip’s was just that—teasing. I’ve never even had a boyfriend. I’d never even been kissed up until …” A quaking shudder waves through his body. Fuck, why did I have to bring that up again?

      “Lake, I don’t want to push you, but I’d really like for you to give me some details on what they looked like so I can track them down.”

      I stare at a crack in the floorboard as iron-hot memories scorch my retinas. “One had shaggy blond hair, and they were both really huge. And they were around my age.”

      “Did they have any markings?” His tone is soft and soothing, despite his question.

      “I don’t know … I didn’t notice any.” I trace the crack in the floorboard. “But everything happened so fast, and some stuff’s just a blur.” A memory of a few days ago tugs at my mind. “Actually, while I was dancing at the bar with Liberty, I smelled something that reminded me of them. I didn’t see them anywhere in the bar, though. And it could have been the faerie magic drink messing with my mind.”

      “What was the scent?” The control in his voice is gone.

      Sucking in a breath, I glance up at him. “Black roses.”

      A violent storm unleashes from inside him as he pushes to his feet. “Stay in my room and lock the door. I’m going to find Legend and Rune and send them in here with you.” He strides toward the door.

      I stumble to my feet and hurry after him. “Where are you going?”

      He reels around and circles his arms around my waist. “I don’t want to scare you, but I think I might know what wolves attacked you that day.”

      “Are they here?” My legs threaten to buckle.

      He nods, nestling my head against his chest. “At least one of them is, I think.”

      His heart beats fiercely against my ear as I press myself closer to him, wishing I could somehow sink into him completely and disappear. “How do you know for sure?”

      “Because black roses are a rare scent. So rare that I only know of one werewolf who smells like it.”

      My fingers curl inward as I clutch the bottom of his shirt. “Who is he?”

      His heartrate accelerates. “My cousin.”
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      My mind is soaring a million realm jumps a minute.

      His cousin is the one who hurt me.

      His cousin is here in the kingdom.

      My attacker is here.

      Jules presses a savoring kiss to the top of my head then steps away from me. Worry screams in his eyes as he grasps the doorknob. “Stay here, okay? Only open the door for Legend and Rune.” He yanks open the door, but then pauses, keeping his back to me. “I’m so sorry. I’ll spend the rest of my life trying to make this up to you.” Before I can respond, he rushes out of the room and closes the door behind him.

      A jump of a heartbeat after he leaves, his words click. Wait. He said he was sorry? That he’d make this up to me? Does Jules think what happened to me is his fault because his cousin was the one who hurt me?

      I pad over to the window and draw back the curtain. The sky is a glossy shimmer of silver and violet stars, and the land is shadowed, except for the lampposts lighting up the street. A few werewolves are out and about, strolling the street, but I’m searching for one werewolf in particular.

      A star flicker of a second later, Jules emerges from the house right below the window, his strides long and determined. Shade is right behind him.

      I flip the latch, glide the window open, and then stick my head out. “Jules!” I call out.

      He skids to a stop and whirls around, his gaze darting up to me. “Is everything okay?”

      I nod. “I just wanted—no, needed—to say that this isn’t your fault.”

      He’s a bundle of tension. “I know.”

      I don’t believe him.

      “Do you? Because, what you said when you walked out of here sounded an awful lot like you blaming yourself again.”

      “Lake,” he starts, “can we talk about this later? I really need to take care of this.”

      “Fine. But just know that the conversation will go exactly how it is now.” I place my hands on the windowsill and lean farther out, holding his gaze. “What happened to me isn’t your fault.”

      He nods, but doubt lingers. “Okay.”

      I release a sigh. “Just be careful, okay?”

      His lips strain to smile. “Always.”

      As I duck back inside, I realize Jules and I have exchanged those parting words before. A long time ago. I can’t place a memory to the words, but I wonder if perhaps my mind is attempting to remember.

      A confliction of fear and excitement stirs inside my chest. Excitement to remember the lovelier stuff about my past, yet afraid to be pulled into the darker memories.

      Knock. Knock. Knock.

      My body lurches as I spin around. Jules said not to open the door for anyone but Rune and Legend.

      I tiptoe toward it, wishing for a weapon. Not that I could use it properly or anything, but at least I could try.

      “Lake.” Legend’s voice floats through the door. “Open up. It’s me and Rune.”

      A relieved exhale rushes from my lungs as I throw open the door.

      Legend and Rune are standing on the other side. Legend is a mask of concern, and Rune radiates uneasiness as he grips a metallic sword in his hand.

      “You look like you’re going into battle,” I remark to Rune as I open the door wider and let them in.

      Once they’re inside, Legend pulls me in for a hug while Rune locks us in.

      “Are you okay?” Legend asks, drawing back.

      I nod, tugging at the hem of my shirt, wishing I had changed before they came in. “I’m fine, I guess … Did Jules tell you what happened?”

      “A rushed version of it,” Legend says. “But I caught on enough to figure out you told him about the attack.”

      I sneak a glance at Rune, camped out near the window, surveying the streets. “It sort of slipped out during an emotional breakdown,” I mutter, turning back to Legend. “I think that stupid faerie magic drink messed with my head.”

      “It does that sometimes,” he agrees. “I don’t know how many times I’ve done and said stuff while drunk off magic that I completely and utterly regret.”

      “You and every creature out there,” Rune grumbles, inserting his sword into a leather holster fastened around his waist.

      Legend’s smile doesn’t quite reach his eyes. “See, you’re not alone in this.” He lowers his voice. “Do you want to talk about what happened? Because, while I got the gist of what’s going on, Jules’ hurried version left me with a lot of questions.”

      “I’ll tell you. But, can I shower and change first? I feel yucky and gross.” Not to mention entirely uncomfortable wearing nothing but a T-shirt, even if the fabric smells lovely.

      “Of course.” Legend nods at a shut door. “Your bag’s already in the bathroom.”

      “How did you get it in there …?” I put my hands up in front of me. “Never mind. You used your little magic transport-my-bag-wherever-you-want-it-to-go trick, didn’t you?”

      Pride shines in his eyes. “You have no idea just how many tricks I have up my sleeve.”

      “Now you’ve got me really curious.”

      “If you’re lucky, maybe one day I’ll show you.”

      “So cocky here.”

      His chuckling carries across the room as I slip into the bathroom and close the door. The seclusion hits me instantaneously, and I crumble to the floor. Everything—the last handful of days—crash over me all at once. Tears flow as I hug my legs to my chest, crying out every ounce of agony, from forgetting my life, to horrible foster families I lived with, to that goddamn tragic day in the alley. All the pain pours out of me and drowns my face in tears. Pain I wasn’t even aware I was carrying.

      How have I lived the last decade with so much aguish crushing against my chest? How did I breathe?

      I really don’t know the answer. All I know is that I never want to go back to that place of darkness and despair ever again.
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      After showering, I get dressed in a pair of black shorts and a grey top. Then I lock myself in the bathroom with Legend so we can have some privacy while I give him a recap of what happened to Jules and me. I tell him how I broke down and sobbed my heart and broken soul out to Jules. And how Jules figured out that his cousin might have been one of the werewolves who attacked me that day.

      “I’m so proud of you, Lake.” Legend brings me in for a hug. “I know that had to be hard to tell him.”

      “I didn’t really mean to tell him.” I slump my weight against him, too emotionally drained to hold myself up. “I was drunk and sort of just lost it.”

      “But you’re glad you did, right? You feel a bit better?”

      “I do, which is so strange. I mean, I told you and it never made me feel any better.”

      “You never told me. I only knew because I was there that day when I …”

      “You saved me.”

      “I didn’t want to put it that way and seem like a cocky hero, but okay, if you insist.”

      I jokingly pinch his side. “What is it with you and being here? Your already swelled ego has been rapidly inflating from the moment we tumbled through the portal.”

      “I’ve always been this cocky. It’s just that, being in the Common Realm, around all those miserable people who despised me, it cast a self-conscious spell over my ego.”

      “Were you that miserable?”

      “Yes. But I would’ve been a lot worse if you weren’t there.” He pats my back. “And don’t pretend like you weren’t miserable there, either. I know you hated that realm, but you’d never admit it because you associated all the other realms with paranormals, which you despise.”

      “Despised,” I correct. “I don’t despise all of them anymore.”

      He pulls back. “Yeah?”

      A bit of guilt stirs restlessly inside me as I comb my fingers through my damp strands, trying to decipher my true feelings. “This place … some of the werewolves here … they’re not so bad. And then of course, there’s you. Despite your overly large ego, I like you here, too.”

      “Obviously, you do. Who doesn’t?” He winks at me, but then puts on a straight face. “All jokes aside, I’m glad you like it here. I was really worried you wouldn’t, especially having to live in a kingdom full of werewolves.”

      “I just hope Jules can find the werewolves who attacked me.” I stare at my reflection in the mirror.

      After the attack, I lost a lot of weight. So much my face had sunken in. About six months after hardly eating, Legend gave me an intervention. I could eat and start working on healing myself, or he was going to hospitalize me. I wasn’t certain he had the power to do so, but the fact that he would try, that someone cared about me that much, was enough for me to pull myself out of my depression.

      He catches my gaze in the mirror. “I can assure you that Jules will find the wolves who did that to you. He’ll rip this entire kingdom apart if he has to.”

      My eyes bulge. “Do you think he’ll … kill them when he finds them?”

      “I’m not sure,” he answers reluctantly. “Every kingdom has different laws for these types of situations. Most is banishment to the Common Realm, but considering how Jules feels about you, I don’t know if his cousin is going to be walking away from this.”

      I twist to face him. “You think Jules will kill him because I’m his alterum dimidium animae? That being his soulmate and his wolf’s is enough to drive him to become a killer?”

      Legend’s brows rise to his hairline. “So, you found out what that meant?”

      I prop my hip against the edge of the counter and cross my arms. “Liberty told me. And I didn’t freak out like everyone seemed to think I would.”

      “That’s interesting.”

      “What does that mean?”

      He shrugs. “It means it’s interesting.”

      “Legend …” I warn. “No more secrets. And while we’re at it, why don’t you tell me why they call you Legend?”

      He immediately shakes his head. “That story, I’m taking to the grave.”

      “You’re already dead.”

      “Yep, which means I’ll never go to the grave, which means I’ll never tell anyone that story.”

      “But other creatures know,” I gripe. “And you know stuff about me. In fact, you probably know more about me than even I know about myself.”

      “Perhaps,” he agrees. When I glare at him, he surrenders with a sigh, hoisting his butt onto the counter. “Fine, you want to know why I think it’s interesting that you didn’t freak out about you being Jules’ alterum dimidium animae?”

      I plant my ass on the counter beside him, letting my legs dangle over the edge. “Yes, and I want to hear your story, too.”

      He gives a growl that doesn’t even faze me.

      “I think, despite the fact that it hasn’t been declared yet, that Jules is your alterum dimidium animae.”

      “Why would you think that? My eyes haven’t glowed violet yet.” The look on his face makes me pause. “Have they?”

      “I don’t want to freak you out, but”—he traps my hand between his—“that day, while you were … being attacked, as I was jumping down from the roof to save you, your eyes briefly tinted violet for a vampire step of a second.”

      The roaring thud of my heartbeat fills my mind. “But I wasn’t around Jules … so … so wouldn’t that mean that someone nearby …?” Vomit presses at the back of my throat. “Wouldn’t it mean someone there was my …?”

      He swiftly shakes his head. “That’s not what was going on. If one of those werewolves was your alterum dimidium animae, you would’ve known. I think it happened because you already had—have—a alterum dimidium animae and you were—are—Jules’. And something was getting stolen from you both. And that connection between the two of you rose for a moment as the loss happened.”

      “What loss?” I might have an idea, but I don’t dare utter the words.

      Legend scratches his chin. “I’m guessing Liberty didn’t tell you this part about the alterum dimidium animae tradition. Otherwise, you probably would’ve figured it out on your own.” He sighs. “When two werewolves share the alterum dimidium animae connection, they’re only intimate with each other.”

      “Oh.” Suddenly, Jules never being with another werewolf makes sense. “I guess I sort of broke that tradition, then.” My voice sounds so hollow. “Jules is probably severely disappointed.”

      “No, he isn’t. And I never want to hear you say that ever again.” His gaze burns into mine. “I’ve known Jules for a bit, and he isn’t like that. He cares about you. And the only thing that’s going to change now that you’ve told him about the attack is that the killer instinct he’s always lacked just might come out.”

      Worry stirs in my chest. “You think he is going to kill his cousin?”

      “If not, he’s at least going to torture him slowly, quite possibly for the rest of his life.” Silence hovers between us. “Does that frighten you?”

      “No.” The truth falls off my tongue, startling us both. “Does that make me a terrible person?”

      “You’re not a person, so no.” He rotates, bringing his knee onto the counter. “And there’s nothing wrong about wanting those wolves to suffer.”

      “Maybe … But I’m not sure I want Jules to have their blood on his hands just because something was done to me.”

      “Then you should talk to him about it.”

      “What if he kills the wolf before I see him again?”

      “I doubt he will.” He hops off the counter. “More than likely, he’s going to lock up the attacker and try to get some answers out of him.” He rolls up the sleeves of his shirt. “Try to figure out why he attacked you to begin with.”

      “I’d really like to know that, too.” Not that it can erase anything. I simply want to understand some of the stuff my attacker said to me while he brutally pinned me to the ground.

      “Well, hopefully we’ll get some answers.” He starts for the door. “I don’t know about you, but I’m famished. I need to get some blood to drink. You want me to get you some food while I’m out?”

      “Yes.” I slide off the counter. “Before you go, there is one more thing you need to tell me.”

      He glances over his shoulder at me. “What?”

      I fold my arms across my chest. “Why you’re called Legend.”

      “Fine.” He sulks. “Just know that the story makes me look like a really big vampire prick, but I’m really not.”

      “I know that.”

      “We’ll see if you still think so after I tell you.” He reclines against the door. “I got the name Legend about a century ago after I won a bet.”

      “What was the bet?”

      He groans, pinching the brim of his nose. “My friends and I had a bet going to see who could sleep with all the Vampire Eternal’s mistresses first.”

      I crinkle my nose. “How many were there?”

      “I really don’t remember. But no vampire had ever slept with all the mistresses before, and since vampires hate the Vampire Eternals, they all started calling me Legend after I won the bet. The name isn’t really that far off from my real name—Legion—but the more decades that pass, the more I’ve started to hate my nickname.”

      “Didn’t you just get thrown into the Common Realm for doing the same thing?”

      “I only slept with one of their mistresses that time, and I actually liked her. It wasn’t just for a bet.”

      “So, when you won the bet, did you get imprisoned in the Common Realm? You always acted like that was your first time there.”

      “It was my first time there. The bet happened way before that law was put into place. But I still got punished for what I did.” He points a finger at me as I start to open my mouth. “Don’t bother asking what the punishment was. I’m not going to tell you.”

      “Oh, fine.” I yawn, stretching my arms above my head. “I’ll let you off the hook for now.”

      “Are you tired?”

      “Sort of. I think I’m, like, emotionally drained or something.”

      He opens the door. “How about you go lie down? I’ll get you something to eat, and then you can take a nap.”

      I nod, trudge back into the bedroom, and flop down on the bed.

      Instead of exiting out the bedroom door, Legend jumps out the window, leaving me in the room with Rune, who does nothing but stare out the window.

      After the silence becomes too maddening, I finally say, “So, rumor on the street is that you and I used to know each other.”

      His gaze skates to me. “We did.”

      I kneel up on the bed. “Was I annoying?”

      He chuckles softly. “Sometimes you were. We all were, though. Especially Shade.”

      I giggle, the sound music to my ears. I’m glad after everything that I can still laugh.

      “You know what, I have an easy time believing that.”

      A breeze gusts in through the open window as he sinks down onto the windowsill. “I never was, though.” He smiles cockily.

      “I’m sure you weren’t.” I stretch out on my front and prop my chin against my hand. “Everyone keeps saying I was a good fighter. Did you ever fight me?”

      “I did. And you were an excellent fighter. I’m sure those fighter instincts are still living inside you, waiting to be unleashed. All you need is some training.”

      “Jules said you’re all going to train me.”

      “I am.”

      I smile, again surprising myself. “Are you any good?” I tease.

      He shakes his head with mild amusement. “Shade was right; you are a troublemaker.”

      “So is Shade,” I quip. “What’s your story? You seem to be a wolf of few words.”

      “That’s because I don’t have much to say, in general or about my dull life.”

      “Dull? I highly doubt that. You’re a guard for a werewolf prince. That has to have some excitement.”

      “Not that much. Jules is a pretty self-sufficient prince.”

      “What about girlfriends? Have you had any of those?”

      He shakes his head. “Nope.”

      “Okay … What about a friend with benefits?” Why, oh why, do I open my mouth sometimes?

      His face contorts. “What the hell is that?”

      Wow, I really dug myself a hole with that one, didn’t I?

      “Um …” Do not blush, Lake. Don’t you dare. “It’s a friend you sometimes … do the funky with.”

      He adjusts the strap of his waist holster. “Funky?”

      Dammit, the translation is complicating this conversation. Or maybe I am.

      “Sex.” Yep, and now my cheeks are on fire.

      “You want to know if I have a friend I fuck sometimes?” Hilarity rings in his tone. “Out of all the questions to ask me.”

      I roll my eyes at myself. “See, this is why Legend finds me so amusing. I always say the wrong thing. I seriously suck at socializing.”

      “You’re not that terrible. And even if you were, so am I.”

      “You don’t seem like it. You just seem quiet.”

      “Yeah, says one socially awkward werewolf to another.”

      I snort with laughter. “You’re funny.”

      He laughs with me. “No, I’m usually not. You, apparently, just bring it out of me. We should hang out some time. Maybe if we did, I’d smile more and could get me one of those friends with benefits you were talking about.” He winks.

      I start to ask him why he doesn’t smile often when the power dies.

      As the lights click off, he springs to his feet and unsheathes his sword.

      “What’s going on?” I sit up, peering around the darkened room in a panic.

      “Lake, do exactly what I say, okay?” His heavy boots scuff against the floorboards as he crosses the room with his sword positioned in front of him. “Go into the closet and push on the back wall. There’s a trap door there that will take you to a safe room. When you get inside, lock the door and do not come out under any circumstances, okay?”

      I noiselessly climb off the bed. “Why? What’s going on?”

      “Someone’s in the house.” He presses his ear against the door and sniffs.

      I search for some sort of weapon and end up grabbing a fire poker. “Is it …?” I realize I don’t even know my attacker’s name. Only his face and stench.

      Moonlight casts across Rune’s face, revealing his worry. “I don’t know, but you need to hide, okay?”

      “What about you?”

      “I’ll be fine, just as long as you are.”

      Hiding seems cowardly, but when he nudges me toward the closet, my feet move automatically. Once I’m locked inside the small, secret room behind the closet wall, I crouch down in the shadows, hold my breath, and listen.

      The house is silent. Eerily silent. I hate the silence. It gives me too much time to think. Think about what will happen if it is my attacker. If he finds me. If he hurts Rune. And what if Legend returns? He’s a powerful fighter, but what if he’s caught off guard?

      Shallow breaths rack from my chest as a thunderous crash shatters the silence.

      “Where is she?”

      Growls erupt, and the house vibrates.

      “I know she’s in this house, Rune, so just hand her over and you can walk away from this unscathed.”

      “Who says I’m not going to walk away from this unscathed, anyway?” Rune replies calmly. “I think you’re the one who isn’t going to walk away from this, Slate.”

      Slate.

      Slate.

      Slate.

      The name pounds through my skull.

      My attacker’s name. The one who ripped my clothes off and hurt me in ways I never knew were possible.

      How I recognize his name, I’m unsure, other than maybe my mind has started filling in the blanks from the memories of before I forgot. Perhaps I’ve met this Slate before, and deep down, under the veil covering my memories, I knew who he was when he assaulted me. After all, he seemed to know me that day in the alley. He knew my real name is Elora.

      “Those are some big words for someone who’s outnumbered,” Slate mocks, cackling laughter echoing around him. “Even for the infamous Rune.”

      Infamous Rune? I make a mental note to ask Rune about that later.

      If there is a later.

      No, there’s going to be. Stop thinking about that, Lake!

      “You’re going to regret this, Slate,” Rune replies evenly. “Not just this, but what you did to her.”

      “So, Elora told you, huh?” His elation makes my gut twist with knots. “Good. I’m glad. I hope it completely destroys Jules.”

      Rune laughs darkly. “You think this is going to destroy him? The only thing it’s going to do is destroy you. Jules isn’t going to let you live after what you did. He’ll rip you apart, bit by bit, until there’s nothing left. You’re an idiot to think otherwise.”

      “Jules doesn’t have the balls to kill me,” Slate sneers. “He’s always been a coward in that sense.”

      “That’s because he’s never had a good reason to kill,” Rune tells him. “You gave him one by touching her.”

      “I didn’t just touch her,” Slate says in a tone that makes me shudder and want to puke all over the floor. “I fucked her long and hard. She liked it, too. Screamed the entire time.”

      A violent growl explodes from my chest as memories sear my mind. Slate and the other werewolf pinning me down. Clawing me. Bruising me. Beating me. Breaking me. And smiling as he did it while I cried.

      Legend was right. He took something from me that day. From me and Jules.

      A forceful rage storms through me as I open the door. The light stings my eyes as I step out of the darkness, my vision brighter, bolder, as if I’m suddenly seeing through a different pair of eyes. My gaze drops to my hands where sharp claws have replaced my fingernails. I’m not sure why, and I don’t really fucking care right now. All I care about is one thing.

      Making him pay.

      I grip the fire poker as I storm out of the closet.

      Four werewolves dressed in black crowd the room. I pay no attention to three of them, my gaze locked on the tall, bulkier werewolf with shaggy blond hair. And just my luck, he’s standing right in front of the closet with his back to me.

      Snarling, I swing back the fire poker and spear the end through the back of Slate’s thigh. He howls in pain as he collapses to the ground face first, clutching his leg.

      The other werewolves reel toward me, teeth bared.

      Then, all hell breaks loose.

      The bedroom door flies open and figures barrel into the room. I can’t see their faces, too consumed by rage, wanting to break the werewolf bleeding at my feet.

      “I didn’t like it!” I scream as I kick Slate in the face, making his jaw snap and blood spew from his lip, as if I’ve somehow become strong. “And you know I didn’t! You know I fucking hated it!” I kick him in the face repeatedly.

      Crashes, growls, and snarls suddenly become background noise, but one thing takes center stage. Hurting Slate. Taking back some of the fear he put into me.

      “I fucking hate you! And I hope you suffer for the rest of your miserable life!” My vision explodes with vivid colors as I scream at the top of my lungs.

      I hear the snapping of bones, and pain splinters through my body as I continue bashing my foot into Slate’s face.

      “Lake.” Strong arms wrap around me, the intoxicating aroma of moonlight and violets chinking through my wrath.

      Jules is here. Jules is here. Jules.

      He holds my back against his chest, his lips grazing my ear. “I understand you’re angry—and you deserve to be—but if you don’t calm down, you’re going to shift. And without any lessons, you might not be able to shift back.”

      My head bobbles back against his chest as I breathe in and out. In and out. In and out. Gradually, my vision dims to normal, my surroundings coming into focus, the pain subsiding from my body.

      Once my vision returns, I notice the room is now occupied with at least half a dozen of Jules’ guards, all with their swords and knives aimed at Slate’s friends. Rune is standing in front of me, and Legend and Shade are by his side. Legend has his fangs out, and Shade has a few droplets of crimson on his forehead. And Slate is incapacitated at my feet.

      How long were they all here? How much of my psychotic wolf meltdown did they see? Probably most of it, since they all seem stunned into silence.

      “And you guys thought she’d forgotten how to fight and needed to be retrained.” Shade breaks the silence. “Clearly, you’re all stupid.”

      Rune rolls his eyes, Legend shakes his head, and Shade winks at me.

      “Nice job, sweetheart.” Shade cleans the blood off his knife on his pant leg. “You just saved me a couple hours’ worth of torture. Seriously, give me a few hours, and he’ll probably be ready to confess everything.”

      “Confess what, exactly?” My voice is strained.

      “Why he went after you, and why he was even in the Common Realm. Because, from the records, he was never banished there, which means he snuck in. The questions is: why?” Shade squats down beside Slate and wiggles the fire poker, eliciting a high-pitched whimper from Slate.

      “Fuck you, Shade.” Blood drips from Slate’s mouth. “I’m not telling you shit, other than she’s going to end up dead soon.” A manic, choked laugh erupts from his lips.

      Jules roars, tension rolling off him in waves. “If you ever fucking threaten her life again, I’ll cut out your fucking tongue.”

      Slate continues to laugh, choking on a mouthful of blood. “Like you can. You’re so weak. Always have been.”

      The sound of his laughter makes me sick to my stomach. Thankfully, Shade orders some guards to carry him out to the shed.

      “And what happened in this room, stays in this room,” Jules commands as the guards prepare to take Slate away. “Understand? If anyone outside of this circle hears about this, you’ll all be punished.”

      The guards nod. Then four of them drag Slate away by his arms, leaving a trail of blood along the hardwood floor.

      Something needs to still be said, though.

      My eyes zero in on one of the captives being held by two of Jules’ guards, and I gather up all the courage I have left. “Jules?”

      He rubs his hands down my arm, soothing me. “Yeah?”

      “That wolf over there … the one with the darker hair.” I sound braver than I feel. Where is my badass werewolf when I need her? “He was there with Slate. He helped him.”

      The accused werewolf snaps his teeth at me. “I didn’t do anything,” he growls, struggling to escape the guards’ hold. “She’s a fucking liar.”

      Jules releases me from his arms, stalks over to the werewolf, and cocks his head to the side. “You think I’m going to take your word over hers?” He folds his fingers around the wolf’s throat. “That would be an epic mistake on your part.” His lean arm muscles bulge as he throttles the werewolf.

      “Please, Your Highness,” the werewolf wheezes, his legs giving out on him, but the two guards hold him up, not letting him sink to the floor. “I didn’t … I wasn’t the one who did it.”

      “But you helped, which is just as bad.” Jules continues to strangle him, yet his voice remains chillingly calm. “But don’t worry; I’m not going to kill you just yet. I’m going to drag out your punishment until you’re begging for death. Then I’m going to drag it out longer.” Then he raises his free hand and slashes his fingernails across the werewolf’s face, peeling back the flesh. Blood seeps out from the wounds and drizzles onto the floor. “Put him in the shed, too, but in a separate room,” Jules orders the guards. “And put the rest of them there too.”

      They nod then heave the bloody, whimpering werewolf out of the room, along with the other two.

      Once the room is cleared out, Rune shuts the door while Jules wipes his bloody hand on the side of his pants.

      “Well, that was interesting,” Shade muses. “Guess I’m starting to rub off on you.”

      “Maybe,” Jules mumbles, hesitantly glancing at me. Uneasiness reflects in his eyes. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have done that in front of you.”

      “Why? I just mangled a werewolf with a fire poker.” The floorboards creak as I step toward him. “If anything, I should be saying sorry.” Tears veil my vision. Shit, I’m going to start crying again.

      He snags the bottom of my shirt, jerks me toward him, and crushes me against his chest.

      I decide that I could really get used to this. Being in his arms all the time. Hiding my tears against his chest.

      “You didn’t do anything wrong,” Jules whispers, kissing my forehead. “Slate deserved what he got. He deserves worse and will get it.”

      I bury my face in his chest as my guilt catches up with me. I reacted so savagely, so brutally, so unlike me.

      I probably would’ve started crying again if it weren’t for Rune distracting me.

      “Speaking of mangling. Lake, I thought I told you to stay in the closet,” he scolds me, but with a hint of pride.

      “I know.” I dry my tears, rotate around, and slump back against Jules’ chest, too drained to move away from him. “I don’t know what happened. Something just came over me when Slate said that …” Breathe in. Breathe out. Do not start crying again. “And it felt like I was possessed or something. I didn’t even realize what I was doing until I was stabbing him.”

      “That’s because you were in the process of shifting.” Jules rests his chin on top of my head. “Your wolf was taking over.”

      “Really?” I scrunch my nose. “She’s fucking ruthless, then.”

      A beat of silence ticks by, and then the four of them laugh.

      “She’s actually pretty normal.” Jules steers me around to face him. “The first time I shifted, I clawed Shade’s leg. The first time Rune shifted, he clawed my fucking neck.” He resists a smile. “And the first time Shade shifted, he ate a bunch of bunnies.”

      A laugh bubbles from my throat. “He ate little baby bunnies?”

      “Hey, they weren’t babies. They were fucking huge,” Shade argues. “And they were fucking tasty.”

      I pull a face. “Ew.”

      “Don’t ew me,” Shade teasingly reprimands. “I know they eat baby cows and shit over in the Common Realm. That’s no better.”

      “I’ve never eaten a calf before.” I glance over my shoulder at Shade. “And the only animal I’ve eaten is cooked, which I’m sure those baby bunnies were not.”

      “Hey, don’t dis it until you try it.” Shade stretches his arms above his head through a yawn. “All right, my lovely, little princess and prince, I am fucking beat from all this guarding your asses shit. I’m going to take a quick nap downstairs. Then, bright and early tomorrow, the torture begins.” He rubs his hands together and lets out a wicked laugh before strolling out of the room.

      “Sorry about him,” Rune finds the need to apologize. “He’s not as crazy as he acts.”

      “He’s fine,” I promise. “And considering I just stabbed Slate in the leg with a fire poker, I really can’t judge his crazy.”

      “You’re not crazy.” Rune tucks his sword into the holster. “In fact, I think you’ll fit right into our little group.” He spins on the heel of his boots then heads toward the door. “Training starts tomorrow, Lake. Be at the pit before the sun rises.” He exits the room, leaving the door open behind him.

      I gape up at Jules. “Is he kidding me?”

      Jules lightly tugs on a strand of my hair. “Nope. Rune’s a morning person. Don’t worry, though; I’ll go with you.”

      “Yeah, good luck waking her up that early,” Legend remarks. “Lake is like a sleeping bear in the mornings.” He gives me a hug, and I feel the aggravation surge off Jules, but shockingly, he doesn’t growl. “I’m going to go crash in the guestroom. If you need anything, wake me up, okay?”

      I nod, but part of me wants to reach out and grab Legend’s arm as he walks away, wants to plead with him to stay with me.

      Legend has been my security blanket for the last year, and without him, a piece of me feels like it’s missing. But another part of me keeps me frozen where I stand, knowing I need to talk to Jules about what happened. Not just about my attackers, but about how my eyes shifted violet the day of the attack.

      Something was getting stolen from you both.

      He needs to know about it, right?

      “I want to talk to you about what happened … explain myself,” Jules mumbles before I get the chance to speak. “I never should’ve let Slate get that close to my house. We almost had him captured, but as we were tracking him through the forest, we lost his scent. By the time we found it again, I knew he was heading here. I tried to get here in time, but …” He drags his fingers roughly through his hair. “I was on the stairway when he said what I’m assuming set you off. I ran up, but you’d already stabbed him and were kicking him in the face, on the verge of shifting.” He closes his eyes. “I didn’t want you to have to deal with that—with seeing him again. You shouldn’t have had to be that close to him, to hear him say that. I should’ve protected you better. I should’ve protected you better ten years ago.”

      His speech knocks the wind out of me.

      “Stop blaming yourself.” Unsure what else to do, I wrap my arms around him like he did to comfort me. The wolf inside me purrs. So strange. “If I learned anything during my time in the Common Realm, it’s that not everything is in our control. Shit happens sometimes that you can’t change no matter what. It just is. And, as for me having to see Slate, I’m sort of glad I did. I don’t know how this is going to make me sound, but hurting him like that was sort of therapeutic. I do feel a bit guilty, though, for acting so savagely.” The sound of the fire poker cutting through his skin haunts my mind, making me cringe.

      What is wrong with me? How can I be so vicious?

      “That was your wolf.” He nuzzles his face in my hair. “I don’t want you to be afraid of our kind, but you need to know that, when we shift, we sometimes are savage. We don’t normally go around killing or anything like that. Well, except for the incident with Shade and the bunnies. We give in to our animal instincts, and sometimes act animalistic.”

      “I felt animalistic,” I confess. “Still sort of do … Truthfully, I haven’t felt normal since I drank that silver drink.”

      “It’ll get better the longer you’re here.” He kisses the top of my head.

      My wolf sighs. Yeah, she’s definitely a weirdo.

      “I hope so.”

      “I know so.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Of course. I know everything.”

      I giggle as something occurs to me. “We’ve said that to each other before.”

      He curls his fingers around my shoulders and directs me back, only to look me in the eye. “You remember?”

      I half-shrug. “Not the memory, but the words. It kind of happened a couple of times. I really wish I could actually see the memories.”

      His intent stare makes me self-conscious.

      “Tomorrow, after training, I’d like to take you to a witch who lives here and see if she knows why you can’t remember things. I’ll probably have to bargain with her, but with a little bribery, I’m sure she’ll help us.”

      “Why do you have to bribe her?” The answer comes to me all on my own. “Wait. Is she the witch your father stole?”

      He gives a hard nod. “She is. She’s been trapped here ever since, bound by a binding spell that my father tricked her into doing. Until he releases her, she can’t return to her realm. I’m not sure why he keeps her trapped in our kingdom, but as far as I can tell, he has no plans of letting her go anytime soon.”

      “You think she’ll help us, then? Since you’re the king’s son?”

      “With the right amount of bribery, she will. Plus, she knows I hate my father. And that, if I could free her, I would.”

      “Still, why would he trap a witch here and bind her to him? What does he get out of it?”

      “She has to cast any spell he demands.”

      “Oh.” My gaze wanders to the window where vines cover the fields just outside. “You don’t think …” I zip my lips, not wanting to cross a line.

      “I’ve thought about it,” he mutters, staring out the window, as well. “But Ava, the witch, wasn’t bound here until after the vines began to plague our lands. She also assured me that a spell isn’t what caused them to grow to begin with. Although, my father could’ve easily bound her to secrecy.”

      “So, you’re saying you think your father might’ve had something to do with the vines?”

      “It’s hard to say for sure. My father is a violent, cruel werewolf, who thrives off power and instilling fear in others, so I wouldn’t put it past him to do something like that.” He stares down at his blood-stained hands. “After tonight, I think I might be more like him than I thought.”

      I suddenly comprehend why he feels guilty about his violent act and why everyone has said he doesn’t have the killer instinct. His father beat him, forced him to don those silver rings. His father is a violent man. He hates his father. He doesn’t want to be like his father.

      “I don’t even feel guilty about hurting him. Only that you saw it.” He bares the truth quietly. “What kind of a wolf does that make me?”

      The answer is a mystery to me. Or is it? I’m uncertain whether I know Jules or not. Sometimes I feel like I do. My wolf sure as hell thinks she does. Seriously, I let her loose one time and she’s already trying to convince me to think like her.

      I really need to ask Jules if it’s normal to be so connected to the wolf inside me.

      “You’re not like your father.” I flatten my palms on his chest, feeling his heart thrash. “You slashed that wolf for me because he helped take something away from us. He deserved to have his face cut up for it, and deserves whatever awaits him tomorrow when Shade goes out to that shed.”

      His brows knit. “What do you mean, he took something from us?”

      I retract a palm from his chest to massage my star-marked temple. “Legend told me something earlier tonight before Slate showed up. It was something I didn’t know about that happened the day I was attacked.”

      “Okay …?” He waits patiently for me to go on.

      It takes me a minute to gather the strength to spill the words between us.

      “This is really hard to say,” I admit. “I mean, for ten years of my life, I thought I was completely ordinary, but I never wanted to be, never wanted to be human. I hated living in foster homes. I hated high school. I hated how people looked at me.” A faltering exhale fumbles from my lips. “Then, a year ago, werewolves attacked me, and I was grateful that I wasn’t a paranormal. I was so convinced that every single one of them—besides Legend—was a monster. Particularly wolves.”

      “Lake, I’m so sorry you had to go through—”

      I press my finger to his lips, shushing him. “Just let me get this out, okay? And then you can say whatever you need to say.” When he nods, I let my finger fall from his lips. “When I smelled moonlight that night in the club when I first met you, I freaked out. I wanted to run, and eventually I did. Sometimes, I still feel like I want to. Like today, when I felt that undiluted rage toward Slate. I didn’t think I was capable of such violence, but apparently, I am.” I frown. “But I’m not sure that it was violence, you know. I think I was just reacting to the pain, something I’ve never done before. And apparently, my wolf needed to react, too, which really sucked for Slate because I’m pretty sure she was the driving force between the fire poker stabbing. The kicks to the face were mostly me.

      “But what I think I realized is that, wolf or not, I would’ve wanted to hurt Slate. Now, if I were just a human, I probably would’ve just gotten myself killed. But unfortunately for Slate, I’m a werewolf, just like he’s a werewolf, just like you are and Shade and Rune and Liberty. And the four of you aren’t so bad. Slate’s the bad one. Just like some humans aren’t good and some are. I’m sure the same goes for vampires and every other creature out there.”

      “So, you’re saying not all werewolves are evil?” He seems a tad lost.

      I nod. “And that I shouldn’t be afraid of werewolves anymore. That there are good and bad out there everywhere, and I should be grateful that I have the strength that will eventually help me protect myself.”

      “You will be able to do that sooner rather than later.” His hand molds around mine. “Shade was right. We doubted your skills too much. There’s still a lot of fighter left in you.”

      Pride swells my chest. “Thanks for saying that, but I’m still not done with my speech just yet.”

      He sucks a lip ring between his teeth, biting back a grin. “Please do continue with your speech, then.”

      “Thanks. I’m glad I have your permission.” I roll my eyes, but then bounce with jitteriness as I go over what I need to tell him. “Honestly, my speech was more directed at me, to give myself the confidence and assurance for what I need to tell you about what Slate took away from us.” And because I’m procrastinating.

      Maybe I’m wrong, but I feel like I’m about to admit I like him. I’ve never told a guy that before, and Jules isn’t even a normal guy. He’s a werewolf prince who will one day be king of the Violet Mountain pack!

      Just rip off the damn Band-aid, Lake! You just stabbed your attacker in the leg, for wolf’s sake. This should be a piece of yummy cake.

      “The thing is … Legend told me that, right before he jumped down and saved me that day, my eyes … briefly turned … violet.”

      His nostrils flare as he inhales sharply. “You could feel the connection?”

      I shrug unsteadily. “I don’t know. Maybe deep down underneath the pain I could. Legend assured me, though, that my eyes didn’t go violet for Slate or his friend. That if it did, I’d know.”

      “Have you ever …?” His lips part then close. Part then close. “Have you ever felt a spark with any other werewolf?”

      “No.” I pause, debating whether I dare tell him the entire truth about the first time I saw him. Will it mean anything? Does it mean anything to me? “The first and only time I felt something other than hatred for a werewolf was when we first made eye contact. I didn’t feel like crazy lust or anything, but I wanted to hug away your sorrow. You looked so sad and heartbroken.”

      “That’s how I’ve looked for the last decade, since I lost you.” His hoarse voice cracks with a flurry of emotions. “You looked so much like Elora, but I couldn’t smell her scent, and I thought I was being punished for letting her—you—die. That the wolf gods were punishing me by sending an Elora look-alike to torment me.” Tears well in his eyes.

      I splay my fingers across his cheek, desperately wanting to comfort him. “You can’t beat yourself up over what happened to me.”

      He presses his nose against my palm. “Whether I can blame myself or not is beside the point. I’m going to spend forever making sure you get that decade of your life back.”

      Forever?

      “Do you think …? Why do you think my eyes went violet that day?”

      “I’m not positive yet, but I guess we’ll find out in time.” He caresses his lips along my palm then up my arm to my shoulder. When he reaches the crook of my neck, he nuzzles against my pulse and groans. “I want to kiss you so fucking badly right now,” he murmurs, tracing his fingers along the speck of flesh between my shirt and the waistband of my shorts.

      My heart beats wildly in my chest, intoxicating fear and want combusting through me.

      “Then, why don’t you?” I ask, or more like purr.

      The wolf inside me purrs, too.

      He lets out a husky chuckle. “Because you just purred, that’s why.”

      I lean closer to him and shut my eyes, breathing in his violet moonlight scent. “Why is that so bad?”

      “Because it means your wolf is still partly controlling you. And considering the last time we kissed and you stopped it, I don’t think I should be kissing you until we’re both positive you want it.” He traces a gentle path along my scarred waist. The shiver that courses through me is both thrilling and petrifying. “Besides, I want to give you time to heal. Emotional scars, they take time. Sometimes more than physical wounds.”

      I wonder if it’s possible to actually fall in love with someone based upon a few beautifully broken words.

      “Okay.” I grip the front of my shirt as my wolf starts putting up a fuss. “What do we do now, then?”

      “Now we go to sleep.” With a gentle suck on my neck, he lifts his head. The violet glow of his eyes doesn’t really throw me off like it used to. “Then tomorrow, we’ll train and go see Ava.”

      I nod, but the wolf inside me yaps, demanding one more question be asked. “When will I learn to shift?”

      His eyes spark in surprise. “You want to learn?”

      “I think so. I mean, I can feel her inside me, and she’s demanding I learn … Is that crazy?”

      He shakes his head. “It’s perfectly normal to be so connected to your wolf after your first shift.”

      “But I didn’t shift.”

      “You almost did.”

      “So, you think I should completely shift now?”

      “Only if you want to. I think it’d be wise if you did, or else she’ll probably keep hounding you.”

      “You said it would be painful.” I cringe, recalling how my bones started to snap during my almost shift.

      “I said it could be painful.” His grin is all sorts of impishness. “But that I could take away the pain, if you want me to.”

      I literally have no clue how he could take my pain away, but I find myself blushing at a few very vivid ideas.

      He strokes my cheek. “Legend is right. It is fun embarrassing you.”

      I stick out my tongue, and he laughs.

      “What? You’re the one who blushed,” he says innocently. “I didn’t do anything but say I could take the pain away. You must have a dirty mind or something.”

      I roll my tongue in my mouth. “Whatever, wolf boy. I’m going to bed.” I turn for the door, but then I note the trail of dried blood on the door and stop.

      After I was attacked, Legend usually stayed over at my house. I hated being alone. Hated the nightmares. The fear. And while I want to be strong, I don’t want to be alone now, either. I could always go wake up Legend, but Jules is here, and he has the ability to pull me into sleepy cloud dreams inside of haunting, bloody nightmares.

      I stare at the door, knowing if I look at him, I’ll lose my nerve. “Jules?”

      “Yeah.” He’s closer than I thought.

      “Can I …?” I wet my chapped lips with my tongue as I turn around. “Can I sleep in here with you, and can you try to do that little dream thing with me so I won’t have nightmares?”

      He nods with zero hesitancy, almost appearing relieved. “Of course. I need to take a shower first, but you can get into my bed now if you want.”

      “Okay.” My stomach coils with nerves as I climb onto his bed and pull the covers over me.

      He grabs some clothes out of the closet. “Are you hungry?”

      I fluff the pillow. “I’m starving, actually.”

      Smiling, he snaps his fingers. “Food will be here soon. Just open the door when you hear a knock.” He disappears into the bathroom, leaving the door cracked.

      As the shower turns on, images of him shirtless race through my mind, and my wolf howls in delight.

      What a little pervert!

      I do my best to block out the dirty mental picture and lay in bed until a knock sounds on the door.

      Throwing the covers off me, I get up and answer it. No one is out in the hallway, but a platter of fruits, vegetables, crackers, and steak is on the floor.

      What the shit? Does he have little elves or something that make him food?

      I guess I’ll have to ask Jules about it.

      Collecting the tray, I kick the door shut then climb back into bed. After stuffing my belly full of yummy food, I lie down and shut my eyes.

      I figure between the adrenaline lashing through my body and the fact that I slept for nearly three days straight, that I’d stay awake for quite a while. But I fall asleep before Jules even makes it out of the shower.
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      “So, what did you have in mind?” Jules asks as he joins me in my dreams.

      We’re standing in the field that encompasses the kingdom, but glimmering violets take the place of the vines. The stars and the moon paint the night sky with shimmering pulses of light.

      “I’m not sure yet.” I hike through the field with my hands out to the side, the petals of the flowers melting into my touch. “Is this what your kingdom looked like before the vines took over the land?”

      “It is. It used to be a beautiful place, wasn’t it?” He walks beside me, observing the petals whispering against my fingertips. “It’s your kingdom, too, you know. Not just mine.”

      “It’s more yours than mine. I mean, you’ve lived here longer, and you’re the prince.”

      “And you’re the princess.”

      “But not the princess.”

      “We’ll see.” His eyes mimic violets. “The land seems to like you.”

      The violets are practically stretching to greet my fingertips. “Don’t they always do that?”

      When he extends his hand toward the ground, the flowers only sway in the breeze.

      I run my finger along a velvet soft petal and the flower flitters. “Why is it doing that?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      “Maybe it’s just because we’re in a dream.”

      “Yeah, maybe.” Doubt weighs in his tone. “We can find out more about it when we visit Ava tomorrow. She’s a naturist witch. She might have knowledge about something like this.”

      “Doesn’t it seem strangely suspicious that she is? I mean, she’s trapped here, she’s into nature, and suddenly your land is taken over by poisonous vines.”

      “There’s a ton of naturist witches. And like I said, Ava wasn’t here when the vines took over.”

      I pet the petals of the violets. “So, you just trust her?”

      Locks of his dark hair fall into his eyes as he shakes his head. “But whatever lies and truths she tells me could be because my father is controlling her. So, until the binding spell can be broken, I have to look for the truth elsewhere. And I have. Trust me, I have. But witches don’t frequently visit the Midnight Realm, and since we can’t go into their realm, Ava’s pretty much my only witch source for now.”

      “And you trust her to get my memories back?”

      “Trust is a stretch. What I’m going to bribe her with will secure her help. I really don’t need her trust. Just her knowledge on what could’ve erased your memories and how we can get them back.”

      I fold my arms around myself, and the violet glimmering dims. “That, and you said you’re going to ask her about why these flowers could be attracted to me in my dreams.”

      “I’m not going to ask her.” He rests a palm on my hip. “I’m going to snoop around in her books.”

      “And what if she catches you?”

      “She won’t because I’ll have a distraction.” The moonlight reveals a devious smile on his face.

      I point at myself. “You want me to distract a witch?”

      He urges my body closer to his. “You’ll be an excellent distraction. Just bat your pretty, little eyes at her for a few minutes or so while I snoop around.”

      “Why would that distract …? Oh.” I frown. “It sort of seems awfully mean to flirt with someone just to distract them. I mean, what if she actually starts to like me? Then I’d just feel terrible.”

      An amused chuckle escapes his lips. “You’re seriously worried you’ll trick Ava into falling in love with you?”

      I playfully swat his chest. “Hey, I find your humor and doubt insulting.”

      “I’m not saying she wouldn’t fall in love with you.” He sketches his fingertip along the brim of my nose. “I just think it’s adorable that you’d feel bad if you tricked her into falling in love with you. It shows me how sweet you are.”

      “I am far from sweet,” I argue. “I can be very mean when I want to.”

      “I believe that. But not cruel.”

      “What’s the difference?”

      “Mean usually results from a bad mood and being upset. Cruel stems from the desire to hurt someone. You don’t desire harm on others. But I’m not surprised. When we were younger, you were always the one trying to cheer everyone up when we were fighting with each other. You used to bring home stray animals, too; always trying to save everything. Your mom and dad were usually okay with animals being in the house until you brought home a giant demon rat.”

      “Please tell me that doesn’t look how it sounds.”

      “It’s about this big”—he holds his hands about a foot apart—“has stringy yellow hair, black fangs, and smells like a sewer.”

      I dry heave. “I was a disturbing little shit, wasn’t I?”

      “Nah, you just liked to try to save things. It was sort of your thing—mending injured or broken things.”

      If only I could’ve done a better job mending myself.

      “I wasn’t like that in the Common Realm. Although, I think if I tried to bring a rat home, all my foster families would’ve had a human freak out. One time I did bring home a puppy. It was really cute and kind of looked like a wolf pup. It had a broken leg, and I wanted to keep it until it got better.” My expression plummets. “My foster mother ended up taking it to the pound, and if no one claimed or tried to adopt it, it probably died.”

      Jules draws me closer, reducing the space between our bodies. “Were all your foster parents that horrible?”

      I shrug, gazing at the trees and hills shadowing the distance. “Some were okay. There was this one woman. She was a dancer. Or well, a … stripper. Do you have those here?” Warmth spreads across my face. Luckily, the dark conceals my blush.

      The edges of his lips twitch to turn upward. “Yeah, we have them in some of the clubs in the city.”

      “Okay, well, anyway, she was a stripper, and she knew how to dance and taught me how to dance a little bit. She was a pretty cool foster mom. Unfortunately, my time with her was pretty short.”

      Wide eyed, he stiffens. “She taught you how to dance? Like, strip dance?”

      “What? No. Just normal dance.” My cheeks are on fire.

      His stiffness relaxes, and humor dances in his tone. “Well, that’s disappointing. I was going to request to see these stripper dance moves. But, I wouldn’t mind seeing the normal dance moves, too.”

      I roll my eyes despite my blush. “And you said I had the dirty mind.”

      “You do. But don’t worry; great minds think alike.” He gives me a flirty wink.

      My traitor heart goes la, la, la inside my chest. Or maybe that’s my wolf.

      “You could show me your dance moves now,” he suggests. “It’s just you and me here, and we don’t really have anything to do.”

      “I really, really don’t want to dance in front of you. I’ve never danced in front of anyone in particular.”

      “But you’ve danced with people?” he asks, and I nod. He pauses, seeming undecided. “Have you danced with Legend?”

      “Yeah, we went out dancing all the time.”

      “Oh.”

      The wind fills up the awkward silence between us, and I feel like I’ve done something wrong.

      “I’m trying not to go all wolf on you,” he finally says softly. “I don’t want to be the kind of werewolf who freaks out every time his alterum dimidium animae talks about another male. Or be the kind of wolf that, when she kisses him, he loses control over his desire.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets, staring at the ground. “It’s just that you were gone for so long, and then you came back, and you’re gorgeous and funny and sweet and scared, and I want you so badly that sometimes I can barely stand it. And that want sometimes gets out of hand. But I’m trying to be mellower because I can tell the growling and snarling fits freak you out. I don’t ever want you to be afraid of me.”

      “I’m not afraid of you.” The truth easily falls from my tongue. I step toward him and place my hands on his shoulders. “And while I won’t dance for you now, I will dance with you … if you want to.”

      He peers up at me. “Yeah?”

      I nod, strangely nervous. “Yeah.”

      Smiling, he narrows the gap between our bodies and begins to sway us to the lull of the breeze while singing a faintly recognizable tune. His voice is wonderfully magical and spills over me like warm silk.

      We stay that way, dancing, me listening to him sing, until the sun rises over the hills, declaring it’s time to wake up. For the first time in a long time, I almost don’t want to. I almost want to remain in dreamland forever.
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      When I wake up, I’m curled up against Jules with my head resting on his bare, tattooed chest. The position throws me off. Never once when I slept in the same bed with Legend did I cuddle up with him. I was never that comfortable. And I’ve never slept with a shirtless guy before. Or werewolf.

      Even more alarming is that I woke up on my own and don’t feel cranky. Probably because I had the best sleep of my life. And no, that isn’t an exaggeration.

      I angle my head and glimpse the shaded tattoos that ink his sculpted chest and torso. Dark lines form poetic words, shapes, and angles that create fierce images and tell a story.

      My gaze travels all the way to the top of his pajama bottoms—yes, he’s wearing pants, to my wolf’s displeasure. Peeking out from the waistband near his hipbone is a star-shaped mark, the Violet Mountain pack’s mark. And alongside it is a cursive E. I have the oddest compulsion to peek under the waistband to see if the letter leads to my real name, but that thought makes me feel extremely perverted, so I resist the temptation.

      Instead of waiting around for him to wake up, I get up and head for the bathroom to wash off last night’s events. The room has been tidied up; the blood scrubbed from the floors. I wonder if Jules has a maid and how in the realms they managed to clean up the room without waking us.

      After I finish showering, I towel dry off then search the bathroom for my backpack, but I can’t find it anywhere. I crack the door open, and my confusion doubles. My backpack is on a chair in front of the fireplace and my clothes are stacked and folded on top of a trunk.

      Since Jules appears to still be sleeping, I wrap the towel around my body and tiptoe across the room.

      “Is that what you’re wearing to training?”

      I screech like a wild banshee, the towel nearly falling off as I whirl around.

      Jules is sitting up in bed, leaning against the headboard with his legs stretched out, a grin teasing his lips.

      “I thought you were sleeping.” I tighten the towel around me, trying to calm the hell down, but the more his gaze drinks me in, the more my pulse sprints.

      “That doesn’t explain why you’re creeping around in my room in a towel?” His brow quirks. So do the corners of his lips. “Not that I’m complaining.”

      As I scowl at him, his smile breaks through.

      “My clothes were in the bathroom last night, but I didn’t notice until after I showered that they weren’t in there anymore,” I explain as my skin warms. “I’m not sure how, but they ended up out here.”

      He stands up and rounds the foot of the bed. “That was probably Lalana.”

      “Who’s Lalana?”

      “The werewolf who takes care of my place.”

      “Is she also the one who left me the food last night?” I ask, and he nods, playing with the edge of the towel and causing tingles to spill across my skin. “But how did she know to bring the food? All you did was snap your fingers.”

      “We have a magical connection.”

      “Oh.” Why does it suddenly feel like my heart is bottoming to my stomach?

      “It’s not like that.” He reads right through me. “It’s a spell I had put on us so I don’t always have to find her when I need her. My guards have the same magical connection, as well.”

      “Oh.” That oh sounds a lot more cheerful than my last one.

      He totally notices, too, grinning. “Don’t worry; you’re my only alterum dimidium animae.”

      “I’m not worried.” Liar. “I just …” You just what?

      Suck at lying.

      “I’ll let you off the hook this time.” His grin is all sorts of wicked. “Just know, though, that you only get a few freebies.”

      I raise my chin. “I won’t need any more freebies, I can assure you.”

      “If you say so.”

      “I know so.”

      And we’ve said that to each other before, too.

      I stare down at my limited selection of clothes. “So, what am I supposed to wear to train in, anyway?”

      “Whatever you have that’s comfortable.”

      I drop the clothes onto the floor. “Well, that pretty much eliminates everything.”

      He bends down and scoops up a lacy piece of fabric. I realize too late it’s my underwear.

      “I don’t know. These look pretty comfortable.” He chuckles as I snatch the underwear from him.

      “Is this what you’re like all the time?” I loathe that I’m blushing again.

      “No. Not at all.” His tongue slips out to wet his lips, and I catch the glint of his metallic tongue ring. “But I’ve also never had you standing here in front of me in nothing but a towel that barely covers up anything.” He tilts his head to the side and deliberately checks me out.

      I pinch his nipple hard, and he winces, laughing.

      “Eyes on my face, dude.” Yeah, like you really mean that, Lake. “And tell me what I should wear, for reals.”

      He contains his laughter, but his eyes still sparkle. “Honestly, none of your clothes work. You need something you can move around in. I’ll have Liberty bring you something.”

      Nodding, I sink down on the foot of the bed. “That would be great. Thanks.”

      “I’ll be right back, then.” He smiles as he starts to leave, but pauses before he walks out of the room. “I had a really great time last night.” He suddenly seems shy. “I haven’t slept like that in ages.”

      “Me neither.”

      We trade a shy smile, and then he exits the room.

      I flop back on the bed, my heart fluttering like a cracked-out hummingbird. He may not be my alterum dimidium animae, but damn if my heart seems to think otherwise. I take several breaths, trying to get my heartrate and my wolf to chill out. But by the time Jules returns, I’m still a riled-up mess of want, desire, and confusion.
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* * *

      A few minutes after Jules leaves his bedroom, Liberty shows up with an arm full of clothes. She decides my best choice is a pair of black fitted pants, lace up boots, and a tank top. She also tells me to put my hair up in case I have to fight Shade.

      “Total hair puller,” she explains.

      After I get dressed, Jules, Shade, Kylan, Liberty, and I depart to the training pit while Legend takes off to his hometown to run some errands. He assures me he’ll be back by nightfall, though.

      As we’re walking down the dirt road toward the forest, we cross paths with a little bit of a problem. Well, problem might be a stretch.

      “And here comes the horny princesses in heat,” Liberty murmurs from beside me as a group of female werewolves around our age head up the street toward us.

      “Why do you call them that?” I ask as we near the group of giggling female werewolves.

      She twirls a knife around in her hand like a baton. “Because they’re some of the potential princesses, and they all try to dry hump Jules’ leg every time they get near him. Not all the princesses are that bad, but those five right there are the female version of Shade.”

      “Hey,” Shade starts to protest, but then shrugs. “Okay, I guess you’re right. Although, I don’t giggle like they do.”

      “Sure you don’t.” Liberty rolls her eyes.

      The two of them start bickering, while I inch closer to Jules.

      “I thought you said you weren’t a player?” I jokingly elbow him in the side.

      He gives me an unimpressed look. “I don’t do anything to get their attention. They just want me because I’m the prince.”

      I snort a laugh. “Yeah, right.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It means you’re good-looking, which I’m sure you already know.”

      “I do, but it’s nice to hear you say it.” He laughs as I flip him the middle finger. Then he captures my hand and tows me to his side. “For the record, I don’t ask for their attention, nor do I want it.”

      I believe him. After what Shade and Liberty told me, how could I not?

      “I actually hate their attention.” He drapes his arm around my shoulders. “It’s a good thing I now have my very own personal bodyguard to keep all the horny princesses in heat away from my innocent leg.”

      I shake my head. “No, no, no. I don’t do catfights.”

      “Don’t fight them, then. Just mark your territory.” A dare sparkles in his blue eyes.

      “So, you want me to pee on you?” I ask, and Liberty and Shade bark with laughter. Kylan even cracks a smile.

      “No, smartass. We’re not dogs.” He breathes in my ear. “We’re wolves. We don’t pee on each other to mark our territory. We bite.”

      And there goes that crazy hummingbird in my chest again.

      “But you told me not to bite you until I was ready.”

      “Just graze your teeth along my skin a bit,” he taunts, daring me. “That’ll be enough to keep them away.”

      I feel like we’re playing a game. A flirty, tempting, wildly exciting game.

      “Maybe I don’t care,” I taunt back. “Maybe I want you to fend for yourself.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Okay, then.” He starts to move away and I just about let him, wanting to win our game. But then the princesses’ giggles hit my ears, along with the not so discreet whispers about my apparently gangly body and the dirty remarks about Jules’ tight ass, and my wolf growls for me to shut up the horny princesses in heat.

      “Fine.” That’s all I say before I close my eyes and graze my teeth along Jules’ collarbone.

      A throaty groan falters from his lips as he tangles his fingers through my hair, tugging at the roots.

      My senses flare, my wolf purring, as I drag my teeth along the base of his throat, a little rougher this time. Jules’ chest quivers, and then he’s pulling me away.

      I peer up at him, wondering if I hurt him, only to find his violet eyes shining down at me.

      “Did I do it right?” I sound breathless.

      He nods, his chest rising and crashing with each breath he takes. “You did it fucking perfectly.”

      I peek down the street to find the princesses are gone then smile up at him. “You’re welcome.”

      He laughs hoarsely, shaking his head. “You’re a fucking handful. But yes, thank you.” He kisses my forehead, untangles his fingers from my hair, and takes my hand. Then we start up the street again like nothing happened.

      But something did. I can feel it in the electric air. A shift. A lightness. A spark. I just wish I knew what it meant.
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      Training sucks balls. There’s really no other way to put it. After everyone praised me for being so badass when I kicked Slate’s ass, I had a bit of confidence that perhaps I’d be able to hold my own. But nope. Rune has been kicking my butt all damn day. And supposedly, he’s taking it easy on me. At least, that’s what everyone keeps telling me. Apparently, Rune is a badass warrior who has never lost a fight, hence the reason Slate called him the “infamous Rune.”

      “If he were fighting at full-force, you’d be dead,” Liberty told me.

      That made me feel a bit scared, but not enough to stop fighting.

      I grunt in pain and frustration as I slam to the mat for at least the twentieth time. The worst part is that Liberty, Kylan, and Jules are all here to witness me getting my ass kicked. Jules at least is trying to be encouraging.

      “You’re doing okay.” Jules crouches down at the edge of the mat and catches my gaze. “You just need to find his weakness.”

      “Yeah, easier said than done.” I wipe my mouth with my arm and see crimson streaks my skin.

      The fucker made me bleed.

      Rage currents through my achy muscles as I push to my feet and run at Rune, who’s barely broken a sweat. Two seconds later, I’m slammed into the mat again, on my back, the wind getting knocked out of me. If I were human, some of my bones would’ve broken by now. Jules assured me that our bodies are way stronger, something I’m finding out firsthand.

      “You need to stop running at me and start fighting with your instincts.” Rune’s face appears above me, his hands on his hips.

      “I can’t remember my instincts, remember?” I bite out. I know I’m being a sore loser about this, but every part of my body hurts. And I’m exhausted. And humiliated.

      “You may not remember them, but they’re still alive in here.” He leans over and taps my star-marked temple. “You just need to reconnect with them.”

      “I’m trying.”

      “Well, try harder.”

      I work my jaw from side to side. Great advice there, Rune.

      He cracks his knuckles as he straightens. “Now, let’s try it again.” He doesn’t even bother moving back, as if he’s so sure I won’t be able to touch him. And he has every right and reason to feel that way, but it pisses me off.

      I growl, and my wolf mimics me.

      Do it, she whispers. Take him out. Just like you used to.

      How? And now I’m talking to her. She doesn’t answer, but instinct takes over.

      Rolling onto my side, I stretch my leg out lightning fast and kick Rune’s legs out from under him. He hits the mat with a loud smack as I leap to my feet. He blinks up at me in a dazed stupor, and I sort of feel bad, but not enough to stop.

      I climb on top of him, using my knees to pin down his arms, and line my arm with his throat, pressing my weight down on him. He gasps for air, his face turning red. When I ease up the pressure on his neck, he wheezes with laughter.

      I glance at Jules, wondering if I broke Rune’s brain or something.

      But Jules is chuckling, too.

      “What’s so funny?” I ask, hopping off Rune.

      “That was your move,” Liberty explains as she secures her hair into a ponytail. “That’s how you would kick Jules, Shade, and Rune’s asses when we were younger. It got them almost every time.”

      “Oh.” A bit of confidence rises as I turn back to Rune. “Again?”

      His laughter dies as he stands, wiping his mouth with his sleeve. “Now that you’ve found your wolf instincts, let’s see what you can do with them.”

      Smiling, I lunge at him.
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* * *

      Hours later, I’m dripping in sweat and every part of my body feels bruised, yet I feel strangely content. While Rune kicked my ass most of the time, I did manage to knock him down a few more times and that gives me confidence that one day I’ll be able to fight like a true fighter. That maybe I won’t ever have to feel as vulnerable as I felt that day in the alley.

      The sun has begun to descend behind the hills by the time Rune and I leave the training pit. Liberty and Kylan took off early to a meeting, and Jules left shortly after to check on Shade. While he never said when he’d return, his long absence has me concerned.

      “If you’re okay with it, I’m going to swing into the shed so I can switch places with Shade, and then he can go home with you and Jules,” Rune says as he slings a bag over his shoulder. “You won’t have to go into the shed or anything. You can just wait outside. But if you’re not comfortable, I can take you home, and then return.”

      “No, it’s fine. We can swing by there.” I pull my hair into a messy bun and secure it with an elastic Liberty gave me.

      While I’m partially afraid of Slate, my wolf isn’t. And the other side of me doesn’t want to be.

      He smiles and pats my shoulder. “You’re a brave girl, Lake. You really are.”

      “I don’t feel very brave,” I admit as we start down the zigzagging path, venturing farther into the trees and in the direction of the shed, I’m assuming. “I’ve spent so much of my life being afraid of everything and everyone.”

      He adjusts the handle of the bag higher onto his shoulders. “What was the Common Realm like?”

      I shrug, massaging my tender shoulder. “Fast. Electric. Buzzing with too much energy. Almost everyone there is driven by the need to get more and be better. I’m okay with the being better part, but sometimes they stomped on others to get what they wanted instead of earning it.”

      “Some wolves are like that here, too.”

      “Like the king?”

      His gaze glides to mine. “Did Jules tell you that?”

      “No. I’ve picked up on a certain vibe that seems to arise every time anyone mentions the king.” I trail my fingers along the leaves as I walk. Like in my dreams, the leaves seem to magnetize toward my touch.

      “You’re not wrong,” he utters, scanning the trees. “But you need to be careful saying stuff like that. If the wrong wolf hears you, it’ll get back to the king. And trust me; you don’t want that. He’s a punish first, never ask questions sort of wolf.”

      I think of Philip’s family locked away in the kingdom somewhere. “Yeah, I picked up on that, too.”

      “We should probably be quiet now,” he whispers. “There are pixies near and they’re the kind of creatures who love to cause mischief and spread rumors—”

      Movement scurries through the trees, and I inch closer to Rune.

      “They can’t hurt you,” he assures me. “We’re much stronger creatures.”

      Easy for him to say. He didn’t just get his ass kicked repeatedly.

      I stay on edge the rest of the journey to the shed, a small wooden building nestled in the trees near the far back hills.

      “Wait right here,” Rune instructs as he cracks open the door. “I’ll send Jules right out.”

      When I nod, he slips inside, the door banging shut behind him.

      I face the trees in front of me, searching for signs of pixies in the leaves. All I can see is the swishing of branches followed by a lot of rustling. Then the giggling starts.

      At first, the laughter is soft and teasing, but the noise eventually shifts into fitful cackling.

      “Hey, you,” a feminine voice whispers. “Do you know if Shade’s in there?”

      “Um …” I squint against the glow of the sunset. “Who’s asking?”

      “I am.” She giggles.

      “And who are you?” I tuck my hand behind me and fold my fingers around the door handle, preparing to run inside if I must.

      “His lover,” she purrs, rising from the bushes across from me.

      The what I’m assuming is a pixie has leathery purple skin, coal eyes, angled cheekbones, and a snake-like tongue. Her legs are long, yet muscular; her lips plump; and her blue hair bobs around her chin. She’s dressed in an outfit that screams kinky, the thin strips of leather barely covering her body.

      “You’re Shade’s lover?” Holy crazy werewolves, is this the one-night stand he was talking about?

      She perks up, her stance straightening. “He mentioned me?”

      “Um, sort of.”

      “What’d he say?”

      Shit. What the hell do I tell her?

      “That you’re … awesome?”

      Her lip juts out. “What does that mean?”

      There’s that translation problem again. “Um … That … Shit.”

      “You know what, I think you’re insulting me.” She ambles across the field with her hand on her hip, her fingers folding around the silver handle of a sword. “And I think that’s because you’re sleeping with him. Is that it? Did he decide to downgrade from top-shelf quality?”

      Wow. I feel so insulted. Not enough to insult her back, though.

      “I’m not sleeping with Shade.” I crack open the door, debating whether being out here with her and her silver sword is worse than going into the shed with Slate. “He’s not even my type.”

      “Ha! Now I know you’re lying. He’s every creature’s type.” She draws her sword, and the pungent scent of silver assaults the air. “And now you must die.”

      “For what?” I gape at her. “I didn’t do anything.”

      “For lying and for sleeping with my wolf.” She stops in front of me with her legs spread, the sword poised in front of her. “Any last words, ugly, little wolf?”

      “Yeah, take your snaky, leathery face and go slither off into the trees.” I kick her in the kneecap then whirl around and dive into the shed. “Holy nutjob pixies,” I breathe with my back pressed against the door.

      “Lake? What are you doing in here?”

      I jolt, turning to the side and finding Rune, Shade, and Jules all staring at me. Jules is shirtless, his chest drenched in sweat. Shade has the sleeves of his shirt rolled up and blood coats his knuckles. Slate is nowhere to be seen, but the place reeks of black roses, so he must be somewhere in the vicinity.

      I point over my shoulder. “Shade’s crazy pixie lover is outside, and she wants to kill me because she thinks I’m sleeping with him.”

      “Dammit, not again,” Shade curses as he swings around me and storms out of the shed, slamming the door behind him.

      “You okay?” Jules frantically skims me over, searching for any injuries.

      “I’m fine.” I force a smile. “I kicked her ass.”

      He wipes a trail of sweat off his chest with his hand. “I bet you did.”

      “I totally did.” And I totally want to lick the sweat off his chest, a desire I’m pretty positive I can blame on my wolf.

      “Good. You can’t let pixies push you around. They’ll just push harder.” A droplet of sweat trickles down his chest, making a path down to the waistband of his pants.

      “Why are you all sweaty?” I wonder, tearing my focus off the sweat bead.

      He collects his T-shirt from off the ground. “I was … talking to Slate, which required me being in a room made entirely of silver.”

      I remember how his skin blistered from wearing those silver rings. “Are you okay?”

      He nods, tugging his shirt on. “I’m fine. I promise. It’s just a little hot in there.”

      I glimpse around the shed. “Where is he, exactly?”

      “Locked in a room upstairs.” He grazes his fingers along my cheek. “Don’t worry; the walls are covered with silver, including the inside door and the floor. There’s no way he can get out.”

      “But if the room’s all silver, shouldn’t he be dead?”

      “He’s suspended by a chain from the roof, so he’s not actually touching the silver. Although, being in a confined room with that much silver is weakening him.”

      “Is he …?” I wipe my damp palms on the front of my legs, suddenly aware of how nervous I am. “Has he said anything about why he was in the Common Realm and why he attacked me?”

      He ruffles his hair into place, his gaze shifting to the floor. “He snuck into the Common Realm a couple of times; that’s why he was there.”

      “Why would he do that?” I ask, and he shrugs. “Are you sure you don’t know? Because you seem awfully fidgety.”

      “I don’t want to lie to you,” he mumbles. “But I also don’t want to frighten you.”

      “Not knowing the truth frightens me more than being in the dark.” And suddenly, I have my answer for whether or not I want my memories back.

      Painful or not, scary or not, I don’t want the emptiness to haunt me every time I try to look back at the past.

      He tears his gaze off the floor and swallows hard. “He was in the Common Realm looking for you because a wolf sent him there to find you.”
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      I remain mostly silent as we leave the shed. The pixie is now gone, and Shade looks well past the breaking point of frustration. He gripes the entire way home about the nuisances that come with sleeping with a pixie. I nod every once in a while, but I barely listen, lost in my own thoughts.

      After Jules dropped the bomb that Slate was sent after me, he told me that they haven’t gotten him to confess who sent him yet. I get the feeling, though, that Slate was supposed to kill me that day, not rape me. I’m sure death would’ve come afterward, but then Legend showed up.

      “You’ve been awfully quiet,” Jules murmurs as we make our way up the stairs to his bedroom.

      “I’m fine,” I lie. “I’m just tired and really sore. Today’s been an exhausting day.”

      “I’m sure it has.” He pauses in front of his door, and I dither, unsure whether to go to the room I first slept in or his. All my clothes are in his room, but that doesn’t mean I need to take over his space. “Are you okay after what I told you in the shed?”

      I scuff the tip of my boot against the floor. “I already sort of knew Slate would’ve killed me if Legend hadn’t shown up. None of that was news to me.”

      “But you didn’t know someone had sent him?”

      “No, I didn’t.”

      A pause.

      “Nothing is going to happen to you,” he swears to me passionately, cupping my face between his hands. “We’ll get the truth out of Slate. Then we’ll track down the wolf who sent him after you.”

      “Maybe I’ll know who it is if I can remember. There has to be a connection between me ending up in the Common Realm and whoever sent Slate after me, right?”

      “I’ve thought about that, too.” He skims his thumb underneath my eyes. “But Lake, I don’t want you doing anything dangerous to bring your memories back.”

      “Why would it be dangerous?”

      “I’m not saying it will be. But Ava might try to suggest some ways that aren’t necessarily safe.”

      I rub my neck, my muscles groaning in protest. “I thought you said we could trust her.”

      “We can, but witches are witches, and sometimes they think magic is the only answer, even if that magic is dangerous. So, we need to keep our guard up and not make any irrational decisions until we get all the information.”

      “Got it.” I nod, glad for the distraction from my thoughts of Slate and who sent him after me. “How do I know when to distract her while we’re at her house, so you can look for her books? Because I’m pretty sure that flower thing in my dream also happened with some leaves while I was walking in the forest with Rune. It was like they were reaching for me.”

      His brows bunch as he removes his hands from my face and unbuckles his waist holster. “That’s strange.”

      “Not really. The same thing happened in my dream.”

      “It’s not that.” The crease between his brows becomes more prominent. “It’s just that some of the guards stationed near the vines mentioned there was a growth reduction in the vines today.”

      “That’s the opposite of what the flowers and leaves were doing. They looked like they were growing toward me. And I didn’t go near the vines, anyway.”

      “I know.”

      “So, what does that mean, then?” Because it seems like he thinks it means something.

      “I have no idea.” But he looks worried.

      Opening the door, he tosses his holster and knife onto his bedroom floor then nudges me inside. I enter, rubbing my shoulder, my arm, my leg. Every part of my body throbs, but not as much as my brain.

      So many questions flood my mind. Why do plants and flowers suddenly seem to like me? Have I always been this way, but lost the ability when I went to the Common Realm? Probably not, or else Jules wouldn’t look so befuddled.

      “We need to be at Ava’s by the time the moon is full.” Jules kicks his holster and weapons out of the way as he trudges farther into his room. “You can shower first, if you want.”

      “Okay.” I make my way over to the pile of clothes Liberty left for me. “What does one wear to seduce a witch?”

      “Probably something similar to what you were wearing at the club.” He opens a dresser drawer and starts rummaging through his clothes. “Nice, but not overly fancy. Maybe something that shows off those sexy legs of yours.”

      I turn my back to him as my cheeks practically glow with heat.

      After I select a short black dress, a plaid overshirt, some fishnet socks, and my platforms, I limp toward the bathroom.

      “Lake,” Jules says, bumping the drawer shut. “Do you want me to … to alleviate some of the pain in your muscles?”

      I pause, glancing at him. “You can do that?”

      He gives a wavering nod. “Remember how I told you I could make shifting less painful for you? It’s pretty much the same process.”

      I sink my teeth into my lip. “How exactly do you do it?”

      He pats the bed as he sits down. “Come here and I’ll show you.”

      For some dumb reason, my cheeks flush as I sink down beside him. Once I get situated, he scoots behind me so I’m seated between his stretched-out legs. Then he sets his hands on my shoulders.

      “It might feel a little … strange at first.” His voice is a mixture of amusement and coyness. “Just try to relax, okay?”

      I bob my head up and down and close my eyes, melting back against him. I expect his fingers to start working massage magic on me. Instead, he slowly trails his fingers down my arms.

      My stomach kickflips as warmth sprinkles across my skin. By the time his fingers arrive at my wrists, the warmth has burst into throbbing pulses. Over and over the sensation pours across my flesh, burrowing farther into my muscles and erasing the pain. My head bobbles back against his chest as a soft whimpering sigh leaves my lips.

      “That feels … nice.” Nice doesn’t seem like a powerful enough word for what his touch is doing to my body. “How can you … do that?”

      “Magic,” he whispers huskily. “Most royalty wolves have a special gift. Mine’s healing. Mild healing, anyway. There’s a point, though, where the injuries are too severe and my magic can’t heal.”

      I think about his mom and the faceless shadow wolf cubs I saw my first day in the kingdom. Clearly, their injuries are past the fixing point of Jules’ magic.

      “I tried to heal my mom a couple of times,” he whispers, as if in tune with my thoughts. “It didn’t work, but I keep trying. Every so often, I visit the castle and do what I can for her. It’s never enough, though.”

      “You speak so differently of your mom than your father,” I say. “Is she a good wolf?”

      “She is. Unfortunately, my mom wasn’t trained to fight—her father was against it—so my father was able to scare her into submission shortly after they were married. She was always too afraid to intervene during his ruthless training sessions with me. But I don’t blame her for what my father did to me. If she were stronger, she would have fought him. I know she would.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve had to go through all that.” I wind my arm above my head, over his shoulder, and trace my fingers along the nape of his neck. “It’s crazy to think that such a horrible man is king of your pack.”

      “Our pack,” he corrects. “And that’s the stupid thing about the crowning tradition and letting a piece of fucking jewelry choose the king and queen. In my opinion, it should be a vote amongst the pack.”

      “Maybe you can change the rule when you become king.”

      “I’ve thought about doing so. Not everyone will agree with me, though.”

      “Yeah, so? You can’t please everyone. And if you tried to, you’d be miserable.”

      “You’re very wise.” He moves his hands down my thighs. “I think you would make a great queen.”

      “Definitely not right now.” I squirm as his fingers tickle my kneecap. “I need to learn a lot more about werewolves, this kingdom, and the realm.”

      “There’s plenty of time for you to learn. My parents are still young.”

      “Do they …? Do they have to pass away before you become king and another wolf becomes queen?” When he doesn’t answer right away, I add, “I’m sorry. That was probably a really rude question.”

      “No, not at all.” He shifts me so I’m sitting closer. “I was just thinking about how the answer is yes and about how my father probably has many years ahead of him to reign. Only one of them has to pass away for the new king and queen to take over. It’s sort of a package deal kind of job.”

      “It doesn’t seem too awful, unless you get stuck with someone like your dad. Luckily, from what I’ve seen, you are far from the cruel wolf your father sounds like, so the next queen should be very lucky.”

      “I’m not sure I agree with you.”

      “Why?”

      “Because, if for some reason the next queen isn’t you, they’re going to be severely disappointed when I show absolutely no interest in getting involved with them on a romantic level.” He quickly kisses my earlobe then moves his hands to my waist, tracing a path back and forth.

      My eyes roll open to meet his, finding his lips a mere sliver of an inch away from mine. “That feels good.”

      “Good.” His fingers are splayed above my shirt, right along my elevated scars. “I can fade them if you want—the scars.”

      “Really?”

      He nods. “If you’re okay with me touching you there?”

      Am I?

      I don’t know.

      How much can I take?

      I don’t know.

      Can I handle him touching me in a place so ugly and broken?

      As he stares into my eyes with nothing but compassion, I find myself hesitantly nodding. “Okay.”

      He fiddles with the hem of my shirt. “If you start to panic, just say so and I’ll stop.” He waits for me to nod before he inches his fingers underneath my shirt and grazes the scars covering my abdomen.

      When my muscles tense, he starts to withdraw his hand.

      “No, it’s okay,” I sputter through an uneven breath. “I’m just not used to anyone touching me there, but you’re fine. I promise.”

      He waits a beat then tracks his fingers back and forth along the raised skin. Back and forth. Back and …

      Forth …

      Warmth spirals through my stomach and my toes curl, my back arching. As a groan hums from my lips, I press my lips to his. I’m not even sure why I kiss him, other than I want to.

      He kisses me back, our tongues moving in sync as he continues touching my skin, sending fireworks through my body. Somewhere through the hazy passion, I momentarily lose touch with reality. By the time I return to the now, Jules is staring down at me with his palm resting on my abdomen, his gaze blazing with heat.

      “Better?” he asks.

      I nod, barely able to breathe.

      He tries for a casual smile, yet looks utterly riled up. So, when he kisses me again, the gentleness surprises me.

      “You should probably go get in the shower,” he whispers against my lips. “Ava will have a fit if we’re late.”

      My heart is a mess in my chest as I nod, hurriedly kiss his cheek, then bolt from his arms to lock myself in the bathroom.

      When I peel my shirt off, my jaw nearly cracks against the floor. The once prominent scars are now nothing but ghosts of thin white lines, almost gone yet not quite.

      He healed me. I never thought it would be possible. I thought I’d always have to bear the scars. It makes me wonder if perhaps they could be gone completely one day.
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      Rune journeys with us to Ava’s, but requests to stay outside.

      “I’m not a fan of witches,” he explains. “They’re always after something.”

      Jules grants him permission, and then him and I join Ava in her cottage.

      After Jules introduces me to Ava, we dine for a while and lightly chat about magical creatures and lands.

      I’ve never met a witch before, that I can recall, anyway. For some stupid reason, I pictured them looking similar to the witch costumes humans often wear on Halloween: long, black hair; green skin; a long nose; and of course, a wart. Because a witch isn’t a witch without a wart, right?

      Wrong.

      Ava is the exact opposite. Wavy, golden hair; sun-kissed skin; a cute, little nose; and no warts whatsoever. She’s gorgeous, to say the least, in a way that doesn’t match the wolf kingdom. Where every creature here is all gothic, tattoos, piercings, and moonlight; she’s jewels, shimmer, and sunshine. Well, in terms of looks. Her personality is a bit intense, as I’m finding out the longer we dine with her.

      “I just don’t get why those stupid pixies keep eating all my roses,” she gripes as she pours her fifth glass of what she refers to as stardust wine, which tastes as lovely as that faerie magic wine, without the potent kick. “If they don’t knock it off, I’m going to put up traps.”

      “I’d rather you not.” Jules takes a sip from his jewel-encrusted goblet. “I prefer to chase them out of the kingdom, not kill them.”

      Ava pops a strawberry into her mouth. “That’s because you’re just like your mother.”

      Jules winces at the mention of his mom then reaches for a few strawberries.

      “That’s not an insult,” Ava continues, either oblivious to Jules’ discomfort or doesn’t give a shit. “You should take pride in the fact that you’re like your mother and nothing like your father.”

      “I do.” He takes a long gulp of wine.

      “And what about you?” Ava revolves in her chair toward me and crosses her legs.

      She’s barely noted my presence the entire night, leaving me doubting that Jules’ little seduction plan is going to work.

      I reach for my goblet. “What about me?”

      She rests her elbows on the table, her glittery gold lips tilting upward. “Are you more like your father or your mother?”

      “Um …” I glance at Jules, unsure how to respond since he hasn’t mentioned anything about my lost memories yet.

      “Or is that why you came to see me?” The devious gleam in her eyes makes me queasy. “To remember the parents you forgot.”

      “How do you know about that?” Jules asks, licking strawberry juice from his lips.

      “Because I knew her parents and know part of her story.” Her gaze darkens. “So please, quit wasting my time with formalities and tell me what really brought you to my cottage tonight.”

      Wait? She knew my parents? My parents knew a witch?

      I down a long swallow of wine to avoid blurting out questions and ruining our chance of getting what we want tonight.

      Jules relaxes back in the chair, rolling up the sleeves of his grey overshirt. “We want to know why Lake can’t remember. And if there’s a way to bring her memories back.”

      Ava drums her fingernails against the table. “And what’s in it for me?”

      Jules reaches into his pocket, retrieves a ruby pendant necklace, and lays it on the table. “I believe that’s a family heirloom, right?”

      She trails her fingernail along the oval ruby pendant. “Where did you get this?”

      “I think you already know the answer.”

      “You stole it from your father.” She appears impressed as she collects the necklace. “I seriously misjudged you, Jules. You’re braver than I thought.”

      “I’ll take that as a thank you.” He sucks on a lip ring. “And I don’t think I need to mention to you that, if the king finds out you have that, we’ll both be punished. So, I’d appreciate it if he didn’t find out.”

      “I’ll keep it someplace safe.” She pushes from her chair, whisks across the small dining room, and hides the necklace inside an antique trunk in the corner of the room. Dusting her hands off, she turns toward me. “I’ll help you remember. In fact, I think it’s important that you do.”

      Jules and I exchange a secretive look.

      “And why’s that?” Jules asks.

      Ava shrugs, yet gives Jules a long look.

      Jules mentioned Ava is bound to the king and that she can’t always tell the truth. Perhaps that’s the case now.

      “There are two ways this can go to bring her memories back,” she continues. “One is much easier and quicker than the other, but the other is less painful.”

      Jules’ gaze collides with mine. “We’d rather do the less painful way.”

      “I don’t really think this is a we decision.” She dismisses Jules with a flick of her wrist and focuses on me “Which way would you prefer?” Her sudden devouring gaze makes me reanalyze my initial doubt in Jules’ seduction plan.

      “How painful are we talking about?” My question earns me a glare from Jules.

      “That all depends on your pain tolerance.” She ambles back across the room and sits down on the corner of the table, nearly sitting on my hand. “Do you tolerate pain well? Does feeling it bring you to life just a little bit?”

      I flick a startled glance at Jules, and he places his balled-up fist in front of his mouth to hide his smile.

      “Um …” I look up at Ava. “Not really. I mean, I can deal with pain and everything, but I’d prefer not to.”

      She sighs disappointedly. “All right, we’ll do it the slower way. But I have to warn you, it may take a few sessions with me that will have to be spread out over a few weeks.” She muses over the thought before lining her palms against the side of my head. “We can do the first session tonight.” She pets my head.

      Jules throws me a pressing look then shoves his chair back from the table. “Ava, can I use your washroom?”

      Her gaze never wavers from me. “Do whatever you need to, Jules. I’ll take care of Elora.”

      It takes all my willpower not to gulp. “What exactly are you going to do?”

      She strokes my temple. “Use a bit of what’s left of my magic to lower the memory shield on you.”

      I blink at her. “The memory shield?”

      Her stroking pauses. “You didn’t know about it?”

      “No.”

      “Huh.”

      “Huh what?”

      “It’s nothing … It’s just that I thought, considering your mother put the memory shield on you, that you’d know more about it.”

      “My mom did this to me?” My fingernails stab into my palms.

      She licks her lips. “Of course. She’s the only wolf in your pack who could perform such magic. Although, she rarely let anyone know about her little trick.”

      “Why would she do this to me?” Tears veil my vision.

      “Don’t cry, lovely wolf. I promise that, in time, we’ll get the answers you seek.” Then she lowers her head and kisses me on the lips.

      I try not to cringe. Ava is gorgeous and everything, but I don’t like creatures just kissing me whenever they want to. Except for Jules. Even the first time he kissed me, though, I was irritated that he practically stole the kiss from me. It wasn’t his fault, though, I later realized. Our connection was consuming him.

      “Now relax,” Ava purrs. “And let me work my magic on you.”

      At first, I think her words are an innuendo and I prepare myself to bolt. Then the tips of her fingers begin to spark, magic fizzling over me, and I relax.

      She starts chanting a spell under her breath, repeating it until the words are branded into my mind. I remain as motionless as possible until the sparks stop and she withdraws her hands from my face.

      I blink a few times and rub my head. “I don’t feel anything.”

      “It’ll take a few hours for it to work.” She flexes her hands. “And what memories that appear will probably just be short clips for now.”

      I massage my temples. “Will it hurt when the memories come to me?”

      “It shouldn’t.” She slants toward me. “Do you have a headache? I can fix that, too, if you need me to.” When I shake my head, she becomes transfixed with my mouth. “You have such soft lips. And your eyes are like the ocean glistening in the sunlight.”

      And apparently, Ava is a player.

      “Actually, we should probably get going,” Jules announces as he returns to the dining room. “Lake’s got to get up really early for training, and she’s not much of a morning person.”

      “Oh, fine,” Ava sighs, leaning away from me. “I’ll see you next week, then.” She licks her lips.

      Wonderful. Just wonderful. I’m seriously going to kick Jules in the balls for this.

      [image: ]
* * *

      We both remain quiet after we leave the cottage and hike up the path toward Jules’ house with Rune trailing our heels. Only when we’re a good distance from the cottage does Jules inform me he found the book. That it’s stuffed away in his back pocket.

      “Good,” I say. Then I whack him in the gut.

      He grunts, doubling over. “What the hell was that for?”

      “For your stupid, little seduction plan.” I swat him again, not as hard this time, mostly due to my wolf’s protests.

      “I’m going to let you two hash this out on your own,” Rune mutters, wandering toward the corner of the street and leans against a lamppost.

      “I’m sorry you’re upset, but it was the only thing I could think of to distract her while I got the book.” Jules straightens, rubbing his abdomen.

      “Well, next time, think of a better distraction than having me let a creature kiss me.” I move to hit his stomach again, but he jumps out of my way.

      I lunge for him, but he sidesteps me, moving at a swift pace.

      Dammit, he’s fast.

      I whirl around, kicking up a cloud of dirt as I track his moves. My werewolf senses kick in, my vision sharpening. When my gaze locks on him, I charge, and he opens his arms, taking the impact, allowing me to crash against his chest. Then he folds his arms around me, trapping me against him. I writhe around, somehow ending up with my legs and arms clenched around him.

      He makes no move to pry me off him, latching onto me. “I’m so fucking sorry I asked you to be a distraction. I didn’t realize Ava would kiss you. I should’ve known. You’re too irresistible.”

      I roll my eyes as I stare at him. “You sound just as bad as her, spouting cheesy lines to try to win me over.”

      “I’m not spouting cheesy lines. I’m telling the truth. You’re too irresistible.” Keeping one hand secured under my butt, he brushes a lock of hair out of my face. “And I promise you’ll never have to do anything like that again. I’m sorry I asked you to at all.”

      “Will you come with me when I have to see her again?” My anger softens. “Every time I have to come?”

      He nods. “I’ll even hold your hand the entire time.”

      My gaze drops to his metal woven lips, and my wolf purrs. “And will you …? Will you kiss me now so I can forget her kiss?”

      He sucks in a sharp breath. “Are you sure?”

      Am I? I really don’t know where I start and where my wolf ends.

      “Yes.”

      “Then I’ll do more than that.” He crashes his lips against mine, branding me with a kiss so scorching I doubt I’ll ever be able to kiss another creature ever again without remembering the imprint of his lips.

      When he pulls away, giving me one last, lingering kiss, I slide out of his arms. Then we start up the path again with our fingers interlaced and Rune tagging along behind us.

      “I’m sorry I hit you,” I apologize as we near the street that weaves through the heart of the town.

      “You should be,” Jules sarcastically gripes. “I’m probably going to have bruises all over.”

      “I highly doubt that.”

      “What if I do?”

      I roll my eyes. “Then I guess I’ll have to kiss them better.”

      He holds up a hand with his fingers crossed. “Fingers crossed then that I’m bruised everywhere.”

      A laugh escapes me, but it’s cut short by the thudding of at least a dozen hooves trampling against the ground.

      Jules goes rigid as he sniffs the air. Then he grabs the book from his pocket. “Rune.”

      “On it.” Runes strides up and grabs me by the arm.

      “What’s going on?” The air tastes and reeks potently of dust and pallid moonlight, a smell that tugs at my memories.

      Tears fill my eyes, but I can’t quite figure out why. Then my stomach ravels with knots.

      Something bad is happening.

      Jules shoves the thin book into my hand, and then Rune hauls me down the road, away from Jules.

      “Where are we going?” I rush after Rune while looking over my shoulder as Jules fades into nothing more than an outline against the night.

      “The king has returned,” Rune mumbles, veering down a side street. “And it’s better for Jules to meet him in the street than have him barging into his home.”

      “That doesn’t explain why we’re running away.” I hug the book against my chest. “We should’ve stayed with him so he doesn’t have to deal with his father alone.”

      “That might be true, but it’s more important to keep you away from the king for now.”

      Werewolves roaming the streets glance at us as we rush by them. I try to ignore their stares, but awareness prickles at my senses.

      “We’ll cross paths eventually. I mean, we live in the same kingdom.”

      “The king rarely leaves his castle.” Rune steers us around the corner. “So, more than likely, if you’re lucky, you won’t see him.”

      “One day I might.”

      The glow of the lampposts highlights his troubled expression. “I know, but the longer we can prolong the meeting, the better.”

      “Again, why?” What isn’t he telling me?

      He speeds up as we reach the wide stairway that leads to the front door of Jules’ two-story home. “There’s a lot of reasons, but Jules’ main reason for wanting you to stay away from his father is that the king tends to hurt the wolves Jules cares for to punish him.”

      I grasp the railing. “Who has he hurt?”

      “That’s not really my story to tell. You need to ask Jules. Just be careful when you do so.” He unlocks the door with a slight tremble in his hand. “The past can sometimes be hard for Jules to talk about. The king … he’s been a very cruel man to Jules and a lot of wolves he’s close to.” He pushes open the door. “I’m sorry this frightens you. I just think having the truth is better. That way, you can be prepared.”

      I nod, agreeing. I just wish I knew what I was preparing for.
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      I wait up for Jules. It’s not like I could fall asleep even if I tried. Eventually, I sneak out onto the balcony to see if I can spot him on the road.

      As I breathe in the crisp night air and lean over the railing to get a better view, the stench of dirt and faint moonlight punches me in the gut again. My eyes water and my brain twinges, whispering a silent, incomprehensible warning.

      Again, my eyes water, tears flowing down my cheeks.

      What is going on with me?

      Dabbing the tears from my eyes, I slip back inside to escape the foul stench that seems to be triggering my waterworks. I light a fire, then lie down in bed and flip through the book Jules stole.

      Most of the pages are filled with useless information about roses and shrubbery and which soil is best for planting lilacs. But three quarters of the way through, I stumble across a title that catches my attention. Nature Energy Wolf, or a wolf that can connect with nature and draw energy from the plants just from a simple touch.

      I read further, and the more knowledge I gain about the creature, the more I wonder if that’s what I was doing in the dream and in the forest—stealing energy from the plants.

      I read farther down the page.

      Why the Nature Energy Wolf can achieve balance with most plants. Toxic plants can be deadly to the Nature Energy Wolf, and to the plant, as well, eliminating both hosts.

      My gaze travels to the open balcony doors where the moonlight casts shadows along the vines eating away at the fields. Does this mean that, if I am a nature energy wolf and use my powers to get rid of the vines, I could die, too?

      I swallow down a lump crammed in my throat. If it’s true and other wolves find out about my gift, they could force me to get rid of the vines.

      Irritation briefly rises inside me over the idea of being sacrificed. Then I remember the faceless, shadowy wolf cubs I saw by the field. I picture Jules’ mom the same way. A shadow of herself, lying in the same state for years now.

      Maybe you should just walk into the vines yourself.

      Could I do that? Am I brave enough?

      I spend the rest of the night reading through the book, hoping to find a better solution than sacrificing myself to save the kingdom. But when I reach the final page, nothing more has been mentioned about the nature energy wolf. None of my memories have surfaced, either, leaving me to question if Ava’s spell was a dud.

      Sighing, I toss the book aside and get up to go find Rune and to see if he’s heard from Jules. I get halfway across the room when the bedroom door opens and Jules walks in.

      His face is pale and dark circles reside under his eyes. He’s wearing a long-sleeved shirt and pants, leaving tons of hiding places for cuts, burns, and bruises.

      “I’m okay.” He reads the panic on my face. Then he closes the distance between us, his palm seeking my cheek. “I’m sorry I made you take off like that without an explanation. I just didn’t want you meeting him yet.”

      “Yeah, Rune sort of explained some of that to me.” I briefly hesitate, remembering what Rune said. “He said your father has used wolves you care about to hurt you.”

      He swallows hard, then steps back, rubbing his hand across his face, exposing the scratches on the back of his hands. “He has in the past. It’s been a while, though.”

      “What did he do?” I hastily add, “You don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to.”

      He blows out a wobbly breath. “Like I said, it’s been a long time since he used another wolf to hurt me. When we were younger, though, he used to torture Liberty to punish me when I disobeyed.” His jaw works from side to side. “Half the time, I didn’t do anything disobedient, yet he would claim I did. He liked doing that—fucking with my head and beating any wolf he could get his hands on.”

      I haven’t ever been beaten before, but some of my foster parents did slap me around a bit, and more than a few liked to play mind games. Poor Liberty. And poor Jules. My heart breaks for them.

      How can we all have suffered so much? How can I help this broken wolf in front of me? How can I heal him like he did my scars?

      “Why is he like that?” I ask. “So cruel?”

      “I think his father beat him, too,” he replies tightly. “It’s all he knows.”

      “So were you and Liberty, and you’re nothing like him.” I move toward him and thread my fingers through his. “You’re the exact opposite. And trust me; that’s a high compliment coming from me. I fear just about everything and everyone.”

      “You’re braver than you give yourself credit for.” He tugs me closer. “So, so brave.” He leans in as if to kiss me, then stops a few inches from my lips.

      “If I tell you something, I need you to swear that it’ll stay between us. The only wolves who know are Rune, Shade, Liberty, and Kylan. Not even Legend can find out.”

      He has me skittering toward nervousness.

      “Is it bad?”

      “It’s about the king and a plan I have.”

      While I hate keeping secrets from Legend, I nod. “Okay, I promise to keep it a secret.”

      The crackling of the fire fills up the tick of silence.

      “A rebellion has been building for a very long time in our kingdom,” Jules starts in a hushed tone. “But only half the pack is interested in overthrowing the king. The other half are either too afraid of him or support my father’s cruel forms of punishment, so anyone who’s part of the rebellion has been sworn to secrecy until the time is right when we strike.”

      It sounds like a war brewing, ready to explode. And if the wolves’ wars are anything like human wars, blood will be shed and paint the lands and skies red.

      “When will you know when the time is right?”

      “When I get all the answers I need.” He leans closer, his voice a whisper of air. “Not a lot of wolves know this, but my father has been obsessed with immortality for as long as I can remember. And lately, he’s taken on quite a youthful look. I need to find out if he has somehow become immortal because, if he has and I try to kill him like I would a normal wolf, he’ll live and more than likely slaughter me and my followers. My father is strong enough with the hunting wolves on his side and Ava’s powers.”

      “You don’t think Ava could’ve given him immortality, do you?”

      “No. She’s not a powerful enough witch. And there are a handful of ways to achieve immortality. I just need to figure out which one he used, and then find the loophole.”

      “Loophole?”

      “The loophole to his ever-lasting life. Every immortal has one, a way they can die.” He slants back, lowering his hands from my waist. “I think that’s all we should say about that for now. You never know who could be listening.”

      I peer around his room anxiously, then my gaze lands on his hands. “Where did these come from?” I run my fingers along the scratches.

      He smashes his lips together for a beat or two. “It was a warning from my father, reminding me that he’s in charge until he dies.”

      I bow my head to kiss his healing wounds. “Maybe since I’m staying away from your father for now, you should stay away from him, too.”

      “I usually do, but occasionally, he likes to remind me who he is and what he can do.” He shivers as I place another kiss on his hand. “I was thinking, though, if you’re comfortable with it, maybe we could go to my house in the city for a couple of weeks while he’s back in the kingdom. It would make it easier for me to keep you away from him, and I could use a break myself. Liberty could come with us, too, if that makes you feel more comfortable. And we can set up your sessions with Ava in an area of neutral territory where my father won’t be suspicious of her wandering off, but that will also be far enough away from the kingdom that you’ll be safe from crossing paths with him.”

      “That sounds good to me, but why doesn’t your father ever go to your house in the city?”

      “He doesn’t know about it. It’s a safe house my mom created for us.” A smile brightens his face. “She even got a witch to charm the hell out of it. No one gets in that place if I don’t want them there.”

      The mention of his mom reminds me of something. “I wouldn’t mind going, but …” Heaving a sigh, I snatch the book off the bed and open it to the right page. “Read that.” I hand him the book.

      He skims over the page while sucking on his lip ring, a pucker forming at his brow. Then his eyes flare right before he rips the page from the book and chucks it into the fire.

      “What’re you doing?” I cry out as the page shrivels into embers.

      “Making sure no one else finds out about this.” He stabs the fire with an iron poker and the flames hiss.

      I stare wide-eyed at the flames. “But I could be one of those nature energy wolves. And that was the only information in the entire book about it.”

      “Good.”

      I ball my hands into fists. “What do you mean good? What does it matter if anyone knows I might be one?”

      He chucks the fire poker down and spins around. “Because, if the wrong wolf finds out about this, they’ll throw you into those vines.”

      “Yeah, so? What does it matter if it gets rid of them?” The words spew from my lips without any forethought. I pause, debating whether I mean what I said or not. “And it would … it could stop others from getting sick, like those poor shadow wolf cubs … and your mom.”

      He silently considers what I said. Or, well, I think he’s considering it until he opens his mouth.

      “If Legend came to you and said he was going to sacrifice his life to get rid of some poisonous vines, would you let him?”

      Clever wolf has me there.

      “I’m not sure.” A lie. I know exactly what I’d do. “I’d probably have to be in the situation to know how I’d react.”

      His gaze welds with mine. “No, you know what you’d do. You’d beg him not to do it and you’d stop him if you could.”

      “Maybe not if he wanted to—”

      “Lake,” he cuts me off, stepping forward. “I thought you were dead for ten years, so trust me when I say you would do almost anything not to lose a creature you love.”

      Love.

      Love.

      Love.

      The word is a swirling cloud of echoes thundering in my chest. Is he implying that I love Legend? Is he declaring that he loves me?

      His hands tremble as he curls his fingers around the back of my neck and looks me dead in the eye, pleading, “So please, please, please spare me the pain of losing you again, and do not tell any wolf about your gift.”

      I wordlessly nod. There’s really no other answer, not when he’s staring at me like I hold the power to crush his heart.

      “Maybe we can look into my gift more, though?” I suggest cautiously. “Perhaps there’s a way around me dying with the vines if I take the energy from them.”

      He presses his lips together then nods. “We’ll see what we can find out. Until then, we keep it a secret, okay?”

      “Okay. And thank you.” I hug him in an attempt to take away some of his sorrow, like I wanted to the first time I laid eyes on him. Or the first time I can remember laying eyes on him, anyway.

      “Have you remembered anything yet?” He changes the subject, molding his arms around me.

      “Not yet. I’m starting to wonder if the spell was a dud.”

      “Give it some time. I’m sure it will work.” He stares down at me as I yawn. “You should get some sleep. If you’re okay with going to the city, then I think we should leave at dawn.”

      “Will I train with Rune there?”

      “Yes, I think that’s important.”

      “So do I.”

      His lips caress my forehead. Then I hop into bed while he ducks into the bathroom to change into a pair of drawstring pajama bottoms.

      I roll around on the mattress as I wait for him to return, trying to get comfortable. My body is overheating, and the more I toss and turn, the more stifling I become. Then my brain joins in on the fun, singeing against my skull.

      By the time Jules vacates from the bathroom, I’m a tangled mess of dripping sweat and tears.

      He clambers onto the bed and examines me in a panic. “What’s wrong?”

      “I think I’m remembering.” Splinters of colors, shapes, and emotions pierce my mind, creating images and memories.

      Me as a small girl, playing in a field of violets. The violets play with me and I laugh, so happy. A female werewolf joins me. She has teal eyes like me—my mom. A male werewolf soon follows, and I know by his scent that he’s my father. He laughs as the flowers dance with me, seeking my touch.

      “You can’t tell anyone ever,” my mom says, “about what you can do.”

      “Why not?” I wonder.

      My father and her trade a look.

      “Because it’s not safe,” she says, hugging me against her.

      I want to cry.

      I want to scream.

      I want to hug her back now.

      I miss her.

      The scene fades away all too soon as other fragments of memories overflow my mind. Of me fighting. Of me laughing. Of me holding hands with a small boy with the bluest eyes I’ve ever seen.

      Jules.

      The pain swells as my memory expands, filling up with stuff I long forgot. Then, just as rapidly as the heat in my brain developed, it vaporizes.

      I blink up through the tears back to reality. Jules is leaning over me and wiping tears from my cheeks, a depiction of agonizing worry. I don’t want him to worry. I want him to be happy. That’s what I’ve always wanted for him.

      My chest heaves as I struggle to catch my breath. “I remember you.”

      His eyes widen. “You remember?”

      “A little bit.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Yeah.”

      He rests forehead against mine, inhaling tremulously. “Thank the wolf gods. I was worried I might have lost you forever, Elora.”

      “I still want to be called Lake,” I whisper. “But, yeah, I think Elora might be slowly coming back.”

      And maybe, just maybe, in time, she’ll fully return.
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      At the break of dawn, Jules wakes me up to pack my stuff and get ready to head to the city. He leaves Legend, Rune, and me at his house while he sets out to update Liberty on our plans and to see if she’s on board with accompanying us to the city.

      “I’m glad we’re going into the city.” Legend lounges on the bed, flipping through the book we stole from Ava. “It’s closer to my lair. Plus, no offense, but I’d really like to spend more time in my own territory.”

      “I’m sorry you’ve been stuck here with me.” I stuff some clothes into my backpack. “And after you just got back from the Common Realm. I shouldn’t have asked you to stay with me.”

      “I stay here because I want to, not because I feel like I have to.” He turns a page then slants his head to the side, his blond hair sweeping his crinkled forehead. “Besides, what kind of a friend would I be if I just dropped you off here after dropping the news on you that you were a werewolf?”

      “A pretty shitty one,” I joke, zipping up my bag.

      “Indeed.” He trades a lighthearted smile with me then tosses the book onto the nightstand before elegantly rising to his feet. “Is there any particular reason why Jules has a witch’s book about plants? Because witches are awfully finicky when it comes to sharing their belongings with other paranormals.”

      My lips long to tell him about my gift, my best friend in all the realms, my trustworthy best friend. “I’ll tell you, but only if you can keep it a secret.”

      “You know I will if you ask me to.”

      “Consider this me asking you, then.”

      He drags his fingers across his lips. “Consider your secret locked in here.”

      “I discovered a couple of days ago that I have a connection with plants,” I start. “Flowers and leaves are, like, drawn to me. Jules didn’t know why, so he stole that book from Ava to see if we could find out any information.”

      “And, did you?”

      “There was a page that Jules burned that mentioned a nature energy wolf …” I trail off as he curses. “Have you heard of them before?”

      He rakes his blond hair out of his face as he confirms with a nod. “And if you are one, you should never mention it again.”

      “I wasn’t planning to. Why do you seem so worried?”

      His jaw muscles pulsate. “Because nature energy creatures could be the cure to the vines that pollute this land and the outskirts of the city, and any creature who has been poisoned by the vines and is still alive. But only by sacrificing their own life. And since the creatures are a rarity—I’ve never met one before, and I’ve been around for a long damn time—if the wrong creature found out about you …”

      “They’d sacrifice me,” I finish. “That’s what Jules and I already sort of guessed, too.” Except the part about how the sacrifice could save the creatures poisoned by the vines. What would Jules do if he knew that? That I could possibly save his mom?

      He marginally unstiffens. “Good. I’m glad he’s on top of things.”

      “Hey, so am I. I even helped get the book.”

      “I know you are. And I’m not surprised.”

      “That I’m helpful?”

      “That, and you’re settling into this life so swiftly.” Space diminishes between us as he drapes an arm around my shoulders. “Isn’t it amazing how, after a decade in the Common Realm, you felt so out of place? Yet, a handful of days here, and you’re already running around with your long-lost love, stealing books from bound witches?”

      “It is strange how easily I fit in.” I rest my cheek against his shoulder. “I’m still nervous about a lot of things to come. Like, remembering everything about my past. And I can’t even get my head wrapped around this whole princess thing and the concept that I could become queen one day.”

      “Give it some time. I’m sure you’ll get there.”

      “I’m sure I will, too.” But I can’t help thinking about the faceless cubs in that moment. And Jules’ mom. And how I may possess the power to save other creatures from the same demise.
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      After Jules returns, him, Legend, Rune, and I gather our bags then head out to meet Liberty and Kylan at the perimeter of the field where the whispering dream daisies flourish. There, I’ll hop into the silver-trimmed sleigh with Legend and glide away to sleepy land again.

      A handful of Jules’ most trusted guards are journeying with us and will be living at the house in the city. Shade is staying in the kingdom to continue his job with Slate. And by job, I mean torturing him until he splinters into fragments and the truth leaks out of the wounded cracks.

      As we set out onto the path, hiking up the hilly roads near where the faceless shadow cubs hide, mine and Legend’s conversation plays on repeat in my mind. How I can save the shadow cursed wolves, heal the poison that stole their faces away, and how Jules’ mom would no longer be on bedrest. She could be free.

      “A flower for your thoughts.” Jules plucks a lavender rose from a nearby bush and offers it to me.

      My lips strain to smile as he tucks the rose behind my ear. The thorny stem encases my earlobe, conforming with my skin.

      “I was just thinking about my little gift,” I admit. “And what exactly it could do.”

      Jules evaluates the spacious fields and small homes around us, then slips an arm around my back. “I was thinking that we could start testing it while we’re in your dreams.” His breath tickles my ear. “See if we can find out all the things you can do without risking the wrong creature seeing us. I can also try to get my hands on some ancient books that might contain some more information.”

      What happens when he discovers what Legend knows? Jules may care for me, but if losing me means saving other wolves in our pack, would he make that sacrifice? I wish I knew. Truthfully, even though I’m remembering Jules, there’s a ways to go before I can comprehend how his brain works.

      “What’s troubling you, Lake?” Jules whispers. “I can tell it’s something.”

      “It’s nothing. I just …” What was once a house rises in the distance over the hills. Now it’s only a pile of burnt rubble. I feel a tug on my brain, memories fighting to surface. “What is that place?”

      Rigidness ravels in his muscles. “That was your parents’ house.”

      “Who burnt it down?” I whisper.

      An exhale eases from his lips as he holds me. “The werewolves who attacked them.”

      “I can almost remember … but I can’t.” Rushed breaths flee from my lips as images fester, stirring, scorching, blinding me with harsh fragments that rip at my brain. But I can’t make sense of the chaos, can’t interpret what my mind wants me to see, to feel, to remember.

      Vomit bubbles in my throat, and I hunch over, dry heaving. Then a lightening of warmth strokes my heavy chest as Jules places a hand on my back and uses his healing gift on me.

      “Breathe, Lake. Breathe through the pain.” He strokes my back, fingers brushing up and down my spine. “I know it’s hard, but the pain will pass.”

      He speaks as if he understands. Perhaps he does. Perhaps he felt this agony when he started to lose his mom.

      When he lost me.

      My brain spasms as I inhale, exhale. Inhale, exhale. Gradually, the pain fades enough for me to straighten and move forward with him.

      Jules remains close to my side, watching me carefully. “I’m sorry you’re going through this. I wish there was an easier way for you to remember.”

      “Me, too. I wish I could just remember everything all at once and get it over with.” I rest my head on his shoulder, suddenly too exhausted to hold my head up.

      “It’s better that your memories come back slowly. Too much too soon could make you sick.”

      Perhaps. That doesn’t mean the clock isn’t ticking.

      “Have you talked to Philip at all?”

      He shakes his head, resting his cheek against the top of my head. “Not yet. I want to give you some time to remember.”

      “And what if …? What if I can’t remember that part of my past?”

      “Then we’ll find another way to solve your parents’ murders.” His response is so automatic, so easy, putting my needs first.

      That’s how he always seems to me. I just wish I knew for sure.

      Wish I could get over my issues and wholly open up to him.
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* * *

      The ride back through the field isn’t the same experience as when I entered. For starters, Jules has fewer guards with him, and Liberty and Kylan are with us. The biggest difference is when the whispering dream daisies’ petals bloom up to shower sleepy glitter into the air. This time, sleepy slumber doesn’t overcome me. Instead, the glitter simply blankets my body and whispers soothing magic into my senses. Knowing my alertness won’t go unnoticed, I pretend to sleep. Even when the sleigh glides to a stop, I keep my eyelids shut.

      “I know you’re awake,” Jules whispers in my ear as he scoops me up into my arms. “But I think it’s a good idea that you pretend to stay asleep until we reach my house. That way, we don’t have to answer questions.”

      I nod once, then get comfortable in his arms as he carries me somewhere. Light chatter builds amongst the wolves and the buzzing of the city hums in the background.

      “The thorns are spreading,” Liberty notes. “Have you seen that they’re reaching the edge of the vampire territory?”

      “I noticed that when I went home,” Legend replies. He had once told me that the magic of the whispering dream daisies doesn’t put him to sleep for very long, only working as the glitter falls. I wonder if he realizes I’m fake sleeping. “The Eternals are starting to get worried. They want to start searching for whoever polluted the lands and find a cure.”

      Jules gently strokes the small of my back. “Do they have any ideas of what could cure the vine?”

      “No, they’re as clueless as every other creature out there,” Legend answers. “But if they start searching for a cure, more than likely, innocent creatures will die … You know how the Eternals work.”

      “Kill anything and everything until you find an answer, right?” Kylan’s bitter tone startles me.

      Clearly, he has issues with the Eternals, but why? He’s not a vampire, so he doesn’t have to obey them like Legend does.

      “You seem to know the Eternals well,” Legend comments. “Have you met one before?”

      “A few, actually.” Kylan doesn’t embellish, and Legend doesn’t press.

      “The poison is starting to affect more creatures,” Liberty says fiercely. “Did you hear about the group of wolf cubs from the Shadow Thornwall pack who were thrown into the vines? The cubs were in there for a long time, too, so the effects of the poison were twice as bad. The wolves are just shadows now, unable to move … like Mom. I hate that Father keeps her locked in that room, as if not seeing her makes it all better.”

      Tears burn underneath my eyelids. Their mom is just an unmoving shadow? Their father has her locked up?

      “Who threw the wolves into the vines?” Jules asks quietly, his grip on me securing.

      “From what I heard, other wolves.”

      “Why would any creature do that?” The voice is unrecognizable, undoubtedly one of the guards.

      “Because cruelty exists everywhere,” Kylan mumbles rigidly.

      “Perhaps.” Jules settles into brief silence. “Or perhaps there’s a bigger reason why the vines are spreading.”

      “You think a creature is tossing creatures into the vines to make the poisonous plant spread?” Liberty bristles with shock.

      “I’m not sure. But there must be a reason the vines are spreading. Just like there must be a reason they exist at all.”

      “Just like there must be a reason nothing can get rid of them.”

      “No, there has to be a way to get rid of them,” Rune insists. “Every evil has an Achilles’ heel, even some unheard, poisonous plant.”

      Jules’ heart speeds up, thudding against my cheek.

      “Nothing is unheard of,” Legend offers his two realm coins. “Some creature out there has to know what the vines are and where they came from.”

      “Well, if they do, then they’re not talking.”

      “But, if we found them, we might find the cure, and maybe one for the illness, too,” Liberty says. “Can you imagine that, Jules? Freeing our kingdom from the pain those vines cause nearly every moon cycle?”

      My breath lodges in my throat. Guilt. So much guilt crushing me.

      “Is that how often the vines poison a member of your pack?” Legend wonders edgily.

      “Yes,” Liberty replies solemnly. “And the rate has been increasing. Either because of accidental fall-ins or because the vines suddenly have a growth spurt and wipe out any wolf in the vicinity.”

      The more they speak of the damage of the poisonous vines, the more my chest pressurizes. I swear to all the wolves that my heart is trying to escape the guilt of knowing I could possibly put an end to all the tragedies.

      “Did anyone double-check that we brought enough supplies for a few weeks here?” Jules changes the subject, as if sensing the desperation in my soul.

      As the conversation drifts elsewhere, my mind remains on those vines. Those damn vines drinking the life from the lands and the creatures.

      And how I might be the cure to it all.
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      Even though Jules tried to change the direction of the conversation, the wolves began talking about the vines again when we passed by a few faceless, shadow vampires creeping in the gloom of alleyways.

      By the time we arrive at the house, I’m wishing I had fallen asleep in the sleigh so I didn’t have to endure listening to their conversation. Many times, I almost declared that I might be the answer, the cure. But my lips remained zipped as fear grasped my throat, daring me to speak then never breathe again.

      “I know what you’re thinking, and you need to stop it,” Jules says the moment he sets my feet on the floor. “We don’t even know if you’re the cure.”

      “Maybe.” Guilt strangles me tighter as I open my eyes and take in the blacks and silvers of the room, the velvet furniture, the metallic chandeliers, and the walls of bookshelves. “We’re in a library?” Not what I was expecting.

      “The one at my house.” He stuffs his hands into his pockets, watching me intently. “I thought we could look through some books and see what we could find out about your gift.”

      I could tell him, right here, about what Legend revealed. All I have to do is open my mouth. But my jaw remains hinged, locked, dead bolted.

      “I think we should keep most of our conversation to a minimum until we meet in your dreams. There we can speak openly,” he continues, his worried gaze burrowing into mine. “And talk about what you just overheard.”

      I turn my back to him, hiding my shame. “I already know what I overheard.”

      He moves up behind me, his solid chest aligning with my back. “Yes, but I want to make sure you fully understand what it all means.”

      “I do. I more than understand.”

      “Lake, we don’t even know if you are a nature energy wolf. And even if you were, you can’t be the only one of your kind.” His lips lightly nip at the back of my neck. “We’ll figure this out.”

      So gentle and patient. I should probably just tell him. Why can’t I utter the words?

      “Even if I wasn’t the only one, what would we do?” I tilt my head back to look at him. “Track down another innocent nature energy wolf and sacrifice them instead?”

      “No.” But I can see the brief consideration in his eyes. He glances at the bookshelves and murmurs, “There has to be another way to eliminate those vines without feeding it another innocent creature’s life.”

      “You think there’s an answer in one of these books?”

      “Maybe.” He strolls up to a ladder propped against a bookshelf. “My mom loved collecting ancient books on all sorts of magical topics. It might take some time to go through them, but we have to try.”

      Some time to go through them? Try at least a decade. But we should at least try. Try to find another way besides throwing my life to those vines.

      Still, I worry how much time is left before the guilt eats away at me completely. Once it does, I know what I’ll do. I never knew that about myself, that I was the kind of person—wolf—who would sacrifice herself to save others. And not just others, but creatures I once hated. Makes me wonder what other parts of my soul are undiscovered. Will I ever find out?
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* * *

      “Why do you think those wolves would throw those wolf cubs into the vines?” I ask as I read a page in a thick, leather bound book that’s open on my lap.

      We’ve spent hours hunting through books, only to come up with a few sentences on the abilities of a nature energy wolf. Apparently, with some learning, I can control some types of plants and trees. What I can do with that control, however, remains a mystery. Only time will tell.

      He crosses the room with a stack of books in his arms. “It could be because of what Kylan said and just an act of cruelty.” He drops the books onto a table then takes a seat beside me. “Or it could be that whoever started the vines is putting them to use and using them as a tool for punishment.”

      “So, does that mean that you think your father was right? That another wolf pack planted the vines?”

      “It could be. Or it could be a particular wolf who did it.”

      “You think it’s a werewolf for sure?”

      He drapes his lean arm along the back of the chair behind me, and the sweetest kiss of moonlight and violets whirls around me. “I don’t want to think poorly of my kind, but considering wolf cubs are getting thrown into the vines by other wolves, it makes sense that a wolf is behind it.”

      “What would be the motives behind something like that?”

      “Power over the creatures. The need to inflict torture. Causing pointless chaos. It’s really hard to say.”

      His father pops into my mind. From the stories I’ve heard, he more than qualifies as a suspect.

      Jules plays with my hair, raveling a strand around his finger. “I’m beginning to wonder that, too … if my father might be the wolf behind the vines.”

      Guilt rushes to my face. “Did I say that aloud?”

      “No. I read it all over your expression.” His fingers drift to the back of my neck, skillfully massaging. “What I don’t understand is, if he’s behind the vines, then why has he been traveling from pack to pack, searching for a wolf who did it?”

      “Perhaps he’s not really searching.”

      “Then where does he go when he leaves the kingdom for weeks on end?”

      That is the magical question, isn’t it?

      “Maybe he’s not the only wolf behind the vines,” I suggest. “Maybe he had help making them grow.”

      He considers this with a frown. “Perhaps.”

      I close the book and set it aside. “So, what does that mean if he is?”

      “It means we need to keep this conversation a secret … and your gift.” His low tone sends a shiver across my skin. “Because, if my father and other wolves are behind the vines, then no wolf is trustworthy. And we’ll need more than half of my pack to overthrow my father if he’s working with other packs.”

      “But, if you can’t trust any wolves, then how do you get more help?”

      “Go outside the wolf species.”

      “Would they help you? From what Legend says, other species don’t frequently get involved with each other.”

      “If they knew my father was behind the vines, I know they would help us.”

      I understand he wants to overthrow his father—and I think he should—but in the end, the vines are going to have to be weeded out, whether his father is kicked out of his position as king or not. And the more I learn about the nature energy wolf, the more I realize I’m the answer.

      I can kill the vines.
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      When nightfall arrives, Jules and I abandoned the library and head to bed.

      “Which room am I staying in?” I ask as we stroll down a hallway lined with shut doors. Deep down, I’m hoping he’ll let me stay with him, that he’ll meet me in my dreams, that I won’t have to plunge into nightmares.

      He rubs his hand over his head and glances at me from the corner of his eye. “There are a couple of guestrooms. If you want to, you can pick one of them.”

      I work not to reveal my disappointment. “Okay.”

      A few more steps, and then he sheepishly says, “Or, if you want to, you can stay in my room.”

      I press back a smile, not wanting to seem overly eager, and nod. “I’d like that.”

      “Yeah?” he asks, and when I zealously nod, a smile warms his face.

      After I grab my bag, he leads me to his room, which resembles his other room, only the walls are a deeper grey and the bed’s a bit bigger. Then he leaves me to change into my pajamas while he slips into the attached bathroom.

      Before he returns, I climb underneath the covers and wait for him, not turning around when I hear him crossing the room. Moments later, the blanket is slightly lifted then his body heat engulfs me. He leaves a bit of space between us, which I try not to frown over.

      When I close my eyes, restless over what awaits me when dreamland pulls me under, Jules drapes an arm over my side.

      I turn slightly, and he reduces the gap between us. Still, he feels too far away, so I finally surrender, rolling over and snuggling against him.

      “Sweet dreams, Lake,” he whispers, savoring my star-marked temple with a kiss.

      “I hope so.” I rest my cheek against the curve of his shoulder and press my chest closer to his side.

      “It will be,” he promises, tucking his arm under my head. “I’ll see you there.”

      I hope so.

      Still, I’m too restless to sleep, wiggling and squirmy, probably driving him mad.

      “Do you want me to sing you a lullaby?” Humor dances in his voice.

      I nod, wanting to hear him sing again. “Yes, please.”

      A soft gasp of surprise, and then he begins singing.

      The melodious tune and lyrics are vaguely familiar, as if I heard the song a long time ago. It wraps me in peace and comfort.

      With a yawn, I drift to sleep with memories dancing around in the shadows of my mind.
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* * *

      Jules and I are standing in a forest of leafy vines, blossoming flowers, and blooming trees. Moonlight illuminates the speck of land encompassing us, and crickets sing from the bushes.

      “You chose our spot,” Jules murmurs in awe as he takes in our surroundings.

      “I remembered it right before I fell asleep,” I admit. “We used to hang out here a lot when we were younger, right?”

      He nods, his violet gaze encountering mine. “I used to come here to hide from my father, and you’d come with me because you didn’t want me to be alone.”

      “What would we do when we came here?”

      He shrugs, facing me. “We’d talk. Sometimes play. Sometimes practice fighting.” He grazes the pad of his thumb along my bottom lip. “I kissed you here once.”

      I have the craziest compulsion to suck on his thumb, to gently bite it.

      “What? But we were too young to be kissing.”

      Back and forth his thumb moves, teasing me. “Relax, it was just a small peck.”

      “Oh.” I suck on my bottom lip after he removes his thumb. “Why did we do it?”

      “It was right after we found out I was your alterum dimidium animae. We were so young that we were a little confused what that meant. But your parents were each other’s, and you told me that they kissed a lot, and we both figured that’s what we were supposed to do. So, I kissed you.”

      “And what happened?”

      His eyes light up as he chuckles. “You said it was the most disgusting thing ever and shoved me to the ground. I ended up hitting my head on a rock.”

      My eyes widen in horror. “I did that to you?”

      “Yep, passed out and everything.”

      “Oh, my wolves, I was an awful cub.” I shake my head, disappointed in myself.

      He snags the hem of my shirt and reels me into him. “Nah. You were just confused. So was I. And you felt terrible about it. You even let me win a fighting match the next day.”

      “Let you win, huh? Sounds like I was pretty tough.”

      “You were—still are.”

      “You think I could ever win against you now?”

      “Maybe. One day we’ll have to find out.” The violet symbol of our alterum dimidium animae brightens in his eyes.

      “Maybe we will.” My flirty lightness astonishes us both.

      “We could try it now.” His husky tone sends shivers across my skin.

      My wolf purrs, begging me to accept the challenge.

      I probably shouldn’t, since rumor has it, Jules is a badass fighter. Plus, we’re supposed to be working on discovering more about my nature abilities. But, like all the other new traits I’ve recently discovered about myself, I learn that backing down from a challenge is a no-go for me.

      “Okay.” I crack my knuckles and grin, despite being scared shitless. “Let’s see what you got, wolf prince,” I taunt as I crook of my finger at him.

      He smirks, and then suddenly, I’m enveloped in his arms with my back trapped against his chest.

      Shit. He can move fast.

      I raise my foot to kick him, but he flips me around, lifts me up, and lays us on the ground, his body covering mine. I curve an arm to put him in a headlock, but he pins my wrists together and imprisons my arms above my head. With my legs wedged under his, I’m rendered helpless.

      For a heart stopping moment, panic chokes me.

      I’m trapped.

      I can’t breathe.

      Please don’t touch me.

      But the violet illumination of Jules’ eyes settles my frightened heart. I relax, reminding myself that Jules has never hurt me. He’s not Slate, and I’m his alterum dimidium animae who he cares about. The easiness that I feel with him instantly makes me feel guilty.

      I should tell him what Legend said about the nature energy wolf. I should trust him. He’s given me no reason not to.

      “Now, what were you saying about seeing what I got?” he teases with an arrogant smirk.

      I wiggle my arms and legs, searching for his weakness. Only when I writhe my hips do I find one.

      Magic jackpot.

      “Your lips look so kissable.” A manipulative line that misses the mark when my cheeks warm.

      Damn traitor blush.

      “Nice try.” Jules grins, his body so close I can feel the heat radiating from him.

      I try again, upping my moves. “They do.” Driven by the courage of my wolf, I lift my lips to his and trace my tongue along his lip rings.

      He lets out a deep, toe-curling moan, then crashes his lips down on mine. I tangle my fingers in his hair, drawing him closer as I suck on his bottom lip. He grinds his hips against mine in response, his hardness pressing against my thigh, his hold on me loosening. Impulsively, I hitch my legs around his waist, and his hips rock against mine. I whimper, my neck arching, my back bowing up.

      This so wasn’t what I had in mind. I need to win the fight. But breathless werewolves, this feels so amazing. I bet it could feel even more amazing if I moved with him.

      Testing the theory, I gently press my hips against his. He growls, not threateningly, but with untamed want. I repeat the movement, rolling my hips more determinedly this time. As our bodies connect, we both moan in unison, and whatever connection lays inside us is unleashed at once.

      The soft kiss flames in passion, our tongues entwining as we bite and nip and suck. His hands roam across my body, up and down my sides, his fingernails tearing at my shirt. I tug at his hair and scratch his back as we roll around in the twigs and leaves.

      When his mouth finally leaves mine, I growl out a protest. But the anger soon fizzles as he paves the arch of my neck with licks of his tongue and scrapes of his teeth, not quite biting but close.

      So, so close.

      It makes me wonder what biting will actually feel like.

      Makes me excited to find out.

      “Bite me,” I moan, rocking against him. “Please, Jules.” My voice sounds otherworldly, as if I’m no longer Lake, the quiet human girl from the Common Realm, but a needy, wanting, demanding werewolf.

      His breath falters against my collarbone, and then his teeth sink into my skin, not hard enough to draw blood, but with enough force that I feel the bite quiver through my entire body.

      I cry out, clinging to him as I come undone. Pulling at his hair, the need to bite him in return burns against my teeth.

      Breathless minutes drift by before I regain control over myself. Jules remains motionless with his head buried in my neck, his fingers clawing into the dirt beside my head. I make no move to disturb him, staring up at the stars peeking through the tree branches above while tracing my fingers through his hair.

      I figure he’s trying to calm down until he rasps hoarsely, “I’m sorry … I shouldn’t have done that.”

      My fingers pause on his neck. “Why not?”

      “Because … I think I just …” He sighs against my neck then pushes back to look at me. “I probably just deepened the alterum dimidium animae.”

      “So?”

      His forehead creases as his brows bunch. “You’re not upset?”

      I shake my head from side to side. “It’s never really bothered me; only scared me a bit. And the closer you and I get, the more I remember about us, and the less scary it gets.”

      Tenderness flows from his eyes. “Yeah?”

      “Yeah. And what just happened … it was pretty … amazing.” And there goes that stupid blushing again. But a blush is way better than me freaking out. I never thought it’d be possible for me to share a moment like this with someone else. I thought I was too broken. Yet here I am, unbroken and perhaps even a bit healed.

      “You’re cute when you blush.” He smiles as he lowers his lips to mine. “You’re right; that was pretty amazing.” Then he kisses me, relishing the taste of my lips.

      Only when he pulls away and pushes to his feet do we realize the forest changed during our melting make out session.

      “What the hell?” I mutter. “They weren’t like that before, were they?”

      He shakes his head, gaping at the flowery vines now dangling from the trees and the branches weaving around our feet. “Either your dream changed or … or you brought them out.”

      I reach for one of the vines to test my ability, and the flower stretches out to kiss my fingertips. The other vines correlate, spinning a dance around me, and the branches below our feet join in.

      I let out a startled laugh as a vine snakes around my arms, coming to rest at my elbow.

      “Does it hurt?” Jules asks, reaching for me worriedly.

      “No, it just tickles.” I pet the vine, and the flowers buzz with elation.

      “Hmm …” Jules muses over something. “Well, if they’re not hurting you, then do you want to see what else you can do?”

      I nod, and then we begin playing with my ability, testing my powers, seeing just how well the plants obey me.

      In the end, per my command to the vines, Jules ends up bound to the ground, and I refuse to let him go until he declares me the winner of the fight. Which he does so with pride.
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* * *

      When I wake up the next morning, bright and early and well-rested, I roll over to find Jules wide awake, lying on his back and staring up at the ceiling with his face set in deep contemplation. He’s shirtless, like always when he sleeps, and my gaze instantly magnetizes to that mysterious tattoo on his hip, letters that could lead to my name, but I haven’t been brave enough to ask yet.

      Tearing my gaze off his tattoo, I prop up on my elbow and look at him. “Is everything okay?”

      He startles, his gaze darting to mine. “Shit. I didn’t even realize you woke up.”

      “Maybe because you were thinking so hard.” I sit up, stretching. “What were you thinking about?”

      He sits up with me, finding my waist and pulling me forward until I’m straddling his lap. “I was actually thinking about your abilities and what you could do with them.”

      I gulp a shaky breath. “You mean, like get rid of the vines?”

      He swiftly shakes his head, brushing hair out of my eyes. “I was thinking what an amazing warrior you could end up being after some training both with fighting and your gift.”

      “Would you let me fight with you, if you went to war with your father?” I blurt out. I don’t even know why. It’s not like I want to go to war. But I also despise his father, for reasons I feel like I can’t entirely grasp yet.

      “I hope it doesn’t come to war, but if you wanted to fight with me, I’d let you.” He delicately cups my cheek in the palm of his hand. “I think, with that gift of yours, one day you might be able to control the entire forest.”

      “Sounds like I could become pretty amazing,” I joke, again uncomfortable with the compliment.

      “You could,” he assures me. “And I think, one day you’re going to do great things. I just want you to let me be there with you. To let me fight by your side and protect you.”

      “Can I protect you, too? Can we protect each other?” Not just from a war, but from the abuse of his father, from another incident like Slate’s, and what other darkness festers in this world.

      He nods. “Wherever you go, I go?”

      I’m not sure if it’s a question, but I nod, anyway. “Forever?”

      His smile reflects as brightly as the sunlight filtering through the window. “Forever always.”
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      Over the next few days, I fall into rhythm with Jules. We spend most of our time reading through books, testing my powers in our dreams, and occasionally making out. We haven’t gone any further than him biting me, and I haven’t bit him yet. My wolf wants to, though. Frenziedly wants to. Jules always stops me whenever I try, though, worried that somehow the bite will force the alterum dimidium animae connection to emerge inside me before I’m ready. The closer we get, though, the more I find myself wishing for a glimpse of violet in my eyes. So far, my eyes are set on teal.

      During the rare instances when I’m not with Jules, I’m either training with Rune or hanging out with Liberty or Legend. Although, Legend has been spending more time away due to a situation in the vampire world, details to which he won’t give me.

      “Sorry, Lake, but as you’ll soon realize in this realm, we won’t be able to tell each other everything that goes on in our lives,” he told me apologetically the other day. “We’re different creatures, and sometimes secrets must stay secrets amongst our kinds.”

      The truth of his words made me severely sad, yet I knew he was right. After all, with every day that breezes by, I’m keeping more and more secrets from him, like my growing abilities and Jules’ suspicions about the king being behind the vines.

      With so much of my time wrapped up in the werewolf world, I hardly notice that a week has passed until Jules announces it’s time to meet Ava for my next memory session. I’m a bit grumpy about going, but he assures me I won’t have to kiss any creature, except him, of course. A statement he makes true the moment we arrive to meet Ava at a tiny hut in the safe zone Jules spoke of.

      Before we walk in the hut, Jules brands my lips with a scorching kiss. The exchange sparks mild curiosity in Ava’s eyes, but Jules gives her no time to comment as he moves to unlock the door and ushers us inside, leaving the guards to spread out in the field that surrounds the hut.

      Inside, the area consists of a small room with a round table and four chairs, a single window, and a few empty shelves. Every inch of the place is covered in a thick layer of dust.

      “No one’s been here in years,” Jules explains to us as we get seated at the table. “And the place is charmed so only creatures who mean my family no harm can gain entry.”

      “What was this place used for?” I ask, tracing a heart in the dirt covering the table.

      He scratches the corner of his eye, a sign that he’s uneasy. “My mom used to have small tea parties and gatherings here with her friends.”

      “Oh.” I feel awful for unintentionally bringing up his mom, especially when I’ve yet to tell him I could cure her.

      I’m a terrible wolf. Truly awful.

      “You’re fine.” Jules reads the guilt on my face and places a hand over mine. “I can handle talking about her.”

      “I know you can.” But the sorrow in his eyes amplifies every time he does.

      “My, my, you two have gotten awfully close over the last week,” Ava observes with interest. “Maybe you’ll end up being her alterum dimidium animae, after all, Jules.”

      “You say that as if you doubted it before now?” Jules replies indifferently, but his fingers twitch over mine.

      Ava simply shrugs. “Well, up until a couple of weeks ago, we thought she was dead, didn’t we?”

      “I never fully settled on that theory,” Jules bites out. “I always hung on to a little hope that she’d come back to me one day.”

      Warmth spreads through my chest as he snags my gaze and lets his eyes shimmer violet.

      “Maybe she shouldn’t have,” Ava mumbles. When Jules roars with rage, she rolls her eyes. “Will you relax? I’m just trying to tell you that perhaps the Violet Mountain kingdom isn’t the place for her.” She burns a pressing look into us. “That perhaps the city is a far better place to stay safe.” She doesn’t flat-out say it, but the look she gives us is enough of a warning.

      Stay in the city, away from Violet Mountain, or my life could be in danger.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Ava makes our session quick, seeming in a hurry to leave. Only fifteen minutes after Jules and I arrived, we are heading back to the house in the city with a few of his guards following closely behind.

      “Why do you think she was warning me to stay away from the Violet Mountain kingdom?” I ask as we amble up the paved streets of the city, passing by busy shops, trendy clubs, and the occasional food cart.

      Unlike the first time I was in the city, less creatures gawk at me. When I asked Jules why, he informed me that the first time I was here, I didn’t have a scent. And like with Jules, my presence confused paranormals. Now that my skin smells sweetly of stars, moon dust, and violet, other creatures don’t question what I am anymore.

      “I’m not sure. But, since Ava is bound to my father, I’m guessing it has something to do with him.” Jules skims his finger along the inside of my wrist. “I think I need to get ahold of Shade and see what’s going on in the kingdom.”

      “You don’t think anyone found out about me, do you?”

      “Doubtful, since only you and I know about your gift.”

      Guilt. So much guilt.

      It’s time to tell him, Lake. No more secrets.

      “That’s actually not true,” I whisper, hoping Jules is the wolf I believe him to be. That my trust in him isn’t a mistake. Still, I can’t shake the drop of doubt, an inkling of distrust that stems from another werewolf. I hate myself for feeling that way.

      Jules isn’t Slate.

      His attention snaps to me. “You told someone.”

      “I did.” I quicken my steps up the hill, making him take longer strides to keep up with me. “But I can’t tell you who or what was said out here. It’s too dangerous.”

      Nodding, we practically soar toward his house.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Locked in his room, I gaze out the window at the towering misshaped buildings that form the city. In the far, far distance, past the noise and the busyness, the vines coil across the land, blackening the dirt below. The plants have grown so much over the course of a few days that the thorns nearly touch the magical supplies shops on the very border of the city.

      Jules, who’s remained almost too quiet the rest of the trip home, takes a seat on the bed beside me. “Are you going to tell me who you told?” His voice is uneasy with control.

      I lick my dry lips and sputter the confession before I can back out. “I told Legend the day we left for the city.”

      He folds his fingers inward as he stares out the window. “Why didn’t you tell me sooner?”

      “Because I was afraid of what Legend told me.”

      “Which was?”

      Summoning a breath, I give him a quick recap of what Legend and I spoke of that day. When I finish, I trap my breath in my chest and wait. Wait for what, I’m not sure. For him to lecture me. For him to comfort me. For him to beg me to throw myself into the vines so his mother and any other creature who’s been cursed with the vines’ poison will be freed from their shadowy prison.

      He says nothing, though, and the weight of his silence is far worse than any lecture he could give me.

      “Aren’t you going to say anything?” I shatter the silence at last.

      “What do you want me to say?” His hollowness makes guilt squash my soul.

      “I don’t know. Something … Anything … Maybe what you’re thinking,” I basically plead.

      “You want to know what I’m thinking?” He finally, finally looks at me, and what I see makes me shrink back.

      Undiluted heartbreak.

      “I’m thinking that I know why you didn’t tell me.” Pain carves into his words. “That you thought I’d sacrifice you to heal my mother. That I’d let you die. That I don’t care about you enough not to use you as a sacrifice.”

      I can’t deny his accusation unless I want to lie. And I don’t want to lie to him anymore.

      “I wasn’t sure if you would, but a part of me worried that you might. And while I’ve thought about doing it myself—jumping into those vines to save this realm—so far, I’m too much of a coward.”

      “You’re not a coward.” Violet light swallows up the room. “You barely know this realm. And no creature in their right mind would expect you to lay down your life to get rid of some toxic plants.”

      “But they might if it meant saving the creatures they loved.”

      “Not when they love the creature who would be sacrificed.” He’s said something similar to me before, but always in the heat of a passionate argument.

      “Look, I don’t think you know—”

      “No, you don’t know,” he cuts me off, folding his palms around my hips as he pulls me to him. Then his forehead meets mine, his panting breaths dusting my skin. “I love you, Lake. I loved you before you disappeared, and I love you now. But this love, this fucking I-can’t-breathe-when-I’m-not-around-you feeling that’s consumed my chest, it isn’t the same thing as what I felt for you before. I loved you as a friend before. I loved you as my alterum dimidium animae before. But these last couple weeks, I fell in love with you, and that love, it’s forever in my heart and soul, right there with the alterum dimidium animae. And it’s not going anywhere, so believe me when I say that I will never throw you into those damn vines, and I will never let any other creature do so. And I will beg on my fucking knees until I take my last breath if it means it can convince you not to sacrifice yourself.”

      Words. I can’t find them. They don’t exist. Neither does oxygen.

      Speechlessness owns me for far too long as I struggle to find the right thing to say. Ultimately, I give up and simply kiss him, only breaking for air when I’m on the verge of suffocating. Even then, I almost don’t stop.

      “I’m sorry I thought that. I’m sorry for doubting you. And I won’t go into the vines,” I say breathlessly, then aim for a teasing tone. “Although, your dramatic gesture of getting down on your knees does sound appealing.”

      He shakes his head, his thoroughly kissed lips quirking. “Does it now?”

      I nod. “Oh, it completely does.”

      He sucks a lip ring between his teeth. “If that’s what you want, then …” He stands from the bed then drops to his knees in front of me. He places his palms on my thighs, branding heat against my skin. “Please don’t sacrifice yourself, for the sake of my poor heart that you now hold in your hand.”

      “Wow, I feel so powerful,” I tease, but the humor vanishes as I realize he may be right.

      After all, he said he loves me. I don’t think I can say it back yet. And I’m his alterum dimidium animae, but he hasn’t been declared mine. While I care about him tremendously, his soul giving love hasn’t been reciprocated.

      If you had asked me a month ago if I thought loving a werewolf could be possible, I’d have told you that you’re a raving lunatic for even asking. Now, the possibility is there, a violet flame inside my heart, waiting for the right moment to be released.

      Wanting to show him that I care about him and trust him, I do the only thing I can think of. I pull him from his kneeling position and guide his lips toward mine. He doesn’t hesitate, kissing me back, letting his emotions pour through the kiss as he lies me down on the bed. Then he situates his strong body over mine, hands roving all over across my sides, my hips, my legs. But, like always, he never ventures outside of those areas.

      Normally, I fear him touching me in places that are invisibly scarred. But, right now, I think I might want to explore the idea, test the waters a bit. See if my mind and body can handle it. See what it’s like for him to touch me like that, if perhaps he can heal more emotional scars.

      “Jules,” I murmur between his soul-baring kisses. “I think I want to … I think you …” For the love of all blushing stupidity, just spit it out, Lake. “I think I want to try something.” Then, because I can’t get the damn words out of my mouth, I grab his hand and guide it to the top of my shorts.

      Thank the wolves he figures out what I want without me having to declare it. Maybe one day I’ll be able to, but right now, I’m too restless with nervousness.

      “Are you sure?” Jules asks, pulling back to look at me.

      I give an unsteady nod, and then he’s undoing the button of my shorts, slipping his hand inside my panties. Slowly, he touches me, moving his fingers back and forth, not fully entering, just teasing.

      “Lake, breathe,” he whispers against my lips, pausing with uncertainty.

      I free a breath, and then, before I lose my nerve, I slam my lips against his, kissing him through my nerves. But when his finger slides inside me, I forget to breathe altogether as he feels me thoroughly and kisses me to the point that I veer toward shattering.

      I latch on to him, fingernails tearing at his shirt. Our kisses and touches no longer feel like enough. Starved, I want to bite him. I want to scream. I want to merge my body and soul and wolf with his.

      A cry rips from my chest as I writhe my hips in rhythm with his finger. When he works another finger inside me, my teeth beg to imprint his neck, plead for me to let go. I might have, too, but then he hits the right spot and I break apart completely, shattering and drifting away to the most wonderful place.

      A handful of desperate breaths for air later, I blink up at Jules, who’s looking at me with wonderment.

      “What’s wrong?” I ask, or more like pant.

      “It’s nothing.” He smiles warmly. “It’s just that you’re so beautiful normally, but when you’re like this, you’re breathtaking.”

      “Aw, and there’s those player lines.” I try for a tired smile.

      “You know, I might think you were actually serious if it weren’t for the fact that you’re blushing.” He traces the star mark on my temple with his lips. “You do that all the time—blush when I compliment you.”

      “I’ve never been good with compliments. Usually, whenever someone complimented me, they were either setting me up to tease me, or they had too much interest in me.”

      He meets my gaze, his brows knit. “What do you mean by too much interest?”

      I shrug, wishing I hadn’t brought it up. “It’s nothing. It’s just that, sometimes my foster fathers would tell me I was beautiful, but it wasn’t a good thing.”

      His eyes are flickers of violet panic. “Lake, did—”

      I cover his mouth with my hand. “Nothing happened like what Slate did to me. They just looked at me too long and sometimes stole touches as I was walking by them. I spent a lot of time sleeping with my bed pressed against the bedroom door.” I lower my hand to my waist.

      He takes a few inhales and exhales until the violet steadily glows again. “I promise you’ll never be unsafe like that again. No one will ever touch you without permission.”

      “Well, just so you know, you … you always have permission.”

      He chuckles. “Yep, so adorable when you blush.” Then he leans down and kisses me again.

      And I kiss him back, wishing we could stay this way forever, wrapped in magical kisses and calming peace. But, eventually, the clock chimes, announcing it’s time for me to go train with Rune. Reminding me that the safety Jules instills in me only exists when we’re together. That safety could get ripped away at any moment. And I need to be prepared.
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      The next day, Jules and I are in the library again, going through more books, when suddenly my eyes start to water. Normally, that leads to a memory resurfacing. However, no forgotten images appear. I rub my eyes and continue reading until the words on the pages begin to blur.

      Lifting my gaze from the book, I press the heels of my hands against my eyes.

      “Everything okay?” Jules asks, sprawled out on the floor beside my feet with a short wall of books surrounding him.

      Nodding, I lower my hands to my lap. “My eyes are just a bit watery, and it’s making my vision blurry.”

      He sets the book aside and kneels in front of me. “Maybe you need a break.”

      I shake my head, collecting the book off my lap. “No, I’m fine. I swear.” He meticulously observes me as I flip to the next page. “Jules, I swear I’m fine. Stop worrying.”

      “It’s my job to worry about you.” But he lies back down on the floor amongst the stacks of books. “Let me know if they start bothering you again.”

      “Yes, boss, sir.”

      “You know what? I think you should start calling me that all the time.”

      I poke him in the side with my toe, but he only laughs.

      Shaking my head, I redirect my concentration back to the book.

      Pages later, my stubbornness pays off when I pick up a thin journal.

      My heart literally stops as I reread the page that snagged my attention.

      A page written by his mother.

      Jules and Liberty,

      If you found this, then it means that I’m either a shadow or faded away completely. I’m hoping, if you find this, that it’s not too late. That your father hasn’t achieved his final goal.

      I’m not sure if you’ll understand what I’m talking about, so let me explain.

      A couple decades ago, your father started becoming obsessed with immortality. He spent every hour he possibly could searching for a way to live forever. And not just in the way that the undead can live forever. He wanted to be indestructible, where no weapon, no potion, or no creature could kill him.

      After almost a decade, he found a way to make this happen. A magical seed he attained. From where, I don’t know. But he planted the seed and waited for the vines to grow.

      He couldn’t do it alone. He had to get at least one creature from each realm—even the human realm—to connect with him, to want to achieve the same kind of everlasting immortality. Eventually, he found the creatures he desired, creatures who are as cruel as him, if not more so. They all planted a seed in their realm, and like your father, they waited.

      The plan was that the seeds would grow into indestructible vines, and eventually, those vines would take over the land, and with that, their immorality would come to life and strengthen.

      In the beginning, the vines lay dormant, along with the creatures’ desired immortality. After chasing down countless creatures and looking for answers as to why the vines wouldn’t flourish, your father found a higher mountain witch who knew the secrets of the deadly vines. She told your father that, in order for the vines to flourish, first he needed to feed the seeds. And the main food source of the vines is magical creatures.

      I rub my hand against my aching chest. Oh, my wolves, I can’t believe what I’m reading. Or maybe I can. I don’t really know …

      A memory sparkles in my mind, whispering that I do.

      Breathing deeply, I continue reading.

      The second thing that needed to happen in order for the seeds to turn into vines is that the area where the seed was planted needed to be rid of any nature energy creatures, creatures who could kill off the vines. If he got rid of these creatures in his kingdom, the vines would sprout from the seeds. The witch also told him that, if he could get the vines to grow enough to interweave with the vines in the other realms, him and the other creatures he was working with would be immortal forever. Nothing could kill them.

      There was a loophole—there always is. If someone found a nature energy creature from each of the realms and bound their magic together, they could kill the vines. But this must happen before the vines from the other realms connect. Because, once they do, nothing can destroy them. And if your father and the other creatures aren’t stopped, they will feed the vines lives until nothing is left of the realms.

      I’ve tried to stop your father many times, but he’s more powerful than me and has spelled me to secrecy. Writing this down is the only way I’ve found around the spell. But I can’t give this journal to you. It has to be stumbled upon. So, I hope it finds you, and I hope, for the sake of the realms, that you’re able to find the nature energy creatures who can stop the vines.

      The page ends there. I can tell she was afraid by her jostled handwriting.

      My heart is an erratic mess in my chest.

      I am the cure. I am part of what can save, not just this realm, but all the realms.

      For a selfish moment, I contemplate tucking the book away and not telling Jules. But the moment quickly passes as guilt crushes my soul.

      “Jules, I think you need to read this.” I numbly hand him the journal.

      He sits up and takes the journal from me with his brows knit.

      I lean back in the chair and shut my eyes as he silently reads, only our rushed breaths filling up the silence. The clock dings, announcing the next hour.

      He should’ve been done reading by now.

      I open my eyes and find him staring at me, no violet glow, no smile.

      “We need to find these other nature creatures,” I mumble, staring at the clock. It’s easier than looking at his expressionless face.

      “Yeah, we do,” he agrees.

      Tears pool in my eyes. I feel like such a coward.

      He climbs onto the sofa beside me, cups my chin, and forces me to look at him. “I will not sacrifice you, Lake. I promise you that. But we need to find these creatures, and then find this witch.”

      I inhale, sucking back the tears, pretending to be tougher than I am. “Why do we need to find the witch?”

      He scoops up the journal from off the floor and hands it to me, tapping a page. I was so overwhelmed with emotions while I was reading the journal entry that I didn’t bother looking through the rest of the pages. If I had, I’d have realized his mom scribbled a few more words that could help us.

      Start with finding the higher mountain witch your father spoke to. She can give you more information about the vines: how to get rid of them, and how to get them to stop taking lives. She is the key to this, so go to the Sun Moon Realm and find her. Her name is Star. She lives on the highest mountain in the realm. That’s all I know as of now. If I find out more, I’ll write it down.

      I fan through the pages, but there are no more entries.

      “We need to find this witch,” Jules says. “Then we’ll start looking for these other nature realm creatures. But first, I need to find out how to get rid of these vines without losing you. Because I won’t lose you, Lake.” He traps my face between his hands. “I refuse to.”

      “How do we find the witch?” I wonder. “Werewolves are banned from the Sun Moon Realm.”

      “We’ll might be able to find a witch who can get us into the realm. Definitely not Ava, though. Not when she’s bound to my father. Or we could find another creature we can trust and send them in to find Star.”

      “We could always ask Legend.” When he starts to shake his head, I stress a valid point. “He’s the most trustworthy creature I know, besides you, and he’s known about my abilities and hasn’t told a single creature. We can trust him. I know we can.”

      He considers what I said for a lengthy amount of time. “You think he’d do it? Because, it could be complicated and risky. Not to mention he couldn’t tell any other creature what he was doing.”

      “I know he’d want to help, especially if it means helping me.”

      More silence and then, “If you say we can trust him, then I do, too. We’ll ask him to do this, but we need to make sure he fully understands what he’s getting into. And no one else can know about this yet.”

      “How are we supposed to find all these nature energy creatures without help? We’re going to need more creatures than just you, me, and Legend.”

      “I know. After we talk to Legend and see if he’s in, we’ll figure out what wolves to bring in on this. They’ll have to be trustworthy. Shade, Rune, Liberty, and Kylan for sure. And my guards.”

      “Are all your guards trustworthy?” I regret the question, but I don’t know his guards like I know Shade, Rune, Liberty, and even Kylan.

      He nods. “I trust them with my life, and I know they’d pick me over my father.”

      Tears well in my eyes at the mention of his father. “Jules, do you think …? Do you think my parents’ death and my disappearance had to do with this?” What I don’t dare say aloud is: do you think your father killed my parents?

      “Maybe,” he whispers, his eyes wide and glossy. “I’m so sorry. I don’t even know what else to say.” Remorse shines clearly through his violet gaze; an internal sorrow he always carries even more evident.

      “It’s not your fault it happened.” I slowly reach for him, testing my feelings, seeing if what I feel for him has changed. When my fingers sweep across his cheek, my chest glows with warmth. So does my soul. “I don’t want you to feel guilty about it.” I know he will. Just like he felt guilty about what happened to me all those years ago.

      Unsure how else to reassure him, I allow my wolf to take over. What she does next is irreversible, but I might love her for it, for still wanting him like I do.

      Without warning, I slant forward, lower my lips to his neck and sink my teeth into his skin. He gasps a protest, but then he melts into me, fisting a handful of my hair and pulling me closer. As my teeth delve in even deeper, he lets out a roaring moan loud enough to shake the house.

      When I pull away, breathless and wired, he draws my mouth to his lips and kisses me until my lips are swollen, until I’m so dizzy on his scent I can scarcely breathe.

      “I’m going to fix this,” he murmurs against my lips. “One day, you’ll be able to live a normal life without worry or fear.”

      “My life might not be normal right now, but I’m not as afraid as I used to be.” I kiss him again, because his lips are right there. So are the bite marks on his neck. Bite marks I put there.

      He’s only bitten me in my dreams, and when I wake up, the marks are always gone. Seeing the indents in his neck makes me crave to have markings of my own.

      As if sensing my desires, he urges me to angle my head to the side then gently bites the speck of flesh right below my ear. I whimper, my fingernails clawing into his shoulders as my eyes roll into the back of my head.

      I want nothing more than to tear his clothes off, but after sucking and grazing his teeth along the sensitive skin one more time, he pulls back.

      “You know, the more we do that, the more linked we become,” he warns. “I know I want it, but I want—need—to make sure you do, too. I don’t ever want you to feel forced into being with me.”

      Instead of using words to answer him, I lean forward and bite him once again.
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      I wake up the next morning to find Jules sitting on the edge of the bed, fully dressed in a black T-shirt and matching cargo pants, lacing up a pair of fighting boots.

      “Where are you going?” I ask as I sit up and stretch my arms above my head.

      He keeps his back to me, his head facing forward. “I need to go back to the kingdom today.” He rises to his feet, grabs a leather holster from the nightstand, and faces me. “I have to try to get my mom out of that fucking castle. After what I just learned … I can’t leave her there to rot away with that monster.” Huffing out a shuddering breath, he slips his arms through the holster and latches up the straps.

      “But, isn’t it dangerous?” I kneel on the edge of the bed so I’m almost eye level with him. “I mean, if your father catches you, won’t he … punish you or something?”

      “I’m not going to let him catch me. I’m not even going to let him know I’m there.” He moves over to a trunk at the foot of the bed and digs out a silver bladed knife. “I’m taking Rune with me, and Shade’s already there.” He returns to where I’m kneeling and sheaths the sword into the holster. “I need you to do me a favor.”

      I nod without any hesitation. “What is it?”

      He cups my cheek and tilts my head up toward him. “I need you to go with Liberty and Kylan to Legend’s and tell him about what we found. And I need you to do it carefully. I want you to wear a cloak to keep yourself concealed. And take this.” He reaches into his pocket and retrieves what looks like an engraved silver lighter. “This is what I use to put a glamour on my guards when I go out. All you need to do is open the top, and you’ll be good to go.” He presses the lighter into my hands. “And I need you not to tell Liberty and Kylan the real reason you’re going to Legend’s. We’ll tell my sister, but not until I get my mom out of the castle. Otherwise, she might do something stupid, like rush into the kingdom with her sword drawn.” He closes my fingers around the lighter. “And I need you to be careful, no matter what. Promise me you will.”

      “Only if you promise first.” My voice trembles with the fear I feel inside.

      “I promise,” he swears, carrying my gaze, his eyes two violet flames.

      “Then I promise, too.”

      He lets out a trapped breath then kisses me quickly but passionately before backing toward the door. “Kylan knows where Legend lives. He’ll take you there.” He opens the door, still facing me. “Be careful, Lake. It would shatter me if I lost you a second time.”

      He leaves, not waiting for my response, but I utter the words, anyway.

      “It would shatter me if I lost you, too.”
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* * *

      Legend’s lair is located on the far outskirts of town where the glittery and dazzling lights morph into gloomy shadows of dusky alleyways and underground homes. The journey takes about half an hour on foot, which gives Liberty plenty of time to blast me with relentless questions.

      “I still don’t get why you’re wearing a cloak?” She raises a brow at the ankle-length lavender cloak I borrowed from her. The hood is drawn over my head, leaving my face hidden in the shadows. “And I know it’s not just some weird fashion statement.” She peers up at the sun. “Today is scorching. You have to be sweating under there.”

      Truthfully, I am, but I promised Jules I’d wear the cloak, so sweat or not, I’ll wear the cloak.

      “It’s not that hot,” I lie. I hate lying to her, but again, I promised Jules I wouldn’t tell her the truth until he was ready.

      “Sure, it isn’t.” Shaking her head, she focuses on the sloped street ahead of us. “I know you and Jules are keeping something from me.” She pauses, giving me time to crack.

      I don’t.

      She heaves a frustrated sigh, then she stomps away with a growl. “Fine, keep your secrets. Some best friend you are.”

      The farther she moves away from me, the more my heart twinges with guilt.

      “She’ll get over it eventually,” Kylan whispers from beside me. “She’ll understand once you’re ready to tell her whatever it is you’re hiding.”

      “How can you be so sure I’m hiding something?” I wonder, adjusting my hood.

      “Aren’t we all?” he mumbles, looking away to the grimy windows of the stores.

      He says nothing further for the rest of the trip, and Liberty makes no move to return to my side, leaving my thoughts to accompany me. And let me tell you, my thoughts are anything but comforting, focused solely on Jules and if he’s okay.

      “Here we are,” Liberty announces, coming to a stop in front of what appears to be a columned mausoleum.

      “This is where Legend lives?” I eyeball the crypt-like place warily.

      Liberty shrugs, trotting up the stone front porch. “All vampires live in these types of places. It’s not that strange.”

      I follow her to the front door and peer down at the welcome mat in front of my feet. “Maybe not, but that sure is.”

      She tracks my gaze then giggles. “How very homey of Legend to have one of those.”

      “Makes me almost forget that I’m about to walk into a place that looks like it holds a dead body.”

      “Technically, Legend is dead, so …”

      “Huh.” I crinkle my nose. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Still, he’s pretty hot for a dead dude.” She raps her knuckles on the door while Kylan lets out a mumble of incoherent words from behind us. She turns toward him with her hand poised on her hip. “Is there a problem, my muttering guard?”

      He leans against a column with his arms crossed. “Not at all. I was just reminding myself that I need to take some vacation time.”

      “You should visit someplace sunny when you do,” Liberty quips. “Perhaps it might brighten your sullenness a bit.”

      He gives her a dirty look, which she throws right back at him.

      I survey the two of them, questioning if perhaps something is going on between them. Like maybe their relationship is deeper than just a warrior and her guard.

      Flashing Kylan a haughty grin, Liberty turns around and knocks on the door again. “Come on; wake your ass up and open the door.” She pounds on the door several times, then shakes her head in frustration. “Lazy vampires always sleeping through the day.” She hops off the porch and slinks down the alleyway to the side of the house.

      Kylan and I trade a look, and then hurry after her, Kylan drawing his sword.

      “Is that necessary?” I wonder as we blend into the shadows. “We’re under glamour right now; no one can see us.”

      His eyes rove the area. “It’s too quiet here. I don’t like it.”

      Now that he mentions it, the air is awfully still when only a mile ago we were surrounded by the chatter and the buzzing of magical creatures.

      “The window’s open back here,” Liberty calls out from the back of the alleyway.

      We quicken our pace to a jog, but by the time we reach the open window, she’s already hoisted herself into Legend’s house.

      Kylan mutters a string of curses, then hoists himself into the window. Then he ducks back out, offers me his hand, and helps me climb inside. With only a single window and the lights off, the place is unnervingly dark.

      “Liberty,” Kylan calls out, holding my hand as he steers us farther into the darkness.

      “In here,” Liberty replies, and then a trail of light reaches us.

      Kylan follows the path of light that leads straight to Liberty. She’s lit a candle and is roaming around a living room decorated with dusky furniture, candlesticks, and a collection of books.

      “I checked in the bedroom, but he wasn’t in there, either,” Liberty tells us as she stops in front of an old music player. “I’m pretty sure he isn’t here.”

      “But it’s daylight. Legend rarely goes out during the daylight.” I look around, searching for a sign of where he may have gone.

      “He could’ve stayed at someone else’s place,” she suggests, flipping through a stack of discs.

      “Yeah, maybe.” I sniff the air as the faintest scent of faded moonlight and dirt touches my nostrils. The same scent I smelled the night Jules’ father arrived at the Violet Mountain kingdom. Shit. Shit. Shit. “Does anyone else smell that?”

      Liberty breathes in. “Werewolves were close by.”

      I tense, my breath hitching. “Are they here now?”

      She shakes her head, the candlelight flickering. “The scent’s too faded. Either they were here a while ago, or the scent drifted in from outside.”

      Kylan’s tension mixes with mine, making the air grow tight.

      “We should get out of here if other wolves are around,” he says. “It unsettles me.”

      “Why?” Liberty wonders, setting the candle down. “We’re in the area; who cares if other wolves are?”

      “Because …” He glances at me, his eyes shadows against the candlelight. Then his gaze lands back on Liberty. “That edge of dirt in the stench means that scent belongs to your father’s guards.”

      “They can’t see us,” I point out. “We’re hidden by the glamour.”

      “But they can smell us,” he states. Then he urges us out of the house as if death itself is chasing us.
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      We leave in a rush. Well, Kylan and I are in a rush, but Liberty seems to intentionally drag her steps the entire way home. When we finally reach the house, I discover why.

      “I know for a fact that you’re both keeping something from me.” She storms toward the stairway, but then whirls around before starting up, her long hair whipping around her. “I mean, I know my father is a sketchy werewolf, but you guys freaked the hell out when you realized his guards had been nearby.”

      “Because we’re supposed to be keeping our distance from your father,” I lie, self-hatred burning in my chest.

      She shakes her head, not buying my bullshit. “Fine, if you’re going to lie to me, then I’m out.” She stomps up the stairway, shaking the floor and the framed photos on the wall.

      With a sigh, Kylan trudges after.

      “Kylan,” I call out.

      He pauses, mid-stairway, and glances back at me. “Yeah?”

      I step toward him, slipping off the hood of my cloak. “I was just wondering—or well, curious—as to why you were so worried that the king’s guards were near Legend’s place.”

      “Because the king isn’t a good wolf. And neither are his guards. And it’s my job as Liberty’s guard and your temporary one to keep you away from evil.”

      “So, you think the king is evil?”

      “I know he is.”

      “Do you think …? Why do you think he was near Legend’s place?”

      He shrugs. “A lot of reasons, but usually when werewolves wander into vampire territory, they’re looking for something they probably shouldn’t.”

      Worry floods through my veins. What if the guards were in Legend’s house because they took Legend? But why would the king’s guards steal a vampire? A vampire who knows me?

      More guilt crushes my chest. Any more, and my lungs might give out altogether.

      [image: ]
* * *

      I stay up for hours waiting for Jules, wanting to discuss what happened at Legend’s and wanting to know he’s okay. In the latest hour of the night, though, he still hasn’t returned and panic sets in.

      Another hour ticks by, and the house remains silent.

      Then the moonlight begins to fade from the sky, but still no Jules or Rune.

      I decide to go to sleep, to see if I can find him in my dreams, but I end up sinking into nightmares, and not of the day Slate tortured me, but of Jules, locked in that castle, getting ripped apart bit by bit by his father.

      And there’s nothing I can do to help him.

      [image: ]
* * *

      “Lake, sweetheart, open your eyes.” Fingers stroke lazy circles up and down my back.

      I whimper as the bloody images of my nightmare continue to invade my mind.

      “It’s okay.” Lips brush my cheek. “Whatever you’re dreaming about, let it go. It’s not real.” Soft kisses caress my lips, once, twice, three times.

      My heart sparks to life, and my eyelids flutter open, the nightmare images evaporating into nothing more than mist.

      I blink rapidly until my vision comes into focus, Jules’ violet eyes are the first thing I see.

      He’s lying in the bed beside me, dressed in the same clothes as when he left. His hair is ruffled, his forehead cut, along with his cheek, but other than that, he appears unscathed.

      “You’re back.” I toss the blankets off me and wrap my arms around him, rolling on top of his solid body. I knew I was worried when he didn’t return at nightfall, but I hadn’t realized how much fear possessed my mind until now. I could barely breathe while he was gone.

      He folds his arms around me, burying his face in my neck. “Sorry it took me a longer than I said. We ran into a bit of an unexpected problem.”

      I push back and trail my fingers along his wounds. “What happened?”

      He cups his hand over mine, trapping my palm against his cheek. “We ran into a couple of my father’s guards while we were getting my mom out of that dungeon of a room.” Bitterness clips his tone.

      “Did you …? Were you able to get your mom out?”

      “We were.” A lightness radiates from him. “But we had to get rid of the guards. Otherwise, my father would’ve found out sooner that my mom is gone. And the longer he’s oblivious, the better.” He swallows hard, shame eclipsing the lightness. “I feel awful that I had to kill one of them, even if my father’s guards are almost as cruel as him.”

      “Was it the first time you’ve killed a wolf?”

      He closes his eyes, his breaths quivering. “No, but I wish it was my last. I know it won’t be, though. Not if I want to stop my father.”

      I kiss his lips, trying to soothe his guilt, and he kisses me back in desperation, flipping me onto my back. His lip rings scald my lips, his tongue branding every inch of my mouth, emotions pouring out of him. I hope it helps. I hope kissing me with such heated intensity helps him momentarily forget his grief.

      The kisses feel almost endless, and part of me wouldn’t mind if they were, but eventually, he pulls away. Only slightly, though, as if not wanting to go too far.

      “Did you talk to Legend?” he asks, dazed and breathless from the kiss.

      I shake my head, equally as breathless. “He wasn’t home.” Then I hurry and give him a quick recap of what happened at Legend’s lair. By the time I’m finished, he’s pushing off me.

      “I’m going to have some of my guards carefully search the kingdom and make sure my father hasn’t done something stupid, like kidnap Legend to find you.” He climbs off the bed and strides for the door.

      I hop off the bed and hurry after him. “Wait. How would your father know I have a connection to Legend? He’s never met him.”

      He pauses at the door. “If someone in the kingdom saw you with him while you were there, they might’ve told my father.”

      “But I hardly spent any time with Legend while I was in the kingdom and rarely out in the open.”

      “I know,” he states tightly.

      “So, what does that mean?”

      “It means that, if that’s the case—if my father has Legend—then a wolf I trust must be working for my father.” He gently caresses my cheek with his scraped knuckles. “I don’t want you to worry yet. Legend could easily just be out and about, and the guards being in the area could be a coincidence.” He offers me an apprehensive smile before slipping out the door.

      Not wanting to hide out in my room, I hurry after him, vowing to myself that, if his father took Legend, I’m going to save him, just like he saved me.
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      Days later, Legend is still off the radar. Jules sent some of his best guards to sneakily scope out the land and castle to see if perhaps my vampire friend is being held captive there. Unfortunately, the search turns up no evidence that Legend is anywhere in the kingdom, or has been there since we left. That doesn’t alleviate my worry at all, though, even if Jules told me that vampires are known for their flaky visiting habits. Legend has never been like that, although he did tell me he’d be seeing less of me for a bit. That’s the only drop of hope I have that he’s simply somewhere doing something for the Eternal Vampires.

      All we can do for now is keep checking at his place and asking around the city to see if any creature has seen him, which Jules and I do every morning and night.

      Not only do I fear something terrible has happened to him, but his disappearance has put a hold on mine and Jules’ plan. If we can’t find him soon, we’re going to have to find a witch who will gain us access to the Sun Moon Realm.

      As the days breeze by, I spend most of my time with Jules in dreamland, practicing my ability. When I’m awake, I train hard with Rune, spend any of my free time looking for Legend, and struggling to remember the bits and pieces of my life before the blocking shield was put on me.

      While I’ve recalled some lovely memories, I haven’t discovered why my mom made me forget to begin with, what happened that day my parents died, or how I ended up in the Common Realm. I’m fairly sure the answer lies in the most hidden parts of my mind, at least to why my parents are dead. I would like to know how I ended up in the Common Realm and how Slate found me there. Jules and I both agree, though, that more than likely, the king sent Slate to kill me that day. How they found me, though, remains a big, giant question mark.

      Jules also took me once to see his mother. The glimpse was brief, and the sight of her brought tears to my eyes, so Jules ushered me out quickly, frantic with worry that I was going to do something stupid, like run into the vines.

      I almost did a couple of times, but I would never admit that to him.

      While my paranormal life is getting more complicated, fighting is getting easier. I even won a match against Rune, but I suspect he’s still going easy on me.

      If I really wanted to win every match, I could, thanks to my nature energy wolf skills. While the gift usually feels like a wretched curse, at night, in my dreams, when I get to openly play with my magic, it becomes a part of me. The more strength I gain, the more my gift begs to come out and play. Flowers, plants, branches, and even the vines call to me when I’m awake.

      Shade also informed us that, so far, the king hasn’t noticed that his wife and queen are missing, which proves just how much he doesn’t visit her. I worry what will happen when he finds out, although Jules has it in his head that he might not care. That, considering the king had her locked up in a dungeon, he may not ever realize she’s been taken.

      Needless to say, the last couple of weeks have been stressful, and it’s apparently showing.

      “You look like shit,” Liberty remarks as I hobble off the training mat in the area located in the main section of the house, sweaty, sore, yet content in a way. Content because I know the more I train, the more I’ll be able to protect myself and the wolf I am starting to care about. Maybe even … love? A question I ask myself daily, but have yet to figure out the answer. I can feel myself getting closer, though, to discovering what lies inside my heart and soul.

      “Gee, thanks, Lib. And you look perfect as always,” I say as I pick up a water jug from off the floor and down a long swallow.

      Jules and Rune remain on the mat, wrestling around and seeing who can knock the other one out first. Swords are being drawn, teeth snapping. The first time they fought like this, I freaked the fucking crazy wolves out. Now I realize this is normal. Just like this realm, this life is becoming normal.

      “I know I do.” She flips her hair off her shoulder and smirks.

      Ever since Jules brought their mom here, she’s relaxed. But every so often, she mentions we’re being secretive and makes it known that she’s not happy about it.

      Neither am I, but Jules insists he doesn’t want to bring Liberty into this until he absolutely must.

      I chuckle. “And you’re so humble about it.”

      “I never claimed to be humble.” She plops down on a wooden chair woven with leafy vines and pale pink flowers. “You, however, are too humble.”

      I snort a laugh as I sit down in a wooden chair next to her. “There’s no such thing.” I stick my hand underneath the chair where she can’t see and trace my fingers along webs of flowers, the petals melting into my touch.

      “That’s it. I can’t take it anymore.” Shade bursts into the room, working to unfasten his waist holster. His legs get tangled in the straps and that leads to a dramatic, drama queen sized tantrum of stomping and kicking. “Either that fucking asshole has the highest pain tolerance ever, or someone spelled him into secrecy.” He chucks the holster at the wall, leaving a dent in the paint.

      “Slate’s still not talking, huh?” I say, screwing the cap back on the jug.

      Slate shakes his head and scuffs the tiled floor as he paces in front of us. “I really think someone spelled him into secrecy. I mean, I’ve used every torture skill in the book, and the fucker still won’t break.”

      My thoughts drift to Jules’ mom and what she penned in the journal, how she confessed to the pages that she was spelled into secrecy, clearly by the king.

      Could he have spelled Slate into secrecy, as well? Quite possibly.

      “Who’s guarding the shed?” Jules asks as he hops off the mat, using his fingerless gloved hand to wipe the sweat from his brow.

      “I left five of your best guards there.” Shade kicks his holster again then yanks his hands roughly through his hair. “I needed a break before I ended up killing him.”

      “Maybe you should,” Liberty states, standing. “If he’s not talking, what’s the point of keeping him around, other than so he can try to escape and run back to whoever sent him after Lake? And then he can tell them she’s in the realm now, if he hasn’t already.”

      I don’t want to agree with her, but I sort of do. “She might have a point.”

      Jules scrubs his hand across his jawline, trading a look with me, then glances at Shade. “You think it’s time?”

      “You know I hate giving up, but he won’t fucking break.” He grinds his teeth until his jaw pops. “The only other option we have is to hire a witch to see if he has a secrecy spell on him. And the only witch I know of in this realm is Ava.”

      “I’m not sure if I trust her with the knowledge that we have Slate chained up in a shed,” Jules mumbles, trading another secretive look with me. “Not when we’re not sure who sent Slate after Lake.”

      As they continue to banter back and forth, an all too familiar dull ache pulses behind my eyes. Great. The memories are kicking in early tonight.

      I squeeze my eyes shut as I tip my head back, fighting the memories back, not wanting to have a breakdown in front of everyone.

      “I should be the one to kill him, then,” Jules mutters. “If it’s time.”

      “Why the fuck do you get to do it?” Shade snaps. “I’m the killer in our little group, not you.”

      “I’m not as innocent as everyone seems to think,” Jules mutters. “And this is my thing. It has nothing to do with you.”

      “Then why the hell have I been living in the smelly-ass shed for two weeks?” Shade explodes. “Do you have any idea what a rotting werewolf who hasn’t showered for two weeks smells like?”

      Blinding hot pain chars my brain, and my eyes flood with tears.

      “Elora, we have to go now!” my mom yells at me.

      Tears pour from my eyes as a familiar scent grabs the air and chokes it.

      “Elora, we need to move!” my mom shouts. “We need to get to the forest.”

      “Why does any of this even matter?” Rune’s voice cuts through the memories. “If Jules wants to be the one to kill his alterum dimidium animae’s attacker, then he should be the one who gets to do it.”

      “Elora, go into the forest,” my mom whispers in a panic.

      “Elora …”

      The memory starts to fade into a distant echo. I desperately try to clutch on, yet at the same time, I want to sprint away and forget all over again.

      Pain.

      Tearing pain through my chest.

      “Mommy, I don’t want to leave daddy.”

      “You won’t be safe if we don’t leave.”

      “Oh, for the love of all stupid wolves, will the three of you shut the hell up!” Liberty shouts, and the memory obliterates into nothing more than smoke.

      No, Mom, come back.

      “I’m so sick of everyone being stressed out all the time,” Liberty continues to yell. “Two full weeks of freaking out about every single thing. And then, of course there’s the fact that I know Jules and Lake are keeping stuff from all of us.”

      I wince as I open my eyes, the memory slipping through the cracks of my mind.

      Liberty pauses, giving us time to explain, and I almost do it. But then Jules gives a quick shake of his head, and I keep my lips zipped.

      “Fine. Don’t tell me, then,” Liberty snarls. “You all can stay here and argue with each other. I don’t really give a shit.” She seizes my wrist and yanks me to my feet. “But me, Kylan, and Lake are not going to stick around to watch you three try to prove who’s more alpha wolf. We’re going to go have some fun.” She stomps toward the arched doorway, dragging me with her.

      “Liberty,” Jules warns, his boots pounding against the tile as he chases after us. “You can’t just take off with Lake and go party in the city.”

      Liberty grinds to a halt and reels around. “I’m not just going to party in the city. I’m going to go show her some of the experiences she missed out on while she was gone for the last decade, like a good best friend should.” She releases my wrist to cross her arms. “You talk all this talk about wanting Lake to be happy here, wanting her to feel like she belongs, wanting to make up for all those years she’s been gone, yet all you do is make her fight, make her remember, and make her afraid.”

      “I don’t make her do anything.” Jules looks at me, panicking. “Do I?”

      I shake my head. “He really doesn’t, Liberty. He always gives me a choice on whether I want to do something or not.” He more than gives me a choice.

      “But he hasn’t given you the choice to do something fun, has he?” she asks, and not wanting to lie, I shake my head. “Well, there you go.”

      Jules appears hurt. “I didn’t mean not to let you have any fun. I just got caught up in trying to help you heal and keep you protected.”

      “I know you have.” I rub a dirt smudge off his forehead. “And I’m completely grateful that you have. I get why you don’t want me going into the city.”

      “But …?” he says, sensing there’s more.

      “But it would sort of be nice to see what you guys do for fun around here,” I tell him apologetically. “What I missed out on while I was gone all those years.” And to escape the fear and worry constantly hovering over me like a cloud.

      “And she probably wants to shift, too,” Liberty tacks on. “That’s, like, one of the best parts of being a werewolf. And tonight is one of the best nights to do it. There’s a full moon, and the portal is aligned with the Violet Mountain star. Plus, she’ll get stronger once she does. You know that.”

      “I do,” Jules says, considering it.

      Whatever face I make causes a smile to grace Jules’ face.

      “Don’t look so nervous,” he teases. “I told you I’d make the first time enjoyable for you.”

      “Ew.” Liberty punches his arm. “I don’t need to hear that shit.”

      My cheeks flush as I shake my head.

      Jules just shrugs as he stares at me, his gaze sweltering, his teeth teasing his lip rings in a way that I’m discovering makes my stomach flutter.

      We haven’t gone any further than that night I asked him to touch me, mostly because we’ve been so caught up in everything else. I do think about it during the fleeting moments when I’m not worrying.

      Liberty throws her hands in the air. “Whatever. You two seriously need to screw each other so the rest of us don’t have to witness anymore eye fucking.”

      Jules shakes his head, pink tinting his cheeks. “For the love of wolves, Lib, you got upset with what I just said?”

      “What? I’m just saying what needs to be said.” She gives us an innocent shrug. “And now that it’s said, I’m going to take Lake upstairs, get her all dressed up, and show her the better parts of our realm that don’t include fighting, stressing, or having to deal with any savage werewolves. If you or any of the other wannabe alpha wolves over there want to join us, be at the foyer by nightfall.”

      With that, she sashays us away.
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      She takes me up to her room, leaving Kylan outside the door.

      Everything about the area matches her style from the purple walls, black hardwood floors, and an ebony bed, to the lacey black drapes and dimly lit chandeliers.

      “First, we need to pick out something for you to wear.” She leaves me standing in the middle of her room as she wanders into her closet.

      “Where exactly are we going?” I roam around, wondering what sort of memories this place holds for her.

      Jules said this house was their safe place growing up. Does that mean she had fun here when she got to escape her father? Was she happy? Is she happy? Does happiness exist? If someone had asked me a couple of months ago, I would have said yes, but with skepticism. Now I know it does. Even in the darkness of this realm, I’ve tasted happiness, sometimes in the present and sometimes when memories twirl across my mind.

      “It’s a surprise.” She emerges from the closet with a floor-length dress.

      “Some place fancy, I’m assuming.” I eyeball the dress. “You know I’m going to have to wear a glamour when I go out.”

      “I know, but that doesn’t matter. You’re just dressing up for Jules. No one else.”

      “But Jules never said he was coming with us.”

      Rolling her eyes, she hands me the dress. “Oh, he’s coming. There’s no way he’s going to miss out on this once I tell him where I’m taking you.”

      I smooth my fingers along the leather bandeau top, and then the chain that connects the top to the waistline. “So, he gets to know where we’re going and I don’t.” I pout, though I’m not that upset. I do feel guilty, though, for wanting to have fun when Legend could be anywhere at the moment, maybe even hurt.

      “Don’t pout about it,” she jokes, tugging an elastic from her hair. “I have to tell him because he has to be the one to take you there. I want it to be a surprise for you because surprises are fun. I will give you a hint, though. While this is going to be fun, it’s also going to be part of your training.”

      That alleviates my guiltiness a little.

      I fiddle with the chain on the dress. “And what’re you going to do for fun while I train?”

      She shrugs. “Play with Kylan.”

      I’m not sure what she means by play, but I know better than to ask. With Liberty, sometimes being confused is for the better. Still, I have to wonder …

      “Have you and Kylan ever …?” I throw the half question out there, hoping she’ll throw me a bone and answer without teasing me.

      “Have we ever what?” The impish glint in her eyes makes me shake my head.

      “Nothing. Never mind.” I remove the dress from the hanger.

      “Man, you and Jules were really meant for each other—you’re both so shy.” She smiles widely as I narrow my eyes at her. “But, because I’m so awesome, I’ll answer you, though you didn’t actually ask.” She pulls open a dresser drawer and rummages through her clothes. “No, Kylan and I have never hooked up. We haven’t even kissed. But I used to think about it sometimes.”

      “Not anymore?” I wonder as I set the hanger on her bed.

      She shakes her head, her glossy eyes hued with sadness as she glances at me. “While I once wished Kylan could be the wolf for me, I quickly learned he didn’t see me like that.”

      “Are you sure?” Because sometimes I catch him staring at her in a way that can only be described as longing.

      “Trust me; I’m sure. Kylan sees me as just a friend. Not even that. Just the werewolf he’s supposed to guard.” She glides the drawer shut. “Go take a shower, my smelly friend. Then put on that dress, do your hair, and meet me in the foyer.” She escapes into the closet so swiftly I wonder what she’s trying to hide from.

      [image: ]
* * *

      After I shower, I put on the dress. Or, the pieces of fabric, anyway. While the dress is floor-length, the split up the front goes all the way up, leaving very little to the imagination. Add that with the open sides, the strip of leather as a top, and I’m revealing more skin than I ever have. If Jules hadn’t already faded my scars, they would’ve been on full display.

      As I stare at my reflection in the mirror, I wonder how in the realms I’m supposed to do any sort of training in this gown. Maybe Liberty was lying about the training. I hope not, or else I’m going to feel awful all night for simply having fun when so much doom looms over us.

      To feel more comfortable, I splash a little of my own personality into the outfit, adding a metallic cuff choker, thigh-high lace-up boots, and a few leather bracelets. I opt to leave my hair down, frame my eyes with kohl eyeliner, and set out for the foyer.

      When I arrive, the wide area is crammed with Jules’ guards, along with Liberty, Shade, Rune, and Kylan. And just like Liberty said, Jules is there, waiting for me.

      All my focus centers on him, the rest of the werewolves nothing more than creatures filling up the space.

      He always is gorgeous, but tonight, he looks absolutely and flawlessly beautiful; all dark, studded clothes; a leather jacket; and glinting metal piercings, strands of hair hanging in his violet eyes. Violet eyes that are currently gobbling me up from my head to my toes.

      “You look”—he wets his lips nervously—“more beautiful than the night sky.”

      Shade snorts a laugh then whacks Jules in the back of the head. “Quit feeding your princess cheesy lines.”

      Jules smacks him back then, shaking his head, offers me his hand. I easily take it, lacing my fingers through his. Then Jules sets off the glamour device and we all head out the door with guards forming a wall around us.

      As we roam farther up the street, I whisper in Jules’ ear, “Don’t listen to Shade. I’m starting to really like your cheesy lines.”

      His lips quirk. “Oh yeah?

      “Yeah.”

      “Well, then how about this?” His lips kiss my ear as he whispers, “You look more than beautiful tonight, Lake. There isn’t even a word to describe how amazing you look. You’ve struck the words right out of me.”

      I smile to myself, despite the silliness. “So do you.”

      He sucks on my earlobe, eliciting a purr from me. Then he takes a soft nip at my skin before pulling back and focusing on the road ahead, seeming on edge.

      “So, where are we going?” I ask, holding my dress up so it doesn’t trail across the ground.

      Jules’ eyes twinkle violet, a faint blush creeping across his cheeks. “It’s a surprise.”

      I smile in confusion. “Why are you blushing?”

      His blush intensifies, and I hear Shade snicker from behind us.

      No one makes any effort to explain to me why Jules is acting shy, but it doesn’t matter. Only moments later, we reach our destination—a field tucked away behind Jules and Liberty’s house.

      “Elation Field,” I read the words spun in glitter above the dome entrance before me. “That sounds … interesting.” But not at all like training.

      “Jules and Lake should go first,” Liberty declares, leaning nonchalantly against the gate.

      No one puts up a fuss, but the guards move away from us.

      I glance at Rune, who’s watching the road behind us, his posture uncomfortably stiff. Then I look at Shade, who winks at me. When my gaze lands on Kylan, I do a double-take.

      His eyes are violet. Shimmering violet. And he’s staring at Liberty.

      The glow only materializes for an instant, a whisper of starlight, but it’s enough to have me gawking at him. When Kylan becomes aware of my stare, his eyes widen.

      “Please don’t tell her,” he mouths. “Please, Lake, please.”

      His desperation causes me to nod, but I feel guilty about making a promise that requires me to keep yet another secret from Liberty.

      I look away, confused why he doesn’t want Liberty to know she’s his alterum dimidium animae. Even when I discovered I was Jules, I didn’t freak out too terribly. And Liberty said she once had feelings for Kylan, at least enough to want to kiss him.

      “Ready?” Jules asks, distracting me from thoughts of Kylan and Liberty.

      I nod, despite my nervousness about what is going to happen on the other side of the fence. But I trust Jules, so I’m not too worried, even if he is bouncing with anxiousness.

      He apprehensively leads me through the gate and into the darkness of the field. We walk for a short distance until we reach several rows of trees, the pale purple blossoms on the branches illuminating.

      “Pretty,” I murmur as petals wilt from the trees and float in my direction, kissing my skin with warm glitter.

      “Yeah, it is.” Jules isn’t looking at the trees.

      With a hint of a smile, he walks forward, pulling me with him as he maneuvers down a path that zigzags between two rows of trees. We walk silently for a bit as the tree blossoms pour glitter around us. The silence is comfortable. Everything about this place is comfortable.

      “Why do they call this place Elation Field?” I ask, plucking a blossom from a branch. The petals gleam twice as vibrantly in the palm of my hand.

      “Because the trees have elated magic in them,” he explains, slowing to a stop.

      “Is that why I feel so happy?” I ask. “I thought maybe it was my gift.” Or you.

      With his gaze trained on me, he collects the blossom from my hand. “These petals carry poison, but a good kind of poison that, when used properly, can make you feel absolutely amazing.”

      I scrunch my nose. “Kind of sounds like some of the drugs back in the Common Realm.”

      “It’s not a drug. It’s magic.” He spins the blossom in his hand, causing glitter to spray across his fingers. He shudders, his eyes momentarily glazing over. “Sometimes members of my pack that I’m close to come out here on dates and use the blossoms to …” He scratches his brow, leaving a fingerprint of glitter between his eyes.

      “To what?” I wipe away the glitter with my fingertip, and a gush of raw happiness rushes through my veins. I bite back a moan, but my eyes roll back.

      “To have fun. To be happy. To mess around …” He gulps audibly, his gaze descending to the blossom in his hand. “Most of my friends have been here at least once or twice. Liberty and Shade have, too, and they assure me that you’ll have fun doing this … with me. That we should at least experience it once. And that it’ll help relax you before we move to phase two of the night—the training part of it.”

      So, we are training. That’s a relief.

      I eye the blossom, letting myself relax. “What exactly are we supposed to do with it?”

      “I’ll show you.” He steps closer, wetting his pierced lips with his tongue. “If you start to get freaked out at any time, let me know, okay? I’ll stop immediately.”

      I nod, my heart a stampede inside my chest.

      Keeping his violet eyes locked on me, he backs me up against a tree. Then he cups the blossom in his palms and raises his hand to his lips. As he inhales, glitter-laced smoke funnels into his parted lips. When he lowers his hands, he drops the blossom, then slants his body toward mine. His palms find the bark at the sides of me, trapping me between his arms as he leans closer. I stand motionless, holding my breath, waiting, waiting, waiting until his lips reach my mouth and he kisses me.

      No, not kisses me. He breathes into my mouth, swirls of warmth and wonderfulness pouring from his lips into mine.

      As the magic spills down my throat, my head bobs back against the tree. I moan, not even bothering to hide the noise.

      “That … feels … wonderful,” I murmur, stretching my hand out to pluck a blossom from a branch above my head.

      “Good.” Jules kisses my jawline, nipping at the skin. “I want you to feel good tonight.”

      “I want you to feel good, too.” Copying what he did, I cup the blossom between my palms, lift my hands to my mouth, and suck the magic from the petals. Then I grab the front of his shirt, pull him to me, and breathe into his mouth. He groans as the smoke slithers between us. Then he slams his mouth against mine, kissing me so intensely his lip rings cut into my lips.

      We kiss, a heat of passionate tongues and roaming hands, until he yanks himself back.

      Gasping for air, he tears a blossom from the tree and breathes in the magic again. But instead of blowing smoke into my mouth this time, he exhales across my neck, my shoulders, painting my pale skin with splashes of glitter. Then he lowers his head, moving downward and dousing my chest, my stomach, my hips. By the time he reaches my legs, I’m a fit of needy and ravenous breaths.

      “Jules,” I whisper, clawing at his hair as he gets down on his knees in front of me.

      He kisses my inner thigh, and then the other, before peering up at me. “Do you want me to stop?”

      I shake my head. Magic glitter or not, I want this. Want him.

      Water fills my eyes and my vision blurs, just like it did that day I was reading through the books.

      Pressing his nose against my thigh, he inhales my scent then licks a path up the apex of my thighs. Up and down, he moves, being slow and torturous, yet amazingly wonderful at the same time.

      The feel of his tongue combined with the magic has me gasping for air as he continues to search my skin with his tongue, coating my skin with magic and driving my body to the brink of wild insanity. My eyes water, not from shedding tears, but something else.

      Something is changing inside me.

      I try to clutch on to the sensation, but Jules licking and the elated magic pushes me to the very edge. I lose grasp of everything, other than the feel of him, the scent of him. Him. Just him.

      I never want this to end.

      I don’t know how much time passes before I return to reality, panting for air, my legs wobbly, yet I feel so content.

      Jules rises to his feet, a drop of tentativeness residing in his eyes.

      “My legs feel shaky,” I whisper, leaning in to kiss him.

      “Just wait until we shift,” he whispers against my lips, then grabs my hand and pulls me farther into the trees, giving me no time to process or freak out about what he said.
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      We walk for a short distance, stopping in the shelter of the forest.

      “My guards are nearby if we need them.” Jules lets go of my hand to fiddle with the clasp of a leather band. “But they’re far enough away, and it’s dark enough that they won’t be able to see anything.”

      Remembering how I’ve seen him strip off his shirt before he shifts brings nervous energy bubbling in my stomach. “Wait. Do we have to get … undressed to shift?”

      “We do unless you want to shred that pretty dress into bits.” He trails his finger below my metal cuff choker as I frown. “Lake, if you don’t want to, we don’t have to. There’s plenty of time to shift.”

      My eyes involuntarily shut from his touch. “But Liberty mentioned that I’d get stronger. Is that true?”

      “Shifting will help you become more in tune with your wolf, including her strengths and … urges.”

      I open my eyes to find him standing closer than I thought. “You’ll help it not be so painful?”

      He bobs his head up and down, pale moonlight cascading across his intense features. “I’ll use my gift to ease you into the shift, so you shouldn’t feel a thing.”

      My heart beats like a lunatic inside my chest.

      “Okay, let’s do it.” Then, before I can back out, I reach back and unzip my dress.

      “I can look away,” Jules says, already turning.

      “You’re fine,” I whisper nervously.

      He pauses, then looks at me, watching as I lower the top down then over my hips until the fabric pools at my feet. Since I’m not wearing a bra, I step out of my panties and then stand—or, more like shake—naked in front of him with goose bumps dotting my flesh.

      “You’re …” He gulps, his fiery violet gaze drinking in every inch of me.

      “Too beautiful for words,” I finish for him, aiming for a playful tone, but epically missing the mark.

      He softly smiles, but the fire in his eyes remains as he shucks off his jacket then peels his shirt off. I try not to gawk at the muscles carving his chest and abs, or the inscriptions, angles, and shadings that ink his skin, but my gaze has other ideas. And when he removes the rest of his clothes, I finally get the answer to the question about his tattoo.

      I reach out and graze my fingers over the dark ink tracing his hipbone. “Elora.”

      He places a hand over mine, pressing my palm against the permanent ink. “I never forgot you. I thought about you every single day, even when everyone gave up hope. I couldn’t let you go. Couldn’t let you die.”

      I believe him. I more than believe him. But still …

      “I wish you weren’t so sad.” My palm is warm against his skin.

      “I’m not as much now.” He kisses me, a slow uniting of lips, bodies, his warmth erasing the goose bumps from my skin. We only break away when we’re on the brink of suffocating.

      As he moves back, I try not to note how hard he is. But again, I fail epically. And he more than notices.

      “You ready for this?” he asks, letting me off the hook. Yet the smug smile on his lips tells me he caught me gawking.

      “I hope so.” I muster up a breath of courage. “Okay, what do I do to make this shifting thing happen?”

      He moves behind me and begins rubbing my shoulders. “First, you need to relax, so take a deep breath.” I do what he says as he continues to erase the chill from my skin. “Good. Now you need to become in tune with your wolf.”

      “How do I do that?”

      “You mentioned once before that you felt her taking over.”

      “It’s actually happened a lot lately.”

      “Good. That means you’re ready. All you need to do is stop fighting her and let her through.”

      “And it won’t hurt?”

      He glides his palms up to the sides of my neck. “Not as long as I keep touching you. Once you’ve shifted, I’ll shift with you.”

      I chew on my lip. “Then what happens?”

      The most breathtaking smile takes over his face as he leans over to capture my gaze. “Then we have some fun.”

      I rest my head against his shoulder. “And you promise not to let me eat any bunnies.”

      His eyes glimmer with amusement. “I swear on my life.”

      “Always so dramatic.” With a roll of my eyes, I let go of everything that makes me Lake and try to picture myself as Elora, the female werewolf who once was lost but found her way back. I let go of all my fears and reservations. I let go of everything and become one with the wolf that stirs inside me, dropping the gates and letting her loose.

      As my body shifts and lowers to the ground, sprouting claws, fur, and teeth that could tear a bear in half, I’ve never felt freer in my life.
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      Jules and I spend hours running around the forest, chasing each other and howling at the moon. We don’t speak, not with words, anyway, yet I somehow understand him by the way he moves and the noises he makes, not just in harmony with my wolf, but with his, too.

      The longer I barrel through the trees and chase fireflies across the grass, the more I understand why werewolves enjoy shifting. I feel like I haven’t been fully alive until this night.

      I feel like I could live this way forever.

      But as the moonlight begins to fade, along with the stars, my new body tires as my wolf grows sleepy. One second, I’m down on all four, running faster than any human, and the next, I’m curled up in a ball amongst the flowers and bushes.

      I roll onto my front and prop up on my elbows, just in time to see Jules transform back into his naked, human self.

      He kneels in front of me, his expression guarded. “So, how was it?”

      “It was … everything.” I smile as I sit up, no longer caring that I’m naked. My mind is too wired, too restless, too bursting with energy. Every part of my body is. “What color was my fur? I couldn’t tell.”

      His smile is beyond stunning. “Your fur was similar to mine, but a little less black and with more tints of purples.” He strokes my cheek and a purr vibrates in my chest. “You were—are—beautiful.”

      “So are you.” I climb on top of him, straddling his waist, and seal my lips to his. I want all of him. Every part of him now.

      His muscles tauten as he moves back. “I don’t think we should do this right now,” he pants out heavily with confliction. “Even though we’re shifted back, our wolves still have a lot of control over us, including their urges and desires.”

      My eyes water, but not with tears. “I don’t feel like she’s still controlling me.” When I blink, the trees around me haze away. “I feel like myself.”

      His eyes snap wide, his lips parting. “Lake …” He stares fixatedly at my eyes. “Your eyes …”

      “I know. They feel funny … Have for a couple of days now.” I don’t want to talk about my eyes. I want to kiss him, consume every part of him, soul and all.

      When I lean in to again fuse my lips to his, he doesn’t stop me this time. He wholly kisses me back, pressing his palms against my bare back, urging my chest closer to his. I kiss him slowly, tracing his tongue, his lips, his piercings, while I scrape at the flesh of his back.

      I want to kiss him until the sun comes up, merge our bodies and soul, feel every inch of him. But all too soon, he’s pulling away.

      “Your eyes …” His chest crashes against mine with his ragged intakes of air.

      I press closer, wanting to hold him tighter …forever. “What about them?”

      The violet of his eyes glow brighter than the stars. “Your eyes are violet,” he whispers, then his lips meld against mine, savoring me with a soft kiss.

      The delicate kiss quickly turns wild as we claw at each other, a tangled mess of passion and heat as he lies me down on the ground amid the flowers and fallen leaves.

      Never once do his lips leave mine as he lies over me, supporting his weight with his arms and kissing me even deeper. I loop my legs around his hips, wanting, needing to have him closer.

      He groans hoarsely as the tip of him presses against my entrance. “Lake, I don’t want to pressure you—”

      I cut off his protest with a fervent kiss as I lift my hips to meet his. He moans again, his fingers drifting along my shoulder and along the peak of my breast. A shudder rolls through me as he brushes his fingertips across a nipple, tracing circles as he nips at my lips, my jawline, delving lower until his teeth sink into my neck.

      An inhuman howl rips from my chest. I ride out the euphoria until I can see clearly again. Then I push him back and bite the spot of flesh just above his collarbone. He groans with his head tipped back, his fingers traveling down my side and hips. When he reaches my thigh, he breaks my bite, only to mark my neck with another imprint of his teeth.

      Sheer ecstasy rushes through my veins as he bites me harder while slipping his fingers inside me. I cry out, the noise echoing through the night and sending leaves from the tree branches falling around us.

      I scream myself hoarse until I can scream no more. Then he removes his fingers from me and stares down at me with eyes glowing so violet I have no doubt how he feels about me.

      “We can stop if you want?” He struggles to breathe. “I don’t even have any protection.”

      “It’s fine… I’ve been on something since that day…”  As the moment starts to slip away, I draw him to my lips, refusing to let the past control me anymore. I pull his body closer. He moans deeply as he starts to slip inside me, and for a faltering moment, I tense, that dark memory tainting the light he shines over me. I force the memory away, shoving it back into the shadows where it belongs, and whisper the words fighting to escape off my tongue.

      “Jules … I love you,” I gasp as he sinks all the way into me.

      “I love you, too,” he whispers, giving me a moment to adjust.

      Then he begins rocking his hips, and I move with him slowly, until my body relaxes.

      I start to lose control. So does he. Then our bodies slam together as we bite and claw at each other’s flesh.

      Every part of the moment is perfect, even the scrapes and bite marks. And in the end, as we come apart together, all I see is violet.

      Amazing, warm, loving, forever violet.
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      “Mommy, I don’t want to leave you and daddy,” I plead as she runs through the forest, carrying me in her arms. I don’t know where my dad is, but when my mom and I ran away from the house, I heard him scream. It has me worried. And scared.

      “You have to, Elora. It’s the only way you’ll ever be safe.” When we reach the center of the forest, she slams to a stop and whirls around. “Star, are you here?”

      A girl with long, blonde hair emerges from the trees. She looks around my age, maybe a few years older. But unlike me, she appears sedated and calm.

      “Are you sure the Common Realm is the safest place for her?” my mother asks, now clutching my hand.

      The girl nods. “It’s the last place any creature would look for her.”

      “Are you taking her there?” my mom asks Star, frantically glancing around the trees.

      Star nods again, not a drop of emotion in her eyes. “I have a few connections at the portal who will assure her safe passage into the human realm. But you’ll want to erase her memories. If any creature finds her, it’s best if she doesn’t remember what she is.”

      “I know that.”

      Tears well in my eyes.

      “Thank you for helping me, Star. I know you’re risking your life to be here.”

      “I’m more than happy to do it. The king may have forced the answers out of me, but I won’t let him achieve what his heart desires.” She steps toward me. “When the time is right, when I’ve found the other nature energy creatures, I’ll track down Elora in the Common Realm.”

      My mom nods, her hand tightening around mine. “Thank you. Knowing that will make this easier.”

      “I’m going to the Common Realm?” I peer up at my mom with tears in my eyes.

      My mom crouches down so she’s eye level with me. “You have to, sweetheart.”

      “Are you coming with me?” I ask as the scent of fading moonlight and dirt taints the air.

      She shakes her head sadly. “If your father and I go with you, he’ll be able to track our scent. But he can’t smell your scent.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because I’m going to use all my power to mask it.”

      “Will it ever return?” I really like my scent.

      She tucks a strand of hair behind my ear. “Maybe one day.”

      I think she might be lying.

      I open my mouth to say more, but heat stabs in the center of my brain and sears away everything that makes me Elora until I am nothing but a confused, scared, little girl.

      “I love you,” a lady whispers. “Your father and I will always love you.”

      I blink at her. “Who are you?”

      The lady lets out a sob as she shoves me toward a girl with blonde hair.

      “Who are you?” I ask, blinking at her.

      “I’m no one.” She snags ahold of my hand and drags me into the bushes.

      “Where are we going?” I ask as the sound of howls cut sharply through the air.

      “Shh …” she whispers as we hunker down in the bushes. “Close your eyes. I’m going to take you away from here.”

      I do as I’m told, feeling magic surround me, whisking me away into the sky, away from the forest.

      Just before we soar through the last of the branches, I catch a glimpse of the sobbing woman. She’s kneeling on the ground as a beast of a man stands before her, a sword raised above his crown of violets sitting on his head.

      “Where is she!” he shouts as giant wolves creep out from the trees.

      “I’ll never tell you!” the woman yells as the wolves circle her.

      “Then you shall die a painful death.” He lowers the sword then steps back. “Attack.”

      The wolves bare their fangs, closing in on the woman before tearing at her flesh.

      Her screams spear the dwindling night.

      It’s the last noise I hear before blackness overtakes me.
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      I wake up, gasping for air and blinking against the sunlight. Birds chirp from the trees and the breeze is crisp across my naked body. My naked body that’s lying on top of Jules.

      Somehow, after the fierce love we made, we must have fallen asleep in the middle of the woods.

      “Jules, wake up.” I give him a gentle shake as I sit up, straddling his waist. My eyes burn with old tears. More than likely, I’d been sobbing in my sleep.

      He murmurs incoherently as his eyes roll open. When his gaze finds mine, his blue eyes immediately flame to violet.

      “Hey.” He moves to kiss me, and I let him. But only for a moment, a quick taste, before I break the news to him.

      “I have to tell you something,” I whisper against his lips.

      Sensing my worry, he pulls back. “What’s wrong?”

      The words rush out of me, every gory detail, from how I forgot my mom to how I watched her get eaten alive. I also tell him about the violet crown on the man’s head.

      Jules swallows, his fingers digging into my waist. “My father killed your mother.”

      “Actually, the wolves did.”

      “But he commanded the order.”

      “I know.” Tears veil my vision as I press my head against his cheek, clawing at his back as a wave of sadness and pain crashes over me. “I wish I could forget … seeing her like that.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He kisses my head repeatedly as he trails his fingers along my spine. “Tell me what to do. Tell me how to take away your pain.”

      I listen to his heart race inside his chest, a heart that still belongs to me no matter what his father did. “We need to find Star and see how many nature energy creatures she’s found. Even if it means tracking down a witch to get us into the Sun Moon Realm. I can’t wait any longer. Not when I know she’s the one who put me in the Common Realm.”

      “We’ll start searching as soon as we get back to the house,” he promises me. “I’ll track down every witch I can if I have to.”

      I press closer to him, tears rolling down my cheeks. “She was just a girl.”

      “Who?”

      “Star. When she helped me escape, she was the same age as me. Which means she was just a girl when she told your father about the vines … How could she possibly have the knowledge no other creature seemed to have at such a young age?”

      “I’m not sure, but she’s probably very powerful.” He grows quiet, his chest rising and crashing against my cheek.

      Wiping my cheeks with the back of my hand, I lean back to look at him, then startle at the tears watering his eyes.

      “I’m so sorry my father did this to you, Lake.” He sucks back his tears, struggling to breathe. “I will spend the rest of my life making it up to you. That is, if you even want to be with me anymore.”

      “You think I’d stop loving you because of who your father is?” I shake my head when he doesn’t answer. “I still feel exactly how I did last night.” To prove my point, I let my eyes flood with violet light.

      “I just want you to be happy and safe,” he whispers, his own eyes reflecting mine.

      “Then stop thinking I’m going to leave you.” I manage to crack the smallest smile. “Whether you like it or not, you’re stuck with me now.”

      “I’m perfectly fine with that.” He kisses me, letting his love for me flow through our lips.

      I kiss him back, allowing every drop of violet shine from me, letting him know nothing has changed.

      “We should get dressed.” His lips brush against mine as he speaks. “So we can get started on our witch hunt. Plus, the glamour has worn off.”

      “Okay.” I resist a sigh as we stand, wishing we lived in a realm where we could stay in the trees and make love all day on top of a bed of rose petals.

      Unfortunately, as I’m reminded moments after we put our clothes back on, this realm is too polluted and broken for such peace to exist.
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      “Well, well, well, what do we have here?” Slate stalks from the trees with his hands in his pockets. Bruises and welts pebble his skin, and he has a limp to his walk. “You look lovely, Elora. Although, personally, I’m not a fan of the violet eyes. But maybe I can break that out of you.”

      Jules’ teeth clank together as he growls. “You come near her and I’ll break both your legs.”

      He rolls his eyes. “You and what army?”

      Jules positions himself in front of me. “My guards.”

      The smile that curls at Slate’s lips send a chill slithering down my spine. “What? These guards?” He whistles, and a few deafening heartbeats later, ten of Jules’ guards appear from the bushes and trees, their swords drawn, the sharp tips aimed at me and Jules.

      “Sorry to be the one to break it to you”—Slate looks anything but sorry—“but as of last night, most of your guards now work for your father. So do I.”

      Jules spans his hand to his sides protectively. “You will all be killed slowly and painfully for your betrayal,” he warns in the coldest tone I’ve ever heard.

      Slate throws his head back and laughs. “That’s quite a big threat for a wolf in your position.” He gestures at the wolves circling us. “Take a look around you, Jules. You have nowhere else to go.”

      “We’ll see about that.” Jules reaches for his knife, but stops when Slate clucks his tongue.

      “The moment you draw a weapon, I sic them on her.” He points a finger at me then winks.

      A violent growl rumbles from Jules’ chest, rage rippling off him in violent, potent waves.

      Slate smirks, pleased. “I like this side of you—all rage and growls and threats. Too bad you couldn’t have been this way a little earlier. Maybe then you would’ve killed me sooner instead of torturing me. Unfortunately for you, that’s not the case. And unfortunately for you, your guards and I can be bribed by your father.”

      “Bribed with what, exactly?” An edge etches into Jules’ tone.

      Slate’s smirk broadens. “The fountain of youth. Everlasting life. To live forever. Something you two do not get the pleasure of experiencing.”

      Wait … Does that mean his father can make other creatures immortal?

      Slate hobbles forward, leaves and branches crunching underneath his feet, reminding me of my gift. “Now, here’s what’s going to happen. Lake is going to come with me so the king can kill her personally and make sure she’s good and dead.” He stops just short of us. “As for you, Jules, I’m afraid your time in this life has come to an end.”

      My lip twitches as I spread my fingers wide, whispering to the leafy vines that hang from the trees. Like snakes, they slither down the trunks and move across the ground.

      Jules clutches my wrists.

      “And to be extra certain you obey, I brought a little surprise.” Slate claps his hands, and two more guards stride through the trees, dragging a bound creature with them.

      No, not a creature.

      “Legend,” I whisper in horror, momentarily losing hold on my magic.

      He stumbles forward, snagging my gaze. “Lake, whatever you do, don’t go with him.”

      My gaze skims over him, inspecting for any wounds or injuries. Then I remember he’s a vampire, and while he can be hurt, cuts, scrapes, bruises, and broken bones never last long.

      “I have to say that your little friend right here must really care about you.” Slate roughly pats Legend’s shoulder. “No matter how hard we tortured him, he wouldn’t tell me where you were. Lucky for my sake and the king’s, one of Jules’ guards informed me that Lake had shifted last night and fell asleep in the woods.”

      Legend’s fangs descend from his gums. “When I get loose from these ropes—and I will—I’m going to rip your throat out.”

      Slate just smirks. “Sorry to break it to you, but none of you are walking away from this.”

      “That’s where you’re wrong,” I whisper. “You’re the one who’s not going to be walking away.”

      Then, like a bursting thunder and lightning storm, I unleash my magic. Vines and branches burst through the air and rip from the ground, slithering like venomous snakes and wrapping around Slate and the guards’ bodies. Cries and howls haunt the air as the vines and branches squeeze tighter and tighter and tighter, crushing their bodies, squeezing the life from their veins. Eyes bulge, last breaths gasps.

      I ball my hands into fists, fingernails cutting into my palms, as I watch the scene unfold in terror, until finally Jules and Legend pull me away. Away from the wolves trapped in the tangled web of deadly vines and branches I created.
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      We find the rest of Jules’ guards slaughtered at the edge of the field. The sight of their mangled bodies makes me feel a bit less awful about killing the other wolves, but not enough to stop me from vomiting all over the ground.

      Jules kneels beside me and rubs my back while I empty out the contents of my stomach. “We need to get Lake someplace safe,” he tells Legend. “But I need to stop by the house and see if Liberty, Rune, Shade, my mom, and Kylan are okay … If they’re at the house, they should be.” His voice cracks. “Dammit, I can’t fucking believe this is happening. I can’t believe my guards would …” He trails off, breathing harshly.

      “Not all of them betrayed you,” I remind him, wiping my mouth with the back of my sleeve.

      “I know.” He plummets into grieving silence.

      “I think I know a place where we can hide for a little while,” Legend mutters. “It’s in the Willow Realm, but the house is well-hidden and the owner is trustworthy. Plus, he’s rarely home during the springtime.”

      “Take Lake there, then,” Jules instructs. “I’ll meet up with you later after I find everyone else.”

      I raise my head. “No, I’m going with you.”

      He shakes his head, violet eyes blaring with light. “It’s too dangerous.”

      I give a pressing glance back at the forest, making a silent but very valid point.

      With nothing left to argue about, the three of us set out for his house together.
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* * *

      When we arrive at the house, Liberty greets us in the foyer with a sly smile. Kylan is behind her, looking miserably tired.

      “You two have fun last night?” She clearly has no clue what’s going on.

      A good sign, I decide. More than likely, it means they’re all safe.

      “Where’s Shade and Rune?” Jules asks as he barrels up the stairway.

      “In the training room.” She shakes her head, gaping at me. “What’s his deal? I thought he’d be super happy after you guys didn’t come back last night.”

      “We were for a bit.” The sadness of the truth chills my bones. “I need to tell you something.” Then all the lies I’ve been keeping from her rush out of me at once.
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* * *

      Before we leave, Jules takes a moment to send Philip a letter, informing him of where is family is being held captive and a few ways he might be able to free them.

      “I feel like it’s not enough,” Jules says as he seals the letter. “One day I need to make this up to him.”

      I brush my knuckles across his cheek. “You need to stop blaming yourself for everything your father does.”

      He slings the handle of his bag over his shoulder. “I know, but I need to fix what I can—fix what he’s done to our realm.”

      “We will.” I take his hand, letting him know he’s not alone in this.

      He steals a soft kiss before steering me out of the room. Then we abandoned the house. Shade, Rune, Kylan, Legend, Liberty, Jules, and I. Jules also carries his mom, wrapped up in a blanket. We pack very little, only a bag each, and set out for the underground spot Legend mentioned. We all sport cloaks, and Jules uses the last of his glamour to keep us concealed as we rush through the city.

      As we creep undetected past the magical creatures, I tell Legend everything. About what we found in Jules’ library. How we need him to help us. I also beg him to forgive me for bringing him into this mess.

      “This isn’t your fault.” He drapes an arm around my shoulders and pulls me close to his side. “And I probably would’ve been dragged into this mess even if I hadn’t met you.” He grinds his teeth. “The Eternals are officially starting a search for a cure for the vines.”

      “What will happen if they find out about me?” I ask, wrapping my cloak around myself.

      “They won’t,” he swears to me. “Because, as soon as I drop you and your wolf friends off, I’m going to find this Star, and then we’re going to find a way to get rid of the vines without any harm coming to you.”

      “Or the rest of the nature energy creatures,” I add.

      All he does is stare off into the distance.

      “Legend, I don’t want anyone else getting hurt.”

      “I know, but if it comes down to you or them, I’ll choose you.” He glances at me with no remorse in his expression. “And I know every wolf with us will agree.”

      He’s right, but that doesn’t mean I agree with all of them. After what I saw and did this morning, I’d risk my life if it meant the vines released their grasp on the city.

      A handful of miles later, we reach the portal to the Willow Realm. The entryway is unguarded, all swirls and bright colors of faerie dust magic.

      Jules goes through the portal with me, where nightfall awaits us on the other side. The inadequate moon and starlight give me hardly any chance to fully take in the realm of the fey. From what I can tell, the field is sprinkled with firefly glow, glittery magic, and dusted with a slash of shooting stars that cascade across the towering hills and the waterfalls.

      A beautiful place, I’m guessing, except for the vines that ghost the borders of the land, reminding me of what lies ahead if we can’t find Star and the rest of the nature energy creatures.

      Because we’re faster in wolf form, we decide to shift and carry our bags in our mouths. Legend will carry Jules’ mom.

      Protectively, Jules leads me behind a tree out of the sight of others and helps me strip out of my clothes.

      “Will you help me shift again?” I ask as I tug his shirt over his head.

      “Of course.” His lips burn against mine as he kisses me. “You won’t have to feel a thing.”

      If only that were the case with everything.

      Then again, everything would include how I feel for him and that I want to feel forever.

      “When we get to this place, what will we do?” I ask as I unfasten his belt.

      “Legend said he’d search for Star, right?” He watches me as I unzip his pants.

      I nod. “He said he’d set off for the Sun Moon portal as soon as he drops us off at this faerie’s place.”

      “Good. And while he’s gone, we’ll train. We’ll train harder than we ever have, so if we’re found, we can protect ourselves. We’ll also search for followers, creatures who are against the vines and want to help. We’ll have to be careful, but I know there has to be so many out there who will side with us.”

      “How will we know which ones we can trust?”

      “We might have to seek out an energy reader.”

      “What are those? They sound an awful lot like nature energy creatures.”

      “They’re kind of the same in a way, I guess, except for, instead of connecting with the energy of plants, they connect with the energy of creatures, so they can tell what they’re feeling, if they’re lying, if they’re scared. They’re rare, but I might have a few ideas on where to find one—” He cuts himself off with a groan as I tug down his pants, my fingers grazing his length. “Lake,” he moans a helpless plea. “As much as I love you touching me, we don’t have time for this right now.”

      “I know.” But I still pout. I’m not even sure why, other than my wolf wants him and I can’t think clearly when she’s stirring with desire.

      Sighing, he brushes his lips against mine. “When we get to this place, I promise we can do whatever you want.”

      I nearly eat him alive right then and there. Luckily, he has more self-control. Well, sort of. After kissing and touching me until I’m breathless, Jules pulls away, but only when Shade shouts for us to get our asses moving.

      With a deep, husky sigh, he turns me around and uses his gift to help me shift. I wait for him to transform, too, then we take off into the night with the rest of the werewolves and my vampire friend, running from the past and chasing a future I hope we can find.
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      The faery’s place is in the heart of a thick forest, the wooden structure carved into the trees and branches. The moment we step inside, I feel right at home amongst the leaves, branches, and flowery vines. So does everyone else, apparently, since Liberty, Rune, Shade, and Kylan all start bickering over who gets the room with the window roof. While the room sounds lovely, I’m too damn exhausted to battle it out with them.

      The owner of the house—Phoenix—isn’t home, but Legend insists that he knows where to find him and that he’ll stop by to tell him we’re staying here on his way to the Sun Moon portal.

      “You’re leaving right now?” I ask as Legend slips on his backpack.

      “The longer I stay here, the more time is wasted.” He kisses me on the cheek then heads through the small living room to the front door. “I promise I’ll be back as soon as I find her.”

      I follow him to the wooden front door. “Will you be able to get ahold of us?”

      “I might be able to send a few messages, but the more I stay in contact, the easier it’ll be for a creature to find you.” He wraps his hand around the doorknob, giving me one final goodbye glance. “I’ll see you soon, Lake.”

      When I blink, he’s gone.

      Tears sting my eyes as I stare at the empty space before me. Legend always told me he was terrible at saying goodbye.

      “He’ll be fine.” Jules joins my side, guiding my head to his chest. “Legend is an ancient vampire; he’s more than capable of handling this.”

      “I know.” I clutch the bottom of his shirt as I sniffle. “I just keep thinking about how your father managed to capture him to get to me. What if he finds him again?”

      “Lake, he’ll be safer in the Sun Moon Realm. No werewolf can touch him there.”

      “I still worry about him.”

      “So do I, but I’m also worried about you.” He smooths his hand over the back of my head. “You haven’t said much about what happened back in the woods … with Slate and my traitor guards.”

      I suck in a shallow breath. “I feel guilty,” I admit. “Partially for what I did and partially because a small part of me doesn’t even feel bad about it.”

      “You shouldn’t feel bad about it,” he whispers against my forehead. “Slate and my guards deserved what they got. And you saved all our lives, Lake. Your gift—you—are amazing. Never think otherwise.”

      “I’ll try.” I squeeze my eyes shut. “It might take some time.”

      “That’s understandable. Just know that you won’t be in this alone. We’ll all be here for you. Just tell me what you need—anything—and it’s yours.”

      I hug my arms around him. “Will you help me forget for a while, both in reality and in my dreams?”

      “Of course.” He angles my head back and sears the pain inside me with a kiss.

      Without breaking the connection, he backs me through the house and into a …

      I pull away, blinking at the window above. “You got the window room?”

      His face is a shadow against the starlight trickling through the windows, but his violet eyes are an entirely different story. “I made them give it to me. Thought you might like the view.”

      I peer up at the sky, obscured by tree branches. “It’s perfect.” You’re perfect. “Jules, I meant what I said in the forest. I love you. Nothing has changed.”

      “I love you, too. Always have. Always will.”

      He lays me down on the pillow bed, strips me bare, and makes love to me until I can barely think about anything else. Only his mouth on mine, his teeth sinking into my skin, his hips rocking against mine as he pushes me toward a place where nothing exists. Only us.

      When I finally drift to sleep, he meets me in my dreams, and we repeat our love making beneath the stars and the moon until the sun rises.

      I fight the urge to wake up, begging for a bit longer. Begging for a little bit of peace with Jules before I wake up and start training to save the future of our realms.
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