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Prologue
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“HERE I AM, DEEP IN the forest,” the man wheezes. 

The camera jerks sharply, a blur of an image frozen in the frame, then steadies itself and centers directly in front again. The shadows are deep, and the phone camera darkens for a second. For almost thirty seconds, the video shows the thick forest trees approximately thirty feet away. In the next moment, the video jumps, and the blurred underbrush skates by—an occasional boot tip in the sun’s fading rays, crunches debris on the forest floor. Then the camera goes dark. 

A moment later, trees and underbrush are once again visible in a jerking, wobbling phone video. A few more crunching steps and an exhale of steamy breath fogs the lens. The nearly impassible pines, standing tall, their branches reaching out to cover the earth, make it difficult to see anything beyond them. A flashlight beam cuts through trees, movement stops. The phone camera pans around.

“Something was here. Look at how these saplings and brush have snapped right off. I know what you’re thinking. It’s just a bear. But look!” 

The light shines on a depression of what appears like a half footprint, the outer edge of a creature’s enormous foot. Two fingers appear in the video, air-tracing from toe to heel. 

“No bear makes a track like that! Look again.” He retraces the faint outline, which could be anything, given how this is a forest. “It’s definitely out here,” the voice insists, increasing drama. Then, the camera pans in a circle to rest on the trees in front again. 

“All right, everyone—my regulars and newcomers. This is Ian, your favorite Crypto-finder. Today, or rather tonight, I’m out looking for Bigfoot! As you know, I randomly choose places on a map, and that’s where I head. Tonight, I’m in a secluded forest and have never been out this way before, so I figured it would be a good place to start. Besides, it’s so remote out here; there’s got to be a Cryptid, right? So, I’m going to prowl around these woods and try to find anything that creeps, crawls, slithers, or flies!” he promises. He walks to the trees and the camera bounces. “And, since my last escapade broke my video camera, I have to use my phone, but I should still be able to get something,” he assures his unseen fans. 

The video shakes while Ian walks through the darkening forest. Occasional mist pockets and steam from his breath block the lens, obscuring the brush. Then he stops. The flashlight goes dark. Now, only the cellphone’s light illuminates, and it doesn’t give off enough light to see in front of Ian. 

In a heavy whisper, “Did you guys hear that? I had to turn off the flashlight.”

The phone jumps slightly but stays focused away from him and straight ahead. It’s too dark without the flashlight, and then the camera pans around before facing the holder. Ian wears dark clothes that are warm against the chill. He wears a beanie with the edges of his brown hair sticking out underneath and flattened against his neck, and the tip of his nose is red. His eyes are alert, scanning the woods.

“I totally heard something. I didn’t expect it so soon, but I ain’t complaining.” He sounds brave, but the camera shakes slightly. 

The camera pans out again, and he moves, stepping deliberately. The sun’s rays are gone now, and Ian keeps walking by the front-face light of his phone. It is unclear how deep in the woods he is, but it appears undisturbed by humans... until now. 

“There!” The phone pans around in a jerky motion. “I am not alone.” The video focuses on the trees. “I’m totally freaking out right now, and I saw something move out there! I know it’s difficult to hear, boys and girls, but there is something out there!”

The video captures his ragged breathing, fueled by excitement or fear. 

“There it is again!”

The phone jumps again, and the crunching of boots tracking through the undergrowth and heavy breathing fills the sound bite. Then Ian stops, and the phone points toward the trees, focusing on the dark shadows.   

“I am not, f-beeping, kidding you! There is something out here!” The phone pans around again, jerking and causing the trees to blur together for a second. “I’m telling you, it’s haunted out here.” A gasp, and the phone jumps like he juggles it, then rights itself and pans out again. The camera faces the man, and his frightened visage appears genuine. “I am not, f-beeping joking!” His voice is a harsh whisper. “I’m really scared right now. There... is... something... out... here!” 

The camera pans out. The soundbite captures heavy footsteps over forest debris—the only evidence of something out there. 

“Okay, everyone! I’m totally freaking out! I just saw a gigantic shadow in the trees. It’s... huge! I don’t think it’s a bear. It’s too big for a bear—even a grizzly.” 

The camera stays focused on the trees—a standoff between the man and whatever is in the forest. Like a cryptid horror movie, a dark shape, a blurry blob in the inefficient light of the phone, separates from a tree. The soundbite captures a gruff grunt. The phone jerks, and Ian gasps and steps back. The dark shape approaches and the video shows the phone falling; a closeup of a twig on the forest floor. Ian swears. A finger covers the lens, partially obscuring the view, and the video fumbles with jerky images, blurs, and smears of trees as the camera tries to focus. Another grunt, and Ian screams. His boots are loud on the forest floor, cracking twigs and blurred flora recorded while he shoulders through tree branches at a fast pace. The video goes dark, and Ian’s labored breathing is the last sound on the video before it goes dark. 
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Kyla

––––––––

[image: ]


THERE ARE TWO VOICES most prominent in my brain. Both I can turn off, but one requires effort.  

The Alpha werewolf’s voice is the one requiring effort because when he speaks, the entire pack has to listen. And he’s my dad, so... 

The other prominent voice belongs to my brother, Kyle. We share a Link, and it’s special between us since we’re twins. You could say it’s our twin language, and even though others know about it, only Kyle and I can hear each other. Unless we wish to include other pack members, which is basically never. 

Oh, my dad? His name is Kaleb. He’s the Alpha of the werewolf pack in the forest I call home. Almost twenty-three years ago, he met my mother, Katie, who is Queen of the Forest Dark Fae—although she hadn’t been when they met. Years ago, Mom had been seeking a place to live and found the cottage. She was there for almost two weeks until Dad and Uncle Lucas showed up. Searching the cottage, they found a spellbook that belonged to Alberich, a Dark Fae, who later kidnapped Mom to the Glen. And it was there that she met her best friend, Alina. Unbeknownst to Mom, her friend, and Davorin, a Fae-vampire hybrid, had already infiltrated the Glen, working eliminate Alberich. It took a lot of coordination for them to save the Glen and the surrounding forest. I grew up hearing the story, and because of this past event in my mom’s life, I gained an extended family who live in Glen and the forest. 

I work for my dad’s company, Wolf Construction. My brother also works within the company, and excluding Mom, it’s a family, and pack business. Almost three weeks ago, Kyle secured a contract from Marsten Properties, which purchased a small mansion on two acres of partially cleared forest. The home has five bedrooms, six bathrooms, a massive living area with an equally massive kitchen slash dining room, a four-season porch running the length of the home, and a pool house with an accompanying outdoor pool. We are remodeling and bringing the small mansion into its former glory. 

Right now, I’m using the miter saw to cut the trim for a window frame. I excel in these finer details, while my brother, Kyle, enjoys framing, or as I’ve teased him, putting up walls. But his walls came down two weeks ago after he met Auralia. She is now his fiancée and our new Keeper of the Forest due to her magical abilities. Now, everything has changed for him. Being a werewolf is strange, and finding a mate is even stranger. At least, it appears that way for Kyle. He’s utterly sappy when it comes to Auralia. And while I rib him about it, I secretly hope the guy who becomes my mate will be the same way... only not so goofy.  

“I hear you,” I mutter and finish the cut. 

I blow on the edge and hold up the trim to visualize it on the large picture window in the living room. Yes, this will work perfectly. Add the stain, and it will be quite polished to fit the time. Because this living room is the largest of the rooms, I tackled this one first. I’m almost done configuring the trim and can start on the floors and walls next. I survey the large room, envisioning everything I have planned for it, and smile. 


Better hurry up!




Shut up and get out of my head.



I glower at the trim for a moment, listening to his laughter and shaking my head. I set the wood down. Yes, being a twin can be different... and strange. But you know what makes it even more so? When you’re twin werewolves. Only with practice have I managed to keep those two men out of my brain. Aunt Alina showed me how, telling me women needed their own thoughts. Mom seconded it, and since Aunt Edana and Aunt Asteria were there, they thirded and fourthed the motion—if that’s such a thing. But you get my drift. 

I walk to the pool house where my two favorite men are. They’re inside reconstructing walls since they knocked out all the others that weren’t load-bearing or in the way of the plan designs. I lean against the door frame, watching them both haul up a frame and push it into place. They secure it and finally turn to me.

My dad is handsome. Yeah, I said it—deal with it. So is my brother. Like a clone, almost. They both have the same hazel eyes and golden-brown hair. The green in my eyes comes from Mom, but I have my dad to thank for the flecks of gold. And my hair color is the same golden brown as Dad’s, but with a touch of red, a trait passed down from my mom. 

“I was right in the middle of creating my masterpiece,” I grouse at them. 

Dad crosses to me and kisses me on the forehead, and Kyle comes near, making a face at me. I shove him, and he catches his balance, chuckling. 

“Don’t forget,” Dad says, “Dalvin’s birthday party slash going-to-the-Academy party tomorrow.”

“You interrupted me to remind me of that?” I put my hand on my hip. Like I could forget—Dalvin’s like a little brother to me. 

Kyle grins at me. “He’s going to miss you the most.” 

“Stay out of my head,” I growl, and Dad laughs. “He’s my little brother-cousin. It would be too weird.” I fake shudder. Not that I would ever consider it. And with Dalvin going to the Academy, I hope he’ll find another to preoccupy his thoughts. At nineteen, and with his Fae bloodlines, he’ll be quite the catch for any young Fae. “Is that all?” 

“No,” Dad replies. “Your mom’s coming home this evening.”

This news brings a smile to my face. I don’t worry when she goes to the Unseelie Court, but Dad gets a little edgier—I guess the word is—when she’s gone. Only after she’s back in his arms does he relax and secretly, I want a love like theirs. 

Kyle sets a board against the wall and walks back to us, brushing his hands off. “And we’re going to Aunt Isla’s restaurant.”

“Will Auralia be there?” We’ve become like sisters in the past couple of weeks. 

Kyle shakes his head. “No, she’s finishing up at work, but she told me she’d make it up to me.” His eyebrows go up and down. 

I make a face. “Spare me, please.” Dad chuckles, and I ask, “Is Isla also coming to the party tomorrow?” 

Dad says yes, and I know Uncle Lucas will be there, too. Uncle Lucas is not only our uncle, but our guardian as well. 

“The owner of the house is coming by today,” Dad says. 

I’ve never met him, but Kyle and Dad have. I glance at myself. I’m in sturdy boots, jeans, and a T-shirt, and my hair is in a ponytail—my typical garb for working at a house or doing any construction work. Of course, my dad and brother look much the same. Yes, we are definitely all related. But this is the mansion’s owner, the Mr. Marsten of Marsten Properties, and I look... disheveled. 

“Well, okay. Can I get back to work, please?” 

They wave me off, and I head back to my work in the living room. Passing by the mirror in the entryway, I briefly study my reflection. I brush off sawdust and wipe under my eyes. I straighten out my ponytail and pull my shirt to clear the wrinkles, knowing they will show up again the moment I bend and stretch, fixing up the trim. Then I blow out a breath and hear a sound coming from the other room. Someone is here. 

I turn to face the living room, that I cannot see from my place in the kitchen. I listen for a moment, then breathe in, nostrils flaring. I smell a woodsy scent of cypress and citrus. The smell floods my senses for a moment, and my entire body comes alive. I cross the kitchen to the entrance of the room and stop. A man stands there, staring at the bare spaces over the windows where the trim will be once I’ve finished staining. His hands rest on his hips, and I can only see his profile. He has blonde hair, wears designer clothes, which remind me of Uncle Lucas, and when he turns to me, realizing I’m here, I see his amazing gray-blue eyes. 

I feel a punch in the gut, and my breath catches. Time suspends and I can’t move. He’s one of the most handsome men I’ve seen—and I’ve grown up amongst the Fae. 

“C-can I help you?” I ask and feel a flush in my cheeks. What the hell?

“Hello,” he greets. 

I love his voice. It has a pleasant timbre and floats over with calmness and serenity. It is almost hypnotic, and I bet I’d sway to his voice if... I wasn’t an all-powerful werewolf. I straighten my back. 

“I’m Evan Marsten.”

I can only stare. He’s undoubtedly attractive, and I want to walk right up to him and... no! No, I don’t. He’s a stranger. A most handsome stranger who creates funny shivers on my insides, and he’s smiling at me with perfect lips, white teeth, and gorgeous eyes that twinkle. 

“And you are?” he prompts. 

My mouth opens, but no sound comes out. “Uh... uh, Kyla.” I finally manage, thankful my voice didn’t squeak. 

“Kyla. What a beautiful name.” A smile graces his lips.

And when I think his eyes will rove over my body, he doesn’t do it. He maintains eye contact with me, and I flush to my toes. I think he stares straight into my soul. And for a moment, we are silent, taking each other in. Or at least I am. I’m not quite sure what he’s doing other than staring at me.

“Mr. Marsten!” 

Dad’s voice cuts through to us, breaking whatever spell this was over me. I jerk slightly and turn. 

“Kaleb.” Evan crosses the room. “Please, call me Evan.” 

I watch, dumbfounded, while they shake hands and move off. Kyle walks up to my side and watches them.  

“Hmm,” Kyle hmms. 

“What?” I glance at him before looking back at Dad and Evan. 

“Thought he’d be older.” 

Me, too. However, he’s still pleasing to look at, and I can’t quite drag my eyes away. “Wait, a minute... didn’t you meet with him? To get this contract?”

“No, I met his manager.” He crosses his arms. 

For some reason, I can’t take my eyes off him. “How old do you think he is?” Why’d I ask that? Who cares? I certainly don’t. 

“Mid-twenties, I’d say.” He leans away for a moment. 

Kyle slaps something on my chest. My hand covers something that crinkles, and I draw back, holding a newspaper. I stick it out so I can read it, and there’s Evan Marsten on the front page. It’s in color because—of course, it is. I quickly read and see ‘up and coming’ real estate investor. So, this is what he does for a living. The photo didn’t do Evan justice; he looks much better in person. 

“What does he want with this home?” I whisper. I never heard the complete story, and we’ve been here about two weeks now, tearing things apart to create a masterpiece. 

“He’s restoring the home.” He shrugs. “It belonged to the governor back in the early nineteen hundreds. It was the governor’s mansion retreat. Evan wants it to look like it did back then,” Kyle replies absently.

I slap the paper back into Kyle’s chest, and now he jumps. I knew this was a historic home, but I didn’t know who bought it or why. And in studying him standing next to Dad, I realize this pairing could be advantageous for my father’s business. A real estate developer and Wolf Construction could do very well together. Dad would get all the leads, and we’d keep busy for years. 

They circle back to us. “And my two children.” 

Kyle steps forward, introducing himself, hand extended, and obviously paying more attention than I am. They introduce themselves with a curt handshake and a man-nod before separating. I take a few steps forward, and Kyle steps aside for me. Evan not only takes my hand, but his other hand goes over the top of it. Of course, we had already introduced ourselves, but he now makes eye contact with me again. 

“Lovely.” His voice is low, then louder, “Nice to meet you.”

I press a smile, flush, and take my hand back quickly. Dad frowns at me. Whatever, Dad, he didn’t cover your hand, making you wonder just what else those hands could do—but this thought I keep to myself. Dad takes control of the conversation, bringing Evan back to the pool house. The pool house has seen a few changes through the years, changing with the times, and now, with Dad and Kyle taking charge of the renovations, they will restore it to its early nineteen hundreds look. 

“Wow!” Kyle says, hands on his hips, watching Dad and Evan move off. 

“What?” I walk to the trim I left resting against the wall and decide a lighter stain will bring the time period to life. I can see this throughout the house; it’s definitely a lot of work but worth it in the end. 

“He had the hots for you,” Kyle saunters up behind me, his face over my shoulder. 

I lift my shoulder and catch his chin, turning to make a face at him. “Shut up. He did not.” And I’m in denial because I find Evan Marsten extremely handsome, and I don’t want to because... I have a job to do. Yeah, that’s why. My focus is on the job at hand.

He rubs his chin with a smile. “You don’t know it, Kyla, but you turn more heads than you realize.” 

So does he. I’m surprised he doesn’t carry a 2x4 around to push all the women away. But ever since Auralia entered the picture, he’s not looked at anyone else. And this is the werewolf in us; when we find our mates, that’s it for us. 

“Whatever,” I deflect. “I need to finish this before we go to Isla’s tonight. Let me work.”

“Okay. I need to get out there.” He jerks his chin. “I’ll tell Evan you’re single and looking.” 

Kyle scurries away from me and my warning, my hand gripping the trim like I’m about to whip him. I would never use it on him—I’d hate to destroy my work. I set the trim back down and grab my tape measure for the windows. 

~
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I WASH OFF MY DAY FROM the renovation in a motel shower. At the start of this job, I rented a room in town since running back and forth from my home to the mansion to work every day was getting old. However, because of the dinner tonight, I had to shop for clothes since all I had was what I wore for work. So, I found dark-colored slacks, a dark-colored blouse, and matching dress shoes as a local clothes shop. I can’t show up at Isla’s restaurant looking hobo. 

I’m driving my mom’s vehicle, which Dad fixed up. The old Fifties-style truck is retro and classy—and has upgrades, like air conditioning. And while Kyle might think I’m turning heads because of my looks, I know it’s the truck right now. I’ve never known a man not to look at a classic. I hand the valet the keys and watch it drive away. The footman opens the door, and the hostess greets me, making small talk while directing me to the table where the rest of my family is. Right away, I head straight to Mom. 
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