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      Emory

      I make my way down the stairs, trying not to trip on the hem of the green gown I’m wearing. It’s sleeveless with flowers embroidered on the bodice. I feel quite pretty, and I’m a little bit disappointed my husband won’t be able to see me. I’ve taken extra care with my appearance, curling my hair and styling it to one side with silver clips.

      The staff are busy making last minute adjustments according to my mother’s orders. She’s the general, and the staff are her obedient soldiers. My mother is dressed in a simple dark blue gown with long sleeves. She looks elegant and serene, and she’s not letting the stress of the ball she’s been planning for weeks show.

      “How’s it going, Mom?” I ask.

      “Our guests will be arriving in half an hour, and no one has seen your brother,” she replies, checking her watch for the time. “He’s probably off in the woods, and he still needs to shower and put on his suit. He won’t have the time if he’s not back in this house in the next five minutes.”

      “He can get ready in ten minutes.” I remind her. Ah, what would it be like to be a man and just not have to bother with make-up and styling my hair?

      My mom purses her lips, her eyes narrowing in annoyance. “He’s doing this to punish me.”

      “He’s not.”

      “It’s because I’ve been pushing him to find his mate ever since his twenty-first birthday, and he’s going to skip out on the Ball so he’ll never meet his mate and be a bachelor for life.”

      My mother has a habit of being more dramatic when she’s stressed. The weeks of party planning are finally getting to her. I put my hand on her shoulder gently, trying to comfort her. She lets out a deep breath.

      “I’ll go find Colt,” I assure her. “And he’ll be here in time for the mating party.”

      “It’s the Moon Goddess Ball,” she corrects me.

      “I know.”

      The Moon Goddess Ball is an old tradition for wolf shifters going back centuries. It’s an event where all packs come together to celebrate the Moon Goddess. Its true purpose is to get all the young shifters in the same room so they might find their mate. Marriages within different packs help with creating and maintaining alliances.

      The event is meant to be held every few years, but due to the actions of my father, the previous Alpha of my pack, we haven’t been able to participate in the Ball for over twenty years. Bernard Moonraker attacking and trying to claim the territories of other Alphas hasn’t endeared him to anyone. I’ve had to work to gain the trust of the other packs these past few years. Finally, we’re not only invited to the Ball, but we’ve been chosen to host it this year which is the highest honor.

      I make my way to the kitchen, swerving around the staff who are busy with the enormous amount of food to be served at the Ball. They look up when they see me come in, and I smile and wave them away, telling them to go back to work and not mind me. I don’t want to bother them when they’re so busy. I head to the backdoor leading to the woods.

      The silver strappy heels I’m wearing dig into the grass, and I roll my green eyes before taking them off, holding them in one hand. My brother isn’t answering my mind-link messages, potentially because he doesn’t want to be found.

      Colt’s scent is quite familiar to me, and I follow the trail of it in the air. I end up at the pond in the woods where we spent our childhood swimming during the summers. His clothes have been left on a nearby bush.

      My brother floats in the water, his skin golden from being under the sun. His red hair looks like fire in the waning sunlight. He’s only wearing his boxers. Everyone is looking for him, and he’s out here having a leisurely swim.

      “Hey, Cinderella!” I call out. “You’re going to be late for the Ball!”

      Colt’s eyes open, and he lifts his head, squinting under the glare of the sun. “What time is it?”

      I look at the expensive watch on my wrist. It was a present from Kane for our third year wedding anniversary.

      “You have less than twenty minutes to get dressed or our mother will disown you.”

      “Moon Goddess be damned,” he yelps out, quickly swimming back to shore. He grabs his clothes and shoes but doesn’t bother putting them on. “I thought I had an hour at least.”

      “Maybe we should get you a watch,” I tell him, jokingly. “You’re always on the verge of running late.”

      “I always make it on time.”

      “Barely.”

      He gets out and grabs his clothes. We start walking briskly back to the house. Colt is dripping when we enter through the backdoor, gaining stares from the staff at his state of undress. My brother has never bothered with modesty and would probably be a nudist if it wouldn’t embarrass our mother to death. Speaking of Mom, she nearly gasps when she sees Colt.

      “Why are you wet?” she asks then shakes her head. “Never mind. Go upstairs and shower. You smell like you’ve been swimming in the pond.”

      “I have been swimming in the pond.”

      She takes in a calming breath and commands, “Go.”

      Colt doesn’t need to be told twice, so he goes to the stairs to start getting ready. I’m slipping my heels back on as my mom turns to me.

      “I truly hope he finds his mate tonight,” she says. “Let his wife take over worrying about him.”

      I snort at the thought. “Like you’d ever stop worrying about us. You’re our mom. It’s kind of what you do.”

      “Just wait till Mikey gets older and starts causing trouble! Then, you’ll see what I had to go through.”

      The mention of my son makes my heart squeeze painfully. Mikey is three-years-old and back at Crimson Peak with his father. This has been the longest time I’ve been away from my son since he was born. Every few months, I’ve had to visit Moon Grove for matters I can’t handle remotely. With the Ball we’ve had to plan. I’ve been in Moon Grove for close to a month now.

      I already miss being able to hold Mikey in my arms and make him laugh. The thought of him growing up makes me want to cry. I know it’s impractical and impossible, but I want him to be small and cute forever. I’m not ready to even think about him being Colt’s age and finding a mate.

      Thankfully, that’s still a long way off from now.

      “Mikey is a darling. He won’t be anything like he’s Uncle Colt,” I declare.

      My mother only smiles. “We’ll see.”
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        * * *

      

      Colt

      I hate wearing suits. I’ve always found them stifling, and ties feel like they’re trying to choke me. My mom and sister insist I look my best for this damn Ball so I put on the suit and tie and hope this event ends soon. I know what everyone is expecting to happen for me, and I am sick of it already.

      Music plays in the background as I make my way down to the ballroom. Several guests have already arrived. I take a deep breath and go over to where my mother is standing next to Emory. Immediately, every Alpha in attendance begins to introduce their daughters, granddaughters, and nieces to me. They’re all presented to me like prized cattle—tall, short, slim, curvy. I try to be polite and smile.

      Every time, we make eye contact, and I wait for that magical awakening inside me to tell me that she’s my mate—blue, green, brown, gray eyes—but nothing happens. The girl knows it too, and she looks disappointed. The Alphas can never hide how visibly disappointed they are too, and then they shuffle away to give space for the next candidate.

      After nearly a dozen failed attempts, I beg for a break. Emory and I stand in the corner and drink wine as she tells me about her son. My nephew Mikey is an adorable little boy, and my sister misses him terribly. Emory has decided that her son is too young for a Ball so he couldn’t come with her.

      “Why is Kane not with you?” I ask.

      “We talked about it, but this Ball is for shifters. His presence tends to attract too much attention.”

      That makes sense. Not everyone was thrilled when my sister married him. The animosity between our species has lessened over the last few years, but it’ll take time before we could be considered friendly. The Alphas have been tolerating Kane’s presence in Moon Grove, but they’ve made it clear that it’s Emory they trust and not him. What loyalty he can get from them is an extension of their loyalty to Emory.

      “It’s not fair,” I point out. “Everyone gets to bring their mate except you.”

      “Maybe I can bring him to the next one,” Emory says with a shrug. “Baby steps.”

      If there’s anything I’ve learned helping my sister with her Alpha duties is that diplomacy is a delicate balance that requires a lot of careful finessing. When you’re dealing with powerful people that command armies, it’s better to be safe than sorry.

      Alpha Gerald’s booming laugh makes me turn to where he’s talking to a few people. I know he’s been mostly blessed with sons and grandsons, so he’s not going to be part of the parade of mating prospects. From the corner of my eye, I see a figure entering the room. A petite blonde in a pink dress makes her away across the room to where he stands.

      The tall man lets out a delighted sound and pulls her into a bear hug.

      “Em?” I cock my head towards the group. “Who’s that with Alpha Gerald?”

      Emory looks over and replies, “Oh, that’s his granddaughter.”

      “I thought he only had grandsons.”

      “She’s the only girl. The youngest, I think.”

      “Have you met her?”

      “Not really, but I think Mom has mentioned her. She’s training to be a healer.”

      I’m looking around for my mom so I can ask more about what she knows. I don’t know why, but my curiosity is piqued. Emory stares at me questioningly. Her green eyes search my face. “Colt, are you…?”

      I don’t have the chance to answer her open-ended question as Alpha Gerald is coming over with the blonde’s arm tucked around his. His wife Constance is with them, and I can see the resemblance with the younger woman. They both have the same golden hair.

      “Alpha Emory, Colt,” Alpha Gerard says, practically beaming with pride. “I present to you my granddaughter, Lydia. She’s studying to be a pack healer.”

      A pack healer–one of the most important members of the pack. Being a man, I can’t help but glance down at how that pink dress shows off her glorious cleavage. A future pack healer with great breasts.

      Emory nudges me with her elbow. “It’s nice to meet you, Lydia. Right, Colt?”

      I look up and finally look at her face. She has a beautiful  heart-shaped face with big blue eyes, Full lips with a pronounced cupid’s bow made for kissing, and all that golden hair. She’s gorgeous, and my heart is practically beating out of my chest.

      I stare into her blue eyes and realize they’re a shade between blue and gray. There’s no jolt of electricity. My sense of gravity doesn’t shift. It’s all rather anticlimactic compared to what I have been expecting, but something in me whispers,  “This one. This is your mate.”

      “Lydia,” I say her name as if I can somehow convey what I’m feeling in one word.

      She smiles, having all the same realizations at me but handling it with more grace. “Colt.”

      I nod, dumbly. “That’s me.”

      Lydia offers her hand. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      I lift her hand to my lips, unable to look away from her beautiful face. “Nice to meet you too.”

      Emory snorts beside me. She’s never going to let me forget this. Alpha Gerald and his wife are smiling like they’ve won the lottery. I ignore them all.

      “Do you want to go get some air?” I ask, already moving to guide her away from our audience.

      “I would love some air.”

      I haven’t let go of Lydia’s hand. I don’t really want to. Her touch feels right. I never want to let her go.
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            IT’S NOT A CONTEST

          

        

      

    

    
      Emory

      I’ve seen the mating process before, and it’s always fascinating to watch. The way they stare into each other’s eyes and that awareness they have of the other person in the room. It can be felt even before a shifter comes of age and meets their wolf. Years ago, when I met Kane for the first time, there was this pull between us neither of us could ignore.

      If Colt and Lydia had met earlier before either of them came of age, they likely would have felt a pull. It’s more subtle and becomes stronger after one meets their wolf. There’s a sense of rightness deep in our bones, telling us who is the other half of our soul. I didn't expect it to be a vampire I felt that pull to, but life can be funny like that.

      Things with Kane haven’t been easy, but I wouldn’t trade what we have for anything. We fought for each other. We fought a war against common enemies. After everything we've been through, we’re stronger together than alone.

      Things are simpler for my brother. His mate is a nice shifter girl. She’s the granddaughter of an ally. I don’t envy his easier path. I’m happy for him.

      Colt has found his mate, and no one is happier than our mother. Mom has already met Lydia beforehand, so she embraces Colt’s mate with open arms. Alpha Gerard is ecstatic that his granddaughter has gotten picked over the other Alphas’ offspring, much to their annoyance. Everyone understands that mates aren’t determined by choice, but the older Alphas have a tendency to compete over the oddest of topics.

      Mom is practically gushing over Lydia. “She’s a lovely girl. Pretty and smart. Colt couldn’t do better than her.”

      “She’s the sweetest of my grandkids, but we were worried she wasn’t going to find her mate. She spends all her time studying,” Constance adds.

      “I told you not to worry,” Alpha Gerald tells his wife. “I always knew Lydia was going to make a good match. And look at her. She bagged Colton Moonraker’s grandson. I say we drink to that.”

      He waves over a server with a tray of champagne and hands all of us a flute of champagne before taking one for himself. He raises it and declares, “To a bright future between our packs.”

      “To a bright future,” I repeat, clinking my glass against his and everyone else’s.

      We all take a sip of champagne. The conversation turns quickly to the wedding, and I try to drown out the talk by drinking more. Colt and Lydia are somewhere outside, and I’m not going to check on them. Knowing my brother, he’s already trying to get to know his mate in more ways than one.

      Besides, I’ve done my job. The Moon Goddess Ball is an astounding success.
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        * * *

      

      Colt

      “I resent that. You make me sound like a lecher,” I grumble. “We just talked.”

      “Uh-huh.” Emory raises a red eyebrow at me. “You didn’t take any liberties? No hands wandered?”

      I can feel the tips of my ears flushing red from embarrassment. When I brought Lydia outside for some fresh air, I fully intended to only talk and get to know her. Seeing my beautiful mate under the moonlight, with her staring up at me with those blue-gray eyes, I couldn’t resist. I wanted to know what her lips tasted like. So… there had been some kissing.

      Kissing led to some touching as hands wandered, but our clothes stayed on. At one point, she’d sat on my lap. Lydia was flushed and pretty after all that kissing. My erection had strained against the zipper of that damn suit. It had been difficult to let her sit there much longer, so we’d broken apart. She sat next to me, but then nothing happened after that. Just more kissing with some talking mixed in.

      I pause from loading Emory’s luggage into the town car so I can glare at her. “You don’t get to judge me. You got pregnant before you even knew Kane was your mate.”

      Emory flicks me in the ear making me yelp in pain. “Don’t you dare talk to me like that, Colt Moonraker. I’m still your Alpha.”

      I clutch my ear then point at her accusingly. “You know what you did. You can’t deny it.”

      “I’m not denying it. I’m not ashamed.” She crosses her arms over her chest stubbornly. “I wanted Kane, and I got him. What’s your point?”

      “Nothing! I literally just met Lydia.” I give her a disbelieving look. “Do you want me to get her pregnant and then marry her within the year?”

      She shrugs. “You’re not getting any younger.”

      “I’m twenty-one!”

      “And I was married with a baby when I was your age.” Stunned at this turn in the conversation, I wordlessly open the car door so she can slide into the vehicle. “Just try to get married before you get her pregnant, please.”

      “Unlike you,” I tease.

      Emory sticks out her tongue, being silly. This is all an act meant to remind us of when we were kids, I have no doubt. “Call me when something interesting happens.”

      “I call you every week.”

      As much as we act like kids around each other, we take our responsibilities to the pack very seriously. I inform Emory about all the updates in Moon Grove that she’s not here to see. We’ve had a system in place for years, and it works.

      I close the car door so I can be rid of my sister and she can go back to Crimson Peak. She can go annoy everyone at Castle Graystone over me. I wave as the town car drives off. I love my sister but absence truly does make the heart grow fonder.
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        * * *

      

      Emory

      It is good to be back home in Crimson Peak. I practically smother Mikey in a hug when I see him. He eventually squirms to get away and runs off to go play. Helga, who has been his nanny for years, runs after him.

      My son has endless amounts of energy. He terrorizes everyone with his desire for attention. There’s not a single servant in this castle that doesn’t cater to his every whim. I’m getting concerned he might grow up spoiled, but it’s hard to say no to his cherubic face.

      His grandmother, Queen Agatha, dotes on him. Kane is the only person Mikey will listen to. It just takes Kane saying his name in a commanding tone and Mikey will cease the tantrum he’s about to throw. Father and son have a special bond–Mikey fears Kane.

      Scolding is the only thing that seems to work.

      Kane greets me with a kiss, and the relief of being near him again makes me sigh. Even after four years of marriage, I still have a massive crush on this man. His handsome face, his dark hair, high cheekbones, and blue eyes never gets old for me. He is also a good person at heart, and that only makes him more attractive to me.

      We haven’t seen each other in nearly a month, so we spend some time catching up. There are stories better told in person than over the phone. I tell Kane about the Moon Goddess Ball and Colt meeting his mate. Kane is genuinely curious about the Ball, and I tell him all the details I can remember.

      “How does the mating thing work?” he asks. “Is it about compatibility or proximity?”

      “No one actually knows,” I answer. “All we’ve been told is that our mate is supposed to be the other half of our soul, the perfect person for us. I don’t know if it factors in proximity. Otherwise, my mate would have been someone like Darius.”

      Kane knows that, at one point in my life, I thought Darius, the son of my father’s Beta, would have been my mate. I’ve been dissuaded about that almost immediately after I met Kane. The pull I feel toward him can’t compare. I could only ever love Darius as a friend and nothing more.

      Darius has met his mate. She turned out to be the granddaughter of Alpha Nigel of the Bluecrest Pack. They married two years ago and have a child of their own. I’m happy for them, and I’m glad everything turned out well in the end.

      Kane’s eyebrows furrow. “If mates are supposed to be the perfect person for you, what about couples like your parents?”

      I’ve thought before about my parents and their marriage. I know my mother hadn’t been completely unhappy being married to my father, but she hadn’t been blissfully happy either. His constant infidelity and selfishness hadn’t made him a good husband. She loved him, but he never appreciated her at all.

      I frown before answering, “Maybe this person is meant to be perfect for you, but you can still make bad choices? Bernard made a lot of bad choices.”

      Kane takes my hand and guides us to the bed so we can sit. He keeps holding my hand, his thumb rubbing circles on my fingers. “I don’t think Bernard was capable of really loving anyone. He was given a gift of the other half of his soul, and he took it for granted.”

      “He took a lot of things for granted.”

      I know that better than anyone. I sacrificed myself to save Lola from being sold off as a feeder to Kane almost five years ago. Bernard let it happen. Everyone was disposable to him once they no longer had any use.

      “I think my parents are more of the exception than the rule,” I declare, squeezing his hand. “Most mated couples I know seem happy. I’m happy. Aren’t you?”

      He smiles. “I can’t complain.”

      “That’s all we can hope for, really.” I tell him. “I’m hoping for the best for Colt. That poor girl has to be married to him.”

      Kane laughs. “Your brother isn’t that bad.”

      “You haven’t spent enough time around Colt.”

      “He’s not any worse compared to Lex. And Lex took his sweet time growing up.”

      Kane’s younger brother, Lex, is now regent of Scarlett Thunder. After an exhausting war with the other kingdom, Lex married Princess Opal so their child could become the legitimate heir to the throne. We don’t see Lex as much as we would like, but he never complains. The few times I’ve seen him, Lex has grown into a quieter but dutiful man.

      I suppose fatherhood and ruling a kingdom can do that to you.

      “I can’t wrap my head around Colt being married and having kids,” I confess. “He’s the same kid who used to eat dirt.”

      “I heard some people grow out of that,” Kane quips. “And have a little faith in your brother. He could surprise you.”

      “He already has.”

      Colt had to learn how manipulative Bernard had been. He had to step out from our father’s shadow and become his own man to fight for what’s right. He is one of my steadiest support systems. I can’t imagine being Alpha without him there to help me.

      “Colt is the least of our problems,” Kane tells me. “Lola has been moodier than usual.”

      My little sister who used to be the sweetest little girl in the world, the one kid who never got in trouble, has evolved into a moody teenage girl who seems to hate everything.

      I am included in everything.

      I have become the enemy. It’s as if overnight, a stranger has taken over her body and I can barely recognize this creature filled with teenage angst.

      No one ever says growing up is easy.

      Parenting is no picnic either.
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      Emory

      I knock on the door of Lola’s bedroom. There’s loud music playing from inside. When I don’t hear a response, I knock on the door again. There’s still no response.

      “Lola?” I call out. “It’s me. Can I come in?”

      “What do you want?” she demands.

      “I’m back from Moon Grove. I just wanted to see you.”

      There’s an audible sigh. “Fine.”

      I open the door, and the smile freezes on my face when I see Lola. She’s seated on the settee reading through a comic book. Her long dirty blonde hair has been chopped short and unevenly which makes me think she cut it herself. There’s a lone streak of red that stands out against the dark blonde.

      “Hey,” I say, trying not to freak out at her change of appearance. “How have you been?”

      She glances up from the comic book she’s reading for a second before flipping to the next page. “Fine.”

      “And the hair?” I ask. “Is this a new thing?”

      She shrugs. “I did it last week. I was bored.”

      “It looks… fun.”

      That’s the word I land on? I panicked.

      Lola looks up again from her comic book to stare at me. She appears to be annoyed–like I’m bothering her. “It’s just hair.”

      “I know that, but maybe you could have had someone help you cut your hair? Nettie is great at cutting her hair. She cuts mine.”

      Her nose wrinkles as she stares at my hair. “No thanks.”

      I resist the urge to look at my long red hair. I don’t think it looks bad. No one has ever said my hair doesn’t look good. Maybe I should go check a mirror later.

      Wanting to change topics, I question, “What have you been up to while I was gone?”

      “Nothing much. Just reading and listening to music.”

      “What are you reading?”

      “It’s a graphic novel about a wolf shifter who’s also a superhero.”

      “That sounds nice.”

      Lola goes back to reading. “Yeah, it is.”

      Did she just roll her eyes at me?

      What has happened to that sweet kid who I used to read bedtime stories to? When was she replaced with this snarky teenager? Lola is sixteen now, and that means she’s going to be changing and figuring herself out, but I haven’t expected a whole personality overhaul. I remember being a teenager, and I don’t think I became a different person overnight.

      Refusing to give up, I add, “Colt found his mate. Her name is Lydia. She’s from the Nightstone Pack.”

      “Good for him,” Lola replies in a bored tone.

      “We’re expecting a wedding within the year. That means you could be a flower girl again.”

      Lola scoffs. “I’m too old to be a flower girl, Emory. I’m sixteen, not six.”

      “Oh. Right.” I’m sputtering in embarrassment now. “You could be a bridesmaid, I think. If Lydia is good with it.”

      “Whatever.”

      I sigh, feeling defeated. Lola does not want to engage with me at all. It’s like trying to talk to a wall that rolls its eyes at me. I’ll try again another day.

      “I’ll update you about the wedding,” I say finally. “If you care at all.”

      Lola turns up the music, and I can barely even hear myself think. I try to tell her bye, but she’s not looking at me at all. Feeling like a rejected dog, I leave her room. Closing the bedroom door behind me, I can only stare at the heavy oak door in dismay.

      I tell myself that this is a phase. The real Lola who is sweet and kind will return. I just have to wait out this angsty teenage chapter. This can’t last forever.
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        * * *

      

      Colt

      I haven’t had the opportunity to visit the Nightstone Pack that much. Their territory is called Nightfall and is one of the furthest from Moon Grove. It takes hours to drive to their location near the mountains. They border on the territory of one of the vampire kingdoms, Sardonia.

      The Nightstone family’s home is a large three-story house half-covered in ivy. The turrets and the seven-story tower attached to the house must be for defensive purposes. It looks like a fortress. My father tried to attack this pack for their territory over ten years ago, and I can see why he failed.

      I stop the large black Jeep Emory and my mom gifted me for my eighteenth birthday. I decide against bringing any of the pack with me, wanting to make this a more casual visit. This is not a diplomatic trip where I have to represent my pack. I’m just a guy visiting a girl at her family home.

      At least that’s what I want this to be.

      I glance up and can see armed men at the top of the tower watching over me. Trying not to show my nervousness, I stroll up the front door of the house like I do this every day. I ring the doorbell and wait. Standing there and waiting for someone to answer the door is nerve-wracking when you know someone is potentially waiting to jump out from the bushes and claw your face off.

      Moon Goddess be damned. We’re not this paranoid in our pack.

      After what feels like an eternity, the front door opens, and Lydia is there dressed casually in a soft sweater and jeans. She smiles when she sees me. “Hi.”

      I smile back. “Hi.”

      There’s only a second of hesitation before she moves closer to kiss me. It’s short and sweet, merely a taste of things to come. She feels so good in my arms, her womanly curves wrapped in a soft sweater. My cock is already trying to say hello.

      Lydia looks down and frowns at my shoes. I’m wearing my favorite pair of white sneakers. I can’t stand dress shoes. I have a whole collection of vintage sneakers at home.

      “You’re not scared to get those muddy, right?”

      Just the thought is terrifying. It would take me forever to get these shoes clean again if they got mud on them. Confused, I ask, “Why?”

      “I’m sorry. I should have told you to wear different shoes,” she says. “My grandpa wants you to go on a little hunting trip with us.”

      That doesn’t sound too bad.

      “Won’t we be shifting?”

      She nods her head. “Yes, but the rest of the family is already out in the woods waiting for us, so we’ll have to walk for a bit, and they want to meet you in your human form first. They like to hunt big game, and that’s usually out in the woods quite a way.”

      I remember Gerald bragging about taking down a grizzly bear with his brothers years ago.

      “And who else is going to be on this hunt with us?”

      “Just my dad and my brothers.”

      My stomach tries to sink to my feet. “How many brothers do you have exactly?”

      “Five but only two of them are going to be here today. Jake is in class, Tyler is away on business, and George has a prior engagement.”

      “This is going to be you, me, your grandpa, your dad, and two of your brothers?”

      She nods. “Pretty much.”

      I try to hide how utterly terrified I am. I’ve managed to avoid dating girls with older brothers. There’s no avoiding this with Lydia. Family is important to shifters, and if Lydia’s family doesn’t accept me then my life is going to be significantly harder.

      “Anything I should know?” I ask. “What topics should I avoid? How  should I act?”

      Her lips quirk in a smile. “Just be yourself. They’ll love you.”

      That’s easy for her to say. I can charm the pants off every woman in her family. Men are a different beast altogether, figuratively and literally. My tricks don’t work on them.

      “You can’t walk out there in those shoes. They’ll get ruined,” Lydia says. “And your clothes are so nice. You won’t want to ruin them. I think you and Jake are about the same height. You can borrow his stuff. He won’t care.”

      Lydia brings me upstairs to one of the bedrooms. She picks up clothes and shoes from her brother’s closet and leaves me to get changed. I wouldn’t have minded if she stayed to watch me undress. And I would love to return the favor and see her undress, too.

      The thought has been plaguing my dreams since I met her at the Ball. Lydia in any state of nudity is my favorite fantasy these days.

      Turns out, Jake and I are the same size as his clothes fit me fine. His hunting boots are also a good fit. It’s a simple outfit consisting of jeans, a plaid button down and a green vest. Comfortable and functional.

      I join Lydia downstairs where she smiles over at me.. “Are you ready to go?” she asks.

      “I guess so.”

      We hunt primarily small game in Moon Grove. I’m just hoping not to embarrass myself in front of her family. I weigh telling her the truth of my inexperience with large animals or hope I can figure out how to do this, should the opportunity arise.

      Lydia leads us outside the house toward the woods nearby. Their property goes on for miles.

      “Just a heads up. They can get a little competitive. You know how male shifters are.”

      That’s great.

      They’re going to be competitive.

      Isn’t this exciting for me?

      Unfortunately, I’m more than aware how competitive the men in our species are. I’ve been in enough fist fights during my school days to know firsthand. Male shifters have a tendency to try and work out their pent-up tensions with their fists. Eventually, they work it out with sharp teeth and claws.

      It’s a good thing wolf shifters heal fast, or there would be significantly less of us around. The mortality rate would skyrocket from us beating each other to death.

      “There they are,” Lydia says, raising her hand to wave. “Hey, guys!”

      Right outside the thicker forest stands a group of men. They’re all tall, muscular, and dark-haired. One of the men looks very similar to Gerald except he has a full beard. The two younger men must be Lydia’s brothers. The only resemblance Lydia has to them are the blue-gray eyes.

      Gerald’s booming voice greets me, “Lydia! Colt! It’s about time!”

      “Sorry for the delay, Grandpa. I forgot to tell Colt to dress for hunting,” Lydia explains. “Luckily, he and Jake are the same size.”

      I nod, trying my best to be polite. “Thank you for having me.”

      Gerald pulls me into a bear hug, patting my back before I even know what’s happening. He releases me and with an arm around my shoulders, he leads me toward the other men.

      “Colt, this is my son, Alcide, Lydia’s father, and his sons, Scott and Tommy, her brothers. Boys, this is Lydia’s mate, Colt Moonraker.”

      Alcide’s blue-grey eyes narrow in recognition. “Moonraker? Any relation to Bernard Moonraker?”

      Curse you, Dad, wherever you are.

      I try to hide my wince. “He was my father.”

      The look Alcide Nightstone gives me could freeze my blood. He is clearly not a fan of my father.

      “Come now, Al,” Gerald persuades. “We can’t choose who our parents are. And I assure you, Colt landed very far from that asshole of a tree. Right, Colt?”

      I nod quickly. “Right. I’m nothing like my father.”

      Alcide doesn’t look like he believes me at all. “We’ll see about that.”

      “Dad,” Lydia’s voice cuts in. She gives her father a warning look. “You said you’d be nice.”

      “I’ll be nice, darling.” I don’t know how sincere he’s being as he’s already turned his back on us. “Let’s go hunt.”

      Gerald slides his arm off my shoulders and follows his son. He enthusiastically repeats, “Let’s go hunt!”

      Lydia gives me an apologetic look. “They can be a little bit much. They’re kind of protective of me?”

      Kind of?

      I feel like she’s severely understating things. I will not be deterred. Her family is going to like me. They have to.

      Lydia steps behind a tree to strip down in privacy while the rest of us men do it as a group. We shift into our wolves, and I take a deep breath.

      I hope I don’t get killed.
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      Colt

      Alpha Gerald leads the hunting party. He moves quickly and efficiently for a wolf of his age. Aside from the silver running through his dark fur, he’s as agile and healthy as his son and grandsons. I don’t know where he gets all this energy from.

      I’m at the back of the group with Lydia. Because we are mates, we can, thankfully, use the mind-link to  communicate. She asks, “Are you all right?”

      “I’m great,” I reply. “I like being out in the woods. I spent most of my childhood outdoors."

      "I’m the same. I would start to get antsy if I’m cooped up inside for too long.” She nods to a treehouse to our right. "Dad built that for us when we were kids. My brothers would ban me from going inside. They said it was a ‘boys only’ treehouse.”

      “What did they do up there?”

      “Whatever boys do when they’re together.” She shakes her head. Her wolf is just as beautiful as her human form. “I always wanted sisters, but my parents didn’t have any more kids after me.”

      “I have two sisters, and I’ve always wanted brothers instead.”

      “We should switch,” she suggests jokingly. “You can have my brothers. All of them.”

      “What would that entail?” I ask with a chuckle.

      “From what I’ve seen, violence and insults. I think my brothers have tried to kill each other more than anything.”

      “Do they ever do anything to you?”

      “I was the baby, so nothing too bad except for that time they lured me into a box and taped it shut. I think they were going to try and mail me somewhere.”

      “We were trying to sell you off for a motorbike!” Scott chimes in. I hadn’t realized she was talking to all of us, but I guess it would be rude not to include her family.

      Lydia glares at the back of his head. “I wasn’t talking to you,  Scotty. Buzz off!”

      “Be nice!” Alcide chides.

      “Don’t get rowdy!” Alpha Gerald exclaims. “You’re going to scare away the animals!”

      With all the yapping and stomping around, the animals definitely know we’re coming and have run for their lives.

      “Seriously, you can have all my brothers,” Lydia says. I think she’s just talking to me now. “No take-backsies.”

      “I think I’ll pass. My sisters are not that bad.”

      “What are they like?” Then, she adds, “I know of Alpha Emory, but I’ve never really gotten to talk to her. I’ve always admired her, though, since she’s not only the youngest Alpha, but she’s also a girl. That’s pretty cool.”

      I live in the shadow of my amazing older sister, and I’m not even upset about it. Emory is not only the first female Alpha of our pack but she’s fought and won a war against vampires. And she managed to sneak in having a baby during all of that. Calling Emory Moonraker an overachiever is an understatement.

      “She’s exactly what you think she’s like,” I answer. “Smart, kind, and annoyingly right most of the time. She makes me look like a demon next to her.”

      “She’s married to a vampire king, right?”

      “King Kane of Crimson Peak. He’s a good guy. A little moody at times, but I think that’s a vampire thing.”

      “That’s also kind of a male shifter thing,” Lydia points out. “Growing up, it’s like my brothers were always on their period with all the mood swings.”

      “Hey!” Scott calls out, turning to look at us. I guess we’re back to a full-on conversation now. “You don’t have room to talk, sis. You threatened to castrate me with a butterknife!”

      “You would have deserved it!”

      Tommy laughs, a loud barking sound that makes Scott glare at him. “What? You totally would have deserved it.”

      “What did he do?” I ask just to her–I hope.

      “He made a misogynistic joke that women can’t be Alphas because they’re too emotional.”

      My eyes widen as I think of my sister.

      “This is coming from the guy that punched a wall because his ex-girlfriend spread a rumor he has a small penis,” Lydia declares, clearly to everyone.

      Scott stares Tommy down. “You know that’s not true. You’ve seen it.”

      Tommy shrugs. “It was so long ago. I can’t recall. Don’t try to show us now!”

      “Do you want me to?” he taunts.

      “No!” Tommy waves his hands frantically, trying to get him to stop. “Keep it tucked between your legs!”

      Tommy moves away as Scott seems ready to whip it out and prove a point. Scott chases his brother who insists he does not want to see his penis. The display of immaturity makes me suddenly grateful I don’t have a litter of older brothers. Emory is an angel in comparison.

      “Did Alpha Emory ever give you a hard time growing up?”

      “She dressed me up in dresses and took photos.” I hope no one can hear me but her.

      Lydia smiles, intrigued. “And where are these photos?”

      I shake my head, trying to look as innocent as possible. “Mysteriously disappeared one day. I have no idea where they went.”

      “If I ask nicely, can I see them?”

      She bats her blue-gray eyes at me, and she’s so pretty, I have the urge to do whatever she asks.

      I run a hand through my red hair. “I may be able to unearth them if you ask very nicely.”

      She moves closer to me and whispers in my ear, low enough the other men won’t be able to hear, “I can be very nice.”

      The bolt of desire shoots through me. The husky quality of her voice makes me think of what she might sound like after sex. I have to close my eyes and start counting backward from twenty to stop my cock from standing at attention. I can’t have an erection when her family is five feet away.

      “Are you okay?” she asks, concerned.

      “Little Colt just needs a minute.”

      She snorts. “Little Colt?”

      “He likes you too much.”

      I open my eyes and see her bright smile. She says, “I like him too.”

      “He’s not the only one that likes you.”

      Her blue-gray eyes soften. “I’m glad to hear that.”

      She nuzzles against me, her soft fur ruffling mine, and I breathe her in. She’s so amazing, and I can’t believe I’m with her. It’s like we’ve been together forever.
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      Rainer

      The library at Castle Graystone isn’t a place I used to frequent often, but after marrying the castle librarian, I visit the place more than anywhere in the castle if I want to see my wife. I find Willow up on a ladder shelving books. I don’t worry she’ll accidentally fall as she has the grace of a ballerina while up on that ladder. I’ve seen her carry the heaviest books up there with no problems.

      “Hello, dear,” I greet her like we’re an old married couple.

      Three years isn’t that long compared to the longevity of our species. A drop in a very large bucket. Willow and I have a tendency to bicker like a couple who’ve been together for decades. She would never admit it, but Willow likes the banter.

      Willow looks down. “What are you doing here? Don’t you and Kane have that meeting?”

      “He cancelled because Emory’s finally back.”

      “Oh. I should go see her.”

      Willow makes her way down the ladder. I can’t help but stare at her behind as it makes its way toward me. She notices where my eyes are and rolls hers. I feel no shame.

      We’re married. I’m allowed to ogle at my wife as much as I want.

      “We have rules about the library,” she reminds me.

      Willow has allowed me a few liberties while we’re in the library. Deep kisses and heavy petting are as far as she’s let me go in here. Anything more is sacrilege. Having sex around her precious books is a crime she will not tolerate.

      I’ve pointed out to her that we’ve had sex in our bedroom which has her personal collection of books. That was a mistake. She made me sleep on the couch in the living room that night. Ever since then I’ve never mentioned that again.

      “I know,” I reply, resigned to my fate. “Even though it could be fun.”

      “The library is fun, just not in the salacious way you want it to be.”

      “What about the aisle with the books about sex?”

      She purses her lips primly. “Those are for entertainment purposes. They are not an invitation to recreate them in this sacred space.”

      Knowing I’m beat and fearing a lecture, I pull Willow closer to me to give her a kiss. She’s stiff with annoyance at first, but eventually, she gives in. Kissing Willow has always been a delight. She becomes sweet and pliant in my arms as she gives in to the kiss.

      Her eyes stay closed as I pull away. I ask, “How’s your day been going?”

      “Nothing new.” Her blue eyes open, and her expression grows serious. “But I do need to show you something.”

      She takes my hand and leads me to her desk. Opening a drawer, she pulls out a small stack of papers. She holds them out to me, and I take the stack. They’re children’s drawings in crayon.

      “I found those in Bryony’s room,” Willow explains.

      Our three-year-old daughter's drawing isn’t a concern. It’s the subject matter in her drawings that makes me pause. There are drawings of wolves in cages, a bloody wolf on the ground with a knife sticking out of its neck and a black sun with a smaller blue circle inside of it.

      “Did you ask Bryony why she drew this?” I ask.

      “I did. She said she didn’t know why she drew them,” Willow replies. She taps on the black sun. “She kept repeating that the black sun will devour the moon.”

      My eyebrows furrow as I try to make sense of this information. “Kids have active imaginations. Maybe she read something in a book or saw some kind of painting.”

      Willow still looks concerned. “The bleeding wolf is too violent for a child her age to be drawing.”

      “It could be nothing,” I reassure her. “She could have overheard someone recounting a story about the war.”

      I put down the papers on the mahogany desk. Willow has crossed her arms over her chest. I put my hands on her shoulders. She doesn’t pull away from my touch.

      “Do you think we should be worried about her?” I ask. “Could it be a witch thing?”

      Willow sighs. “I don’t know. She’s the first vampire child to be born that’s not a royal in millennia. I don’t know if she’ll even manifest magical powers.”

      “There aren’t really any parenting books on how to raise a vampire witch.”

      “If there were parenting books for this, I would have some idea of what to do.”

      “Even with books, parenting is still a case-to-case basis where you try your best and hope your kid doesn’t grow up to hate you.”

      “I don’t want her to be different. I want her to have a normal childhood.”

      “No matter what. She’ll be safe and loved,” I reason. “We’ll figure this out. And if we can’t, we’ll reach out to Ivy and see if she has any idea what’s going on with Bryony.”

      Willow keeps in touch with her niece. Ivy. who was the high priestess of Willow’s former coven. Despite her young age, Ivy is a very capable witch. During the Battle of the Red Field, I watched Ivy take down several vampires with her magic. It had been terrifying and incredible to witness.

      “It could be nothing,” Willow says. “Just Bryony’s imagination.”

      I nod. “It could be nothing.”

      “But if it isn’t nothing….”

      “We’ll call Ivy.”

      “We’ll call Ivy,” she repeats, relaxing. “Ivy will know what to do.”
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            IT’S MY PARTY

          

        

      

    

    
      Lex

      Castle Blackmoor is filled with activity as servants prepare the gardens for a party. People have been up early cooking food and decorating the gardens with balloons and streamers. Unlike their previous ruler I’m not prone to having trivial parties all year round. I try to avoid unnecessary expenses and go for more low-key events.

      The nobles don’t say it to my face, but they disapprove of my thrifty management and way of living. They call me practically vulgar for worrying about pennies like a commoner. I don’t really care what they say about me. None of them know about the dire state of the royal treasury after the war Scarlett Thunder lost four years.

      Wars are notoriously expensive, and King Peter had thrown every bit of gold at his armies all so he could punish my brother. Whatever remained in the treasury after King Peter’s humiliating defeat at the Battle of the Red Field had to be given over to other kingdoms for reparations. I had to get massive loans in my first year ruling as regent to ensure Scarlett Thunder didn’t collapse in financial ruin. We are in a much better place financially now with efforts to improve the economy, but we still have a few more lean years to go through before I can breathe easier.

      I only spend money if I have to, but I make exceptions. My son’s birthdays are one such exception. Cole is three-years-old today, and he’s old enough that he understands what birthdays mean. At least, he understands what his birthday is.

      A kid’s birthday party isn’t going to bankrupt me, so we’re serving good food and having a massive cake, as well as the best blood available. Cole has been excited all week, and I’ve given in to his request for a petting zoo. A kid only turns three once. My son is getting a petting zoo.

      I enter Cole’s bedroom. Sarah has been Cole’s nanny since his birth, and she tries her best, but Cole always manages to make a mess of the room. There’s always a toy out of place. I pick up a turtle stuffed toy off the floor and throw it over to the open toy chest in the corner.

      Sarah is busy trying to get Cole dressed which is a task easier said than done. She’s managed to get him in pants, but as soon as he sees me, he abandons her.

      “Daddy!” he yells excitedly.

      Cole runs to me, and I kneel down so I can hug him properly. His little arms encircle my neck, and I smile. No matter what day-to-day troubles I have to fix, and the headaches they cause me, just holding my son in my arms makes everything worth it. Despite his parentage, Cole is the sweetest boy and possesses none of the faults his mother and I have in spades.

      I pull back to look at Cole’s round face. His pale blue eyes are bright with excitement.

      “Good morning, birthday boy,” I say. “How did you sleep?”

      “It was good,” he replies. “Can we have the party now?”

      I chuckle and run my fingers through his hair. It’s the exact same platinum blond as mine. His bangs are getting a little long. I should get someone to cut it soon.

      “The party won’t be for another hour. All your guests still have to arrive.” I add in a whisper, “And the animals are still on their way.”

      His blue eyes are wide with joy. “Is the turtle going to be there?”

      I nod. “The tortoise will be there.”

      “And the sloth?”

      “The sloth is coming too.”

      Other kids might like more exciting animals like horses or elephants, but my son loves the ones that move slowly. The less they move, the better. I don’t know why. Cole is a bit odd, but I love him even more for it.

      “Yay!” Cole turns to Sarah who is standing behind him with his shirt. “Sarah, I’m going to see a turtle and a sloth!”

      Sarah smiles fondly. “That’s great, Your Highness.”

      I get to my feet and pat the top of Cole’s head. “You be good for Sarah, and get dressed. You can’t show up to your party without a shirt.”

      Cole runs to Sarah immediately. He lifts his hands up so she can put his shirt on him. Sarah quickly curtsies to me before going back to getting Cole dressed. I leave the room and go check on the gardens to see how things are going.

      The food is prepared and ready to be served. On tables there are an array of snacks for the children such as chicken nuggets, little sandwiches, and crackers. Most of the tables are set up with goblets for blood, since that is mostly what we consume, but on a day like this, we will also celebrate with food. There’s also the start of the party, the multi-tiered cake in white frosting decorated with little green turtles.

      The nobles and their children should be arriving soon. While the nobles do not care for me, none of them would dare snub a party invitation. Cole is going to be their king someday, and it wouldn’t look good for any of them if their kid missed his birthday party. And I know they would take any opportunity to suck up and gain more advantage in court.

      The animal handlers have arrived with the petting zoo. The servants help set up little pens for the animals to be kept in. I watch as the animals are led into the pens. The selection of animals is more diverse than I expected.

      I check with the servants for last minute things I need to approve, but the party seems ready. The guests will arrive soon. The noble children are dressed well in expensive garments meant to show off their parents’ wealth. I should have known the nobles would rather sacrifice their children’s comfort over appearances.

      Cole is dressed more plainly in comparison, but no one says a word. The noble children hang on to his every word. He doesn’t have to raise his voice to get people’s attention. They follow his lead without question.

      “Your son is a natural born leader,” Queen Olga tells me, appearing by my side. “It shouldn’t be a surprise considering his lineage.”

      I have invited the vampire royals that I thought would be amenable to come. The Queen of Sardonia is a long-time ally to my birth kingdom. And she has come with her great-granddaughters.

      I look at her, trying to gauge if she’s giving a compliment or an insult. It’s no secret what she and the other vampire royals thought of Cole’s late grandfather. King Peter didn’t make a ton of friends in his lifetime. That has not been an accident.

      “He’s nothing like his grandfather.”

      “I meant, he takes after the Alexander kings. He has that quality your grandfather and your father had. And what your brother has.”

      Unlike me. I’ve always been the spare. I’m not meant to rule a kingdom unlike my brother. A twist of fate is the only reason the crown of a foreign kingdom has landed on my head.

      The animal handler is telling the kids not to touch the sloth. Sloths aren’t known to be part of petting zoos, and we only have one as a special request. Cole is listening intently to the animal handlers’ instructions. He stops a boy from reaching up and touching the sloth.

      Cole says something and the boy nods. They’re smiling at each other. There’s no bad blood. Ah, how nice and simple it is to just be a child.

      “I appreciate you coming,” I say to Queen Olga. “I know you don’t like leaving the mountain if you can’t help it.”

      “It’s good for my great-granddaughters to get out and socialize. They’ll be better prepared for their futures the more they know of the other kingdoms.”

      “Prepared? Aren’t the twins only four-years-old?”

      “They won’t be four forever.” She gives me a look. “I’m sure you’re aware that this is not just a social visit. Every girl in this party could be the next queen of Scarlett Thunder.”

      There is no end to the scheming and politicking in court. Even at a children’s party. I look at the children dressed in their finest clothes sitting on the grass, and I want to scoff at how ridiculous this all is. All of them are too young to already be pawns in their parents’ desires for advantageous matches.

      “I would prefer it that any talk of my son’s future marriage prospects not be a topic for a few more years.”

      “Come now, Lex. It’s always been the way of things. Your father had Kane temporarily engaged twice before he was even of age.”

      “I remember.”

      As a second son, my hand in marriage hadn’t been as coveted. My parents hadn’t bothered with getting me engaged for political purposes as a child. By the time my father died and Kane became the new king, he didn’t bother using me as a pawn that way. I have been grateful as I might have ended up in a loveless marriage.

      That thought reminds me that I am in a loveless marriage.--but for different reasons. This was my choice. For my son.

      I look around the gardens and can't find my wife anywhere. Checking my watch, I see that she’s over an hour late to the party. I hadn’t bothered with trying to find her earlier as I didn’t think a mother should have  to be reminded about her own son’s birthday.

      “Will you excuse me for a moment, Queen Olga? I have a matter to attend to.”

      She nods, and I walk away, trying to keep my composure and not let my anger show. I make my way back into the castle and head to the east wing where Opal’s bedroom is located. I open her bedroom door without knocking but stop in place as I find Opal sitting on the bed, a man between her legs.

      Opal moans loudly as she grabs the man’s dark hair. This is not an unfamiliar sight for me. The past four years have been like this. Fidelity hasn’t ever been a part of my marriage, at least not on Opal’s side.

      “Opal,” I bark out her name.

      The man between her legs immediately gets away from her. He stands and turns so I can see his face. He’s a nobleman, and I can’t recall his name, but I remember he’s married. His wife and child must be at the garden party.

      “Your Majesty,” he says, nervously.

      “Go,” I command.

      He practically sprints from the room.

      I sigh, running a hand over my face. This is not how I wanted this day to go.

      “Really, Lex?” Opal says, annoyed. “Can’t you give me a little privacy?”

      “I give you all the space you want.”

      “Yes, but this only happens because you barely look at me most of the time!” Her voice rises as she grows angrier. “The lengths I have to go through for you to even notice me! You catch me with a man, and you don’t even get jealous!”

      I snort. “You want me to be jealous? You hate me.”

      “I’m your wife!” she shrieks. “You’re supposed to love and cherish me! I don’t even exist to you!”

      I look at Opal’s angry face. She’s always been pretty, but her personality diminishes that fact. Any physical attraction I may have had to her withered in the unsatisfying wasteland of our marriage. What secret hopes I harbored at the beginning of our union that it could be a happy one have long been snuffed out.

      “Opal, I don’t care who you sleep with,” I tell her. “What I care about is that today is your son’s birthday, and you’re missing the party.”

      Opal gets off the bed and goes to her vanity table. She fusses over her appearance, running a brush through her messy dark hair. “Cole probably hasn’t even noticed I’m not there!”

      “He will notice.” I catch her gaze in the mirror and insist, “Get yourself together, and come to the party. Don’t make me have to drag you there kicking and screaming.”

      She grabs one of the perfume bottles on the vanity table and throws it at me. I dodge and the bottle hits the wall, disintegrating into glass shards.

      “Come to the party or else,” I add, unperturbed. “I mean it, Opal.”

      “Fine!” she retorts.

      I leave her to go back to the party. Opal and I may hate each other, but I’m not going to let that hurt Cole. He deserves the best. If I have to bend over backward to create a better world for him than I will.

    

  

OEBPS/images/break-dinkus-palatino-screen.png





OEBPS/images/vellum-created.png





OEBPS/images/potential-rogue-wolf-logo.jpg






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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