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Chapter 1 Lana


“HEY, miss, if you don’t stop, I’m going to call the police and have them deal with you!”



The old man calls after me, his voice dripping with desperation. It’s a strange thing, running fast enough to escape but slow enough to hide what I really am.



If I raise suspicion in even one human, I can’t trust that an angry mob with pitchforks won’t be on my trail. Or worse, a punishment from our king and queen.



The king and queen of our kingdom might be my best friend’s parents, but they’re still the king and queen, and going into human towns is mostly forbidden.



The old man doesn’t follow, probably because, surprise, surprise, he’s old and human. But I’m irked a little by all the clenched fists and angry faces of the villagers I run past.


They live in a tight community, and coming from a shifter kingdom, I can definitely relate to that.


Still. Can’t a shifter steal a little candy every now and then?


I whip round an icy bend, a back path leading to the forest, and a chocolate bar falls from my velvet cloak.

It hits the ice-covered grass like a fallen soldier.

Damn flimsy cloak.

I borrowed it from Violet, my bestie, the daughter of said king and queen, because at the time I thought it was cute. I also needed something to make me look human out here.


But I’m so hot, I swear to the Moon, to the Gods, whoever, that I’ll be ripping it off once I’m in the clear.



So many times I’ve stolen candy from Old Wetherbee’s shop, and today of all days, he wants to kick up a fuss?



It’s almost as if he doesn’t even realize I have dinner plans?!



Dinner plans I’m almost late for.



As soon as I reach the forest, I take a breath, slowing myself down to a fast-paced walk. All that half-running has messed with my system, and now, in a weird way, I’m sort of fatigued.



Undoing the cloak, I sling it over my arm and check the other precious goodies in the inside pocket. Toffee, wine gums, and my latest discovery: chocolate gummy rings.



I can’t wait to feast on this later with Violet. I’m an athletic wolf; I eat clean most of the time, and I train hard. So, why can’t I have a little sugar every now and then?



It’s ridiculous that the kingdom bans it.



It’s-



I’m interrupted by a human’s voice.



“HEY YOU.”


Crap.


By the smell of it, he’s not alone.



Sloppy. I was distracted by the delicious scent of added sugar.



I sprint, as fast as my legs will take me, and then decide to shift into my wolf. I don’t dare look behind me, no time, but I think I was far enough from the humans when I shifted. Pretty sure.


My paws dig into the earth beneath the snow, carrying me away, deeper into the forest.

I already feel so much better moving at my true speed.


Once I’m far enough away from the human village, I howl up into the gray skies.



I leap from grass to stone, over ridges, frozen lakes. This winter might be the coldest we’ve had in years.



Good thing I’m not human. Suckers. I could eat their Police.



Once I reach our pack borders, I enter through the west wing where the chill guards are usually stationed. The ones who are accustomed to me coming in and out, the ones who don’t question shit.


I run all the way to the palace where the dinner party is being held. Not yet sunset. I grin. Making record time.


I mean, honestly, part of me wishes that Violet’s parents would find out how many times I’ve gone in and out of that village unscathed. The kingdom might actually take me seriously then.



Once I arrive at the gates, I head straight to the gardens and shift back into my human form. I can usually find Violet out here. I want to show her what I got, the new candy I’ve discovered, but wait, where is the-


Two familiar green eyes meet mine before I have a chance to look anywhere else. He grins, that frustrating dimple creasing into his right cheek.


There’s being a popular, muscular, very skilled shifter prince, and then there’s being unbelievably annoying and inconceivably arrogant.



Damon, Violet’s brother, is both.



And that’s the problem.



“You’re late,” he says.



I can hear plates clanging from inside, can smell roasted pork and butter beans. Okay, so maybe I’m a little later than I thought.



I’ve also misplaced the candy and Violet’s cloak. Sorry, Violet.



“Am I?” I say, catching my breath. “I hadn’t noticed.”



Damon crosses his big arms, arms that scream discipline in every sense of the word. Damon always eats clean, trains more than anyone I know, and honestly, what’s the point? He’s going to be king one day; he’s got nothing to prove.



It’s like he wants to annoy everyone. Especially me.



“Let me guess,” he ponders. “Spent too long in the human village again? Surprised you don’t have a whole bucketful of candy with you.”



I fake a smile, conscious that my hair looks like shit, conscious that his curly golden locks look perfect. They’re peppered with snowflakes, weathered by the wind, but still perfectly intact.



“That’s because I didn’t go,” I say. “And don’t go spreading rumors about me either, Damon. It’s not cute.”



“Being late isn’t cute,” he grins back.



What is cute is my dress. Light pink to match my blonde hair, off the shoulder, and tight around my ass. I notice him looking, at least I think he was when he darted his gaze down my torso a few moments ago.


He does it again, and I freeze, a light spark flicking down my stomach.

Too light to catch.


“Real mature,” I roll my eyes. “Is Violet in there?” I ask, changing the subject.



Damon’s obnoxiously big chest is all puffed out and in my face, so I can hardly see what’s going on in the palace behind him.



“She is,” he says. “Cozied up with Daxton. They’ve made out three, maybe four times already, and we’re only just serving the main course. Pretty fucking gross.”



“Oh, be happy for your sister, you old grump,” I nudge him with my elbow, and jolt internally at the obnoxious granite texture of his obnoxious abs.



Damon is only three years older than us, but still– old grump. Muscular old grump.



“I am happy for her,” he narrows his eyes. “Ecstatic for my baby sis. Question is, Lana, when is it gonna be you?”



A strange sensation flickers across my chest. I don’t fully understand the way he’s looking at me, sort of like he’s teasing, but also like he knows something about me that I don’t yet know. And again, he’s oozing with arrogance.



That’s Damon for you.



Only shifter I know who’s more arrogant than, well, me.



“When’s what gonna be me?”



“When are you going to settle down? Get married?”



I roll my eyes again. I swear this pompous prince lives off provoking me. Anytime I’m at the palace, and Violet happens to be away, which is way more frequent now, given that she’s married and all, Damon will find me and make it his mission to piss me off.


Aside from that and rigorous training, I wonder whether he actually does anything else.


“My plan,” I say, walking away from him as the snow crunches beneath my feet. “Is to become one of the best warriors this kingdom has, and then, my plan is to be sent on missions, first against the vamps, then in the human territories. To beat anyone fucking with us. I’ll be the greatest warrior in the northern kingdom, bar Daxton, a literal ex-warrior pack shifter, of course. Do you see where marriage fits into all of that? ”



I’m staring out at the hills, and suddenly his hands settle around the back of my waist.


The heat from his large body seeps into me, and I pause.

He leans a little, his hot breath trickling down my neck.


I’m stuck in time.



“But, Lana, you’d make such a good wife,” he murmurs below my ear. “So obedient.”


A fuzzy feeling passes between my legs.

Asshole.


He’s lucky I’m not in an aggressive mood.



I turn around, tracing a playful finger down his ridged chest. “And you’re lucky that you’re my best friend’s brother, otherwise I’d have beaten your ass a while ago.”



I appreciate the irony of my dwarfed stature in comparison to his, but I’m a machine. Once I get going in a fight, I’m unstoppable. I could certainly take him.



“Try me.”



He opens his jaw and snaps it shut, imitating a bite. I’m dangerously aware of his hands on my hips, my finger still on his chest.


My body is piping hot, despite the snow that surrounds us.


And now he’s smirking, his emerald eyes so sparkly it’s as though they’re wet. They dare me.



Before I can respond, a soft voice calls out for him. One I don’t recognize.



“Damon, what are you doing?”


He lets go of me, and a tall she-wolf with the body width of a toothpick wraps her arm around his waist.


He smiles. “Nothing, baby, just teaching my sister’s friend a lesson.”



The girl is pretty if you’re into the whole heavily made-up, no-ass, tits-on-a-stick kinda thing. She looks at me like I’m a rotting fish, her nose all crinkled, and her eyes downright offended.


Oh, you can have him, honey.


“You know,” I smile. “When a shifter is muscly, and I mean really muscly, like working out seven days a week, it’s usually because he’s making up for something.”



I wave my pinkie in the air, and tits on a stick’s face drops.



I don’t even look at Damon, but from the corner of my eye, I see that he’s... smiling?



“Lana!” Violet calls.


Perfect timing.


“Will you excuse me?” I dip my head, then nod to Damon. “Your Highness.”


Still smiling.


“I’ve been looking everywhere for you!” Violet continues, hands on her hips, as she waits by the back doors. More and more shifters are coming outside now with flutes of champagne, the commotion and noises deflating a strange tension in my chest that I’d hardly even noticed was there.



“Sorry!” I say, taking a breath. “Girl, I’ve just had one hell of an afternoon.”



As I hug Violet, I hear the asshole’s voice again.



“And she lost the red cloak that Mom gave you.”


I pause.

That piece of shit.


He’s what, stalking me?



Chapter 2- Damon


“I don’t want to scare you two, and the last thing we want to do is frighten the shifters in our kingdom, but I fear that we are on the precipice of serious trouble.”



Attending a family strategy meeting after an evening filled with smooth wine, rich food, and dancing beneath the moonlight, albeit forced on my behalf, is not exactly what I had in mind. But it’s hard to find a time to get us all in one place, and honestly, it was a good excuse not to go home with my date.


Dana is pretty, but I always forget that conversations with her feel as stale as that loaf of bread from last winter, molding in the depths of our cellars.
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