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      Long ago, darkness and light came together and created beauty… a beauty that will destroy this world.

       

      The dream comes again, always the same dark twisted woods; a place I knew too well, a place I’ve traveled hundreds of times before.

      But it’s just a dream my foster mom insists, then why is he in my head all the time. He who has no name, who refuses to give me his name.

      Little wolf, he calls me, telling me secrets, listening to me, and makes me blush with the dirty things he says. Until the day everything changes.

      I’m not ready for a world that shouldn’t exist. To meet three stunning hot men with powers I can’t fathom, each more dangerous than the next. One dominant and terrifying. One cruel with his words. And one who unmistakably stole my heart and insists I’m his.

      I’m in danger they say, but is their protection enough to keep me safe, to help me find a happily ever after before it’s too late? To awaken me to the truth of who I really am.

      

      The captivating scorching hot first book in the brand new Winter’s Thorn series.
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      There was nothing right about the woods today.

      I slipped backward a few steps, my heart thumping loudly as a figure watched me from behind a gnarled tree.

      Shadows swallowed his presence, holding no shape and fading against the spreading darkness, but I felt his eyes—always on me. And the unease made me sick to my stomach.

      Warped branches spiked into the stormy clouds, swinging back and forth in the wind like claws reaching out for me. Terror roared inside me, yelling at me to run, and my flesh pricked with electricity.

      He’d kill me if I stayed. I knew it, felt it in my bones.

      I swung away and darted down the strip of naked land, summoning the energy to push myself faster than before. His breath grazed my neck, his footsteps thumping the ground.

      Panic tore through me at the idea that this time he’d catch me.

      Thorny bushes and broken trees filled the land. Flashes of freedom lay behind the forsaken forest, snippets of a grand kingdom that reflected the golden rays of the sun. The kingdom stood so far away, reachable only by stairs made of twisted stone, and by crossing an arched bridge that spanned two mountains. I’d never get there in time. I might as well be trying to reach the moon.

      The breaking of leaves and twigs came at me, and I jerked around, fear coiling over me like a heavy winter coat, smothering me.

      Utter blackness closed in, the wind shrieking in my ears.

      A cry fell past my lips. My palms tingled with power, its scorching pain spreading over me.

      He slammed into me.

      I screamed, my feet tangling beneath me. Pivoting back around, I jutted my hands out, embracing the power, and shoved it into the shadow.

      Then I fell. My world became a pit of blackness, taking me, dragging me under.

      And I let myself go. Like I always did.
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      “Are you awake, Guen?” Debbie’s voice broke through the silence, startling me back to the present. Reminding me that I sat in her office… Not that I hadn’t known that, but sometimes I forgot things.

      My foster mom nudged me in the arm, then shifted in her seat, huffing. “She’s always daydreaming, this one. I swear she lives in her head more than the real world.”

      I slouched in my seat, meeting Ms. Williams’ deep brown eyes. She sat across her desk from us, and she looked young except for the threads of white amid the brown curls. I’d guess she was in her mid-forties.

      She studied me, probably making mental notes about how I’d changed since our last catch up. Her work desk was impeccable, like the rest of her sterile office, and she had her name and title on a plaque sitting on the edge of her desk.

      Debbie Williams, M.D.

      Clinical Psychiatrist

      Like anyone coming here could forget they were seeing a psychiatrist who specialized in mental disorders.

      “How have you been sleeping?” she asked.

      “Not well.” Never well. The dreams always came and when I woke, I’d be exhausted.

      “Have you tried the new medication I prescribed?”

      I nodded, as did my foster mom, who pushed the loose strands of chestnut hair out of her face. She made sure I took the meds. They knocked me out, but the dreams still came, no matter what I did.

      Schizophrenia. I’d read the word in the doctor’s notes a few weeks ago when she hadn’t been looking. Even if she hadn’t given me a diagnosis, at least now I had a name to what was wrong with me. I’d read up on it, tried to self-diagnose myself on Google, and found four types of Schizophrenia. I wasn’t sure I fit a specific disorder; it was more like I had some symptoms of each of them. 

      But maybe Ms. Williams suspected something else was wrong, which was why she hadn’t given me a final prognosis. Could there be something worse than Schizophrenia? 

      My stomach churned when I thought about it, and for some reason, the room was too bright today, despite the lights being off. The sun’s reflection on the white walls stung my eyes.

      Ms. Williams stood from her chair, straightened her A-line blue skirt, and crossed the room to lower the blinds, stealing some of the glare. I liked her, even if she watched my every move, my every reaction, and made an analysis of my behavior. I’d been seeing therapists like her for as long as I’d been in foster homes… my whole life.

      “Are you still having unusual dreams?” she asked.

      I nodded, lowering my gaze, remembering the shadow who always came for me. “Sometimes. But I’m feeling better.”

      I raised my head as she jotted something in her notebook. I just forgot things sometimes, dreamed of a kingdom that didn’t exist, and felt like I didn’t belong… in my skin. No, in this world.

      I glanced at the clock on the wall. Half an hour was almost up.

      “Well, we might end our session there.” Debbie handed my foster mom a new script. “Jen, if you have a moment?”

      Up on my feet, I collected the bag from under my seat and headed to the door. “Thank you,” I threw over my shoulder as I reached for the handle, hating these sessions that made me question everything about myself. The two of them often had a private talk. What secrets did they hold about me that I should know? But I’d learned long ago that reacting angrily only got me more medication prescribed because I was unstable. Crazy. Unreliable.

      You’re so much more than insane, little wolf. The low rumble of his voice wrapped around my mind, deep and smooth, reverberating through my bones. He who had no name, who refused to give me his name, who was always in my head. Something I never told a single soul; otherwise, I’d end up in an asylum.

      “Wow, you’re full of compliments today,” I mumbled under my breath.

      Outside, I marched through the waiting room, leaving my foster mom behind. Head low and pulling the jacket tighter around myself, I crossed the room, not wanting to exchange glances. We all lived with darkness in our heads, and I didn’t want to see their insanity etched on their faces.

      “Dad can’t be bothered to come here and said I could collect the prescription on his behalf. I have a signed note,” a guy growled at the nurse over the counter.

      I glanced his way. His brow furrowed, ice-blue irises crowned by the longest eyelashes met mine. Short, black hair sat spiked on his head. I recognized him. He made every girl at school swoon with that sneer. His mouth twitched before he jerked his attention back to the nurse who lectured him, and I shoved through the front door and stepped outside, where I could breathe easier.

      Seemed the most popular guy in school and me had something in common after all. Something crazy.

      I rubbed my hands for warmth, staring out at the parking area for a bit before heading to the small convenience store nearby. There, I grabbed an energy drink from the fridge and scooped money out from my pocket before placing it in the hand of the old man at the counter.

      “There you are,” Jen bellowed from the door of the store, dressed in her tailored pants and white blouse that pulled taut across the buttons. She’d been on a diet forever and recently lost some weight, and she looked good. “Told you to always wait for me near the car. Between you and Oliver, you both drive me insane.”

      With the can in hand, I followed her out. “Just needed a pick-me-up before class. And Oliver is a pain in the ass to everyone.” My foster brother was the devil incarnate.

      She huffed. “He’s only nine; he’ll grow out of that stage. And I hate when you drink that stuff. It’s not good for you.”

      “It keeps me awake.” I pulled back the metal ring and the drink hissed. “So, what’d the shrink say after I left?”

      “I like Debbie better than the last one. And she’s just worried about you not getting enough sleep.”

      Swallowing the mouthful of cherry-flavored goodness, I waited for Jen to find her keys in her bag. A quick glance at my reflection in the car window showed my blonde hair fluttering in the breeze, light eyebrows I hated, and the blue eyes that did nothing to take away from the whole pale as snow look. I’d been contemplating dying my brows, a do-it-myself-job, but didn’t want them looking like dark caterpillars across my brow.

      Jen finally yanked open the passenger’s door of her silver sedan.

      “You gonna tell me what she said.” I got inside, and she climbed into the driver’s seat.

      “What do you want me to say, Guen? She costs an arm and a leg, so she’s got to know what she’s doing.” Jen looked over at me, her perfectly manicured eyebrows rising. She jammed the key into the ignition.

      Pinning the can between my thighs, I strapped myself in. “The government pays for it,” I reminded her over the groan of the engine. But she still complained about the cost at every fortnightly session like she somehow missed out on taking the cash herself.

      She edged out of the parking and soon enough merged into the slow-moving morning traffic.

      “So, you going to tell me?” I took several more mouthfuls.

      “What difference will it make? You take your meds and you’ll be fine.” The corner of her eye twitched.

      “I can tell when you’re lying.”

      “Stop staring at me. Have you got your books for school?”

      “Yes, I have them. Please, Jen, what did Debbie say to you for real?”

      “I told you not to call me that.”

      I sighed heavily and shoved myself back into the seat, staring at the oversized buildings we passed, the storefronts, people darting amid the crawling traffic to cross the road.

      “She said she worried you might be dangerous.”

      I stiffened.

      Dangerous? I’d never harm anyone. Never had.

      “Why did she think that?” Unease crawled over my chest. A small part of me died inside when I accidentally stepped on an ant. How could I be dangerous?

      Her lips pursed when she looked over to me. “Because you don’t need anyone and insist on being alone.”

      The words swam in my mind like flies on roadkill. So being a loner made me dangerous?

      “Have you tried making friends?” she asked, like she hadn’t seen me mingle with students at the last three schools I’d moved to because she kept relocating us to be near her newest boyfriend.

      “I have a friend at Brax High.”

      “Don’t say Antonio, or I’ll—”

      “Yes, Antonio is my friend.”

      Jen’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “And a bad influence. I told you I saw him once buying drugs at the corner store. Don’t get involved with trouble.”

      I heaved and pressed my spine into the seat. “He’s a nice guy, and he talks to me while others glare.”

      “Aren’t there girls at your school you get along with?”

      I gritted my jaw. “They hate me, so no, I don’t get along with them.”

      I twisted away to stare at easing traffic we now passed. Other families laughing, talking about normal things, like what was on television that night.

      “Maybe if you had more friends, you wouldn’t always get in trouble.”

      When she kept going on, I leaned down and dug my hand into my backpack, finding my earphones. I stuffed them into my ears and jammed the connector into the base of the phone before blaring my music.

      Let them hate you. His voice broke through the music. As long as they fear you, little wolf, you will be fine.
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      “See you later.” I slammed the door to Jen’s car and turned toward the school as she drove away. Brax High was a long brick building with steps out the front, rusting racks, and, at the moment, locked front doors because class had already started.

      Gray clouds spread over the sky while the wind howled, heralding an encroaching storm. A bitter cold crept over my skin despite my long-sleeved school shirt, and I rubbed the shivers out of my arms. My blue school pleated skirt danced over my thighs, doing nothing to keep the cold at bay.

      I prefer it when it’s just the two of us.

      “It’s always just the two of us.” Which was sort of sad.

      No, no, no. He laughed, the sound devious and, in a weird way, sexy.

      I shouldn’t think that about the voice in my head, but then again, I was talking to myself. If I was crazy, I might as well enjoy it, right?

      When it’s just us two, you respond, and I can make you feel things. Make you forget everything else.

      “While that sounds tempting, I have school now,” I mumbled. “Go back to wherever you came from.”

      Ouch. You want to know where I came from?

      “Not this again. You came from the shadows, from the darkest of night, blah blah.”

      No response? Good.

      With my bag in hand, I hurried up the front steps of the school and paused in front of the double doors before pressing the buzzer to be let in. I pulled the doctor’s note out of my pocket. A whirring sound drew my attention to the camera overhead turning to check who was at the front door.

      I can break you, he whispered.

      I lowered my head from the camera to respond. “You can’t break what’s already broken.”

      I wasn’t talking about your mind.

      His words startled me. If he was just in my mind, how could he physically hurt me?

      In the most delicious way, he said in a voice that could easily lead to sin.

      Heat rose through me a bit too quickly.

      The front door opened, and I flinched. Principal Johnson stood before me frowning, dressed in his tailored brown pants and matching vest over a black buttoned-up shirt. His gaze fell to my outstretched note and he clicked his tongue.

      Without a word, he accepted the offering and scanned the note before waving me inside. “Classes just started. You shouldn’t have missed much.” His tone was harsh today. Someone had pissed him off.

      “Thanks.” I nudged the bag strap over my shoulder and swung down the quiet hallway fiercely lit by a line of fluorescent lights overhead, which cast the lockers in a yellowing hue.

      I pushed open the door to history class, the hinges squealing like a banshee, and I stepped inside with every eye on me. Wonderful.

      “Quickly, take a seat,” Ms. Brown ordered in her black dress and heavy kohl eyeliner, making her look racoon-ish. “Who can tell me,” she said, barely missing a beat, “why the church was upset with Galileo Galilei?”

      Head low, I dragged my feet down the side aisle of seats, targeting the empty one at the back, watching every step I took on the linoleum floor.

      “He was called a heretic by the Catholic Church,” someone called out. “He believed that the Earth revolved around the sun.”

      “Yes, and what were the church’s values that came under threat with Galilei’s theory?”

      Someone kicked me in the back of a knee, and in a heartbeat, my legs buckled and gave out from under me.

      I yelped as my feet teetered, losing their balance, my heartbeat pounding in my ears. I hit the ground with a thud, my knees and elbows taking the brunt. “Son of a…” I groaned.

      An explosion of laughter flooded the room, students clapping.

      I froze, my face burning up. Fury charged through my veins.

      “Everyone sit down now!” Ms. Brown shouted.

      Shoving myself off the floor, I glanced back as half the school stared at the loser—me—but my eyes locked on Sabrina. The beauty of the school with perfectly shiny hair, perfectly flawless skin, perfectly arched eyebrows. Five-foot seven, willowy, with blonde curls falling to her waist, I loathed her more in that moment than I thought possible.

      I glanced down at my five-foot-three frame, not exactly thin, breasts too small, hips too big.

      And I knew she tripped me… it was always her.

      Anger glinted in her cruel, cold eyes, and all I could think was if she was going to take me down, I’d fight and drag her into hell with me.

      I’d caught her smoking in the girls’ bathroom a few weeks ago. She’d gotten busted, and ever since, I’d apparently been the one who must have ratted her out, but it wasn’t me.

      “Sit down this instant!” the teacher barked, but no one listened.

      Students chatted and chortled at me.

      Up on my feet, I bent over and swiped my bag off the floor, then swung it up and wide in the blink of an eye, side-swiping Sabrina across the face with it, wiping the grin right off her face.

      She screamed, blood splattering across her lip where the zipper tore at her mouth.

      I swallowed hard and rushed to my seat, not feeling guilty one ounce.

      “She attacked me!” Sabrina cried, blood dripping down her chin.

      “Enough,” said Ms. Brown. “What I saw was you tripping Guen. Now hurry to the nurse’s office and get that cut looked at, then go to the principal’s office.”

      Sabrina’s lips twitched. “But she just struck me. I’m bleeding.”

      A smile tingled at the edges of my mouth, but I lowered my head instead and slouched in my seat.

      “Leave now!” Ms. Brown said, unmoved by Sabrina’s pity-seeking.

      I’d always liked Ms. Brown. She asked me how my day was while most teachers pretended I didn’t exist.

      Sabrina snatched her books and bag. “Why is a freak like her allowed in our class? I heard she takes medication so she doesn’t lose control and kill us all. Look what she did to me! Wait until my parents find out about this.”

      You should have pulled her tongue out for that.

      I cringed on the inside, but I wasn’t a fool. Everyone at school gossiped about me.

      Laughter streamed through my head, the sound strangely soothing. Let them fear you. It’s better to be a wolf than the lamb.

      I kept silent, said nothing until the door slammed shut, and then raised my eyes. Sabrina’s friend glared my way. In hindsight, maybe I shouldn’t have hit Sabrina.

      You should have hit her harder.

      “All right, back to Galileo.” The teacher clapped her hands to draw everyone’s attention from me and to the front of the class.

      I opened my textbook and drowned myself in words that blurred in my vision, letting the lesson swallow all my worries and dread over the can of worms I’d just ripped open. With pencil in hand, I sketched a tree in the corner of the page, limbs twisted and long, and I drew more of them to pass the time.

      At lunch, I grabbed a quick sandwich, my head blurred with fog. I pinched the bridge of my nose to ease the pain behind my eyes, then shoved my backpack into my locker. Students crammed the hallway, their voices loud, blending into a cacophony of chaos. I pushed off the locker and went against the grain as everyone made their way to the cafeteria. Today I couldn’t do crowds.

      The way out stood just ahead, and I rushed past the swinging doors, gasping for air.

      “Freak!” Someone nudged past, their shoulder knocking into mine.

      Sabrina’s friend glowered, hatred twisting her features. Black hair cut to a perfect bob-style without a strand out of place, she looked pale… too pale. Her school shirt tied across her stomach, showing flesh. All part of whatever look she was going for this week. The sad thing was that I didn’t even know her name… didn’t care to learn it either.

      Hands deep in the pockets of my school jacket, I marched away from the main building and headed round the back to the outdoor basketball courts.

      With concrete and metal everywhere, this school was older than my previous couple of schools, but they all merged into one in my mind. We’d moved here for Luke, Jen’s newest boyfriend she’d met on Tinder. So far, they’d been dating for several months and had had no major arguments. Maybe I’d stay at Brax High longer than a year. That’d be a world record for me.

      Dried grass crunched under my sneakers, and I hoped he waited for me, so I fluffed up my hair. The breeze picked up, and my school skirt fluttered over my thighs as I glanced out to the empty courts.

      “Flashing your cute blue underwear?” a guy murmured.

      Antonio! I felt his gaze on me before I turned around, and my heartbeat went into a frenzy.

      He leaned against the rear of the school building. My pulse stopped in my veins at seeing him. Honey-blonde hair draped over his ears, complementing his tanned skin. He loved surfing, he’d told me, and when summer came back around, I planned to go watch him in action. Where he wore no shirt. Maybe I’d ask him to teach me how to surf.

      With a wink that nearly melted me into a puddle, he took a drag from the joint pressed between his thumb and index finger, his cheeks growing gaunt as he inhaled.

      From my first day when I’d met those brilliant blue eyes in the hallway, I’d lost myself to him. And like then, as he looked at me now, his eyes seemed to smile with a devilish glint in them.

      He blew out lazy smoke rings that floated onto the air, stolen by the breeze, but not before the faint hints of pine mixed with a skunky smell filled my nostrils.

      “Wanna taste?” He stuck the joint out for me.

      I shook my head and moved to shelter beside the building, out of the wind. “My head’s already feeling foggy.”

      “Might help with that.” His voice was genuine and so dreamy.

      So I reached over, our fingers grazing when I plucked the joint. My skin tingled from where we touched and my heart sprinted.

      One inhale, and smoke rushed down my throat. My lungs seized, and I hacked a cough, cloudy smoke pouring from my mouth and nose.

      Taking the joint back, he laughed. “Takes a bit of getting used to.”

      Catching my breath, I coughed again, my throat raw and chafed. Heat curled up my neck and cheeks as I choked. He’d know I had never smoked weed before.

      Have another, he murmured in my head. It’ll calm you.

      “Think I’ve had my fill.”

      “How’d the session go this morning?” Antonio took another drag.

      The meeting crossed my mind, along with the shrink’s worry. “She thinks I’m dangerous,” I blurted out, hating that I’d said that out loud. But Antonio was the only person I said such things to, even if I worried one day he’d stare at me like I was too weird.

      “Dangerous to whom?” That smile returned, the one that calmed me, that promised me all the things I’d been dreaming about with Antonio.

      “Exactly! If you have no friends, then it’s loser city.”

      “Hey, you have me.” He pointed to his chest while still gripping the joint, his brows pulling together in a cute way. “Don’t listen to them. All docs are the same. Need to make things up so they can justify having a job, to get money. Bet she offered you another script for meds?”

      I chuckled and nodded.

      He leaned back against the wall, his body slouched and still so freaking hot. His black pants hung low on his hips, the school shirt untucked, his collar sitting crooked. “God, I feel so high. This stuff’s good. Been thinking of getting a tat.”

      “Oh yeah? What of?”

      He shrugged. “Still thinking about it. But thinking of getting it here.” He pushed the sleeve of his shirt up, and I traced over the line of his bicep, the muscle, the tanned skin. My fingers tingled.

      A torn-up school poster with the words Lighting It Up tumbled past us and into the parking lot.

      “Hey, so the school dance is coming up,” I murmured. “You gonna go?”

      He shrugged. “Haven’t even thought about it. When is it?”

      “Two weeks from Saturday.” My stomach tingled with the notion of asking Antonio to go with me. I should ask him.

      No, you shouldn’t.

      The question lingered in my mind, and I trembled with nerves at the idea of asking him. He was my only friend at school, so I didn’t want things to be strange between us if he said no. He wouldn’t say no, would he? Then again, I’d seen the way he looked at me, like I was more than his friend.

      Don’t!

      He took his final drag before pinching the smoke between his fingers and tucking the end into his pocket.

      “Not sure if I’ll go,” he admitted. “But it could be a blast.”

      An explosion of joy burst through my chest at his maybe response. I sure as shit wasn’t going alone if he said no. When I spent time with Antonio, he just got me. He spoke to me like I wasn’t a freak, and somehow, I thought better of myself.

      He doesn't know you like I know you. He can’t…do things I can do to you.

      I blew him off, tuning out my crazy mind.

      Antonio was crazy hot, and if he went, maybe he’d say yes to going with me. He might even kiss me.

      A rolling growl swept over my mind.

      I really needed a mute button on him. I leaned back against the wall. “So, I was thinking.” My face burned up, my palms sweating, and I wiped them down my black pleated skirt.

      Antonio was busy staring out toward the basketball courts. “Think I can shoot perfect hoops if I played today?”

      “Probably.” I found my voice. “Anyway, I was gonna—”

      The school bell rang like a church bell, deafening and persistent. I flinched, and Antonio shoved to his feet.

      “Gotta go. I have P.E. Might see if Mr. Humphrey will let us play basketball.” He threw one of his perfect smiles my way and took off. “Catch you later.”

      And just like that, I was alone.

      “Yep, sure.” I pushed off the wall. “Next time,” I mumbled to myself.

      You are meant for so much more than this.

      “Shut up. I’m sick of you renting space in my head.” I headed back toward the lockers to grab my books.

      Before my ass hit the chair in algebra class, my name was called out.

      “Guen, the principal’s office,” Mr. Carpenter called out across the class, eliciting oohs and ahhs from everyone.

      Just great.
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