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Chapter One
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I’VE LEARNED TO READ the forest. 

It started with my great, great grandmother, Arabella, and her love for the forest, which she then imparted to my sister and me. Our time with her growing up was full of love and magic. We learned the forest paths, its creatures, and how the forest could talk to us, that is, when we settled down enough to listen. We discovered it would reveal its secrets only to those who are quiet and patient—a trait not commonly associated with werewolf children. But Grans had a way with us and was extremely patient with our exuberance. As children, we scampered through the whole of the woods. It was our playground, and it was our school, and it remains our home. 

And Grans wasn’t the only teacher we had. Our second home was and is, the Glen. We went back and forth between that, the forest, and the cottage. We learned from our extended family nestled safely in the forest. Our aunties, uncles, cousins, guardians, and friends were constant in our life, keeping us safe and teaching us things we would never have learned in the human world. Our childhood—my childhood—was exceptional, something I wouldn’t change for anything. 

My parents are Kaleb, Alpha of the werewolf pack here in this forest I am currently walking in, and Katie, Queen of the Forest Dark Fae.

My name is Kyle.   

~
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I TREK THROUGH THE forest, still wearing dress pants, dress shirt, and loafers. I should have stopped at the cottage to change, but I’m too excited to make the detour. Earlier, I landed a new account, which could lead to many more, and I’m stoked that I was skilled enough to charm the company into using Wolf Construction. Now, I beeline to the Glen where I know my parents are, eager to share the news and hand over the keys to the house. 

Marsten Properties purchased the older home and wished to return it to its original glory. The home is a six-bedroom, five-bath, dining, kitchen, living room, parlor room, and four-season porch home with a pool house and accompanying pool sitting on two acres, surrounded by woods. This home had been the Governor’s retreat and, in its heyday, had hosted his family and held fabulous parties. Now, it needs renovation, and not only is Marsten Properties securing the business of Wolf Construction on the restoration, but, once completed, it will serve as a tourist attraction for the town and hopefully draw in revenue. 

Once I arrive, it’s not long before I encounter my uncles. My uncles are Davorin, a hybrid of both vampire and Fae. Tyrion is Dark Fae. Kerian is Light Fae. And Lucas, a vampire, who is also my guardian, an honor my mother arranged back when I was still incubating. He admitted he could never refuse my mother anything. Personally, I think it’s because she can kick his ass, but I’ve never voiced it out loud. And even though all my uncles were there during my formative years, she gave Uncle Lucas the official guardian title. And yes, in case you are wondering, I’ve had ‘talking tos’ from them all over the course of my younger years. But, hey, I was a werewolf pup.

I greet my uncles, receive claps on the back, and am informed that Dad is with Mom in the meeting tent. I continue to the tents section of the Glen and do not get far before I’m waylaid. 

“Hey, Dalvin.” I fist-bump him; a custom mom started years ago. 

“Hey-, I mean, hello, Kyle,” he says with a flush. Dalvin is my cousin, the son of Alina and Davorin.

“Your mom’s with mine. Going over court stuff.” He jerks his chin. 

“Court stuff. You’ll be...”

He puts his hand up. “Yeah, yeah. I’m the next in line. I get it.”

I put my arm around his neck and tug him close until he pushes away with a grin. I say my goodbyes and keep walking. Again, it doesn’t take long to notice someone is following me. I whistle nonchalantly and hear giggling. My female cousins are stalking me. They’ve done this since we were younger, and I’ve always known. I’ve pretended not to before, and the giggles were worth it. 

“All right, you two,” I say. “I’m trying to get to my parents.” This time I hear laughter, and they materialize in front of me. “Holy shi-noli,” I redirect. 

“Ahh! You were going to swear,” Tyeria leans in, pressing her finger into my chest. Tyeria is Asteria and Tyrion’s daughter and one of the most beautiful Dark Fae in the Lands. “Swear jar.” She narrows her eyes at me. 

Aunt Alina instituted a swear jar since all of us kids learned the swears of all the different languages here in the Glen. I grab her, pulling her into a hug, and her wings go around me briefly. 

“How’s one of my favorite cousins?” 

“Good. Mom’s home with Auntie Katie, Auntie Edana, and Auntie Alina.”

I pull back and glance over at the shyer of my two cousins, Kerianna. She is Edana’s and Kerian’s daughter. My Aunt Edana is Dark Fae, and my Uncle Kerian is Light Fae. Kerianna finger-waves, about to draw away, and I cross to her and hug her. She always tugs at my heart. She is neither Light Fae nor Dark Fae but a mixture of both and, therefore, different. But she is smart, talented, and beautiful. I cup her chin and chat with them both. Begging off, I turn to continue my journey, and near clock the next one in the jaw. 

“Holy shit!” 

Giggles erupt behind me. 

Olvalia smirks at me, and then she laughs. “Can’t believe I sneaked up on you!” She crosses her arms. “Swear jar.”

Olvalia is the child of Shalia, a half-elf, and Kolvar, a full elf, and usually, I can sense her presence. But in greeting the other two, I temporarily forgot about her. 

“We got you!” Tyeria calls from behind me, and more laughter ensues. 

“And,” Olvalia continues, jamming her finger into my chest, “I’m telling you swore.”

“Yeah, yeah, my mom swears all the time,” I mutter, and more laughter follows me. 

You need to hurry up.

This is the other female in my life, my sister, Kyla. Yes, werewolves have links, but twin werewolves, at least in our case, have a special Link. When we speak to each other, our conversations remain private unless we choose otherwise with the pack or our parents.

I quickly enter the tent and am welcomed by my parents and Aunties. My aunties are: Alina, Queen of the Forest Light Fae; Edana, my mom’s Second in Command; Asteria, a Dark Fae, and my mom’s Advisor; and Isla, a vampire, owner of a successful restaurant where I suspect she is now, and married to Lucas. Auntie Alina is my other guardian, and over the years, she’s had plenty of opportunity to guard me—again, because I’m a werewolf—and a boy. 

Well, I used to be a boy. 

“Kyle!” My mom rushes to me. 

She always greets us like she hasn’t seen us for weeks when she’s been at Court. Dad claps me on the back, and Kyla side-hugs me. Next, I receive hugs from the Aunties. Once this is done, I catch Dad smirking at me, and we all sit around the table. 

“I got it,” I say the moment I’m settled. 

“Good job,” Kyla says, bumping me. 

“That’s wonderful, honey,” my mom chimes in. 

“So, I have the keys to the place, and we can get started whenever we’re ready. I was thinking tomorrow, or the next day.” I toss the keys to my dad, and he catches them easily. “So, how was Court?” I ask my mom. 

Eventually, the conversation is in full swing, and I finally depart around the middle of the day. 

~
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EXITING THE GLEN, I watch for my mischievous cousins, but they are absent. I travel the well-worn path and follow it to the cottage where the fork is. If I go right, I’ll find the Lodge, where the rest of the Werewolf pack is. Heading left, back towards the Glen, leads me to Uncle Lucas’ Coven. The path has some twists and turns, but if I stay straight-ish, I’ll reach the cottage. 

I continue straight, thinking about removing my shoes since my loafers are not the best for trekking around in a forest. But I hesitate, feeling the electrified air, and glance up through the trees to see the clouds start rolling in. Then, the breeze stirs, ruffling my hair and stirring up the surrounding scents. I flare my nostrils, feeling the sharp, sweet, and pungent zing of ozone tickle my nose hairs. Then a different smell filters through, and I realize I sense someone other than my pack members or any from the Glen. 

The smell draws me deeper into the forest, off the main path. I focus my eyes to look deep within the trees, and a hazy glow of yellow forms and fades around a cluster of trees. I approach the cluster and look beyond; I see it again. This is a mystical forest, so I’m not too concerned, but it certainly piques my curiosity. I make my way through the forest, following the hazy glow, eventually catching the scent once again. 

I am thoroughly caught up in wanting to know what is leading me deeper into the forest and realize this area is not a regularly traversed path and, therefore, considered wilder. The forest is pungent here, with its mold spores, thick brush and trees, and debris on the forest floor. Combined with the sharp smell of the impending storm, my nose tickles almost non-stop. But my werewolf nose discerns and separates the smells, pinpointing which direction I need to go. 

The yellow glow fades away, and I find a footprint, a boot print more precisely, and I crouch to study it. Whether it is a woman or a teenage male, I am uncertain. I stand, breathe in, still unsure, but know the direction to take. My shoes sink into the debris, thick on the forest floor, and I pick up my foot, barely keeping my shoes on. I will throw these loafers out after this trek. The yellow fades and I slow my steps when I hear low muttering. I use the trees and brush for cover and peer through and around it, finding the source of the noise. 

A woman.

She’s pretty. She has black hair, brown eyes, a slender but muscular build, and she’s dressed for the outdoors. She wears jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt with a dark blue flannel over it, and she wears rugged boots. A band keeps her hair in a neat ponytail, and she has a lightweight jacket wrapped around her waist. She also has a gun on her hip. I stay silent in the trees. She unties the jacket at her waist and lays it over a stuffed rucksack with a sleeping bag rolled tightly at the top of it.  

“Arrgh!” she growls. “I knew I should have just bought the new one on sale.” She flings the green tent to the ground, places her hands on her hips, blowing out a breath and looking at the sky. “Okay. I will try again. This time, you better work,” she warns the errant tent. 

Captivated, I watch her set up the tent and realize one of her poles is slightly bent and this is why she is having trouble. She realizes it too and tries to bend it back into shape. It doesn’t budge. I study her, her movements and find myself intensely interested in her. There’s a certain practiced grace to her movements and after some finagling, she manages to get the tent set up.

“You better stay,” she warns it, and sways slightly in the breeze, which picks up. Then she pauses and looks around. A swirl of colors illuminates her for a moment. “Who’s there?” Her hand rests on her gun. 

I hesitate for a moment, still watching her. I know I hadn’t made a noise. The colors, odd yet entrancing, have now disappeared.

“I know someone is there. Come out,” she commands, scanning the area and unable to pinpoint where I am. 

“Take your hand off your gun,” I tell her, and she jerks in surprise. I watch her look from side to side, trying to find me. 

“Come out and I will,” she bargains. 

I’m not concerned about a gunshot wound. I’ll heal. I’m more concerned she’ll find out what I am if she does shoot me. I don’t need the hassle. But despite this, I walk out into the open. Her hand tightens on the handle, but the gun remains holstered. I keep my hands slightly turned out by my hips, disarmingly. 

“You like watching women from behind trees?” she asks, fire in her eyes, lips pressed tightly. 

“Depends on the woman,” I reply, and there’s a slight quirk to her lips. “I liked doing so this time.”

She flushes a dull red, but removes her hand. “What are you doing way out here?” she asks, studying my attire. 

I know I don’t look like a rugged outdoorsman right now. I shrug. “I could ask the same of you. But since you asked first, this is my terr-, land. I own it.” Not exactly true, but I suppose since my dad does, I default-do. And there’s still more to it than that. 

“You own a forest?” she challenges, and now her hand goes to her hip. 

I shrug again. “There’s about four thousand acres here and two are owned by me and two by a... relative.” He’s technically a relative, but I don’t tell her this. I survey her small camp site for a moment. “What are you doing out here?” 

“Camping,” she says defiantly. “You going to kick me out?”

No. I really want to camp with her. Sit with her in front of the fire and hold her close, her back against my front, nibbling on her ear, her neck... I take a step back.

“This probably isn’t the best forest to camp in. There are... creatures,” I finish lamely. And this is an understatement. And, duh, it’s a forest. 

“I’ve been camping since I was a girl,” she informs me. “And I’ve done all kinds of survival classes and courses. I’m sure I can handle whatever is out here.” She eyes me. “You, however, look like you should model for a magazine.” Her beautiful mouth drops, and she flushes a dull red again, looking away for a moment.  

The side of my lips angle up again. I like her. In fact, she is quite interesting. “I’m sure,” I say, but she has no idea. 

“In fact, since you claim to own this land. Maybe you’ve seen what I’ve been looking for.” She crosses her arms and stares me down in a challenge. 

“Shoot.” I put my hands out. “Not literally, of course.”

The sides of her lips divot in for a moment. “Wolves.” She continues when I remain silent. “I found a print. I took pictures of it. This one is exceptionally large, but I only got part of the print. I’m hoping to find it.”

I stare at her expectantly, and she turns to retrieve her phone. 

“I also put up trail cams,” she says over her shoulder.

Trail cams? Shit. Now, I’ll have to track those down. This isn’t the first time I’ve had to do this, and my auntie has helped with locator spells for the ones I couldn’t find. It’s a pain in the ass. 

“How many trail cams?” I ask cautiously. 

“Just two,” she replies, straightening up, phone in hand. “Here.” 

When I take the phone from her, I see a werewolf print; a hind footprint since we walk upright. It’s not like we can’t run on all fours, and do so, but upright is generally the case when traveling through the forest without hurry. I study the print. It’s a partial, and I see why she thought it resembled a wolf print. She sidles up next to me and I catch her scent. Something stirs in me then. I want to scoop her up and run away with her. I hold my breath. 

“See. See right there.” She points. “Look at the size of the claw print. And the pad right there. This is one large wolf.” 

She takes her phone back and studies it for a moment, lost in the picture. Then she angles her face up. She’s close. I could close the gap and kiss her soundly. She backs up and puts distance between us. 

“I think it might be a Direwolf.”

“Come again?” I shake my head. 

“Well, not a real Direwolf, of course. Those are extinct. Well, maybe not, but most modern scientists believe it to be true,” she amends. 

“But you’re not so sure.” I cross my arms. Even though I wanted to kiss her earlier, I wonder if she’s not crazy. I eye her carefully. 

“I’m not crazy,” she answers my thoughts. “I’m an animal scientist. I dabble in Crypto.” She folds her arms again. 

“I’m sorry, what?” She’s taken me completely off guard. 

“Cryptozoology. Studying the evidence available to substantiate the existence of the unknown,” she explains, but it appears she’s waiting for me to react. 

“Yes. I understand,” I tell her. Damn. This might be more difficult than I first believed. 

“There are things out there. Things which defy explanation,” she insists. 

Yes, I readily agree with her assessment; but I have explanations. “I’ve not seen a wolf of the size you are searching for,” I tell her quietly. 

“Well, this is a big forest,” she dismisses me. “I just didn’t realize you owned it all.” She looks up at the sky, chewing the inside of her cheek. “Look. Let me stay the night and I’ll pack up and be out of here first thing in the morning.”

It is growing late, and I can smell the storm building. She’d end up walking through the forest in the dark and quite possibly the rain, and I can’t let her do that. But while I try to figure out if I want to stay and watch her all night, I hear a slight shift in the tent’s fabric and glance over. The pole is moving. In a split second, I launch myself at her right when the pole snaps and shoots out at her. She ‘eeps’ at me, bringing her hands up, and I crush them between us. The pole grazes the back of my neck the moment I crash into her. She loses her phone as I encircle her completely, turning my body mid-flight so she lands on top of me. 

Her weight bears into me, and we’re entangled for a moment. Her hair covers my nose, and her scent is intoxicating to me. I close my eyes, breathing in, committing her to olfactory memory and wanting to spend more time like this and with less clothing between us. But then she begins to struggle against me, muttering. A knee in my groin and I grunt, shifting her quickly and helping her right herself. Good thing werewolves heal fast. We untangle ourselves clumsily, and finally she’s on her knees facing me and I’m sitting up facing her. 

“Are you okay?” I ask. 

“What the hell was that for?” She straightens her hair clip, and her breasts push against her shirt in the process. 

I swallow and look over at the tent, jerking my chin. I’m staring at the back of her head and she makes an exasperated noise. I hear something about a lousy tent when she gets to her feet and I stand, watching her. She looks up at the sky again, making a face at it.  

“I can’t walk out of here on my own at this time of the afternoon.” 

She bends over the tent, and I swallow again, looking away. 

She mutters something, then says, “Maybe I can—no, that’s not going to work.” She sets the tent down, blowing out a harsh breath, hands on her hips. 

I see her phone and pick it up. It’s still on, and I thumb through it while she tries to make her tent work. 

“What are you doing?” She stalks over and yanks the phone from me. “This is private,” she admonishes me. 

“Sorry.” I’m not, though. “You showed me earlier,” I remind her. 

“Do you always go through things that don’t belong to you?” she retorts. 

I want to kiss her. Well, it’s not all I want to do and now I’m kind of irritated because I shouldn’t want someone I’ve only just met. Should I? She’s doing something to me I don’t fully understand. 

“Not usually,” I reply. I glance over at the tent. “I’m not sure you’re going to get the tent up tonight.”

“Well, I have to do something,” she tells me, clearly annoyed. “It won’t be the first time I’ve slept under the stars, but I don’t like being exposed like that.” 

I’d like to see her exposed. 

She looks around. “I have rope. Maybe I can...” She looks up at the trees. “I can loop a rope around the branch up there and then stake the ends and at least have some cover.”

I watch in amusement when she goes about doing what she explained. She tightens down the rope, leaving the tent at a weird angle, like a pup tent. Then I hear a crack. I move forward and she looks up, screeching in surprise when I crash into her for a second time, but this time, we twirl and my back hits a tree trunk as the branch crashes down on top of the tent. 

I love how she feels in my arms. 

Her hands are on my shoulders, my arms hold her in place, and her cheek is against my chest, against my heart. She mumbles something and I loosen my hold. 

“What?” I don’t let her go, however. Suddenly, I never want to let her go.

“You saved me again.” She pushes away. “I am having the worst luck today!”

I release her reluctantly, disagreeing with her assessment. I’d say her luck is good since she ended up in my arms twice now. Plus, she felt good there. Like she belonged there. She stalks to the tent and angrily jerks the rope, which pulls the branch right into her legs. She windmills her arms and pitches backward. 

“If I didn’t know any better,” I whisper in her ear, “I’d think you’re trying to stay in my arms.”

“Oh!” She struggles against me. “Let me go.”

No. I’m never letting her go. And I’m so surprised by the intensity of my emotions, I set her away from me, my hands on her arms. She crosses hers, stepping away from me, muttering to herself, and crouches to the rope to untangle it from the branch. With ease, I pick up the branch and toss it some distance away. I turn back to her and she’s staring at me. 

“What?” I ask, glancing around me. 

“You picked the branch up like it was nothing. How did you do that?”
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