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      “How good and thoughtful he is; the world seems full of good men— even if there are monsters in it.”

      

      - Bram Stoker, Dracula
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      Many people think death is when your heart stops beating.

      They’re wrong. Death isn’t the shiver of cold skin, the closing of eyes or the stillness of breath.  It’s mindlessly existing among the living.

      The full moon casts my shadow against the hollowed stone, while the straps of my pack cut deeply into my shoulders as I climb. I hiss, trying to shift the weight while simultaneously attempting to pull myself up a mountaintop crevice. I was hoping to get to higher ground so I could scope out the area, but that’s proven to be a foolish idea. The sloping cliff is too difficult even for a skilled survivalist like me to climb. My hand grabs a rock, but the granite gives loose. I slip, my hip slamming against the side of the mountain.

      Something cracks in my pocket with the impact. I give a yell of pain. I haul myself up the cliff side with one hand out of sheer willpower, rolling onto the ledge and giving a ragged gasp.

      I stagger to my feet, wavering a little. My head spins for a minute or two. I slip the bag off my shoulders and lean against the mountain to gather my bearings.

      Slowly, I recover. My eyes turn towards the endless span of the emerald forest around me. I straighten up and look around, realizing I have no idea where I am.

      Great job, Lysandra, I think. You’ve gotten yourself lost.

      I pull out my compass to figure out my location, but my stomach plummets as I witness the cracked glass. So that’s what broke. Clutching it in my hand, I look from left to right, trying to scout the area.

      There’s nothing out here but trees and rocks. All I’ve seen for weeks. A scream of frustration wells up inside of me. I let it loose, bunching up my fist and crying out as loudly as I can. A flock of birds is scared out of the brush as I yell, and I throw the compass as far as I can into the woods, completely frustrated.

      When that doesn’t help, I kick the mountain, and only end up with a stubbed toe for it. I sink to the ground, fiddling with my hands.

      If Lisar were here, he’d probably make some stupid joke about how Romania isn’t that big and I’ll hit the edge of it eventually.

      When I think of Lisar, my eyes well with tears, but I angrily wipe them away. What good will crying do? I’ve cried nearly every night since I started this journey, and it hasn’t helped. Nothing left to do but to get back up and keep moving on.

      I swing my bag back onto my aching shoulders and try to think of the positives. On the bright side, I guess living in the wilderness by myself is loads better than being at the castle, with Csar Dragomir breathing down my neck.

      I grit my fangs, which have become exposed during my rage. I haven’t trekked around in these woods for weeks, surviving off the blood of squirrels and small animals, to give up now.

      Dammit, Lisar, I know you’re out here, I think venomously. Where are you hiding?

      I’ve been following wolf prints for the past few weeks, relying on my nose to track the beasts when I can’t find any visual signals they’re around. I must be getting closer to finding their den, because I’m always finding more clues, but for the past three days I’ve been hitting dead ends.

      I have nowhere else to go.

      Trying to think, I scale around the side of the mountain and jump down, wincing as the pack tugs on me. I begin the hike down a narrow path, one which is covered in wolf prints. I have to give it to these wolves. When they hid the den, they hid it well. They didn’t want anyone to find it.

      Not even a friend.

      As I hike, a forest mouse scuttles by my foot. I attempt to lunge for it, and miss.

      Would you look at that. Outsmarted by a rodent. I should’ve been able to snap it up without thinking twice.

      My stomach rumbles. I haven’t had time to hunt properly, as all my time is spent keeping up with the wolves, and they move fast. It doesn’t help that they’re able to travel during the daytime, and I can’t. I’m always having to make up time. Unless something runs across my path, I don’t eat.

      I look up at the sky. Dawn isn’t far off, and I’m trying to save the sun lotion I have that protects my skin for emergencies. I’m going to have to take shelter soon. There’s a cave nearby, but I don’t want to keep using it and leaving my scent there. No need to reveal myself to the wolves until I find them first.

      I stop my hike for a moment when I notice a cleared-out area tucked within a thorny patch. When I stoop to investigate, I find large, man-like footprints clustered around a small pile of ashes, and a flattened bed of leaves. The tangy smell of blood lingers in the area, though there’s none nearby.

      Someone’s made camp recently, and it isn’t a wolf.

      Well, whoever it was, they’re not coming back. Exhaustion plagues me. Despite my determination to find Lisar, my eyes are drooping. I need to stop to rest. Just for a little bit. I throw my pack down and sit upon it, bending my head between my knees to stop the vertigo.

      A lone wind whistles by, and I moan. Vampires are naturally cold, and we can survive arctic temperatures in little more than a t-shirt and jeans, but it’s the blood that keeps us warm. If we don’t feed, and the temperature drops low enough, we’ll freeze.

      I haven’t eaten enough to sustain my natural temperature. I have to build a fire. I have it roaring in minutes, but as I’m warming my hands, I start to get anxious. A fire attracts attention. I might as well have a neon sign pointing to my location, but I have to get warm. It’ll be easier to handle once the sun comes up and starts to warm the earth, even though I’ll have to be in the shade.

      I stare into the glow of the fire listlessly, wondering if there’s even a point to my journey or if I’m traveling around aimlessly. This is the hardest part… when I have nothing left to do but muse on what happened.

      I am painstakingly lonely. Not because I’ve been on my own for the better part of a month, but because Lisar isn’t here.

      It’s incredible to admit that I missed Lisar before I even knew him. There was always a vacancy in my heart in the shape of Lisar’s soul. I was only waiting for him to come and satisfy it. Since he left, I’ve become painfully aware of the hole that I never knew was there before, and it hurts. It’s agonizing to exist without him. Possible to go on, true. But not a life I want to lead.

      What am I going to do if I can’t find him? Or worse, if I do find him, and something terrible has happened?

      I push that thought out of my head, because it’s too painful to think about. For the first time, I feel upset at Lisar. He never told me the location of the den. Didn’t even give me a hint as to where it was. He really couldn’t, in the situation we were in, but didn’t he ever think to leave me directions, just in case something like this happened?

      Of course he didn’t. Lisar always thought we’d be together forever.

      A lone howl pierces through the woods. I listen, hopeful, but it dies off quickly. I wonder if it’s really there, or if I’m hearing things.

      I stare back into the fire, eyes flickering back to the humanoid footprints on the ground. The only one I miss besides Lisar is Serghei, but after Castel de Sange broke into chaos the night I left, I doubt he survived. If Dragomir had fallen, there wouldn’t be vampires trailing me, and the signs are all there that I’m being followed. This isn’t the first camp I’ve found.

      A smirk crosses my lips. I’m hunting wolves, and someone’s hunting me. Delightful.

      The best thing I can hope for is that my grandfather’s in hiding. But I don’t know anywhere in the world he could go that’s outside my father’s grasp.

      An unfamiliar noise draws my attention elsewhere. I hear a crack in the bush, and cease all movement.

      Perhaps it was another animal. I try to remain completely still. Despite my statuesque form, I still hear the bushes rustle unnaturally.

      There’s someone out there. Quickly, I extinguish the fire and grab my bag. Time to go.

      I start off slow, in order to creep away, but when the rustling gets louder I pick up the pace. I maneuver as quietly as possible through the trees, but when the noises get closer instead of farther away, my veins fill with ice. A familiar smell hits the air, and I panic. I increase my strides, but the footsteps only step up behind me, along with the sound of ragged breathing.

      I have to outwit them. I dodge through a particularly hairy patch of woods and cross a river, but it’s still no good. I can’t lose them. Feeling out of control of my actions, I start to jog, wincing as the stuff in my bag shakes.

      My backpack makes too much noise in the brush, and slows me down. I can’t move effectively in this. If I want to escape, I have to abandon what little supplies I have left. I make a decision and dump the bag, leaving it behind without looking back.

      The smell is so overpowering it burns my nose. No use being stealthy now. I have to run. I abandon caution and break into a sprint. The footsteps follow me, becoming faster and faster. They’re getting closer. It feels like a noose is being drawn around my neck as the enemy draws near.

      I forget to watch where I’m going and slam into a tree. Temporarily dazed, I keep running, in no particular direction. Unable to fathom where I am, a root catches my foot, and I go flying headfirst down a hill.

      The hill is nearly vertical. My body slides against jagged stones on the way down, tearing my clothes and drawing fresh wounds. I bump my head on quite a few rocks, fingers clawing to get a hold but never able to grasp onto anything to make it stop.

      I think I’m going to fling off the side of a mountain the moment I come to a stop. Dizzily, I look up, spitting clay out of my mouth, strands of greasy hair falling in front of my face. Embedded within my scuffed hands are small rocks, piercing like tiny shards of glass. From within the fog of the mountain, a nightmare emerges.

      At first, I only think there’s one. But then my throat tightens as more draw out from the fog, slinking within the shadows. They bear their fangs, snapping their jowls near my face and lashing out clawed paws. As a black male mottled with gray emerges from behind a tree, the rest back off, circling me as if waiting for the right moment to deliver the final blow to their prey.

      I’m surrounded by seven wolves. And none of them look willing to hear my story before they tear me apart.
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      I can’t fight them. Maybe I could if I was at my full strength, but not now. I grapple for my knife, only to realize that I left it back in my pack. I grab my pistol, which I keep holstered to me at all times, and hold it out in front of me.

      The mottled gray wolf laughs, and the others join in. “You really think that’ll make a difference, sweetheart? You’ll shoot one of us, but by the time you pull the trigger, the rest will already be on top of you.”

      I know he’s right. Gotta talk my way out of this. “I’m not here to hurt you,” I offer slowly. “I’m looking for Lisar Lepescu.”

      “Prince Lisar?” a she-wolf rasps, a threat in her voice. “What do you want with him? Looking to skin him alive, wear his pelt as a coat around your pompous shoulders?”

      He’s still alive. A bout of daring hope rises in my chest.

      “No.” I slowly crouch down and placing the pistol on the ground, rising back upward with my hands up. “I just want to see him. Please, take me to him, and he’ll explain everything.”

      “You’re not going anywhere but in the ground, bloodsucker,” the she-wolf snarls.

      “Guys, maybe we should hold off on this one.” A small wolf, quite young, speaks up. “What if she’s telling the truth? Lisar will be furious if we kill her now.”

      “Most likely she’s just wants to get close to him,” the she-wolf adds.

      “But what if she’s really on our side?” the small one insists.

      “Enough talking. The only good vampire is a dead vampire,” the gray says. He crouches downward, springing through the air with his jaws outstretched to take me down. I throw up an arm to defend myself, ready for it to be over.

      Another blur tackles the mottled gray out of thin air, smashing him onto the ground. I fall backwards as two wolves battle in front of me, tumbling over each other and snarling. The gray is trapped underneath a larger wolf, his coat a mix of brown and red tones. He looks vaguely familiar.

      “Stand down!” the red wolf growls. He pushes his paw against the gray’s neck, and the wolf sputters.

      “This isn’t your fight! Stay out of this!” the gray chokes.

      “I’ll let you up if you promise not to attack.” The red wolf’s eyes narrow. The gray’s body goes slack, and the red backs off, letting the gray get to his feet.

      “That goes for all of you!” the red wolf yells. “Make a move on the vampire, and you deal with me, after Lisar tears your ass apart!”

      The group mutters. “Since when are you so concerned with the life of a leech?” the gray asks spitefully.

      The red wolf changes into a man. He’s dressed lightly for the cold, only in jeans and a long-sleeved shirt, but I notice dark brands peeking out from the edges of his collar, on his neck and hands.

      At the sight of the brands along his skin, I remember who he is. It’s Kipcha— the wolf I saved from my father’s dungeons, and Lisar’s best friend.

      “I owe her a debt,” he says. “This is Grand Duchess Lysandra Romanova-Dracula. When Csar Dragomir took me as prisoner, she helped me escape.”

      “This is the vampire that set you free?” The she-wolf cackles. “A scrawny thing like her?”

      “She’s lost weight since last we met.” Kipcha takes my side. “And Lisar won’t be happy if we get rid of her now. I promise you that.”

      “Oh, yes. Lisar’s little side dish,” the gray grumbles. “I still say we kill her now and rid him of the trouble. He’s been moping around the compound for too long.”

      My heart stutters. Lisar misses me?

      “This vampire saved Lisar’s life, and mine,” Kipcha says. “It’d be a pretty crappy way to return the favor by ending her own.”

      The gray wolf grunts, and the she-wolf at her side nudges him.

      “So what do we do?” the little wolf asks. “We can’t let her go.”

      “We don’t do anything.” Kipcha shakes his head. “This is something for the Alpha to decide.”

      “We can’t take her into the den!” the she-wolf protests. “She’ll know our location!”

      Kipcha pauses. “We can if she’s blindfolded. Is that a fair compromise?”

      The wolves mutter indecisively. Kipcha makes the decision for them, pulling out a thick strip of fabric from his belt.

      “Sorry about this,” he murmurs, lifting the blindfold over my head. “But you’re gonna have to trust me. I still owe you one.”

      “Get me out of this and consider yourself free and clear,” I whisper back. The black velvet envelops my eyes, and I feel Kipcha’s large hand wrap completely around my arm.

      “Let’s go,” Kipcha says. “Before anyone else notices we’re out here.”

      Kipcha starts marching me through the brush. It’s really difficult hiking through rough terrain without being able to see, and I nearly trip several times, but Kipcha always catches me. The other wolves growl when he does this. I shiver as I feel their fur brushing against my legs and hands, closing in.

      After a while, we stop. I listen closely, and can hear the trickle of a waterfall, along with the rushing of a fast river. The rough terrain becomes curiously flat, soft grass underfoot instead of rocky granite.

      The minute my foot touches the grass, I’m immediately hit with a gust of wolf-smell. If I had to guess, there are hundreds of them inside the immediate vicinity. Whispers and cries of shock mingle through my ears, coupled with more than a few threatening growls. I really hope the Alpha likes me, because it’s obvious all the members of his pack are more than willing to turn me into dog food. For the first time, I’m glad I’m blindfolded. If I wasn’t, I’m pretty sure I’d be freaking out, and panicking is the last thing I need to do in this situation.

      After a minute of hiking, the grass stops, to be replaced with some sort of floor underfoot. There’s the opening of a door, and I’m dragged inside, where I find the blindfold lifts.

      “Sorry we have to do this,” Kipcha says, tucking the blindfold away. “Protocol, you know?”

      I look around. I’m in a small room, with nothing more than a few armchairs and a bookcase. The room is empty besides this. The walls are made of cobbled stone. “I get it. But what happens now?” I ask.

      “We have to wait for the Alpha to arrive,” Kipcha says. “He’ll decide your fate.”

      I’m barely distracted by the prospect of execution. Somewhere, Lisar is nearby. He could be on the other side of this wall. Thinking about it makes me want to tear the concrete down to get to him, but I stay steady.

      “It’s going to be awhile,” Kipcha says when he opens the door. As he steps out, he peeks his head in and says, “You’ll be locked inside, for your own protection as much as ours. But someone’s been sent to guard you before you meet the Alpha.”

      The door creaks open a little farther, and a figure steps into the room before it locks shut. My heart brightens in relief at the sight of a very familiar face.
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      “Bryn!” Her name escapes my mouth as she enters. Her long brown hair is tied back in a ponytail, which trails onto a long, velvet dress. Now that she’s out of her combat gear and all the mud has been cleaned off of her, she’s even prettier than I realized.

      “Lyss!” The girl runs towards me, encasing me in a wolfish, bone-crushing hug.

      “Careful.” I wince as she squeezes even tighter than I thought possible. “You’ll get dirt on your dress. I’m disgusting.”

      “I don’t give a damn about the dress.” She pulls away, holding my arms. “How did you find us?”

      “The pack found me,” I say. “I was wandering around looking for you.”

      “You still got really close.” She puts her hands on her hips, looking me up and down. “Lyssy… we all thought you were dead.”

      “Well, surprise. I’m not.” I laugh.

      “You’ve got to understand. There was no trace of you after the siege, not for weeks. Lisar was devastated.” She smiles. “I can’t wait to see his face when he finds out you’re still alive.”

      I hesitate to ask a burning question, circling the room before I sit on the couch. It’s been so long since I’ve used furniture, my body practically melts. I want to sink into the cushions and sleep, but I force myself to straighten up instead. “Bryn… what happened back at Castel de Sange?” I fold my hands in my lap. “Please tell me.”

      Her grin falls. She crosses the room, to take a seat beside me. “The plan went wrong. We were supposed to get you out, then take the two of you with us,” Bryn explains. “But our orders changed last minute. My father stated that only Lisar was to be rescued, with you left behind.”

      So he already hates me. This doesn’t bode well for my current situation. “Did Lisar know about the plan?”

      “No. He didn’t. We were supposed to get him out that morning, but the situation with Ivan Grigory messed everything up.” Bryn shakes her head.  “I was going in to get you anyway, but by that time, Lisar had already been rescued, and the castle was in chaos. I couldn’t find you, so I left.”

      “I’m sorry, Bryn. I know you tried.” I sigh. “I left during the siege to come look for Lisar, but I only ended up going in circles.”

      “It doesn’t matter now.” Bryn stands up. “The most important thing is that you’re here.”

      “I suppose.” I fiddle with my fingers.

      “He’s somewhere around here. I looked for my brother when I got the news you arrived, but I couldn’t find him anywhere.” She peers into the fireplace. “He tends to do that when you’re around. Just disappear.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s like guys to sleep with you and run, right?” I laugh, trying to make a lame joke to lighten the situation… or at least, force a laugh out of me. I need some humor right now.

      Bryn’s eyes widen, to the point where they’re nearly popping out of her head. “What?” Her voice is awfully flat.

      I crack a tiny smile. “It’s a joke, Bryn. I know it was dumb, but come on. I need some cheering up here.”

      “No, like… are you serious?” She puts her hands on my shoulders, deadly grave. “Did you and Lisar have sex?”

      My eyes dart to the side. “Uh, this is awkward. But if you really want to know, yes,” I say. “We were together the night before we got separated. So what?”

      “So what!?” Bryn jumps to her feet, and enters into total meltdown mode. “Oh my god, no. Lisar, I can’t believe you did this! You know the law, why in the world did you—”

      “Bryn, what exactly are you muttering to yourself about?” I ask.

      “You and Lisar were together together. That’s the issue,” Bryn quips sourly.

      “Okay. Why is it such a big deal?” I ask, perplexed.

      “You don’t get it. This makes things way more complicated than they already are.” Bryn starts pacing around the room.

      “Look, I know you and Lisar had a fight about the whole bonding thing, but we can’t help that. It just happens,” I say, speaking of the strange, unexplainable magical connection Lisar and I forged the moment our eyes first connected. “He said it himself. When wolves bond with someone, they have no choice over who it is.”

      “This isn’t a bonding matter. It’s something else entirely. The bond was bad enough but this… oh, this is much different.” Bryn’s hands slap the sides of her cheeks and drag downward.

      “Would you like me to push the couch next to you?” I gesture to it sarcastically. “In case you faint?”

      “Lyss, this is serious!” Bryn screeches. “By technicality, when Lisar slept with you, he made you his mate— his true mate. It’s equal to a wedding, as far as shifter law goes. In the eyes of the pack, you’re as good as married now!”

      My stomach and mouth both fall at once. “What? You’ve got to be kidding me. We didn’t say any vows— didn’t have any type of contract or ceremony.”

      “Do you think that matters? Wolves mate for life!” Bryn tears at her hair. “None of us wolves ever sleep with anyone until we’re ready to make a lifelong commitment. To do otherwise goes against our culture, and years of tradition. Not to mention it’s breaking the law, to sleep with someone outside of the pack.”

      “I’m guessing there are other consequences?”

      “Yes! Lisar’s the Son of the Alpha, which means he’s set to take over after Dad dies. If you’re married to him, that would make you the Alpha Female, and… oh…”

      Bryn’s face goes completely pale. Her words have a shocking affect. Me, the next Alpha Female? It’s comical. A vampire, lording over a bunch of wolves. I can’t help but snicker.

      “Why are you smiling? Have you gone crazy?” Bryn hisses. “I don’t know if Dad has to spare your life, or if he can execute you on grounds of sodomy or something.”

      “I don’t think you’re using sodomy right,” I point out.

      “By all counts, you’re his daughter-in-law, Dad just doesn’t know it yet,” Bryn mumbles, ignoring me. “Oh, Lyss, why did you do that?” She whirls on me.

      “How was I supposed to know? We don’t have these kinds of laws in my world!” I shout. “Vampires can be with whomever they like and there’s no weird, secret marriage contracts nobody tells you about!”

      “We don’t care how you do things in vampire world! This is wolf world, and you just crossed a big line, a huge line, one of the most important laws we have!” Bryn’s rubbing her face, like a dog trying to get something off of its muzzle.

      “I don’t know why you’re yelling at me. If anybody should be getting a lecture, it should be Lisar.” I cross my arms. “He knew about the laws, after all. I didn’t.”

      I pause. “Does that mean Lisar was a virgin?”

      “Oh yes, Lyss. Like that matters.” She rolls her eyes.

      “Okay, well, I was a virgin, too,” I add, in a wimpy attempt to defend myself.

      Bryn harrumphs, and I turn away. I was too absorbed in my let’s-kill-wolves-for-a-living training that I didn’t really have time to date, or even mess around with the guys at the training compounds. Not to mention I was engaged to Tomlien since birth. Me sleeping around anytime in the past few years wasn’t exactly an option.

      But to think that Lisar, as dreamy and handsome as he is, never had any intimate encounters, is mind blowing. As Son of the Alpha, he had to have girls climbing all over him.

      Are we married now? I took our first time very seriously, but maybe for Lisar, the implications of it were more major than I previously believed. Does Lisar consider me his true mate now, someone equal to his wife?

      Or, since I’m not a wolf, was I just someone to fool around with, an outlier in which the specifics don’t count? Either way, why didn’t he tell me about all this? Was he lost in the heat of the moment, or was he purposely hiding the truth?

      Even without all the shady shifter laws, this does complicate things.

      Whatever the case, Lisar saved his first time to be with me. That’s a thought that makes my whole body tingle.

      “Lyss! Wake up!” Bryn snaps her fingers, and I jolt. “Quit thinking about getting freaky with my brother and focus!”

      I shake my head. “Yeah. Right then.” I bite my lip worryingly. “Oh, this is a messy situation.”

      “You think?” She takes a deep breath. “Okay, calm down. Calm down.” She pinches her nose. “We just won’t tell him!” She slaps her hands in triumph. “We’ll get you in the free and clear, then Dad can find out the bad news later. If ever.”

      “Right.” I start gnawing at my fingernail. “Bryn, how do I convince your father to let me live? What’s he like?”

      Bryn’s face darkens into a concerned gaze. “Nicolae Lepescu can’t be convinced of anything. My father puts the good of the pack over everyone and everything. The only hope you have is if he deems it beneficial to keep you here somehow.”

      “What could he gain by sparing my life?” I muse aloud. “Is there something I could offer he doesn’t have?”

      “I don’t know, Lyss.” Bryn frowns. “But I’m going to do everything I can to make sure you stay alive.”

      The door creaks open once more, and Kipcha peers in. “It’s time,” he says. “The Alpha has summoned you.”

      I stiffen. Bryn draws near to me. “Don’t worry. I’ll be by your side the whole way.”

      Kipcha leads. I exit the small room and force myself not to gasp aloud at the sight before me. The inside of the Alpha’s mansion is a grand cabin, built entirely out of wood and furnished with elaborate wooden carvings and luxurious furniture. The ceilings are high, the roof made out of a thick glass so you can see the fir branches overlapping above, crystal chandeliers dangling above bearskin rugs.

      Castel de Sange was grand, but somehow, Nicolae’s mansion seems cozier— more intimate somehow. It seems like the home of a close-knit family, rather than a hall of monarchs and those indebted to them.

      There are wolves here, but instead of booing and hissing as they did when I came in, they simply look on with a reserved, quiet judgement.

      A hearth fire, larger than the one in the judgement room in Castel de Sange, burns brightly next to granite stones that form a lopsided staircase. At the head of the room are two large thrones, with backs that rise high into the air.

      The man sitting upon the tallest throne wears a black fur coat, and carries a gnarled wooden staff. He’s got pale blue eyes. A cragged tooth sticks out of one lip, hiding behind a massive beard that hangs past his middle. He’s big, and burly. Such a large werewolf I’ve never seen. The shifter’s got muscles upon muscles. When he moves, the whole pack watches him, their eyes never leaving their leader.

      Opposite him sits a kindly woman, with gray hair and soft wrinkles around her eyes. Her face betrays kindness, though I can sense the she-wolf within. She must be Lisar’s mother, and Nicolae’s mate. When she notices me, her lips form a welcoming smile. I suppress a twinge of shock. Their reactions couldn’t have been more different.

      Bryn tilts her head downward as we approach the thrones. “Father. I have brought you Grand Duchess Lysandra Romanova-Dracula. Daughter of Csar Dragomir, princess of vampires and heiress to the throne. She is here to—”

      “I know the story, and know why she is here.” Nicolae waves his hand, and Bryn falls silent. “Step closer, vampire. So I may take a good look at you.”

      Even his voice growls. My knees are shaking as I take the granite steps upward. Nicolae shoves his large face in mine, and sniffs.

      His nose twisting into a snarl, he asks the room at large, “How’d you come upon this one?”

      “Nikita and a few others found her in the woods. She came voluntarily,” Kipcha subs in.

      “She’s the one who set you free from Dragomir’s dungeons, correct?” Nicolae asks.

      “Yes. And the one who saved Lisar, and nursed him back to health.” Kipcha tucks his hands behind his back.

      “Hmph.” Nicolae tilts his head. “And why would a vampire take it upon herself to care for a wolf?”

      Nicolae looks at me. When I don’t answer, he pounds his staff on the floor. “Come now, speak!”

      I jump when he commands me to open my mouth. “Yes. Well, uh…”

      The eyes of the pack are upon me, and they look hungry. I’d better get talking. “Lisar was in very poor shape when I found him,” I explain. “I took him back to my room, and nursed him there, until he was able to escape on his own. It wasn’t easy… his cut became infected, and the magical treatment he needed to heal was risky to obtain. But I did what I had to, to keep him alive.”

      “Brynwolf? Is this true?” Nicolae asks his daughter. “You were on the front lines. Prove witness.”

      Bryn nods. “Yes, Father. I was there, and I witnessed the whole thing. Lysandra is telling the truth. Lisar wouldn’t be here today if she hadn’t intervened to save his life, several times.”

      “Do you believe the pack is in her debt, for saving the Son of the Alpha?” he asks.

      Bryn dances on her feet, and her eyes shift. “It would seem so.”

      “Then you would be wrong!” Nicolae pounds his staff on the floor, hard, and it sends many wolves scattering. He points it at me. “Lisar wouldn’t have returned if we hadn’t forced him to come back!”

      Nicolae grits his teeth, and somehow, Bryn manages to be brave enough to intercede. “It was Lisar’s decision to stay, Father. The vampire did not force him to, nor did she convince her Head Witch to cast a compelling spell. It was of his own free will he stayed.”

      “Yes. Him and his silly dreams.” Nicolae snorts, and rolls his eyes. “He’s made me well aware of his ridiculous intentions to make a treaty.”

      So Nicolae isn’t convinced that the war between the vampires and the werewolves can come to an end without bloodshed. He’s not the only one. I, too, had tried to convince my father, my friends, and my people that there could be a peace, only for my entire monarchy to collapse because of it. Perhaps Nicolae is afraid of a similar situation here at the den.

      “Lisar refused to leave his room for weeks after you were parted. Tell me, girl.” Nicolae sits back in his seat and sniffs, even more loudly than before. “Why did you spare my son’s life?”

      “I fell in love with him,” I respond honestly. “It’s the best answer I can give.”

      Whispers rattle the room. Nicolae remains motionless, while his mate’s smile grows.

      “Quiet!” Nicolae barks, and the whispers cease. Nicolae leans forward, and growls again, “Did you mean what you said?”

      I’m shaking. Stay still. “Yes. Every bit of it.”

      “And Lisar? Did he claim to have the same feelings you hold for him?” Nicolae asks.

      I open my mouth to say something, and my words wheeze away. Nicolae raises an eyebrow, and I stutter, “I believe so. At least, that is what he told me.”

      The room breaks out into chaos. Nicolae rises to his feet, throws back his shoulders and cries, “SILENCE!”

      The woman is perched on the edge of her throne. As Nicolae’s eyes burn red, I see the clear distinctions between him and my father. He’s not like Dragomir. Nicolae actually cares about what happens to his people.

      But I trust Bryn when she says he’s willing to sacrifice whatever it takes in order to keep the pack safe, and right now, I’m enemy number one.

      “The youth of today is wicked. Filthy. Foolish and selfish, they seek their own desires over the good of all,” Nicolae preaches. “Such dangerous thought cannot be held in among us. What do we say?”

      “A wolf is nothing without the pack. The pack is nothing without the wolf. United, we sacrifice so we may live. Divided, we wander until we die.”

      Each member of the pack, even Bryn, recites the mantra perfectly. I turn in place as they speak it, amazed by the solidarity of the group.

      “Vampire or not, we will not let such sin twist amongst our ranks and divide the pack,” Nicolae cries. “Instant execution. To be carried out immediately.”

      At his words, the shifters begin to transform. They surround me, crouching down and snarling, preparing to attack.

      They’re going to tear me limb from limb. Bryn stands by helplessly, held back by Kipcha. I’m sorry, he mouths, but I shake my head, to tell him it’s all right. I consider it a blessing that I’ll die the same way as my mother did, mauled by wolves. At least I went out fighting, and didn’t starve to death in the wilderness. I accomplished my mission. I found the den of wolves.

      I just wish I could’ve seen Lisar one last time.

      There’s a loud crashing sound, like wooden beams being broken in two. The pack halts in place, and a crystal chandelier swings wildly, spewing glass onto the floor. It was knocked aside by one of the doors being slammed into the stone wall.

      Through the room, a clear, strong voice rings out, “You’ll leave her alone, or I’ll tear all of you apart.”
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