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      Posey

      

      “Oh, my Goddess.” Willow’s sleek dark brown hair fans around her face as she pulls her baby blue convertible to a screeching halt, the smell of burning rubber scorching my nostrils. She pushes her sunglasses down the bridge of her nose and gasps as the shadow of a massive, three-story stone house from a begotten era swallows us whole, stained glass windows glaring down at us, four spires twisting to the clouds and nearly blocking the sun. “This is where we’re staying? How old is this place?”

      “That’s a very good question. Probably ancient. Everything this size in Veiled Valley is–”

      Her door slams shut. She’s already out of the car and falling into the shadow of the–well, I suppose it’s a castle. A miniature castle, probably the home of some long-dead aristocrat or Alpha that built it during the time of the original Firestone Witches. Two wings branch off the center of the structure with perfectly trimmed hedges juxtaposed against a remarkably modern and meticulously landscaped front lawn. It’s a strange combination, but estates like this are all over Veiled Valley, and especially here, in the Gem Lake district.

      “Holy shit, Posey!” Willow squeals, spinning in a circle, her crop top and jean shorts making her look like a time traveler as she hops up the dark stone steps. “You have to take my picture. This place is insane! It’s haunted, isn’t it? Puh-lease tell me it is!”

      “Unlikely.” I reach for the keys still dangling in the ignition, switching off the car.

      Willow peeks through a front window then darts across the porch, vibrating like a rabbit in a trap while I fish my suitcase out of her backseat and drop it on the white gravel.

      “No fucking way! This is incredible! We don’t have many places like this in Crescent Falls!”

      The front door swings open, and Willow jumps back, her hand flying over her chest. Roman steps out onto the front porch wearing an expression of mock annoyance and glances at me, then his watch. If he had a teasing remark about how late we’ve arrived, it’s lost in a gust of breath when Willow launches into the air and collides with him, wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “Roman! It’s been ages! Wow, you’re like, really muscular now!”

      My brother artfully lowers Willow back to the ground and takes a calculated step away, giving her a polite, but disgustingly rehearsed, smile. The kind of smile every son and heir of an Alpha has down to a science. “Willow. It’s never quite long enough.”

      The dig goes right over the top of her head. She bounds past him, gasping and shrieking as she’s swallowed by the house, but I can still hear the excited clack of her sandals when Roman arches a brow in my direction and says, “Sister.”

      “Brother.”

      “So nice of you to join me… three hours late. I was about to call in the Ghosts.”

      “Willow would have had a fit. She loves a man in uniform.”

      “Keep her away from Aris then, unless you want her ruined for life.” He snorts a laugh, jogging down the stairs to gather my suitcase. “He has a bad habit of playing tricks with his Ghost issued gloves.”

      “I didn’t think he was really coming.” I narrow my eyes at Roman. Aris is notoriously flaky. Not that I’ve kept track or anything. I gave up on his attendance to any significant life events years ago. He’s a prince, which gives him an eternal pass to be an asshole, so no one has ever called him out on it.

      He did text me earlier this morning, but I’d mostly ignored it. I generally do.

      I don’t dislike him by any means but he–he’s just… Aris. It’s always been so hard to explain. He’s hard to explain.

      “He is. He’ll get here any minute, actually. I thought you’d beat him by a few hours.” He tucks my suitcase under his arm and turns back to the house. “Should I get her things, too?”

      “Yeah, I’m sure she’ll be expecting that.” I toss her keys in the front seat of the car with a sigh.

      Roman sizes me up, giving me an arch of his thick, dark brow. He looks like our dad. He’s a mirror image, everyone says. I can see it, the striking family resemblance, the DNA that missed me by a mile. Roman and our dad, Farrow, the Alpha of Sapphire Ridge, are both tall and broad shouldered, with all the physical blessings of an Alpha family line. They share the same deep, chocolate brown hair and skin that tans to a cool bronze the second they step into the sun. Roman even got the eyes our pack was named after. They are a bright, glossy, and flawless sapphire blue.

      There are similarities between us but not many. I have the same soft waves and bouncy texture in my hair. The straight, narrow nose and rounded cheeks are, apparently, a Sapphire Ridge family trait, but that’s as far as the similarities stretch. I look like our mother, Oulette. I have her strawberry-blonde hair and pale green eyes–forest green, Dad likes to say, because of the flakes of yellow and brown around my pupils and the deep green that edges my irises. Still, it’s nothing compared to that perfect blue. I’ve been reminded of these differences my entire life.

      I’m also shorter than I probably should be, given my genetics. Both of my parents are tall, whereas the top of my head barely reaches Roman’s shoulder. We walk side by side into the massive summer rental house Aris probably put on his family’s coffers. Where my family tends to be on the lean side, I was told recently by a decrypted old crone at the apothecary that I have child bearing hips and a chest to match. She’d meant it in a nice way, I think. Told me I was “blessed” and crinkled her nose when I’d purchase several contraceptive drafts. In my defense, they’re for Willow. She needs them a whole hell of a lot more than I ever have.

      “I am glad you’re here, you know. One last summer before we have to grow up and be something,” Roman says with a smirk. I follow him up a set of stairs to the eastern wing. We’ve lost Willow already, but she’s rather loud, so it won’t be long until we can easily pinpoint her location. He glances around for a moment, turning to face the western wing, which rests across a sweeping balcony overlooking the foyer. The inside of the house is modern, totally redone, and smells sharply of floor polish. I can see my reflection in the cherry wood floorboards when Roman murmurs, “I was going to put you on the second floor next to Willow, but based on how heavy your suitcase is, I’m guessing you packed every book you own?”

      “Not every book.”

      “You’re going to be studying, aren’t you?”

      “I have my entrance exams at the end of summer, so… yeah. A bit.”

      He adjusts his hold on the suitcase, doing another scan of the area. “Well, in that case, you’ll want quiet from the rest of us. Come on, then. We have another flight of stairs.”

      He guides me through the eastern wing, past at least six doors, until another, smaller, less grand staircase comes into view. I hesitate before following him up.

      “Aris is staying right across the hallway. Technically, this suite adjoins his, but I doubt he’ll mind. He doesn’t bring women back to his bed, so you won’t be bothered up here.”

      I crinkle my nose, chuckling, “He hasn’t changed a bit, has he?”

      “When was the last time you saw him, anyway?” Roman opens a door to the left, and the room opens before me. Large windows let in southern facing sunlight, now faded with the setting sun, but it’s bright and airy, nonetheless. I smooth my hands over the pale blue duvet cover on the bed.

      “Um, years ago. I have no idea.”

      “He asked about you. He was surprised you were coming.”

      “I’m surprised I’m here,” I admit with a small laugh, but Roman’s expression darkens.

      He sinks onto the foot of the bed, crossing his ankle over his knee and taps his foot, his arms crossed over his chest in a very familiar way. He tends to… hug himself when he’s stressed or unhappy about something, like the future I’ve decided for myself.

      “You’re really doing this, aren’t you?”

      I turn to the window, pretending to be invested in the wooded backyard. There’s also a view of the pristine lake. “Why is everyone so upset about it? It solves every issue our family has about–about me.”

      “It’s your whole life, Posey. Dedicating your entire life to someone–”

      “I’m making the right decision for everyone,” I cut in, throwing him a look over my shoulder. “You get it. I know you do.”

      “Not having a wolf isn’t that big of a deal.”

      “In our family it is.”

      Roman chews his lower lip, shaking his head. He won’t press. He never does. No one has really fought for me to change my mind, so I haven’t.

      Voices drift from downstairs, and Roman rises, tucking his hands in the pockets of his jeans. “That’s probably the guys. Come downstairs and say hello.”

      “I will. Just give me a minute. I’ve been in the car all day with Willow.”

      “Social battery running a little low?” He smirks then glances at the door. “How are you friends with someone like her anyway?”

      “You know she’s great. She’s just excitable.”

      “You need more friends like you, Posey.”

      I don’t know anyone else like me. There’s no one else like me.

      “Where the fuck is he?”

      I freeze as a trio of male voices barrel toward the open door. Aris is the first to come into view, and for a moment, my heart stops. I haven’t seen him in five or six years. He’s not a scrawny teenager anymore.

      That’s for damn sure.

      His dark blond hair curls around his ears, ruffled, like he doesn’t have a care in the world, especially about his appearance. The boyish, utterly charming curve of his mouth is the same, however, as well as the chiseled angles of his face, like he was carved by a master in the style of the effigies of the old gods. Everyone in his family is like that–beautiful. Handsome. The works.

      Tate and a man I might know but just don’t remember come to a stop behind him, totally blocking the doorway.

      Aris looks from Roman to me, his silver eyes glimmering with mirth as he leans against the doorframe, his biceps flexed and rippling under his thin cotton shirt. He looks straight at me, a boyish smirk touching the corners of his mouth. “Posey.”

      “A-Aris,” I stammer, then blush. I can’t hide it. The heat spreads down my neck and flares across my chest where the strappy tank top I wore to try to cut through the dead heat of summer doesn’t hide a Goddess damned thing.

      I barely register the conversation about room assignments taking place around me. Roman leaves, taking Miles, right, that’s his name, and Tate with him. I assume Aris will follow, but when I finally look up from my toes, he’s still standing there, darkening my doorway.

      “What?” I cross my arms, wetting my lips before fixing him with a look. A glare. At least, I try.

      “I thought I told you this was my part of the house. I sent a text. I know you saw it.” He smiles down at me, the same look he used to give me as a kid whenever he broke one of my toys or wanted me to play war games with him and Roman, with me being the dragon they meant to slay, or worse, a bridge troll. It’s meant to disarm me and always has. That’s his gift–not shadow play or storms of darkness. No, he’s fully weaponized his good looks and charm.

      But I’m immune at this point.

      “Take it up with Roman,” I tell him with a curt smile. “Don’t worry. He already said you don’t bring girls back to your bed, so it’s not like I’ll be in your way.”

      His silver gaze turns suddenly cold. “He knows too much about me and my habits.”

      “Bad habits.”

      He hums a laugh, glancing around my room. “I guess this is fine. Just keep that door–” he points across the room. “Keep that door locked. It joins our suites. I wouldn’t want you getting any crazy ideas.”

      “Me?” I laugh, and he playfully glares. “You were the one who sleepwalked until you were in warrior training.”

      He winks and turns for the door, saying over his shoulder, “Yeah, well, I know for a fact you still sleep with a night light, Posey. Come downstairs soon. We’re going out. There’s a bar nearby–”

      “I’m staying in tonight. I need to unpack.”

      He slowly turns back in my direction. “You’re staying in on a full moon?”

      “I have the whole summer to go out. It’s fine.” My chest tightens. It’s not a good enough excuse. If anyone can see right through me this summer, it’s going to be Aris.

      Aris scans me from head to toe before heading through the doorway. “I see you haven’t changed a bit.”
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      Willow is exactly the type of girl Miles, our friend from our early warrior training days, would fall for.

      It’s a damn shame she’s all over Roman at the moment.

      Miles tilts his pint of beer back and sighs, shaking his head while Roman and Willow stand at the bar across the room. Tate raises a brow, his close cropped black hair catching the dim, flickering neon lights plastered across the wall to our backs.

      “What?” Miles gripes, running his fingers through his dark, equally short, hair. Both men are in the Ghost forces, low ranking, low enough that taking several weeks of leave wasn’t that big of a deal.

      “Roman’s not interested in her, man. He’d love someone to save him right now.” Tate shrugs, hazel eyes glistening. “Just go talk to her.”

      Miles grumbles something incoherent and twists his empty glass in a circle. I roll my eyes to Tate, who shrugs again before sipping his beer.

      “She’s staying for a while, according to Roman,” Tate offers. Miles glares.

      “She doesn’t seem like the kind of girl Posey would be friends with,” Miles argues.

      “Posey met her at Wellington,” I tell them. I’m not sure why I even spoke. Posey going to Wellington had been a huge deal for her family. Farrow hadn’t been happy she was leaving Veiled Valley, which has perfectly fine universities, but Posey was adamant, and Posey, despite her pixie-like size and overall doll-like qualities, is a manipulative little thing. She gets away with everything she wants–always has.

      “Speaking of Posey,” Tate grins, blowing out his breath as he leans back. “Damn. She grew up.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What do you mean?”

      Miles glances at Roman before leaning forward with his hands extended away from his chest like he’s holding two melons. “I mean… she grew up.”

      “That’s Roman’s little sister.” My warning tone settles in the center of the table, blooming like a death knell. “Don’t let him hear you talking like that.”

      Miles and Tate glance at each other and then straighten as Roman approaches the table, carrying our third round with Willow’s help.

      She sits between me and Roman, giggling and excusing herself while she squeezes in. Her long, almost black hair nearly reaches her waist, pin straight. She’s hot, I’ll give her that. But she was also just fine leaving her friend behind at the house.

      I lose myself in my beer for several minutes and come to just as she says, “I studied communications. I’m starting a job at a local news place in Crescent Falls this fall.” She flips her hair over her shoulder, beaming. A million-dollar smile. “I’ll be a nightly news anchor.”

      “You met Posey in school, right?” It’s Tate asking. I throw him a look, and he throws one back before turning his eyes to Willow, his brow raised.

      “Oh, yeah, we were roommates our final year at Wellington. She’s the absolute best! I love her so much. I really do. There’s no one as smart or as kind as Posey.” She takes a deep drink from some fruity cocktail before continuing. “She’s so studious. I could never get her to go out with me, but when I told her I was taking a road trip around Eastonia this summer, she offered to let me stay with her in Veiled Valley for a while and then Roman–” She nudges him, batting her eyelashes, “Invited her to the lake, and I couldn’t let her turn down the offer.”

      “So this is your first time in Eastonia?” Miles finally gets the nerve to speak. He seems about ready to throw up when she looks at him with a smile bright enough to light the night sky.

      “Yeah! It’s been amazing! So old. Like, seriously, the oldest place I’ve ever seen in my life.” Her giggle turns heads from across the room. “Aris, you’re like, the queen’s cousin, aren’t you?”

      Roman purses his lips.

      “Maeve is my little sister.”

      “Oh, my Goddess! I would totally love to meet her.”

      I blink, then shake my head, giving her a polite but slightly dismissive smile. “That’s practically impossible. Maeve is rather busy at the moment.”

      “Oh,” Willow says, nodding viciously. “I bet. The fae thing, right?”

      The fae thing. I can’t totally fault her for her ignorance. The people of Crescent Falls were generally unaffected by the acts of Hannibal, the Viper, and everything that happened and is still happening between Eastonia and Pantharas. Maeve has been hosting summits for months now, and Emberfyll has become an allied base where the new fae leaders and leaders from our kingdom can meet peacefully without the need to step onto each other’s soil. It hasn’t even been a year since everything happened. Nothing feels certain. Peace doesn’t feel certain… yet.

      But I’m not here to talk or even think about politics.

      When I don’t answer immediately, the conversation moves on without me. I finish my drink and rise to fetch another, wanting a buzz before shifting with the group tonight ,but my body angles toward the door with something else in mind.

      “Do you need anything from the house?” I ask Roman when he follows me to the bar. He orders another drink, but I pay the tab for the group, wincing at the price.

      “Uh, no, I don’t think so. Why? Are you going back?”

      “Just for a minute. I want to lay out some clothes in the event anyone goes out to shift and ruins what they’re currently wearing.” I take my card back and tuck it into my wallet. I’m sure Grandpa Ryatt is fully aware of my spending habits, but I think he understands I get a pass this summer… I hope. He seemed pleased, at least, when I told him my plans, but I assume he expects me to come home and take more interest in my Shadowsynger duties, which are bound to double, or triple, in the coming years.

      “Check on Posey for me?” Roman brings his drink to his lips.

      I shrug, nodding, and quickly leave the slightly rundown bar right on the edge of the lake. It’s only a half mile from the house, which used to belong to an Alpha. This whole area–the house, the village–is ancient, but a new community has risen from its ashes. Now, the entirety of Gem Lake–a system of lakes that feed into each other, creating islands and causeways–is home to at least six different packs and a variety of villages like this one, most catering to tourists. Neon lights reflect off the water where boats and small yachts bob at both private and public docks. Lake houses rise through the trees, most modern new-builds. The house I rented is one of the last standing from an era before the veil fell.

      I bought it. I used nearly my entire inheritance to do so. I’m not sure why, but the moment I saw it, I just knew it was mine.

      So I took it.

      The Gem Lake district is still part of the Kingdom of Veiled Valley but a hundred miles away from Veiled Valley, the capital, where my family lives. Where I live. The river separates the two areas, and it's a long, winding journey to get here that includes a ferry and at least an hour or more, depending on the weather, of driving. The magic of Veiled Valley is still thick in the air when I round a corner, and the gravel begins to fade from a deep rust brown to glimmers of white, and the house comes into view.

      Only a few interior lights are on.

      I take a step past the gate and catch an unfamiliar scent that immediately riles my senses. It’s not totally foreign, which makes me nervous. I pause between the columns, the gate open, just like we left it, the driveway stretching out before me under the glow of the full moon, white gravel sparkling like fallen stars.

      There’re small critters all over Gem Lake, but this scent isn’t something natural. Shifters carry an underlying human scent, and that’s exactly what I’m picking up as I take a tentative step forward, then stop.

      It’s a fox. Undoubtedly.

      A fox shifter.

      “Fuck me,” I snarl, scanning the area.

      Fox shifters are more than rare. They’re nearly impossible. Well, there are a few exceptions, and one of them is my grandmother, Amanda, the only known fox shifter in our entire world, as far as we’ve been able to gather. It’s a rare recessive gene that sometimes makes its presence known in Alpha bloodlines. Fox shifters, in our lore and history, are notoriously violent, cunning, and mischievous and shouldn’t be fucked with.

      I’d know because I am one.

      I have the ability to shift into a fox, at least. I have both forms, just like my dad, Evander. The public is still wary of any shifters who aren’t wolves, and even with three foxes in my own family, the royals have kept it a secret–with good reason.

      Wolves love to hunt foxes. Foxes are considered evil, an act against the Goddess. Even my royal status wouldn’t be enough to sway public opinion the other way.

      Now, there’s one here somewhere. Or there was. The scent is so faint I quickly lose it.

      Unnerved, I enter the house, resisting the urge to sweep through every room and closet, but the scent doesn’t carry inside.

      I find Posey on her bed, sitting crisscross with a half-moon circle of textbooks around her and several notebooks, papers scattered across the bedspread. She looks up as I throw open the door. “What?”

      “Are you good?” I step into the room, glancing around. “No one came into the house, right?”

      She’s wearing massive tortoiseshell glasses with impossibly thick lenses that make her eyes look three sizes bigger than they normally are. The smell of cherries and amber shampoo hangs heavy between us, and I notice her hair is damp, loose waves piled on the top of her head and pinned back with a clip. She blinks, tilting her head. “No. I’m the only one here. Why?”

      I step deeper into the room, crossing my arms over my chest with a sigh. “Nothing. Just being paranoid.”

      “I think you get a pass in that department after everything that happened last year.” She exhales deeply and takes off her glasses, massaging the bridge of her nose. “How are you doing?”

      “Me?” No one asks me that. I barely fought in the small skirmishes that littered the Roguelands when the Viper had power. I wasn’t in Teshka when an entire regiment of royal warriors was slaughtered, and Lexa was taken. I didn’t go to Pantharas with Dad’s Ghost forces and Tarsian’s navy. I stayed here, in Veiled Valley. Doing what Shadowsyngers do… a whole lot of nothing. Talking to apparitions and shit. Playing with my shadows when I desperately needed entertainment.

      “I’m doing fine.” I think it’s the truth. I ignore the unsettling feeling gripping my chest and scan her bedspread, noting the heavy textbooks and notebook pages covered in religious symbolism. “What are you doing?”

      “Studying,” she replies pointedly.

      “You came all this way to do this all summer?”

      “I’m not–this is just–” she waves a hand at the mess before gingerly gathering the loose pages and closing the textbooks. “I have an exam coming up in a few weeks. All I needed to do tonight was make some kind of studying schedule for the summer, but I got a little carried away.”

      A bright pink blush creeps over her cheeks and down her neck, flaring over the curve of her… yeah, very large breasts. Miles wasn’t that far off with his crude description. I look away. This is Posey. She’s beautiful, sure, but I’ve known her since we were kids, and we’re… friends. At least, I’ve always considered her a friend.

      I’m sure to her, I’m more of a bully. Maybe. Hopefully, a bit of both.

      “What are you studying?”

      “It’ll bore you to death. Shouldn’t you be out tonight? I thought you all were going shifting and exploring the islands?”

      “We are, but everyone is at the bar as it stands, trying to catch up with me.” I brace my hands against the mattress, leaning over the bed to scan the titles of the textbooks before she stacks them. “Theology?”

      She ignores me, saying under her breath, “You don’t seem drunk to me at all.”

      “I’m a master of my craft,” I tease, and her bright green eyes meet mine. “I’m going to join them again, but I wanted to check in and make sure you weren’t getting into trouble on your own.”

      “What trouble would I get into, Aris?”

      “Nothing without me, I hope.”

      She gives me the smallest curve of her lips in lieu of a smile. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile with teeth. One day, I will. I’ll make it my mission this summer to make her laugh. What a challenge that’ll be.

      “Go back to your wolfish games, Aris. I’m going to bed.” She slides off the mattress in nothing but shorts and a light, fluffy cardigan covering her gray tank top. She sets the massive stack of textbooks on the dresser with a thud before padding back in my direction, her hands resting on her hips.

      “Why not come out with us? It’s a full moon, Posey. It’s the best time to shift. You’ll feel–”

      “I’ll feel nothing, Aris. it  doesn’t affect me.”

      “The full moon affects everyone.”

      “I’m a lapse.” She looks up at me, curling her arms around her middle like she’s shielding herself from view. “I thought you knew.”

      I haven’t heard that term used in years. It’s considered derogatory. “What–what do you mean?”

      “I don’t have a wolf. I never developed the gifts.” She shrugs. “I can’t shift into a wolf, Aris. That’s all it is. The full moon means nothing to me.” She turns toward the bed, squeezing her eyes shut. “Please, just… don’t make a big deal out of it, okay? I’m the daughter of an Alpha. Something like me–it looks bad for our family.”
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      “Why didn’t you tell me Posey can’t shift?”

      Roman squints into the midmorning sunlight, his tan skin going rosy along his cheekbones. The dock off the back of the house is empty save for the two of us taking up residence in wicker chairs, watching the fog roll off the lake. A loon floats by, diving under the water.

      Everyone else is still in the house sleeping off their hangovers.

      I couldn’t sleep. Haven’t slept. Probably won’t until I get this cleared up.

      Roman exhales deeply, scrubbing his forehead like he can swipe his hangover away. “It’s not something she likes people to know.”

      “Obviously.”

      “She never came into it, never showed any signs of developing gifts in that realm. My parents said she just needed more time, but Posey produced a report from the healers in Sapphire Ridge that confirmed she didn’t possess any lupine powers, and that was that. Mom’s in pieces about it, worried about Posey’s marriage prospects.”

      I shake my head, bringing my steaming mug of coffee to my lips. In any other circumstance, the idea of an arranged marriage would be ludicrous, but the Sapphire family has been in power for as long as my line of the royal family, the Westfalls of Veiled Valley, have. Their line goes back centuries, if not thousands of years, and their wealth could easily put mine to shame, and I’m a prince. Posey is a princess in her own right, even if she’s not related to an Alpha King. The Sapphires have been allies with the Shadowsyngers since the dawn of time. They also have other gifts that determine things like mating–and marriage–to keep their line strong and powerful.

      “What about her alchemy?”

      Roman hisses out a breath. “She hasn’t said a word.”

      “And yours?”

      “I’m training, but it doesn’t seem necessary. It’s more of a tradition, if anything. Our family hasn’t made magical weapons or riches for yours in hundreds of years?” He gives me a look, arching a brow. “Prove me wrong?”

      “I can’t.” I shrug, sipping from my mug and then resting it on my knee. The Sapphires have a gift, and that gift is the manipulation of metal, turning a cord of iron into anything they desire just by touching it. Those gifts take years to develop and even longer to perfect. Roman can make iron into gold and copper into jewels, but it’s not perfect yet.

      Long ago, the Sapphire family helped create the Sword of Shadow, several diadems, and the mask and bracelets I found in the cave during my ascension into the Shadowsynger guild. Their alchemized jewels hold our power like no other gems, not even a precious, sacred moonstone, can. His father was the one who crafted the necklace that gave Maeve a shot of having a real childhood without the risk of setting everything she touched on fire.

      “If Posey is an alchemist, she hasn’t said so.”

      “Why don’t you push the subject? She called herself a lapse.”

      “I know. I’ve heard her say it, too. She’s rather manipulative if you haven’t noticed over the twenty years you’ve known her, Aris. She’s an artist, a master, when it comes to deflection.” He leans back in the chair, tilting his head to the sun. “She left for college, made it clear she was going to be a teacher, and my parents allowed it with the stipulation that she come back to Sapphire Ridge to teach, and she has. Now, she has it in mind to join some graduate program. It’s tearing the family apart, but she’s adamant.” He winces, shaking his head.

      “What program?”

      “I was looking for you guys.” Tate’s tread is heavy and uneven as he moves down the dock. He plops onto the boards, hanging his legs over the edge, his bare feet barely touching the surface of the lake.

      “Anyone else awake yet?”

      “Just us and Posey.” Tate leans his face into the sunlight with a wince.

      I stiffen at the mention of her name, and Roman notices. He discreetly shakes his head, silently willing me to keep our conversation between us.

      “What’s my darling sister up to this morning?” Roman drawls in his practiced Alpha’s voice.

      “Making breakfast,” Tate says with a grateful smile. “It smells great, but she nearly bit my hand off when I tried to steal a few pieces of bacon.”

      I methodically rise. “I need a refill.” I tilt my head toward my mug. “Anyone else?”

      Both of them shake their heads.

      “I say we take the boat out after breakfast. There’s so much lake to explore. We can grab lunch in Ruby Row,” Roman offers, and I nod my agreement before turning on my heel and stalking toward the house, the back windows reflecting morning sunlight over the freshly cut lawn.

      Posey’s in the kitchen, her hair pulled back in a ponytail while she perfectly flips a pancake. Miles is leaning groggily against the kitchen island, looking worse for wear as he gingerly takes a sip of his coffee. The pot is now empty.

      “The guys are outside discussing plans for the day,” I tell him in a form of dismissal. He takes the bait and saunters through the kitchen and adjoining open dining area, where large glass doors open to the backyard. I watch him until he disappears into the glare of the sun.

      I can feel Posey watching me when I move toward the coffeemaker.

      “If you’re going to ask how I’m feeling, don’t bother. I’m not hungover in the slightest.” I set to work making another pot of coffee, the sizzle of her skillet as she pours more batter filling the silence between us.

      “Do you eat carbs?” she asks, sliding a plate piled high with every kind of breakfast food imaginable in my direction while I lean against the kitchen island. Pancakes drenched in syrup with whipped cream and berries, bacon, eggs with cheese and flaked with green onions, and sausage links that will pop the second I bite into one.

      “Of course I eat carbs. Who do you think I am?”

      “Tate and Miles told me they wouldn’t touch the pancakes because it will undo their progress at the gym.”

      “Well, they’re stupid beasts, so that doesn’t surprise me.” I grab a fork out of the drawer at my side and make a show of sinking it through four layers of carbs, fat, and sugar, my eyes on hers when I finally take a bite.

      Posey takes a breath and smiles at me but then gives me her back, resuming the arduous task of pouring batter.

      For whatever reason, her inability to take the bait I just wiggled in front of her settles so deep in my chest it makes my ribs sing with pain. I’ve always teased her, tried to get a rise out of her. It was second nature. I have two sisters, for the Goddess’s sake. Our family's love language has always been acts of bullying. I treated Posey the same because I didn’t know how to do it differently.

      But even a searing, slightly flirtatious look into her eyes does… nothing for her. She’s totally immune.

      “Roman said you’re trying to get into a graduate program.”

      Her shoulders tighten. “Yeah, I am.”

      “Where?”

      She sighs heavily, looking at me over her shoulder. “I’d rather not talk about school. You’re the one who gave me a hard time last night about not going out and staying home with my books, anyway. I am here to enjoy myself. I know that probably surprises you–”

      “I didn’t know you couldn’t shift,” I cut in under my breath.

      “Does that bother you?”

      “Kind of.”

      “Well,” she huffs, chuckling. “Good thing it’s none of your business and shouldn’t affect you in the slightest.”

      I abandon the delicious breakfast and come to her side, leaning my hip against the counter and effectively stepping into her personal space. She doesn’t step away. “I hate the idea you’re out there in the world without a way to defend yourself.”

      She rolls her eyes to mine. “It’s none of your business, Aris. Give me a break.”

      “I could train you.”

      “In what?” She flips a pancake with so much force it splatters all over the skillet.

      “A little hand to hand.” I shrug, watching her expression twist.

      “It’s not necessary.”

      “Listen, I caught a scent last night just outside of the house. There was something here while you were alone.”

      She stills, looking away from me.

      “And while you are perfectly free to have visitors…”

      “Aris!” she hisses, slapping my arm with her spatula.

      “I’m just saying. If you’re going to be alone more often than not, it would make me feel better knowing you can at least defend yourself.”

      “I will be totally fine!” She scoffs, rolling her eyes back to the now burned pancake. She grumbles a rather colorful curse under her breath before snatching the skillet and carrying it to the trash can, scraping the blackened remains into the bin. I hover beside her, waiting for her to just give in. “Will you go finish your breakfast and leave me alone? I have things to do today.”

      “Yeah, you do. You’re going to Ruby Row with us. There’s shopping and a market, and we’re taking the boat. It’ll be fun.” I snatch the skillet from her hands and toss it in the sink, arching my brow and silently daring her to challenge me.

      “That wasn’t my plan.”

      “You’re in my house for the summer. You’re my guest, and it’s my duty to ensure you have a good time.”

      “You rented this house.”

      “I bought it a few weeks ago.”

      She eyes me skeptically. “Congratulations on your newfound homeownership.”

      “What’s wrong with you, Posey? Do you have a problem with everyone or just me?”

      “I don’t have a problem with you, Aris. But you’re bugging me. You never took any interest in me and my goals before, so why start now? Why be bothered by the fact that I need to spend some time studying this summer? Why care that I can’t shift?”

      “I am worried about–”

      “About someone coming here to assault me?” She laughs, but it’s bitter. “Aris, be serious.”

      “I’m serious as death.” I step into her, looking down into those bright eyes. “If I have to drag you to every activity, I will.”

      “Am I on vacation or at summer camp?”

      “You’re at Camp Aris.”

      “You’re so annoying,” she chuckles, stepping around me. She lays out several plates for whenever the rest of the guests rouse themselves enough to eat. “You’re not my brother, you know. You have no authority over me.”

      “What am I to you, then?”

      “You’re my friend. You always have been.”

      “If I were really your friend, you would have told me about the fact that you couldn’t shift ages ago!”

      “Will you keep your voice down!” she hisses, glancing around. “It’s not a big deal to me at all, Aris, okay? I couldn’t care less. I’m fine. Everything is fine. You don’t need to hover over me all summer and treat me like a charity case because I don’t have a wolf. Leave me be and chill out, please.”

      She tears herself from the room with a huff. I roll my eyes back to my plate, which I've been eyeing over the course of the argument, and scarf down the delicious breakfast. Eventually, the guys come back to eat, and Willow makes her presence known in a grand way by tripping and falling down the stairs. Thankfully, she doesn’t maim herself too badly, and she’s numbed to the bone by the alcohol still swimming through her system, so she doesn’t feel a thing.

      Posey doesn’t return to the group until an hour later, when Roman and I are loading up the boat that came with the purchase of the house. It’s a slick sailboat perfect for the amount of people going out on the water today.

      Posey looks bored as she walks down the dock carrying a wicker bag, sporting huge sunglasses and wearing nothing but a soft blue bikini and crocheted swim cover, the tip of her nose already turning pink from the sun.

      I can tell she’s scowling at me under the gleam of her sunglasses, but I give her a gracious smile, bowing deeply at the waist. “Princess Posey. How kind of you to grace us with your presence."

      She frowns deeply.

      “Do you guys have to start this now? Already?” Roman asks, exasperated.

      I extend my hand, clutching her fingers, and help her onto my boat.
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      “We should have spent more time here growing up,” Roman quips, sprawled on the smooth wooden deck of the sailboat, the sun relentlessly beating down on him, but he smiles under the shade of his hand. 

      “Neither of us had access to our wealth until recently. Even just visiting Gem Lake is expensive.” I gently bank the boat to the left, gliding just close enough to shore to see the houses peeking out over the tree line. We’re one of a few boats on the water this morning navigating the wider areas of the interconnected lake systems and narrow passageways. Small towns and villages rest along the shore every couple of miles, but private homes and pack communities are abundant. 

      Veiled Valley has thrived when other kingdoms have not. That’s clear as I scan the shore, watching ancient architecture blur against a wash of modern homes and businesses. Magnolia trees hang heavy with blooms over the water, their white petals dappling the shore. The air is heavy, humid, and stifling hot, and I know for a fact the water is the perfect temperature for swimming. 

      “Are we still going to Ruby?” I ask over the gentle snapping of the sails. There’s barely a breeze, and the engine hums beneath me as I squint through my sunglasses at the curve of the shoreline where the forest grows heavy and the lake narrows significantly. “There’s a cove I want to check out before we get lunch.”

      No one answers. Roman sits up and takes off his shirt, tossing it onto the growing pile of discarded clothing as the heat rises. Willow’s head whips in our direction from the far end of the boat. She slides her sunglasses down the bridge of her nose and stares appraisingly at Roman, but I’m staring past her, just for a moment, just to peek at the woman behind her. 

      Posey has her legs dangling over the side of the boat, her toes barely skimming the water while she hugs the railing, her cheek pressed to her arm while she smiles and chats with Tate. I can’t hear their conversation, but he’s gesturing enthusiastically about something, and her smile keeps growing. She’s never smiled at me like that, that’s for damn sure.

      I turn from the scene, rolling the tension from my shoulders just in time to guide the boat through the narrow channel connecting this inlet to the next one. Trees tall enough to cast shade over the boat stretch their branches overhead, vines dangling from the limbs. The mingled conversations die behind me as the boat is swallowed by cool shadows, and the busy center of the lake fades to forested solitude and the sound of cicadas singing. 

      I feel Posey’s presence before I turn to see her. She kneels beside me, her fingers curling over the railing as she looks up at the vines brushing the sails. 

      “Scared?” I ask with a cool smirk. 

      “Of what? You steering this ungodly expensive boat into the bank? The water’s only a few feet deep here. I doubt I’ll drown.”

      That smirk angles into a frown. I turn from her to look out over the water again, quickly guiding the boat right, then left again, following the increasingly narrow water channel through the woods. 

      “Do you even know where you’re taking us?”

      “I sure hope so because I can’t turn around here, so if we get stuck, we’ll have to shift, and… seeing as you can’t…” I arch a brow, stealing a glance in her direction, but her expression is stoically blank, “you’ll have to ride on my back.”

      “How do you think Roman would feel about me riding you? Having to grip you with my thighs?” She cocks her head to the side. “I doubt he’d like it very much.”

      Goddess above. I didn’t think she had it in her. 

      “I think he’d be the only one feeling that way.” I resist the urge to bite down on my lower lip when that blush paints her skin a deep, rosy pink. What the fuck is my problem? 

      A chorus of gasps ring out behind us, and the moment dissolves as quickly as it came. Posey rises to see the new startling view of the lake. Rocky cliffs overlook the water, the forest continuing above us rather than on all sides, and I angle the boat to continue riding the shore until the cliff edge splits, revealing a cove of pure, glassy water. 

      Willow’s sharp inhale cuts through the air as she gasps, shouting, “A waterfall!”

      Ours is not the only boat taking up residence in the cove this morning. Two other sailboats bob in the shallows, and blurred shadows dot the cliff face, where a trail to the lowest of the falls has been etched out of the dark stone. The same note of astonishment from Willow punctuates each splash when people leap off the cliff behind the falls and into the water. Then, she begs and pleads for one of us to go with her. 

      “Oh, come on, Posey! Please? I have to do it. If I don’t, I’ll be thinking about it forever, regretting it for the rest of my life!”

      “I’m not a big fan of heights.” Posey laughs, but I can tell she’s doing her best to let Willow down easy without having to give her an outright no. 

      Roman ignores the conversation and takes over the rudders while I strip down to nothing but my swim trunks and jump over the railing, the water only chest deep, and guide the boat as close as I can to the shore to tie it off. Tate jumps in next but with much more drama. His splash rocks the entire boat, and Roman snarls while Willow titters, but Posey remains clutching the railing like her life depends on it. 

      “Does she know how to swim?” I ask Roman, squinting up at him, then wincing when Miles follows Tate’s lead with a backflip. 

      “Who? Posey? Of course she does.”

      Willow leaps gracefully, giggling the whole four feet down, and lands without a sound, but Posey remains glued to the railing, watching everyone else with marked skepticism.

      Roman looks at his sister, shrugging a shoulder. “What’s your deal?”

      “I don’t have a deal. What do you expect? A flip?”

      I take a few steps away from the boat and float on my back for a moment, observing the bickering above. “Come on, Posey. The water feels great. You’re missing out!”

      She disappears from view, walking to the far side of the boat. Roman sighs before climbing over the railing and jumping in but swims past me to where Tate, Miles, and Willow are nearing the shore–a soft, gently sloping beach with shiny taupe sand. Music drifts from the dunes, flowing against the constant hum of the waterfalls, but I wait forever for Posey to reappear. 

      “Posey!”

      “What!?” She swims around the boat, obviously having scaled the ladder on the far side, her hair piled on top of her hair and eyes narrowed into cat-like slits. I can just make out the blue swimsuit she’s wearing beneath the gentle waves. Her skin is a rosy alabaster against a wash of deep blue. 

      I suck my teeth, remembering again the conversation at the bar when Roman was, thankfully, outside of earshot. Cool pearls of fresh water slide between her breasts, which are… exactly as Mile’s described. Fuck me. 

      She stares at me for a moment, her rosy-blonde eyebrows arched in a look of pure annoyance.

      “I was just making sure you weren’t eaten by a shark.” That's all I can manage. 

      She stills, huffing, obviously struggling to touch the bottom. “There’re no sharks here. It’s freshwater.”

      “I’ve seen a shark here before.”

      “You haven’t. You’re not a very good liar, Aris. You never have been.”

      She gracefully glides past me while the others call out to us. Willow is already on the beach, tugging Miles to go to the waterfall with her. 

      “I don’t want her jumping off that,” Posey says, finally reaching a spot where she can stand with ease. The water laps against her shoulders. She tucks rogue strands of hair behind her ears and pushes her sunglasses up on top of her head. “She’ll break her neck, and I’ll be responsible for it.”

      “Oh, please, what makes you responsible for anything she does?”

      “I’m her tour guide while she’s in Veiled Valley.”

      “Does that mean you’re her bodyguard?”

      “I’ve just always kept her out of trouble. That’s been my job, I guess. Dragging her out of frat houses and driving her home when–”

      “Do you even like her?”

      Posey startles, looking up at me like I just slapped her across the face. There’s only a foot of space between us as it stands, and I can see the water droplets on her skin, shining like liquid sliver in the sunlight. The same color as my eyes. “Of course I like her. I love her. This is the last time we’ll be able to see–” She abruptly shuts her mouth, her lips pinched. 

      “Your last, what?” I walk closer to shore until I can sit down in the water without it rolling over the top of my head. Waist deep, the cool, fresh water is a welcome relief from the heat. The sun has crested directly above us. Posey remains in the shallows, watching Willow scale the cliff–alone–while everyone below cheers her on. 

      “The program I’m starting is going to be grueling, and I–I likely won’t see her for years.”

      “Why not? She could visit. Hell, you can just go to Crescent Falls–”

      “I don’t think… I’m… what… I’m trying to do–” Posey goes silent, her eyes following a body flinging off the cliff as the woman seems to fall in slow motion.

      “Shit!” I jolt upright, sprinting through the tide line. Roman is leagues ahead, his body careening off the beach and into the water in a smooth dive toward Willow, who just landed head first and hasn’t reemerged. The shore beneath my feet drops off abruptly. Posey is right behind me and unprepared for the depth. She resurfaces, choking, and I snatch her arm, pulling her against my chest in an attempt to keep her chin above the water just as Roman dives beneath the surface and is under for several aching seconds before breaking the glassy glow of the water with Willow in his arms. 

      Posey clutches my shoulder and takes several deep breaths, but I can feel her heart pounding rapidly through the single slice of fabric between us. 

      “She’s fine. See?” My voice shakes despite my best effort. “She’s exactly where she wants to be.”

      Willow’s arms are wrapped around Roman’s neck as he bobs in the water, trying to juggle her and swim back to shore. The crazy woman is smiling, her eyes shining with triumph. She waves to the shocked onlookers on the beach. 

      “She wasn’t hurt in the slightest, Posey. Everything’s fine,” I continue with a sigh, but Posey’s still clutching my shoulder like her life depends on it. I tread water, turning with her in my arms. “Are you in shock or something?”

      “No, I just–” Her grip tightens. “I just need a moment. Stay still, please.”

      She fumbles between her chest and mine, her cheeks burning with a blush edging on blood red. 

      “What’s going on?”

      “My bikini top,” she growls. “It’s falling off, I can’t–” She shoves off me, barely able to keep her face above water as she grips her bikini to try to keep in place while treading water in the deepest point of the cove. The straps that should be tied along her back are floating on either side of her. 

      I roll my eyes, taking her by the elbow and pulling her through the water until her feet touch the bottom again. 

      “Turn around.”

      “I can do it!”

      “Chill, for fuck’s sake. It’s not that big of a deal.”

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she murmurs, huffing with frustration when I grow tired of her pouting and whirl her to face away from me. “You only have to worry about your swim trucks falling off. I only have strings keeping me clothed as it stands.”

      I skillfully redo the straps, securing the top tighter than necessary, but she… needs the support. 

      I clear my throat; my fingers brush over her soft skin. “Do you like anything, Posey?”

      “What kind of question is that?”

      “Do you enjoy anything in life other than complaining about it?”

      “I like being inside,” she says without skipping a beat. “Alone, preferably. I like quiet, and dim lighting, and… everything you’d find boring.”

      “Why’d you come?” I turn her around. “I don’t get it. Why come if you were going to hate it this much?”

      “I don’t hate it. I just don’t have–Look, I–”

      Roman calls out Posey’s name. My hands drop from her upper arms. and I find myself taking a step away from her without meaning to, like just the sound of her brother’s voice is enough to drive a wedge into what should have been an innocent moment. 

      “Are you okay?” I ask her, and for a brief moment, I see a flicker of raw emotion behind her normally trained green eyes. 

      “I’m totally fine, Aris. Why does everyone always ask me that?”
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      Willow sneaks through the door into my room dressed in a thin nightgown that barely brushes her knees. She grins at me like she has a secret stuck to the tip of her tongue, her eyes wide and bright with mischief. 

      I smile through the mirror, catching her reflection, and shake my head. “What are you doing up here? I thought you were going out again tonight.”

      “I had about all the fun I needed for the day.” She jumps onto the bed, ignoring the books, and rests on her belly with a sigh. Her eyes meet mine in the mirror. “A little sunburned?”

      “A bit.” I continue slathering a cooling gel on my chest and shoulders. Willow, who tans like a dream, cocks her head. I move the straps of my tank top out of the way, revealing the color my skin turns in the sun. Pink. 

      She clicks her tongue, saying, “Ouch.”

      “Speaking of ouch, how’s your head?”

      “Are you asking about my plummet off the falls? I knew exactly what I was doing and who’d run to save me.” She twirls her hair around her finger, looking smug.

      “You forget your savior is my brother, and he would have blamed himself for eternity if you’d broken your neck.”

      “You Sapphires are all the same, aren’t you? Loyal to a fault.”

      I turn to face her, crossing my legs on the little vanity chair. 

      She rests her chin on her fist and arches her brow. It’s an odd standoff–something we’ve done since our Wellington days. Willow talks and talks while I like to remain silent and observe. She says I can read her mind. It’s true in a way. She just wears every emotion, inner plot, and her schemes plainly on her face and always has. 

      I adore Willow. I haven’t had many friends, and it’s my preference to keep it that way. I like my time alone. I like quiet. I was being honest when I told Aris that today at the cove. 

      Willow didn’t give me a choice about being her friend, however. She’s always liked me the way I am. That’s why I’ve kept her in my life, and for some reason, despite my faults, she’s kept me. 

      I hold her gaze until she breaks with a deep exhale.

      “How would you feel about me sleeping with Roman?” 

      “Wouldn’t that be breaking a cardinal rule in our friendship?” I ask, fighting a teasing smile. She rolls her eyes. 

      “We’ve never set those kinds of rules, first of all. Our friendship has always been unorthodox because you are a strange person, Posey.”

      I frown. She’s not wrong–not entirely. “Well, second of all, you’re grossly underestimating Roman’s sense of control. If you’re hoping he’ll get sloppy and let you into his bed, you're delusional.”

      “So… you wouldn’t be opposed to me fucking your brother?”

      “I honestly don’t care.” It’s the truth. “I’d be more shocked that you accomplished it, actually. I’d be more likely to give you a trophy for your efforts than be mad.”

      She sits up, intrigued. “What do you mean by that? How hard can it be? He’s a man, after all.”

      “He’s a Sapphire, just like you said. If we weren’t wolves, we’d be akin to dragons, hoarding things we thought were ours and never letting go. You sleep with him, and you’ll belong to him. I’m warning you. There’s a reason he keeps women at arm’s length.”

      “You’re a strange family.”

      “Veiled Valley is a strange place, just like the old families who still live here. I tried to explain this to you, but I doubt you listened.”

      “Roman is hot!” she whines, flopping onto her back. “It shouldn’t be this complicated to check sleeping with someone from Veiled Valley off my list. Tate and Miles don’t count because they’re just stationed here. Boring.”

      I’m halfway turned back to the vanity to continue getting ready for bed when her words hit me. I curl inward and pause, glancing at her over my shoulder. “What list?”

      “I have a bucket list I’ve been trying to work through for the past couple of months while traveling. You know, just things I wanted to do, wanted to experience, before I fuse myself with monotony and work a real job, settle down, and maybe find my mate.” She blows out her breath and then looks at me, grinning like a cat with cream. “Conquering Roman wasn’t necessarily on that list, but Veiled Valley men are so foreign. I’d like to try one, at least. And he’s here, somewhat willing. I’m still working on that front, but I may give up soon and find someone else. It won’t be that hard.”

      “Oh, my Goodness,” I breathe, then laugh out loud, the sound reverberating around the room. “Willow, you slut!”

      “Oh, please, you don’t get to judge me!” Now she’s laughing. “In fact, I’m judging you for how you’re going about this… this life change of yours. You should write a list. You only have a few weeks until you do something I know you’re going to come to regret anyway. What have you always wanted to do? Wanted to see? Wanted to taste?”

      I stare at her as the words settle. “I haven’t thought about it. I’m happy where I am. I’ve traveled before, seen Crescent Falls and other parts of Eastonia. I’ve seen enough–”

      “You’ve never been with anyone, Posey. Never even kissed a boy. And you’re about to throw all of that away!”

      “I’m not throwing anything away.”

      “Uh, just your entire life?” She fixes me with a hard look. I flinch. “Ah, there it is, that piece of you that knows you’re making a mistake.”

      “I’ve made up my mind. You know that.”

      Willow bites her lip, shaking her head. “Fine. I don’t like it.”

      “You don’t have to like it. It’s my decision. My life.”

      “Don’t you want to experience life before… doing this?”

      “Like what?” I turn to the mirror and avoid making eye contact with my reflection. 

      “I don’t know…. I mean, you’ll be trapping yourself in a world of solitude until you grow old and die. Don’t you want to know what it’s like to be… drunk? Drunk and dancing on a beach, dancing with a guy who… who you find handsome… and he makes you feel all… hot?”

      I glare at her, but she’s grinning again, enjoying my discomfort, seeing right through the armor I’ve tried to don over the course of the conversation. 

      “Don’t you want to kiss someone before you take the oath?” 

      “Who would kiss me, Willow? Be serious.”

      She scoffs. “Have you looked in the mirror? Better yet, have you seen the way Tate and Miles gawk at you? It’s your boobs. They’re wonderful. Perfect, actually. You’re the Goddess’s favorite, for sure.”

      “Willow,” I grind out, shaking my head. “What?”

      “And Aris!” She blows out her breath in a whoosh. “Did you know about his crush on you? Gods, he practically drools when he sees you, and then he just stares at you like he’s confused about how he’s supposed to feel about his best friend’s little sister.”

      “Don’t,” I say, cutting her off. “Don’t even start with that. I might be unfazed by the idea of you sleeping with my brother, but he’d freak out on Aris about that, okay?”

      “Would he really? I don’t believe you in the slightest. I think Roman would be relieved you were letting loose for once in your life.”

      “Well, it wouldn’t be with Aris. He can be with anyone he wants. It doesn’t matter. It would never be me.” I’m not sure why the words catch in my throat. Willow drags her fingertips over the collection of books scattered on my bedspread with a sigh. 

      “I’m just saying… how do you know this is really what you want when you haven’t experienced the other options yet?”

      “I don’t have options, Willow.” I wish there were something I could say to make her understand. I’ve told her about my family and our role in Veiled Valley society, but it’s terribly difficult and almost downright impossible to explain the significance of the lines of power and the promise of magical genetics to someone from somewhere as modern as Crescent Falls. 

      I can’t marry because I cannot have children. 

      I just… can’t risk it. 

      And… Goddess forbid I find my mate, as impossible as that would be, and then what? Curse another generation with what I’m not?

      I close my eyes, reaching blindly for my hairbrush. 

      “Well, I’m tucking in for the night. I’m still kind of hungover.” The bed shifts as she rolls off the mattress. “Think about it, okay? Just because you don’t have a wolf doesn’t mean you’re not allowed to get a taste of life before you throw it all away.”

      To appease her and end the conversation for what I hope is for good, I reply, “I’ll think about it.”

      Her footsteps are soft on the carpet until they fade, and the door closes with a soft click. 

      I stay up. Not because I’m not tired after a long day in the sun, on a boat, sailing around the Ruby district of Gem Lake.. It’s gorgeous here, and even the small town of Ruby, where the Alpha lives and most of his pack resides, was like something out of a fairytale, and that’s coming from someone who grew up in a village older than most of the Firestone era ruins dotted across Eastonia. 

      I can’t sleep. I don’t even bother to try, knowing I’ll just toss and turn, pouring through my conversation with Willow over and over again, so I slink out of my room and wander the mostly empty house. I peek into Willow’s room and find her fast asleep. She’s always slept like the dead, even when we were back in college. She never cared about my lamp being on or the sound of pages turning in the middle of the night. 

      The guys aren’t home. They left to go to some bar nearby once we’d arrived back at Aris’s lake house. So, I’m safe to wander, to explore, to look into every room and judge the decor Aris likely hasn’t touched since he bought the place. 

      I find a small, but decently stocked, library on the first floor and start thumbing through the shelves, my fingertips slipping over old, leathery spines. None of this is Aris’s doing. I don’t think he’s much of a reader. All of these books must have come with the house. 

      My fingers stop on a copper bookend, and a rush of warmth tingles down my arm into my fingertips. I pull them back with a hiss, clutching them against my chest as they throb. Three fingerprint-sized indents glisten on the bookend, now slightly warped from my touch. 

      Copper and I are not friends. I much prefer iron. Silver is great to work with, seeing as I don’t have to worry about the side effects since I don’t have a wolf. But copper is–

      “Still up?”

      “Oh!” I whirl, clamping my lips shut and stepping discreetly to the side to block the shelf I’d just been examining and the damage I did to the bookend. I’ll fix it once he leaves, even if it makes my bones sing with pain. 

      Aris steps into the room, shirtless, the missing article of clothing in question scrunched in his fist. He’s damp with sweat, wearing nothing but a pair of shorts. Barefoot, muscles rippling… 

      “Did you shift?”

      “Yeah,” he says, nodding, inspecting my face like he’s suspicious about something. About me. “What are you doing up? It’s almost three in the morning.”

      I shrug, my spine biting into the shelves behind me. “I couldn’t sleep. I had too much fun today.”

      He cocks a brow. “Oh, yeah? I’ll make note of the fact that you’re having fun the next time you look absolutely miserable.” His gaze drops to my bare shoulders and upper chest. “Have you ever been in the sun before, Posey, or was today the first time?”

      “Did you come here to tease me, or are you picking out a book to read before you fall asleep?” I shoot back, motioning to the stacks. 

      “I’m just doing my rounds. Roman and the guys are staying in town tonight. I wanted to make sure whoever was here last night hasn’t returned.”

      The scent. Of course. “Well, it was a full moon when that happened. Everyone shifts on a full moon. It could have been anyone.”

      “Sure,” he says skeptically, looking at me like he’s trying to pick through my thoughts. “Not a boyfriend of yours or anything?”

      “Who do you think I am? Do you think I’d lie to you, Aris?”

      “You’ve grown into a very mysterious woman. That’s all. I feel like I’m meeting you for the first time all over again.”

      “Do you have anything nice to say to me?”

      “I could try.” He looks suddenly bored, giving me a smug little shrug. 

      “You actually think I snuck someone into the house, don’t you?” I can’t move, not without him seeing the bookend, but if I could, I’d be going toe to toe with the prince, that’s for sure. “I’m not a little girl anymore, Aris. I hope you can see that.”

      His gaze drops to my chest, and he sighs, closing his eyes. “Oh, trust me, I can.”

      “What?” I barely heard him. I risk stepping forward. “I didn’t sneak anyone in here.”

      “I know. I just like seeing you all riled up. Goodnight, Posey.” He turns like it’s painful, fighting every step, and disappears into the darkness. I wait for his footsteps to recede before hastily turning to the shelf and running my fingers over the bookend, smoothing the copper with a pained wince.
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