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      A lot has happened. I wasn’t here for all of it, but I can tell you what I know. I know that my brother, Rowan, was heartbroken when his promised mate left him for the fae she wasn’t allowed to be with. I know that he went to the human realm so our parents wouldn’t pressure him to mate someone he didn’t love. And I know that that’s how he met Yuti, the human he eventually mated.

      As for me, I’ve spent the last year preparing to leave Faerie. After I completed my rite and played my part in upholding the treaty by protecting my bondmate from vampires—who love nothing more than fae blood—I went to a fae university to learn more about humans. Now I’ve come to live amongst the werewolves of the human realm, to stay with the Northern Pack and learn what I can about being an alpha from Lia, my brother’s alpha. Not that I want to lead a pack...just the opposite. I want to learn everything I need to know about being an alpha so I can avoid the whole thing altogether. I can’t have my alpha influence inadvertently drawing unclaimed wolves to me while I’m just trying to enjoy a peaceful, undisturbed life.

      My parents say I’m running away from my responsibilities, but it’s my life. Just because I was born with alpha power doesn’t mean I owe anyone anything.

      In any case, things are going to be pretty strange here in the human realm. I’ve been living under the treaty my whole life. It’s going to be so different living with the wolves who decided to stay in the human realm rather than go to Faerie to avoid humans. But then again, I’ll do whatever I have to in order to get out from under the fate I never asked for and never wanted, the fate that makes me an alpha.
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      This is what it feels like to be in another alpha’s territory.

      I rolled my shoulders, trying to adjust to the new feeling pressing on my skin—like with a heavy blanket, I couldn’t quite decide if it was comforting or oppressive. I’d had only a taste of it when I’d come for that one night last summer, but facing months, possibly years, of it seemed to make the sensation a little heavier.

      Staring out at the evergreen forest beyond what was now my bedroom window, I smiled to myself. My window was at the back of the house, where pines and firs, dotted with maples and white oaks, grew in uneven waves on the tumbling foothills. The cheery sight of so many shades of green under the cobalt blue sky of summer blotted out any anxieties over what was to come.

      I was finally in the human realm, or “the realm of origin,” as the werewolves here called it. I didn’t put much stock in the distinction, but it mattered to some.

      For an entire year, I’d studied and read everything I could about humans to prepare for this moment. I relaxed into this small accomplishment, letting go of the expectations that had hung over me in Faerie—expectations that I’d never planned on fulfilling but nagged me nonetheless.

      I was safe here. And though I hadn’t even started my alpha training yet, I was one step closer to my goal.

      My brother, Rowan, entered through the already-open bedroom door, a small box wrapped in polka dot paper in his hands.

      As I looked at him in the bright summer sunlight filtering through the window, I knew that I needn’t have worried about him. Happiness sparkled in the bright tropical waters of his blue eyes. His black hair was thick and windswept from our drive with the windows down. He looked healthy and fit, all well-fed lean muscle. And I knew it was all thanks to his mate. She’d saved him, and I loved her for it.

      “Here.” He held the box out to me with a smile. “A welcome present.”

      I glanced up at him. “What is it?” The box was heavier than its size suggested.

      He smirked. “Well, it’s wrapped in paper so that it’s a surprise. Open it.”

      The thin paper was unexpectedly loud as I tore through it.

      “It’s a cellphone,” Rowan told me while I stared down at the gift.

      I scowled. “I know what it is. Jeez… You showed one to me last time I was here, and what do you think I’ve been doing over the last year?”

      He chuckled and held up his hands. “How do I know how much you know? You could have just been partying the whole time.”

      I clicked my tongue at his complete lack of faith in me. Then I turned to place the box on the nightstand.

      “Thanks,” I said. I knew what a cellphone was, but I didn’t know how to use one. I hoped there wasn’t a big learning curve.

      “I want you to keep it with you wherever you go…”

      A flash of pink caught my eye outside the window, and Rowan’s words filtered into the background as he continued.

      I watched the movement making its way through the trees, finally appearing on the small lawn between the tree line and the house. The pink turned out to be Yuti’s hat, a baseball cap with her dark ponytail pulled through the back. Yuti looked over at the man accompanying her, her face lighting up as she laughed at something he said. She reached out and gave him a joking push, to no effect.

      A tingle ran over my skin, and my heart gave one hard thump as I stared at the man my sister-in-law walked with. He was taller than Yuti—though most people were—with the lithe build of a surfer. His brown hair was warm and sun-kissed as the summer breeze played in it. A dimple peeked out from the side of his mouth as he gave Yuti a tight-lipped smile, all the more striking because of his high cheekbones and sharp chin. I couldn’t tell the color of his hooded eyes, but I very much wanted to know.

      “Who’s that?” I asked my brother, only barely aware that I’d interrupted whatever he was saying.

      He moved to stand beside me and looked out the window. “Oh, that’s Adrian, Yuti’s best friend. Lia will be telling you all about him when she gives you the rundown.”

      I smiled in appreciation of the beautiful human. I don’t think I’ll have any trouble adjusting to this realm after all. “I’d rather find out about him myself, thanks.” And with an excited flutter in my stomach, I made for the bedroom door just as Yuti and Adrian entered the house.

      Rowan rushed after me. “Uh, maybe you should wait up here. Lia still has a lot to explain!” he called as I bounded down the stairs.

      Right when my bare feet hit the cool wood of the ground floor, I froze. I was still getting used to all the sights and smells in the realm of origin and hadn’t yet memorized the scent of each of Lia’s pack. But just as I recognized Yuti’s unique sweet and spicy, just as I clocked the new hints of hay and bergamot, a much darker scent smothered all the rest.

      Earth. Soil, rich and damp.

      Vampire.

      Every bit of reason—of self—flew from my mind, and I was left with only one word: protect. I clenched my jaw, my limbs seizing involuntarily. Fabric tore as my snarl echoed in the front hall. Never before had I shifted on instinct, no thought put into the action...but I did now.

      I surged forward, knocking into the hall table beside me. A vase tipped over, water spilling into my fur, followed by a crash as it hit the floor behind me.

      Less than a second later, I was in the dining room, the vampire staring at me wide-eyed from the other side of the table. My muscles bunched to spring.

      “Adrian, run!” Lia barked.

      The vampire took off, heading for the back door.

      I lunged to the left, my nails slipping on the floor as I tried to close the distance. But just when I rounded the table, a heavy weight piled onto me.

      I twisted and writhed, trying to escape the two sets of arms that grabbed at me.

      “Enough!” Lia commanded from across the room, her voice laced with alpha power.

      The pressure I’d felt upon first arriving in Lia’s territory became heavy and almost unbearable—the crushing weight of an established alpha’s command.

      Lia walked over to where Ashwin and Rowan held me down. She knelt, her eyes blazing with power as they burned into mine. “I can see we have a lot of work to do.”

      My lungs fought to expand against the steel in her voice, and my jaws snapped together while I still struggled to pursue my prey.
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      My limbs shook like I was shivering from intense cold as I paced the backyard of the main house. I could still smell the vampire. His damp earth scent—accompanied by the tangy smell of his fear—filled my nose as if he were right beside me as opposed to watching me from the other side of the screen door, four werewolves and a human in between us.

      “You’re just going to have to get used to him,” Lia called from the porch, her arms crossed over her chest. She was the last wolf I’d have to get through if I wanted to take a bite out of him.

      I scowled. “Why would I have to do that? What’s he even doing here?”

      Rowan, Ashwin, and Noire flinched at the steel in my voice, but Lia was entirely unaffected.

      “Do you want to learn how to be an alpha from me?” Lia raised an eyebrow at me.

      “Of course, I do!” I snapped. I wasn’t trying to be rude, but I didn’t seem to have control over the rage rushing through my veins.

      “Then you’ll follow my orders. We don’t hurt Adrian. He’s too important.”

      I growled. How could that thing possibly be important? Why is everyone so calm about all this?

      My brother frowned at me, and I’d never seen such worry in his eyes while looking at me. “There’s a lot you don’t know, Willow. Adrian is doing very important research. And we watch him carefully to make sure all of the humans are safe.”

      My eyes flicked to the vampire. He flinched under my gaze, frowning but standing his ground. Yuti stood beside him, her arm wrapped around his waist as if her small human body would be any sort of protection from me.

      “Yeah? What could be so important?” I didn’t take my eyes off Adrian, and he froze, seemingly trying not to activate my chase instincts.

      “Adrian is trying to prove that vampires were created by the fae,” Lia’s beta, Ashwin, said.

      I stilled, my eyes widening as I sucked in a breath. “What was that?”

      Lia nodded. “He’s right. Adrian still needs to uncover more details, but from what we can tell, vampires were created by the fae.”

      “That can’t be true! That would mean…”

      “It would mean that the fae created vampires, then lied to the werewolves in order to effectively enslave them to have them act as guard dogs,” Adrian murmured.

      My mind whirled at his words. I felt like I’d been hit over the head, and at that moment, another scent reached me—a faint undertone that was hard to pick up against the strong smell of terrified vampire…hay and bergamot.

      “So you see?” Lia continued. “You’ll just have to get used to him. He’s far too valuable.”

      “Gee, thanks,” Adrian muttered.

      Yuti gave me a weak smile. “Besides, he’s my best friend, and he’s just as human as he is vampire.”

      I let out a heavy sigh. This was crazy. Out of all the things I’d expected upon coming to the human realm, having to play nice with a vampire—or half-vampire as it were—hadn’t even occurred to me. But if what they said was true, then this really was an extenuating circumstance.

      “I’m sorry I tried to kill you,” I mumbled, wrapping my arms around myself. It was humiliating enough that I’d lost control of my instincts. But having to apologize to a vampire was a new low for me.

      He didn’t say anything.

      Yuti nudged him with her elbow.

      He sighed long and loud. “Yeah, sure. We all make mistakes.”

      Mistakes? Kind of a strong word for trying to kill your mortal enemy. But I let it slide. I wanted to stay here, and it was clear learning to deal with Adrian was one of Lia’s stipulations for training me.

      “Good,” Lia declared with a nod of approval. But as she turned to go back inside, she put a hand on Ashwin’s shoulder. “Don’t leave them alone. Just in case.”

      Ashwin accepted his orders with a nod, and from then on, he kept his word.

      Over the months that followed, Adrian and I were never allowed to be alone. There were always at least two other wolves present when we were around each other.

      I knew that the practice was for his safety, but it didn’t take long to annoy me. I got used to his scent and my urge to rip his throat out. Still, whenever he met my eyes, the smell of his fear would reappear, and I would be reminded of the lack of control I couldn’t seem to live down.
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      “Um, Willow?” Coral peeked into the stock room, and the number I was about to write down on the inventory list flew from my mind.

      I glanced over at the younger woman. When I met her olive eyes, she quickly lowered her gaze and ruffled her ginger hair into her face. I stifled a sigh. The Rapids Café’s newest project was still skittish around me, and I didn’t want my frustration making it worse.

      “Yes, Coral?” I asked nicely.

      Despite my best efforts, she flinched. “Well…I filled the bucket with hot water and cleaner like you asked me to, but…I think I put in too much soap because the bubbles overflowed, and I can’t seem to clean them up.”

      I stared at her. And the longer I did, the more upset she got. Her anxiety crashed into me like the waves of a turbulent ocean. Taking a slow breath in through my nose, I held it and counted three heartbeats before letting it out steadily through my mouth, blowing her feelings from my mind with the puff of air.

      The exercise Lia had been teaching me over the last year and a half worked, and the only emotions left in me were my own.

      “Coral, you’ve been here for almost a month now, and I’ve shown you how much detergent to put into the bucket multiple times already,” I said reasonably.

      Coral’s lip quivered, and her eyes filled with tears. “I know. I’m sorry,” she whimpered. “I don’t think I’m cut out for the human realm. Maybe I should just go back to Faerie.”

      The longer she talked, the more hysterical her voice became.

      I put my clipboard on the shelf next to the bags of sugar and approached the younger wolf. “Listen,” I soothed her, “I’m not saying all that. You know how tough it is for us to get the hang of living here. That’s why Camille and Andi started this internship program. Don’t you think they’ll be disappointed if you leave without giving it your all?”

      Coral sniffled and nodded.

      “I don’t want to upset you, but you need to learn to do this stuff yourself. So I’ll finish everything else that needs doing to close for the night, but I’m going to have to insist that you clean up the mess yourself. All right? If I keep doing it for you, you won’t learn.”

      Coral didn’t respond.

      “Okay?” I asked gently.

      She nodded.

      “Good. So let’s get this done before Camille and Andi come back from their date night.”

      Following Coral out of the stock room, I halted at the threshold. The kitchen was a disaster. Fluffy, white suds overflowed from the sink onto the counters and floor. It was clear that Coral had tried, and failed miserably, to clean up the soap bubbles because they were splattered in places they couldn’t have reached on their own. Tufts of foam were smeared onto the glass display case and into the trash can. I looked up, tilting my head in awe.

      How did she manage to get it on the ceiling?

      Even with me helping with everything else, we left an hour later than usual. Once again, I bemoaned Camille and Andi making me a shift manager. But I didn’t wonder why. I knew that they’d conspired with Lia, that together they thought placing me in such a position while I learned to control my alpha power was the quickest way for me to complete my training. And it didn’t hurt that the unclaimed werewolves under me couldn’t really help but want to follow my lead.

      After locking the door behind me, I wished Coral a goodnight. She went around to the back of the building, where a set of stairs led up to Camille and Andi’s apartment.

      I pulled my winter coat closer, shoving my chilled hands into my pockets for the short walk to my vehicle. The truck I shared with the Northern Pack, one of the few owned by the ski resort, screeched as it sputtered to life. It liked these freezing temperatures about as much as I did.

      I shivered while I waited for the cab to warm up, my teeth chattering as puffs of air hissed from my lips. This was the part I hated most about staying with the Northern Pack. Though I didn’t harp on them or give them voice, I had tons of complaints: not getting much time to myself, working in customer service, and training as an alpha were all pains. But the winter cold was the absolute worst.

      Still, when spring did come, I would have the wildflowers to look forward to. I let that thought cheer me and hoped tomorrow would be just a little warmer though January in a mountain town meant that was highly unlikely.

      The light in the upstairs apartment turned on.

      “I wonder if she’ll make it,” I muttered to myself.

      Unlike some of the other interns I’d worked with at the café, Coral was by far the most absent-minded. I was surprised she hadn’t just outed herself and all of werewolf kind to the humans in the short time she’d been here. She was sweet and kind, but her head was full of rocks.

      How did she even manage to see a fae through her awakening? She must have lived in a very well-protected area of Faerie. I couldn’t imagine she would have survived in a border town where there was always the threat of a vampire slipping through a portal.

      Breathing hot air onto my fingers, I glanced at the dashboard clock, cheering a little at how late it was. If I was lucky, Grant would be the only one awake once I reached the secluded ski resort. I put the truck into gear and started to make my way home.

      The roads were white with packed snow, lined by the naked trees of winter. Now that the cab was nice and warm, I could appreciate the beautiful view. A snowy road winding through the foothills, a waxing moon enchanting the scene with glittering magic. I longed to be a part of it and vowed to brave the cold tomorrow to do just that. My daily walks had gone untread as of late. I bundled up from head to toe, but the moment I felt the slightest goose bump, I lost my nerve and retreated inside. I could have gone out in wolf form, of course—the cold wouldn’t bother me at all with my thick fur—but it was too risky to go in the daytime, and I was generally too tired from work to go out at night.

      Once I’d arrived, I made my way into the main house. The porch lights of the resort’s cabins twinkled, dyeing the snow a warm gold in the distance. With the lift’s lights off, the stars were clear and bright overhead. I still didn’t slow down to admire them; I shuffled my boots on the walk as quickly as I could while still being wary of any ice the salt crystals might have missed.

      I smiled when I entered the hushed hall. As expected. Quietly, I made my way to the living room, where I found Grant reading on the couch.

      He looked up at me as I entered, his gray eyes glowing in the firelight.

      “Hey,” I greeted him softly, not wanting to wake the rest of the pack.

      “Long night?” he asked. Fine lines formed around his mouth as he smiled at me.

      I nodded, removing my winter things and sitting on the other end of the couch.

      “Rowan called. He wanted me to tell you to turn on your phone.”

      Of course he did. I focused my attention on the hearth fire. It wasn’t that I didn’t miss my brother or that I didn’t want to talk to him. It was that I didn’t like my cellphone. It made me feel like I wasn’t in control of my own time and environment. I could be interrupted or redirected at any given moment. I couldn’t fully enjoy where I was or what I was doing in the present knowing there was an intrusion box in my pocket.

      “Okay. Thanks.”

      With nothing else to say, Grant and I fell into a comfortable silence. Most nights were like this for us. He usually stayed up late, well past the park crew who had to clean up after the last run of the night. Knowing his natural tendencies, Lia had made him the night clerk—not that the tiny resort needed a night clerk, but it didn’t hurt to have someone awake and ready to help the few guests. For me, this was the only time I could find to unwind and be alone...well, mostly alone anyway.

      But in a pack, one never really got to be alone as demonstrated by my evenings with Grant. That was the point of a pack. And one of the many reasons I would never lead one.
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      I found my phone charger shoved into a desk drawer when I retreated to my room for the night. The moonlight was so bright through my window that I could easily see the socket behind my nightstand, not that my werewolf eyes needed much help. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d plugged the device in.

      It took a few minutes before the screen came on, bright and blinding in the dark room. The phone carrier’s startup sound was way too loud, and I clenched my jaw, certain the noise had awoken the entire pack. I hurriedly pressed the button to put it on silent as one message after another popped up on the screen. Texts, emails, voicemails, and missed calls—all from Rowan—flashed insistently.

      I sighed and called my voicemail first.

      “You have ten new voice messages,” the computer’s voice informed me. “First message: ‘Willow? It’s Rowan. Why isn’t your phone on? I’ve called you like five times, and it keeps going straight to voicemail. Are you even charging it?’”

      My brother’s voice continued to nag at me until the message cut him off. I patiently listened to the rest of the messages. They were all the same. He was annoyed that I wasn’t answering his text messages, that I wasn’t looking at the pictures of his and Yuti’s trip around the country while she traveled to conventions and fairs for her art.

      He knew I was all right from talking to Lia and her pack members—just like I knew he and Yuti were all right because Lia had told me—but that didn’t stop him from worrying.

      I frowned at myself, plopping onto my bed, the springs squeaking softly under my weight. I couldn’t promise to keep the phone on all the time, but I vowed to try to remember to charge it and carry it with me. It was a small inconvenience to make my brother feel better though I didn’t know how much he would appreciate my effort. He would likely still be annoyed when I didn’t answer.

      I opened the text messenger and shook my head. There were messages going back weeks, everything from little updates to demands that I answer him to pictures of their travels.

      Even from just skimming, I could feel how happy Rowan and Yuti were, and my heart warmed at seeing their smiling faces. Yuti’s hair had grown even in the time she’d been gone. I knew she’d been trying to grow it out for a while, and I told myself to compliment her on how good it looked when I saw her next.

      I lay down on my bed, angling my neck to be able to see the screen while the phone was plugged in, and started reading from the beginning. Eventually, my eyes began to burn. I turned off the phone and put it on my nightstand to finish charging. I’d look at the rest tomorrow.
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      The winter wind howled like my ancestors outside the little mountain cabin. The windows rattled, and the wood creaked. I couldn’t hear the bell, which hung around the neighbor’s goat—a bell I could hear on still, quiet nights even as far away as it was.

      Despite the blowing snow and freezing wind, I didn’t feel the bite of winter’s cold. A cheery fire flickered in the hearth, easing down from the blaze of hours before. My eyes lost focus as I watched the dancing flames from my cozy bed, heavy blankets piled atop me.

      A pleasant tingle ran through me as someone nuzzled my neck from behind, the warmth of his chest burning my back while his strong arms held me to him.

      “Are you awake?” he whispered, his breath tickling my ear.

      I smiled a sleepy, satisfied smile and hummed to tell him that I was.

      “Are you feeling all right?”

      I felt good, better than I could ever remember feeling. And it wasn’t just the languid gratification my body felt from our thorough lovemaking. I felt full—whole—the golden thread of our mate bond singing like a string plucked. My world was everything it should be, and I needed nothing more than him to be near me.

      What had my life been like before him? Had I even had a life before him? I must have. But whenever I thought of it, it seemed as though I was watching a film of someone else’s story. I could place names to emotions, but I couldn’t remember feeling anything.

      “How could I be anything else when I’m with you?” I asked.

      He tightened his arms around me.

      I reached up and slipped my hand into his soft hair, arching my back to press my ass against his cock.

      He let out a shaky breath as a shudder ran through him.

      I smirked, but the smile didn’t last long. He trailed his fingertips down my torso at a maddeningly slow rate. With every inch, my body warmed until I was trembling with anticipation. I wiggled against him—his dick jumping as it grew. I couldn’t help but let out a small whimper when he teased me, so close now.

      And, as always, he didn’t disappoint. I gasped and jerked when his fingers finally found the sweet spot between my legs.

      “Say my name,” he whispered, hot in my ear.

      I moaned, my mind spinning—too fuzzy to form words. I looked back at him. I knew how much he liked to see my face when I came.

      The dim light from the fire made his eyes glow.

      I raised my voice while he continued to stroke. “Ah—Adrian!”
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      I was jolted awake when a shattering sound crashed through the house. My eyes flew open as my heart hammered in my chest. A flurry of sounds mingled in my ears.

      “Sorry,” I heard Braylyn’s cracked voice mumble from downstairs in the kitchen.

      “It’s fine, honey,” Lia told her son. “You’re not hurt, are you? Good. Please, go get a broom.”

      I immediately relaxed my tensed muscles. Braylyn breaking or bumping into something was practically an everyday occurrence. The teen had experienced a major growth spurt in his human form the last few months, and he wasn’t quite used to his new body yet.

      I looked at the wall near the window. The complete lack of light told me it wasn’t even close to sunrise, and the clock said it wouldn’t be for another hour and a half.

      I groaned. I didn’t want to be up this early. But as I stared into the darkness, images and sensations from my dream resurfaced.

      What the hell was that? I’m having sex dreams about Adrian now?

      I blew out a heavy breath. The whole thing was outrageous and more than a little uncomfortable. Sure, I’d thought Adrian was attractive the first time I’d seem him, but that was before I knew what he was. And even though I’d overcome my instinct to kill him, I wasn’t about to forget anytime soon—not that he’d let me forget. Every time he saw me, even though we still weren’t allowed to be alone, he reeked of fear.

      It’s clearly been too long since I’ve had a good romp. I frowned. Has it really been three years since I attended the Wolf Moon Festival? Counting on my fingers, I cringed at the thought. That was right. The last time I’d tested out a potential mate had been a few months before I’d found out I was an alpha.

      Even so, am I so desperate that I’m dreaming about sex with a vampire?

      I pushed away the reminder that I’d thought Adrian was attractive. It appeared my body and subconscious mind were hungry for someone. I tried to shove my lingering desire aside, but his voice still whispered in my ear. “Say my name.”

      I gritted my teeth. It was just a dream. It’s not like it was actually him.

      I closed my eyes, picturing the scene. I could still see it all so clearly: I could see the fire, hear the wind, and feel his fingers stroking me. I trembled as if he were still with me.

      I wanted someone to touch me, needed it.

      Thinking that, I tried to imagine something else—someone else—so that I might relieve myself. But I couldn’t seem to get Adrian out of my head.

      I wanted to go back to sleep, but I was too keyed up, and I wasn’t about to touch myself with Adrian still whispering in my ear.

      Sighing, I stared fixedly at the thick sweatpants and hoodie folded over the back of my desk chair. I wished I was able to wear pajamas without getting tangled in them from tossing and turning in my sleep. The warm clothes were too far away to reach from the bed even if I wiggled down to the other side.

      Tentatively, I slithered my hand out from under my covers, then immediately pulled it back with a whimper. It would be cold again today.

      Bracing myself, I thrust the blankets from my nearly naked form, my underwear doing absolutely nothing to protect my bare skin from the cold.

      With a long hiss, I pulled on my clothes as fast as I could, promising myself that I would keep them under the blankets with me from now on. I stuffed my feet into the light-up unicorn slippers Yuti had gotten me for my birthday and let out one big shiver.

      At least the cold had done a good job of rooting me firmly into the waking world; it didn’t do a bad job of cooling my leftover lust either.

      I knew everyone would be at breakfast though some pack members didn’t live on-site and weren’t there at the moment. Still, I tried to avoid going anywhere the pack was gathered all at once. The fact of the matter was that I was in another alpha’s territory. As kind and understanding as Lia was, her instincts told her I was a threat. And the closer I came to completing my training, the more of a threat I posed. She would never say that aloud, but I could feel how uneasy she got when I entered a space where the pack was gathered. So, as a courtesy to her, I worked late and ate at different times from the pack.

      I made my way to the bathroom. This was the perfect time for a shower since everyone was still eating. As I stepped under the hot spray, I thought about what I needed to do that day. My weekly meeting with Lia, to evaluate how my training was going, wasn’t for a few hours.

      My mind drifted to the meeting I’d had with her the week before. She’d complimented me on how much I’d progressed in controlling my compulsion over other werewolves—the unclaimed in particular. But she was disappointed that I couldn’t yet smell lies. She’d also told me to work on my shift speed. I wondered if she wasn’t nitpicking at this point. How important was it to shift in two seconds or less? Could two seconds really make that big of a difference? I was still faster than all of the nonalphas in her pack. I had been practicing shifting back and forth between my wolf and human forms over the last week, but I didn’t think I’d made any progress in that short amount of time.

      At this point, I felt I had learned everything I needed to know about being an alpha. My training was complete. And as I slipped my arm out of the steamy shower to bring the towel in to me, I decided to tell Lia as much. She’d been a great teacher, and I appreciated everything she’d taught me. But I’d sacrificed my freedom to do things the “right” way for far too long.

      I’d spent a year learning about how to live in the realm of origin because she hadn’t thought I was ready to leave Faerie at the time. And I’d been staying with her for nearly a year and a half now. It was about time I struck out on my own and became the lone wolf I wanted to be, unfettered by the expectations of completing my rite, of leading a pack, of finding a mate and birthing pups.

      I was ready to be my own being, free to go where I wanted when I wanted without having to answer to anyone, my only responsibility looking after myself.

      I smiled as I hung up my towel. I was ready. Now I just needed to convince Lia of that fact, not that she could really stop me from leaving.

      This wasn’t Faerie, and there was no requirement that I get her to sign off on my training in an official capacity.

      I frowned, turning on the blow dryer and tilting my head so my long, gray hair hung freely to one side. She couldn’t stop me, but I wanted her approval. I wanted her assurance that I could make it on my own.

      I only hoped that all the progress I’d made and the confidence with which I’d present my case would convince her.
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      By the time I went downstairs, most of the pack had cleared out for the day, off to either school or work. Noire stood near the front door, pulling a knit hat over her black hair as I reached the landing.

      “Good morning,” I greeted her.

      She glanced over at me. “Morning.”

      Noire’s terse responses never bothered me. She wasn’t one to speak much, and she hardly ever smiled. Rowan had warned me early on not to take offense, and I knew he and Noire had some sort of special understanding between them. But what my brother didn’t know, couldn’t know, was just how much pain Noire carried around with her. He wasn’t an alpha.

      While it was part of being an alpha to know what one’s pack members were feeling and what they needed, it was unusual for an alpha to pick up on the emotions of another alpha’s claimed wolf. But Noire’s sorrow couldn’t be avoided. I could hardly imagine how Lia dealt with it, let alone how Noire lived with it every moment of every day.

      Even as her deep heartache seeped into me, I gently pushed it aside. There was nothing I could do for her, and I’d gathered from Lia that this was not a grief Noire wanted to share or even have acknowledged most of the time.

      She pulled on her gloves and opened the door, a gust of freezing air blowing in.

      I went to the kitchen to stuff down a granola bar for breakfast before returning to my bedroom. It took me fifteen minutes to sufficiently prepare to leave the house. I put on multiple layers under my coat before wrapping my thick scarf over my face and pulling on my hat and mittens. Then I shoved my feet into my snow boots and waddled downstairs.

      It was annoying to have to prepare so much just to go outside when I could have simply shifted, but being careful was one of the costs of living in the realm of origin. As such, I didn’t get nearly enough time in wolf form these days.

      “Come on, Willow,” I muttered to myself when I stood at the back door, staring out at the snow. “You promised yourself a walk, now go.”

      I shook myself and went out onto the porch before stomping into the path of virgin snow leading away from the house. The snow wasn’t too deep, only just above my ankles, but I was glad I’d worn my snow boots so it wouldn’t seep into my socks. No one liked cold, wet socks.

      Once I’d committed to my walk, it was pleasant, especially as I got farther and farther into the forest and away from the resort. The crunch of the snow beneath my feet, the way the naked limbs of the oaks and maples twisted and mingled with the fluffy, laden evergreen boughs, and even the chill of the air on the skin around my eyes—the only skin not covered—was nice in its contrast to how cozy I was in my layers of wool and fleece.

      I lifted one mittened hand to my mouth and pulled down my scarf, sputtering as I tried to get the knit fuzzies off my lip balm. The freezing air stung my nostrils when I took a breath, and I felt like I might sneeze. But then the feeling passed. The scent of the winter forest was completely different from that of summer. Under the mint-like feel of the cold, I could smell the fir, spruce, and pine. The ground was frozen and covered with a mask of wetness. I could smell a little of the musty damp of wet leaves. But mostly it was fresh and clean.

      I smiled to myself, glad I’d decided to brave the weather. Then my nose started to run, so I covered it with my scarf again.

      Farther along my route, not a designated trail but a path my feet already knew, I stopped at a fallen tree. It was a giant walnut, or had been before its demise. I don’t know why it had cracked and toppled to one side, but it had been this way since before I’d ever come around. I brushed snow off a section near what used to be the top, which was now lying on the forest floor, and climbed up to take a seat.

      The forest closed in around me, quiet and peaceful. I could hear the distant scratching and skittering of some small creature too far off to see and too downwind to smell, but the sounds only amplified the atmosphere. The sky hung low, gray clouds felted together like a fuzzy blanket.

      And there I sat, not moving, not talking, not thinking of anything but the sensations of the present moment. I breathed, I blinked, I let my eyes lose focus, and I existed.

      These were the times I liked the best, when I didn’t have to worry about anything. All I needed to do was just be. My body took care of breathing, and my heart beat all on its own. I had no worries at all. No past. No future. Only this exact moment. Nothing bad could ever happen in the present. Those things were all future problems.

      Tomorrow? The next hour? The next minute or second? That was all later. None of it was now.

      Unfortunately, such a state wasn’t sustainable in perpetuity, especially not in the real world, where I had to plan a little to maintain existence, such as making food to eat or getting enough sleep to work...and, currently, heading back so I wasn’t late for my meeting with Lia.

      Still, as I climbed down from my now very cold seat, I kept what I was doing at the moment in the front of my mind. Yes, I had decided to head back so I could be on time for my meeting. But that was already the past. Now I was thinking about each step I took toward the house, each scent I smelled, each sound I heard, each breeze I felt. It wasn’t something that I could keep up for very long, but even a few minutes a day could nourish my soul and fortify me to deal with the rest of the world and its expectations of me. Because in these present moments, there wasn’t even a me to expect anything of.

      Who was Willow but a compilation of past experiences and future aspirations? Who was anyone?

      I found that sort of thought comforting. So many things had lived and died well before me. I wasn’t special. I didn’t have to be anything extraordinary, no matter what others said. I could live quietly and then be forgotten. Because, in my view, even recorded history had expectations for us all, and that was far too much pressure for any one person to live up to.

      But, regardless of my personal opinions, others did have expectations of me. There wasn’t anything I could do about that. However, if they were disappointed when I didn’t live up to those expectations that they formed for me purely on their own... Well, that wasn’t my problem.
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