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      “Wake up!” Mikhail demanded at the foot of my bed as he kicked me awake.

      I cracked my sleep-crusted lids and peeked at him. He was pristine as always. His golden hair was artfully arranged, and he wore black trousers with a black waistcoat over a white shirt. His tie was the same color as his fiery-blue eyes, which squinted at me.

      I didn’t need the bond to tell he was irritated I wasn’t already on my feet. I turned my head to look out the dingy curtains.

      “It’s still dark.” I yawned and rolled out of bed.

      He turned his back to my half-clothed state.

      “Of course, it is still dark. Father and Mother would never allow us to leave if they knew where we are going,” he chided like it was obvious.

      “And where is that?” I asked, rubbing my eyes as I scouted my bedroom floor for a decently clean pair of pants.

      He grumbled under his breath about having a useless bondmate and then sighed. “We are going to the Wolf Council. I wrote to them a while ago to request we be unbound early, and they have granted us an audience.”

      The shoe I was about to pull on thumped to the floor as it slipped through my fingers. Mikhail looked over his shoulder at the sound.

      “Mikhail, I know we aren’t well-matched bondmates, but it isn’t that long before your awakening. Can’t you hold out until then?” I pleaded.

      “I have been forced to suffer your presence far longer than I have patience for. I am lucky I could even find a worthy mate like Colleen with your low-class stench surrounding me like a cloud of noxious gas. You will accompany me to the Wolf Council and agree to be unbound from me as soon as they will allow.”

      As his words slashed into me, I barely felt the pain. I’d long become familiar with their sting over the last thirteen years. I stifled a sigh, resigning myself to his will as I finished dressing.

      “And pack a bag. I doubt you will be returning,” he ordered.

      I filled my rucksack with my small supply of clothes and shouldered it. It was packed so tight I couldn’t fit anything else. I even had to leave behind my hairbrush and toothbrush.

      We exited the dark, quiet mansion via the servants’ entrance and walked softly through the complex to the depot. The conductor waited for us inside the large, wooden structure.

      “Thank you for meeting us so early. Can I rely on your discretion?” Mikhail asked the conductor.

      “Of course, Sir,” he assured. He motioned us into the transportation circle and asked, “Where to?”

      “Lupine City Hall,” Mikhail told him.

      He nodded and began whispering the spell. As the soft command flowed from his lips, the circle started to glow with yellow light. There was a blinding flash, and we stood in another circle in another depot.

      As we exited the depot amongst a crowd of morning commuters, it was obvious we were no longer on his family’s estate. The solid, stone structures of Lupine City were a far cry from the picturesque architecture of his family complex. Dawn was just lighting the eastern horizon as we approached the imposing edifice that was Lupine City Hall.

      Our footsteps echoed off the marble floors and walls of the entrance hall. Many archways led to other rooms, and there was a marble staircase to the right.

      “How may I help you?” a receptionist asked from behind a desk to the left of the entrance.

      “We have an audience with the Wolf Council this morning,” Mikhail explained.

      “Runa and Mikhail?” the receptionist asked after consulting a schedule book.

      I felt my jaw tighten as Mikhail’s irritation shot through the bond. He nodded at the receptionist.

      He can’t stand that they put my name first.

      The receptionist gave us directions to the council chambers and told us to wait until we were called. We climbed the marble staircase and took a seat outside a set of huge, polished wooden doors. I slouched beside Mikhail on the stone bench. He squinted his displeasure at my posture although he kept his criticism to himself for once. As if I need him to rebuke me aloud to know how he’s feeling. I sighed and tried not to think too much, but my mind flew off in multiple directions.

      Why is Mikhail doing this now? What’s going to happen to me? I have always known he resented me for Isla’s death. It’s not like I really wanted to be bound with him either, but what else could I have done in that situation? I was young and impressionable, not to mention grief-stricken and scared. At least I can say I tried to be a good bondmate to him. Where can I go if they agree to unbind us? My pack won’t allow me to return a failure.

      A no-nonsense young man interrupted my thoughts when he opened the chamber doors and called, “Runa and Mikhail?”

      My pulse quickened with Mikhail’s resurfaced irritation. We stood and stepped forward.

      The man met my eyes with disapproval and motioned to us. We followed him inside, and he took a seat near a long table, readying to take notes. The table was occupied by thirteen alphas in human form, one from each of the thirteen families. Two court security officers in wolf form stood guard by the door we had entered.

      Three chairs faced the table. My pack’s alpha sat in the chair to the left. I hadn’t seen her in thirteen years, but I would recognize her presence anywhere. She turned her amber eyes on me when I reached her, and I immediately dropped to my knees and bowed my head.

      She patted my head as she said my name. I glanced up, and her eyes softened with pity.

      Mikhail, on the other hand, looked on in shock. His mouth hung open at my show of respect. I’ve never shown him such respectful obedience. All he ever got was resignation.

      Mikhail and I each took a seat. I resisted the urge to fidget under the oppressive stares of the alphas as I awaited my fate.

      “Runa of the Mountain Meadows Clan, you were called here at the request of your bondmate, who wishes to be unbound before his awakening. Do you have anything to say?” the alpha in the middle asked.

      “As always, I will bend to my faeling’s will in all ways that will not compromise his safety,” I responded.

      The alpha nodded and turned to Mikhail.

      “Mikhail of the noble house Azure, why have you requested to be unbound from Runa? Are you not to awaken in three months?”

      Mikhail rose to address the council, and I ducked my head at the disrespect. Soft growls from the court security officers behind us told him to sit down. He complied smoothly and spoke as though nothing had happened.

      “Honorable alphas, I submitted this request over a year ago. In my opinion, Runa and I are poorly-matched. Indeed, she was not even my intended bondmate. She was bound with me in response to tragic circumstances and as a matter of convenience. My parents should have resubmitted my application for a bondmate upon Isla’s death rather than binding me with Runa.”

      “We understand your distress at losing your intended bondmate,” an alpha toward the left chimed in. “However, that does not answer why you believe Runa is unfit. Has she not protected you as is her duty?”

      “She has protected me from minor threats but has never been tested against our true enemy while bound with me. I am to be mated shortly after my awakening. I fear Runa’s presence, since she is not of an equal status, may disrupt these plans.”

      “Mikhail, we are reluctant to grant a request that would leave you vulnerable to vampire attack so close to your awakening. Would it not be better to wait to break your bond at your awakening? Then you can realize your full magic and protect yourself. You are aware that as you approach your awakening and your magic ripens, the increased magic in your blood will make your scent stronger and more appetizing to them?” the alpha in the middle cautioned.

      Mikhail waved his hand dismissively. “I am well aware. However, my parents’ estate has hired wolf guards. I assure you, I am quite safe.”

      The alphas conferred amongst themselves for a while, and I remained painfully still. After much debate, the center alpha addressed Mikhail. “Very well, we will grant your request.”

      “Thank you.” Mikhail bowed his head from his seat.

      “Elva, do you have a proposal for what we should do with Runa?”

      My alpha nodded. “It is by no fault of Runa’s that she was born to a working-class pack, and even he has admitted that she has done her duty. Before she was bound with Mikhail, she was intended for another faeling of a similar class to ours. I suggest, if the faeling’s family is amiable, she be bound with her intended bondmate. It is my understanding he was never bound, and his awakening is also fast approaching.”

      The council deliberated once more. Eventually, the center alpha said, “Excellent suggestion, Elva. We will dispatch a message to the faeling’s family. In the meantime, please escort these two to be unbound.”
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      The thirteen alphas of the Wolf Council dismissed us. Mikhail and I followed Elva out of the council chambers.

      Mikhail’s slight form bounced with every step, and satisfaction hummed through the bond.

      We went downstairs and turned into the first archway on the left. The room we entered had a counter splitting it in two. On our side of the counter, benches were arranged to give visitors a place to rest while they waited. On the far side of the counter, werewolves and fae who worked in the office bustled about their duties. There were not many people in the waiting area. Two other werewolf and faeling pairs waited with their parents to be bound.

      I smiled at the children. It was easy to see they were well-matched by how close they sat to each other. One pair even held hands.

      I remembered being close like that with Konner. My heart leapt at the prospect of seeing him again. Then I glanced over at Mikhail, and my hope turned sour. I have failed as a bondmate. Why would Konner want me after all this time?

      When we were called to the counter, I stood dutifully but moved with heavy feet. Every step was a reminder that I had failed. As instructed, I faced Mikhail and took his hands. Mikhail, what could I have done to prevent this? Why couldn’t I make you trust me enough that class didn’t matter? I’m sorry I’m not Isla.

      As always, the bond from me to him was cold and limp. I couldn’t convey my feelings, or he ignored them if I had.

      A wolf mystic and a fae priest said the words of unbinding over our joined hands. I felt the thin thread of Mikhail’s emotions unbind my heart. The bond’s silence left me empty. I started to shiver, my body chilled.

      “Are we finished?” Mikhail asked the priest.

      He nodded.

      “Excellent.” He turned his fiery-blue eyes on me. “I hope I never have to see you again.”

      My teeth started to chatter as I watched him stride from the room.

      “Elva, what’s happening to me?” I managed through numb lips.

      The wolf mystic gave her a blanket. She wrapped it around my shoulders and sat me down on a nearby bench. “Unbinding too early can shock your body. Your drive to protect him is strong. You know he cannot yet protect himself.”

      She approached the counter and returned with steaming tea. “Drink this,” she ordered and then left the room.

      I sipped the hot liquid slowly. Warmth gradually spread through me, but the emptiness remained.

      As I finished the last of the tea, Elva returned. She looked at me closely to determine my condition, then smiled. “Good news: the Fireleaf family is happy to welcome you as Konner’s bondmate.”

      Konner still wants me? A strong desire to fill my emptiness with Konner made me throw off the blanket and shoulder my pack. I looked at Elva when she hadn’t moved. “Well, when do we leave?”

      She chuckled, and I followed her to the depot.

      I tried to calm my excitement as Elva told the fae conductor our destination. All I could do was picture Konner’s smiling face. His brown hair stuck up as cowlicks disrupted the waves. His five-year-old, brown eyes were so serious when he’d asked me to be his bondmate until his awakening. The memory of his smile at my response had haunted me. It would catch me off-guard at unpredictable times, and I’d be flooded with guilt.

      The yellow light flashed, and we stood in a deserted country depot. The dirt road that led to the Fireleaf family farm was packed as though that morning’s dew still held the soil together. Our boots made little sound as we hiked down the moistened path.

      “You understand this is your last chance? Seeing Konner successfully through his awakening is the only way for you to rejoin the pack. I know your parents would have wanted that. Whatever mistakes were made for Mikhail to request an early unbinding, I hope you have learned from them and will do better with Konner. I want nothing more than for you to complete your rite and return to the pack. Do your best, all right, Pup?”

      I bowed my head to Elva and promised to succeed.

      By early afternoon, we had reached the Fireleaf farm. The medicinal herbs they grew were just starting to sprout in the spring sun. Fresh green leaves peeked above the roof of the blue farmhouse, and the trees’ reaching branches formed a grove for growing plants that needed shade.

      A werewolf in human form with black hair and ice-blue eyes answered our knock at the front door. His lips curled back over gleaming white teeth as he glared at me, but his menacing scowl didn’t diminish his appeal. Before he could say anything, a faeling with brown hair peeked over his sturdy shoulder.

      “Who is it, Rowan?” the faeling asked.

      My heart jumped with excitement, then plummeted in disappointment when I realized the faeling had green eyes.

      “The betrayer is here to bind with Konner,” Rowan spat, making me flinch.

      Elva placed a hand on my shoulder. “Remember what I said, Runa.” Then she left the way we had come.

      I cleared my throat and squared my shoulders. “May I speak to Master or Mistress Fireleaf, please?”

      The green-eyed faeling stepped out from behind Rowan, who tensed but didn’t stop him.

      “I’m Wilhelm, Konner’s younger brother, and you’re Runa?”

      A memory of a green-eyed faeling following Konner around flashed in my mind. I nodded and tried to smile as Rowan stared daggers at me.

      “This is my bondmate, Rowan. My parents are tending to seedlings. They said to make yourself at home. Konner is at the spring. Would you like me to show you the way?”

      My heart jumped, alarmed that Konner wandered around unprotected.

      “Wilhelm,” Rowan censured. “Konner said he didn’t want to be bothered.”

      “I thought that was just for us. She’s his bondmate. How could she be a bother?”

      Rowan snorted.

      “Thank you for your help. I remember the way,” I said hurriedly.

      I turned on my heel and walked around the house. The grove was mostly maple trees. I strode quickly and soundlessly under them, following a well-worn path to a spring.

      A man lay on his stomach on a smooth rock at the spring’s bank. His hand dangled over the edge, and he gently dipped his fingertips into the clear water. Mussed brown hair played around his pointed ears and splayed over half his face. His forlorn expression as he gazed into the water made my heart sink. I sucked in air to fortify myself.

      His sad, brown eyes looked up at the sound and hardened. He stood quickly, yet gracefully, and stared me down.

      Unlike Mikhail, Konner had grown to be healthy and strong. His broad shoulders and solid chest only momentarily distracted me from the murder in his eyes.

      “Why are you here?” he demanded in a rigid voice.

      The warm welcome I’d been expecting shriveled and died.

      “I came to protect you until your awakening,” I said helplessly.

      “I’ve survived this long without you. What happened? Did your high-born bondmate find out you’re a liar and demand an early unbinding?”

      I flinched at his words and hung my head. “I thought you wanted me to come,” I whispered.

      “Why would I want someone who doesn’t keep her promises as my bondmate? My parents accepted on my behalf. They didn’t even ask me.”

      Hopelessness overcame me. Filling my emptiness with Konner felt like a foolish dream. Do your best, all right, Pup? Elva’s words sounded in my mind. I made a desperate final reach for Konner. I fell to my knees and bowed my head as I would to my alpha.

      “I’m sorry, Konner,” I said through a lump in my throat. “I never wanted to be bound with Mikhail, but that’s no excuse. I should’ve fought for my promise to you. I have regretted it every day for thirteen years. I’m not asking for forgiveness. But could you find it in your heart to give me a second chance? Please let me protect you until your awakening.”

      Silence followed my pleading, but I didn’t raise my head.

      “You’re already here. Do what you want,” he grudgingly agreed after a while.

      I looked up at him gratefully, still on my knees.

      He’d been staring at my bowed head and quickly averted his gaze as I met his eyes.

      “I can tolerate your presence for five months. Just stay out of my way.” His words were harsh, but his tone had softened a little.

      “Thank you,” I said sincerely.

      He turned swiftly and left the grove without another word.

      I followed silently, smiling to myself.
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      After shadowing Konner on the path amid the grove, we continued through the back door of the farmhouse. We passed through the kitchen and sitting room, then went upstairs to the second floor. When we reached the landing, I saw a door on the left, one straight ahead, and three on the right.

      Konner pointed ahead and said, “Bathroom.” Then he pointed to the center door on the right and said, “Your room.”

      “Which room is yours?” I asked.

      He gestured to the door on the left of mine. “Wilhelm and Rowan share that one,” he said as he pointed to the third door on the right. Then he went to his room and shut the door without looking back.

      I sighed and shook my head at myself. Man, I really messed up. Will this be like Mikhail all over again? I tried not to doom my relationship with Konner to ruin by giving up, but I couldn’t help feeling discouraged. Maybe he will cool down after a while. I’ll just have to prove my loyalty and commitment.

      I opened the door to my bedroom and stared, my mouth agape. The room was simple but welcoming. It was far more comfortable than my small, dirty room in the servants’ wing of the Azure estate. My new room had a large bed, an armoire, and a desk with a chair. The window was big and framed in clean, pink curtains. There were doors leading to both Konner’s and Wilhelm’s rooms so I could protect my bondmate more efficiently. I suppose I would’ve been sharing a room if Wilhelm’s bondmate had been female.

      I put my pack in the armoire and gently tapped at the door that led to Konner’s room. After a few moments, the knob turned, and he opened it a crack.

      “What is it?” he asked.

      “I’m going to take a walk and get reacquainted. Would you like to come?”

      “No, thank you.”

      I hesitated with my next question, then cleared my throat. “Where will you be?” I expected anger to be the result of my inquiry.

      Instead, Konner answered in an understanding and reasonable tone. “I’ll remain in the house until you return.”

      I nodded and left my bedroom. Downstairs, I entered the library. Wilhelm looked up from his schoolwork, and Rowan studiously ignored my presence.

      “So how was your reunion with Konner? Did he hug you tightly and welcome you home?” Wilhelm asked.

      “Not exactly,” I responded.

      “Really?” Wilhelm seemed genuinely surprised. “But he⁠—”

      “Wilhelm, you better finish your work before Master Todd comes this week, or he’ll give you double math again,” Rowan cut him off.

      “Rowan, may I speak with you for a moment?” I asked politely.

      His eyes widened, but he stood and followed me to the entryway at the bottom of the stairs.

      “Is there anything I should know from a guardian perspective about this farm or Konner?”

      He crossed his defined arms but said, “We aren’t that far from the border of Faerie. Vampires do slip in and hunt in this area sometimes. We’ve been lucky thus far, but we don’t usually go out after dark, just in case. It hasn’t been easy trying to protect my bondmate and keep watch over Konner, you know,” he accused.

      Even though you let Konner wander outside alone. I wanted to censure him, but I knew I had no room to complain. “I know. Thank you for watching out for him so far.”

      “I didn’t do it for you,” he spat. “He’s pretty tough. He even knows some self-defense, which gives him a certain amount of freedom to be outside alone. But I’m glad someone is here to bind with him even if it is you. While the house is protected, the farm isn’t. With his awakening only five months away, his scent is much more enticing. It may bring nearby vampires here. That would put not only him at risk but Wilhelm as well.” He stared at me hard to make sure I understood.

      I nodded, and he turned to go back to the library.

      “Hey,” I stopped him. “Why wasn’t Konner bound with someone else? Even with a pup shortage, he would’ve gotten precedence living in a border town.”

      His face was an unreadable mask. “You can ask him that yourself.” Then he returned to his bondmate.

      I exited the house via the front door, passed the chicken coop, and entered the barn. The woody scent of pine shavings tickled my nose as the goats bleated their greetings from their pen. On the left was a large room with workbenches and tables for preparing seeds, seedlings, and drying herbs after they were harvested. Rows of seedlings grew in pots in the warmth of the barn, waiting to be planted.

      Konner’s parents stood at two workbenches. His father was placing seeds into small pots with dirt, and his mother was speaking spells to some of the seedlings that looked a little droopy.

      One of the farm dogs, who protected the plants from herbivores, whimpered from his bed. I beckoned him to me, and he rolled to his back at my feet. His whine made Konner’s parents look up.

      “Master and Mistress Fireleaf, thank you for allowing me to bind with your son after so many years. I have no excuse for abandoning him, but I’m grateful to be here now.” I talked to my feet.

      When I glanced up, they’d stood in front of me.

      His father gently touched my shoulder. “Glad you could make it, Runa.”

      “I’m happy to be here, Master Fireleaf.”

      “Call me Ed, and I was sorry to hear about your parents.”

      Little Mistress Fireleaf hugged me tightly. “Runa, what a beautiful young woman you’ve grown into. Now, you don’t worry about a thing that happened before today. Konner was pleased to hear you were coming. I don’t care how he acts. Just be patient, and he’ll come around. I hope you have the same tastes as when you were a little pup because I’m making your favorite for dinner.”

      “Thank you, Mistress Fireleaf.” I smiled at her kindness.

      “Oh, call me Kat.” Her cheeks dimpled as she returned my smile.

      I nodded.

      “We scheduled the binding for this weekend. I hope you won’t mind a small celebration with just the family?” Ed asked.

      “That’s perfect. Thank you.”

      “Well now, why don’t you go up to the house and spend some time with Konner? You haven’t seen each other in thirteen years,” Kat urged as she shooed me from the barn.

      I walked back to the house as I was bid but stopped at the front door. Looking to the left, I saw a field of seedlings growing happily under the care of the Fireleaf family. I stared in that direction for a while, looking down the dirt road that led back to town. The wide, open spaces made the wolf inside me want to run, but the guardian wanted to bolt and bar the door.

      The farm was so different from the complex I’d left that morning. There was no mansion or outbuildings, no imposing stone walls or hired wolf guards.

      My wolf’s ear twitched as I got an idea. I entered the house and went to my room.

      Removing my clothes, I thought of how long it had been since I’d changed into a wolf. A couple of months? Too long. Mikhail had so many social functions to attend, and I always had to be in human form.

      I smiled to myself as I imagined the wood floor beneath my paws. It wasn’t painful as I willed my spirit into its equally-natural wolf form, like pouring water from one container into another.

      I shook myself and trotted happily to the door that went to Konner’s room. This is going to work. I lifted my paw and scratched at the door.
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      Konner’s eyes widened when he found a wolf at his door. I smiled at him and wagged my tail. He tried to keep a straight face, but joy sparkled in his eyes. Nothing makes people happier than a fuzzy, four-legged friend.

      I nudged his hand with my nose to encourage him to pet me. Once his fingertips touched my fur, he couldn’t help himself. He knelt on the floor to have better access. He ran his hands over my head and back, paying special attention to my ears.

      After a while, he started to talk. “What beautiful white fur you have. It’s so soft. What a pretty girl you are.”

      I sneezed at him, and he chuckled.

      After thoroughly petting me, his hands slowed. “I guess we’re going to be bound this weekend,” he mumbled.

      I couldn’t tell if his voice was sad or thoughtful.

      I studied him as he stroked me absentmindedly, staring into space. I was pleased my idea to get closer to him had worked, but I wanted to understand his feelings, too.

      “Konner, Runa, dinner,” Wilhelm called from downstairs.

      I realized I hadn’t eaten since the night before and found I was famished.

      At the sound of his brother’s voice, Konner seemed surprised to find himself on the floor petting a wolf. A flush crept onto his cheeks, and he scrambled to his feet. He returned to his room, shutting the door firmly.

      I changed into my human form and redressed. Making a quick stop in the bathroom on the way downstairs, I tried to finger-comb my long, white hair where Konner’s petting had mussed it. Get ahold of yourself, you fool, I told my gray-eyed reflection as she grinned at me in the mirror.

      I went downstairs and took the empty seat next to Konner and across from Wilhelm at the dining table.

      Wilhelm smiled at me, Rowan scowled, and Konner looked bored and unconcerned. My heart sank, and my idiotic grin twitched into a polite smile.

      We passed around the delicious food Kat had made as Wilhelm questioned me relentlessly. What was the Azure’s complex like? Was it true they have a mansion? What was it like to live near a city? How did nobles like Mikhail spend their time?

      When it started to get really personal, like how did it feel when you were unbound early, Kat interceded.

      “Konner, why don’t you show Runa around town tomorrow after the chores? I bet there are things she needs to buy. Maybe a new outfit for the binding ceremony?”

      “She was just in town today. If she needs to buy something, she can go alone, or Wilhelm and Rowan can take her. You know how Wilhelm enjoys going into town.”

      “Sorry, Bro. I have to finish my schoolwork before Master Todd comes.” Wilhelm winked at me conspiratorially.

      “All settled then.” Kat smiled.

      Konner sighed, defeated.

      “Boys, help me with the dishes while Rowan and Runa check the perimeter before dark,” Ed said, carrying dirty dishes to the kitchen.

      I thanked Kat for dinner and followed Rowan upstairs. We entered our respective rooms, leaving the doors cracked since wolves can’t use doorknobs. I removed my clothes and shifted to my wolf state. After nosing the door open, I met Rowan at the bottom of the stairs. His fur was as black as mine was white. His ice-blue eyes watched me impatiently.

      Kat opened the front door for us, and we trotted into the pre-dusk light.

      With a tilt of his head, Rowan signaled for me to go left. He went right. I investigated the perimeter of the farm, walking around the barn first. I sniffed and listened for scents and sounds that didn’t belong. Then I entered the grove. Rowan had marked the edge of our territory, so it was easy to tell where the property line was even in the woods. Somewhere in the middle, I met up with Rowan. We signaled that neither of us had found anything.

      As I was turning to head back to the house, I saw Rowan’s ear twitch. I froze to listen. When I hadn’t heard anything, I looked back at him. He stared me down with a challenge.

      Really? We’re going to do this now?

      I didn’t look away and neither did he. I took in his posture to see how serious he was. His hackles weren’t raised. He yipped at me and lowered his front while keeping his back end up.

      Playful then.

      I pounced on him, but he got away. We rolled and twisted, each trying to get the advantage. We barked and yipped but didn’t growl.

      Even though we were both earnestly trying to establish dominance, we weren’t fighting to injure. We understood there was nothing to gain by doing it that way. The freedom of connecting with another wolf made my heart soar.

      Eventually, Rowan pinned me on my belly. I stilled in defeat. Since I had acknowledged his win, he let me up. I took advantage of his relaxed vigilance and managed to pin him.

      Evenly matched? I can live with that.

      I let him up, and he wagged his tail. Having satisfied his curiosity, he trotted back to the house. I started to chase him, and he ran faster. When we reached the back door, we were both panting, our tongues hanging out.

      Rowan scratched the door, and Wilhelm opened it.

      “Look at you two. Did you have fun?” He laughed at our wolfy grins.

      We went to our rooms to change and redress.

      I hadn’t had that much fun since I’d been with Isla. A memory of one of our last days together bubbled to the surface.
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        * * *

      

      “Girls, will you pay attention?” my mother urged worriedly. “You’ll be bound next week. I need to make sure you’re both ready to be on your own. Do you understand the importance of this rite?”

      “Yes,” Isla and I said in unison.

      “Tell me.”

      “We must protect the faelings until their awakenings because of the treaty,” Isla recited dutifully.

      “What is the treaty, and how did it come about?”

      “Long ago, werewolves lived in the human realm, but the humans feared us and hunted us until we were almost all gone. The thirteen clan leaders made a treaty with the fae queen for the good of both species. We protect the faelings until they can protect themselves, and the fae make sure the borders of Faerie include werewolf territory to protect us from humans,” Isla explained.

      “Very good. Runa, tell me about vampires,” my mother quizzed.

      “Vampires mostly prey on humans since they live in the human realm. But they love fae blood the most. Awakened fae can protect themselves against vampires, but faelings don’t have enough magic yet, making them the perfect targets. Sometimes, vampires find a way through the veil into Faerie. Though they mostly come out at night, they have been known to attack in daylight, especially when it’s close to the full moon in October. They are very hungry near the Blood Moon.”

      “Isla, how would you kill a vampire if you were to encounter one?”

      “Rip it to pieces.”

      “Anything else?”

      “Cut off its head, stab its heart, or light it on fire and spread the ashes.”

      “How will you know if there’s a vampire around?”

      “You can smell them. They smell like wet dirt and bad fruit. Also, they look different. They have fangs, and their eyes glow in the light because of eyeshine.” I answered when Isla had been unsure.

      “Good, so what can you expect from the bond?”

      “Once I’m bound with Mika, I’ll be able to feel what he feels, and we’ll be able to talk with our minds,” Isla answered.

      “That’s what happens if you’re well-matched and in sync,” my mother corrected. She smiled at us and knew we couldn’t sit still much longer. “All right, take a break before your practical lessons with Seth.”

      Cheering, we ran out of the drawing room and then the front door. The surrounding land was green lawns dotted with smaller buildings owned by Isla’s family. We ran toward the apple tree we loved to climb and reached for the low branches. We sat on a thick branch, dangling our feet.

      “We won’t see each other after next week,” I said quietly, thinking of the future.

      “I guess I never thought about it. Your parents won’t be my teachers anymore once I’m bound. But what are you going to do after Konner awakens?”

      “I don’t know. I guess Elva will find me a job.”

      “Why don’t you come work for me?”

      “What would I do?”

      “I don’t know, whatever you want. Do you need a reason to stay with your best friend?”

      I grinned at her. “I’ll learn something really useful, so you’ll have to pay me a lot of money.”

      She laughed, brushing the cream-colored hair from her yellow eyes. “Deal.”
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      Thirteen years hadn’t lessened the ache I felt at the loss of my parents and Isla. Mikhail’s parents had told me once that the pain would fade over time, but that hadn’t happened yet. I longed for the happy days of my youth when Isla and I were learning to be guardians and running around her family’s estate.

      A knock at my half-closed door jolted me from my thoughts. I realized I hadn’t put pants on yet as Rowan pushed the door open and entered my room. All his earlier hostility was gone after I’d earned his respect as a wolf.

      He didn’t hide his appraisal of my half-naked body, and I didn’t cover myself. As is courteous when an equally-ranked werewolf of the preferred sex evaluates a potential mate, I allowed Rowan to inspect me. I stood still in my shirt and underwear while his ice-blue eyes made me shiver pleasantly, like a lover’s cool breath on bare skin.

      And I studied him right back. His sturdy jaw reinforced his alluring combination of shiny black hair and blue eyes. His shoulders were broad and his chest defined. I imagined how firm he would feel under his shirt, and how easily he could lift my weight with his thick arms. My gaze drifted to the front of his pants as I tried to determine how big his manhood was based on his height and girth.

      He met my eyes with an appreciative smile, which I returned. “I see guarding the already well-protected hasn’t made you lax.”

      Appraisal over, I pulled my pants on in case anyone else should walk by my opened door. I still haven’t completely grasped the fae sensitivity to nakedness. Of course, I understand why we have to be careful about being naked around faelings, but that doesn’t apply to being around Rowan or other werewolves.

      “I trained a lot at the Azure estate.”

      “Just so, I came to say I was impressed by your abilities out there. I look forward to working with you,” Rowan said matter-of-factly.

      He extended his arm to me, and I grasped his forearm. I felt relieved to have found solid ground with Rowan. It’ll be much easier to protect Konner and Wilhelm if we can work well together.

      “Well then, now that we’re friends, let me give you some encouragement. I know it feels like you and Konner aren’t getting along right now but keep trying. He’ll come around,” Rowan said, heading for the door. “He’s in the library in case you’re wondering.”

      Rowan’s reassurance raised my spirit. Determined, I went downstairs and found Konner reading at a table in the library.

      He looked up to see who was approaching, then returned to his book.

      “What are you reading?” I asked, sitting across from him at the table.

      “I’m sure you wouldn’t be interested.” He sighed at the interruption but didn’t look up.

      “I’m interested in what interests you. Besides, I love to read.”

      His eyes flicked to mine, surprised, and returned to the page. “I’m reading about humans.”

      “Really? Fiction or nonfiction?”

      “Nonfiction, by Sal Diroot.”

      “Which one? I’ve read some of him.”

      This time, he looked up and maintained eye contact. “Human Folklore of the Supernatural.”

      “Ah, that’s a good one. Have you gotten to the chapter on ghosts yet?”

      “No, I’m still on vampires.” He paused for a moment, then continued. “I’m amazed at some humans’ sympathy for them. Do you think they really believe vampires burst into flame in sunlight?”

      “I don’t know. But if so, it’s probably to make themselves feel safer. I’ve read that most humans don’t even accept the existence of, what they would call, supernatural creatures anymore.”

      “It’s probably better for us if they don’t.”

      “I agree. They certainly can turn violent when faced with the unknown.”

      He nodded. “What was your favorite chapter?”

      I grinned. “I thought the last chapter about aliens was the most fun.”

      “I have a while before I get to that part.”

      “What did you think about the chapter on werewolves?”

      He pursed his lips in thought. “I was surprised how varied their beliefs are and how they’ve changed over time. They were much closer to the truth when werewolf territory was in the human realm though they were still way off. Since you all moved to Faerie, their theories have gotten even wilder. A transformation somewhere between a man and a wolf? Ridiculous. No wonder they think it’s a curse. But, as wrong as they are about werewolves, what about us? Do they really think we’re all tiny women with wings? Pixie dust is pretty funny. Actually, it might be kind of cool to have wings.”

      “I’m amazed at how imaginative humans are.”

      He nodded. “It would be awesome to go there one day.” He stiffened at his own admission and clamped his mouth shut.

      A jolt of fear ran through me at the thought of Konner unprotected around vampires and humans. He’s talking about after he awakens. He’ll be able to protect himself then.

      Caution crept into my voice. “Maybe, but it could also be dangerous.”

      “You think humans would still do you harm?” he asked curiously.

      “I think it’s a possibility. They seem to have grown as a species, but I can imagine them hunting us down if they viewed us as a threat. I enjoy learning about them, but it’s safer for everyone if they believe we don’t exist. But, who knows? You’re fae, so you can hide your presence with a glamour once you awaken, and you’ll have magic to protect yourself. Maybe you’ll be a human expert like Master Diroot.”

      He smiled sadly. “My parents have waited all my life for my awakening so I can help them with the magical aspects of the farm. My mom has already contacted the matchmaker. She hopes my future mate will be the one to guide me through my awakening. I know my parents want me mated soon after so my future mate can help on the farm, too.”

      I empathized with his sadness at his planned future, recalling what my parents taught me about fae society.

      “Have you tried talking to them?”

      “There’s no use. They’ve had it all planned out since I was young, and they’re very traditional.”

      “What do you want?”

      “It doesn’t matter.”

      “It matters to me.”

      He looked at me, unsure. I stared back sincerely.

      “I want to go to a university and learn human studies,” he whispered.

      “You should tell your parents. I bet they’ll understand.”

      He bit his lower lip and then shook his head. “The farm isn’t so bad. I like being here with my parents and brother.” He closed the discussion.

      “Well, I think you should do whatever makes you happiest.”

      He nodded thoughtfully, his mussed hair waving as his head moved.

      I continued to stare as he looked into space. He’d changed a lot in thirteen years. The last time I’d seen him, he’d been the same height as me. Now, he was a half a head taller than me. He was of a medium build but defined, no doubt from farm work. His round child’s face had slimmed down and sharpened. He’d grown out his cowlicked hair to chin-length. The change in length resulted in a pleasantly disheveled look. It was parted on one side, so the front shadowed one eye. His eyes were the only feature that hadn’t changed. Depending on how he felt, their brown color could be like rich soil in the warm sun or cold, damp earth in a dark, lonely place.

      He cleared his throat uncomfortably when he realized I was staring.

      I shifted my eyes to the many shelves of books to give him relief. Scanning the titles, I saw I had read a lot of them. One benefit of the Azure estate: they have a huge library.

      I hadn’t cared much to learn what the future had in store for Mikhail, but I wanted to learn more about the intricacies of fae culture to better understand Konner. I grabbed a book about the awakening ceremony. After sitting back down, I skimmed through the part about unbinding the fae from his or her guardian until I reached information I didn’t know.

      
        
        Once the fae has been unbound, the priest or priestess tells the guide to proceed with the awakening ceremony in a private place.

        The magic that has been maturing during the nineteen-year cycle can only be released when the guide and the awakening make a connection. The act of sexual release is not enough to break the seal. The two must trust each other and connect on a deeper level so they can effectively become one.

      

      

      Interesting. So it’s the combination of a physical and emotional connection to an already awakened fae that releases their magic. I know we were always warned that fae sexuality was discouraged before their awakenings because it threatened their magic, but I never knew exactly why. And it’s no wonder they push for faelings to find mates rather than use the service if they need an emotional connection for the awakening to be successful. I’m glad I’m not fae. Sure, werewolves don’t have magic, but at least we don’t have to worry about losing our wolf forms if we have sex. I can’t even imagine the pent-up lust.

      Peeking back at Konner, he looked like he wanted to say something. I turned my full attention to him to show I was ready to listen, but my effort had the opposite effect. He changed his mind, dropped his gaze to the book, marked the page, and closed it. He rose and returned it to its place on the shelf.

      I watched him carefully, trying to determine his next move.

      “I’m going to bed,” he explained, without looking at me.

      I trailed him from the library and up the stairs, taking the book I was reading with me.

      “Goodnight,” I said as he opened his bedroom door.

      He paused and then entered without a response.

      I went to my bedroom once I’d determined he wasn’t going anywhere else that night. My night vision allowed me to see the furniture without lighting a candle. I placed the book on my desk, removed my pants, and folded them over the back of the desk chair. Then I climbed into the cool, clean sheets in my shirt and underwear. Staring at the ceiling, I thought about what Konner had said and remembered asking my parents about fae society.
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        * * *

      

      My parents’ warm hands enveloped mine as we walked down the country road toward my potential bondmate.

      “What do you think, Runa?” my father asked as I took in the open fields beside the road. “Do you think you’d like to live on a farm?”

      “It’s so flat,” I observed.

      “It is a little different from the mountains and Isla’s estate, but after your bondmate awakens, you can return to the pack,” my mother reassured.

      I nodded solemnly.

      “Do you remember how to greet Konner when you meet him?” my father asked.

      “Put my hand in his and shake it.”

      “That’s right,” he congratulated.

      “But why don’t fae grasp forearms like we do?”

      “Fae and werewolves do a great many things differently because our natures are different. However, our differences are what make the treaty work and keep us both safe,” my mother explained.

      “Our natures may be different, but the way our societies are built is similar if you really pay attention,” my father added.

      “Like how?” I asked him doubtfully.

      “Well, just like us, fae have traditions and social norms that dictate acceptable behavior. For instance, you always listen to Elva, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “She’s my alpha.”

      “Well, fae society is based around filial piety.”

      “What’s that?”

      “It’s all about respecting your parents and elders, just like you do with us and Elva. They are taught to trust the wisdom of older generations, believing the elders will make decisions with their best interests in mind.”

      “I trust Elva.”

      “Right, it’s just like that, except it’s taught rather than instinct.”

      I bobbed my head in understanding.

      “Fae have a rich and intricate culture. They’ve managed to embrace the free spirit of magic while maintaining order and upholding tradition,” my mother added.

      “Oh, okay,” I said, not entirely sure what that meant.

      “Don’t worry, Runa.” My mother smiled down at me. “You still have plenty of time to learn. Let’s just concentrate on finding you a bondmate. I have a good feeling about the Fireleafs, and they even have a younger son, so you won’t be the only wolf.”

      I increased my pace, eager to meet Konner.
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        * * *

      

      I sighed loudly into the dark room. My life so far has been much different than we’d planned. I hope I can earn Konner’s forgiveness and make the most of the time we have left together.

      Listening to the sounds of the night, my breathing gradually slowed as I closed my eyes. A nightingale whistled his rich, powerful song, calling for his mate. Every few minutes, the hoot, hoot of the long-eared owl accompanied the nightingale’s melody. But it was the constant low croaking of the frogs that helped my mind drift to sleep.
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      The relaxation I felt while falling asleep in a welcoming place was replaced by the usual fitful sleep. It normally took willpower or exhaustion to force me into much-needed unconsciousness.

      A rooster crowed his greeting to the dawn, reminding my morning-clouded mind that I was at the Fireleaf farm.

      The wooden floor was cold under my bare feet as I jumped out of bed. I knew there were chores to do, so I put on the clothes from the day before, promising myself a good wash and fresh clothes when they were finished.

      Opening my bedroom door, I saw Wilhelm leave the bathroom as Rowan entered.

      “Good morning, Runa!” Wilhelm greeted. “Seeing your loveliness first thing is more refreshing than morning dew.”

      Rowan smacked Wilhelm upside his head before closing the door.

      “Good morning,” I responded, leaning against the wall.

      Konner exited his room, hair even messier after sleep.

      I smiled. “Good morning,” I said to him cheerfully.

      He looked up as if taken off guard by my sudden presence. His happily flustered expression seemed to be strangled by something cautious and distant.

      “Did you sleep well?” I asked.

      Rather than respond to my question, he said, “Meet me in the barn when you’re finished.”

      Rowan came out and patted me on the shoulder when he passed as if he’d heard our conversation and was trying to encourage me.

      I used the bathroom quickly and went to the barn. Ed moved fresh fertilizer from the compost pile to the workbenches with a wheelbarrow. Rowan fed one goat while Wilhelm milked the other. The dogs happily ate their breakfasts.

      Konner arrived after a few minutes. “We’re in charge of the chickens,” he explained.

      I followed him to the back of the barn where a door led to a storage room with many shelves. He handed me a basket and grabbed a bag of feed. On the way to the coop, he explained what we needed to do.

      “I just mixed the bedding, so we don’t have to worry about that until next week. When I open the coop door, the chickens will come out. You can go in and collect the eggs, and then take them to my mom so she can make breakfast. I’ll feed them, and you can give them water.”

      We reached the coop, and he unlatched the door. The chickens were ready to start their day. Some of them approached Konner and pecked at his feet affectionately. Others began digging in the dirt. Once they’d all left, I entered with my basket.

      I was prepared to hold my breath, but it ended up being unnecessary. The coop wasn’t the most pleasant thing I’d ever smelled, but the primary scents were of pine and herbs. The pine scent was easily explained by the wood shavings used for bedding, but I couldn’t identify the herb smells until I approached the first nest to collect the eggs. They were nestled among fresh and dried herbs, primarily lavender and mint.

      I collected the eggs and placed them carefully into the basket. Exiting the coop, I saw Konner feeding the chickens as I walked to the house. In the kitchen, Kat was already cooking up a storm.

      “Good morning, Runa. How did you sleep?”

      “Very well, thank you,” I lied, placing the basket of eggs on the counter.

      “Wonderful. Breakfast will be done in a bit.”

      “Thanks.” I waved as I left the kitchen.

      After returning to the coop, I grabbed the water dishes and walked to the back of the house. I tossed the old water and refilled them with fresh water from the spigot.

      Konner had put away the feed and was helping his brother and Rowan clean the goat pen by the time I’d replaced the drinking water in the coop.

      When we’d heard Kat call that breakfast was ready, we stopped what we were doing and washed at the spigot. Within a few minutes, we were sitting at the table eating a big, warm breakfast.

      As we ate, Kat reminded us to collect our dirty laundry and deposit it at the back door after breakfast.

      Everyone other than Konner seemed happy the two of us were going into town that day. His lack of enthusiasm darkened my mood, and I felt his hesitation in the pit of my stomach.

      When we’d finished eating, Konner offered to let me use the bathroom first.

      I grabbed my cleanest clothes from my bedroom and went to the bathroom. I didn’t know whose soap and shampoo I borrowed, but I vowed to buy some in town to avoid smelling like a man the next day. I was courteous enough not to borrow anyone’s toothbrush and just swished water in my mouth. I did, however, use Rowan’s hairbrush; his black hair gave it away. I’m sure he won’t mind. I made sure to clean out my long white hair anyway. When was the last time he cleaned his brush? He should be thanking me.

      With Konner’s help, Wilhelm and Rowan were able to finish their chores early. They were all heading toward the house when I went to fetch Konner.

      I felt clean and refreshed with my freshly-scrubbed skin. My long hair was still wet, and I wore a fitted, cap-sleeved shirt, tailored pants with a belt and pouch, and mid-calf boots.

      As they approached the house, they noticed me coming toward them. I smiled a greeting, but their responses were unexpected. Konner looked away with an expression that was either anger or frustration. Wilhelm flushed and put his hands in his pockets. Rowan’s reaction was the only one I understood. He looked me up and down and smiled, a glint in his eyes.

      I sighed inwardly. No matter how long I’m around fae, I just can’t understand them sometimes. Then again, Mikhail’s reactions were closest to Konner’s. He was usually irritated with me in that long-suffering kind of way. If he ever noticed or said anything about my appearance, it was to criticize and demand that I try harder. “Try harder? Why? I’m a guardian. I’m here to ensure you stay alive. I’m not your doll. My clothes are functional. That is all.” The only say he ever had was with my hair. While I felt it was beautiful at this length, it would be far easier to maintain if it was short. Maybe I’ll cut it. Is Konner angry because he thinks I should try harder, too?

      Konner walked past me and into the house to take his turn in the bathtub. Wilhelm smiled tightly and mumbled something about schoolwork. I watched him follow his brother inside.

      Rowan laughed at their reactions. “Well, you certainly have livened this place up.”

      I watched the direction in which they’d gone with more than a little confusion.

      “What’s wrong with them?” I asked Rowan, not wanting to believe Konner’s reaction was the same as Mikhail’s.

      “You’ve never seen that reaction before?”

      “Not exactly.”

      He considered my answer. Finally, he grinned. “If you don’t know, I’m not going to tell you.”

      I scowled at his teasing.

      “On a completely unrelated note, have you attended the Wolf Moon Festival?”

      His question surprised me, so it took me a moment to answer. “Yes, this was my second year. Why?”

      He shrugged. “I was just curious.”

      I nodded. “What about you?”

      He shook his head. “I never really got the chance. This year was supposed to be my first, but I couldn’t get away. It’s not like I could leave Wilhelm and Konner unprotected for three days, and there wasn’t anyone available to fill in at the time.”

      “I’m sorry,” I felt even worse for Rowan having shouldered my share of the responsibility all this time. The Wolf Moon Festival is so important for wolves whose faelings are going to awaken soon.

      “I’m glad you’re here now. You’ll just have to make it up to me.”

      “What do you have in mind?”

      “I’ll let you know.”

      “By next year’s festival, Konner will be awakened, and I’ll be a full member of wolf society. When they call for fill-ins for the Wolf Moon Festival, I’ll volunteer to fill-in for you. That way you can go to the festival. I’ve been twice and have already met a promising candidate. I can skip so you can attend.”

      “Maybe, or maybe by next year I won’t need to go to the festival.”

      Even though I’d spent most of my life around fae, I often had trouble understanding their culture, viewpoints, and actions. Werewolves were much more straightforward. Therefore, I knew the implication of Rowan’s words and that they were directed at me.

      His proposition to get to know each other with potential mating in mind was intriguing, but it didn’t demand an immediate response. He let his offer stand as he walked back to the house to catch up with Wilhelm.
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      Konner was in the bathroom when I collected my clothes from my bedroom. I grabbed the lot and put them back in my pack. Then I went to the kitchen to drop them by the back door.

      Kat was gathering everyone’s dirty laundry to take outside for washing.

      “Runa, excellent timing,” she said as she motioned me to take a sack and follow her to the wash tub outside.

      I did as she bid me and dropped the bags where she pointed.

      She looked at my pack. “Is that all of your dirty clothes?”

      “That’s all the clothes I own. I’m sorry, but I left before I got a chance to clean them.”

      She raised her eyebrows. “That’s all of your clothes?”

      I nodded.

      She sucked her teeth in irritation. “Maybe I should write those Azures a letter and give them a piece of my mind. It isn’t as if they don’t have enough money to provide you with enough to wear.”

      “It really wasn’t necessary. I was never very interested in clothes and other pretties. In fact, Mikhail always told me to try harder with my appearance. I think my lack of effort embarrassed him.”

      “But still⁠—”

      “Really, Kat, I’m fine. Honestly, I’m grateful to be alive. It doesn’t feel right to care about such things when I have so much to be thankful for.”

      Kat’s irritated expression turned sad. She stepped close to me and embraced me tightly. “Runa, I want you to listen to me carefully. What happened to your parents and your friend wasn’t your fault. They would all be glad you survived. You’re allowed to be happy.”

      My heart hammered at her words as she forced ugly thoughts into the light. I wanted to believe her, but thirteen years of guilt held me back. “I betrayed Konner. At the time, protecting my dead friend’s intended bondmate seemed all I could do for her, but I didn’t even do that right. I don’t deserve friendship or even pride when I have failed both Konner and Isla.” I buried my face in Kat’s shoulder, having not felt a motherly embrace in far too long.

      “You haven’t failed yet,” Konner said quietly.

      I looked up, my heart racing at his sudden arrival.

      “My awakening is five months away. You won’t have failed unless I die on your watch.”

      Kat smiled at her son’s attempt to console me. Her embrace loosened to an arm around my shoulders. “We’re counting on you,” she encouraged.

      I glanced at her, then Konner.

      He nodded seriously.

      I bowed my head to both of them, promising I’d never fail them again.

      Kat told Konner to fetch the money jar from the house. After he was gone, she turned to me. “Runa, I want you to purchase yourself more clothes when you go into town. Get whatever you want. But I have a request: buy one thing that’s frivolous but makes you happy.”

      “But, Kat⁠—”

      “No arguing. Please do this for me. I’ve been trapped here with all men for too long. It’ll be refreshing for me to have another girl around. I so wanted a daughter, you know. Just think of it as a welcome home gift.”

      I nodded. “Thank you.”

      When Konner had returned, she handed me more than enough money and told us to have fun and be careful.

      Within minutes, we were heading down the dirt road toward town.

      Konner was silent but seemed thoughtful rather than angry as we walked. It was a long trek, but it wasn’t unpleasant that we didn’t talk. Konner’s words floated in the emptiness that Mikhail had left. You haven’t failed yet. The hope that Rowan had encouraged felt more possible on that long, quiet hike.

      The depot was the first sign we were getting close. Finally, homes and shops lined the streets. The town wasn’t nearly as big as the city near the Azure estate though I didn’t really have a preference in town size. I loved both the wide-open spaces and the bustle of a crowd. The company around me was far more important than the location. My eyes drifted toward Konner, and I couldn’t fight my smile.

      It seemed the middle of the week was a common time for people to go to town. Wagons and carts clattered on the
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