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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
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